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THE CASE FOR CHANGE AND WHY
IT’S HARD

Professional services firms will tell me that they are “high-performance”
organisations because their people are talented, driven, get the job done, and
win more business. Their partners are great at business development, they
can build trusting relationships, and they are all technical experts.

However, a collection of high performers does not
automatically translate into a high-performance culture.

In fact, the very dynamics that create and sustain successful individual
performers often undermine collective performance at the firm level,
especially as firms grow in size and scope.

The transition from

collection of individual
performers to a coordinated
high-performance system

is one of the most important
shifts a professional services
firm can make.
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It’s also one of the most difficult shifts.

HERE’S WHY:

It can feel risky to step away from what got us here, usually based on a
sense of close connection (we are like family) or a few perennial high
performers, to an entirely different way of doing business.

It requires a whole new set of individual and team leadership skills
beyond being a gun consultant.

The fault-lines created by the lack of coherence at the leadership level
are a lagging indicator, often only developing insidiously over time.
Everyone else is still getting on with the work and the work is
coming in, so what’s the problem?

If professional services firms want to continue to expand, increase market
share, and build revenue, here’s an inevitable truth. What got us this far will
not get us where we want to go.

This paper describes this problem and outlines the solutions that accelerate
the transition to the next level of sustainable success.

[Al Disclaimer: The ideas and graphics are mine. | used Al to augment research sources and, in some places, to streamline
how concepts were presented.]
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THE PERFORMANCE EVOLUTION
MODEL

This model describes the typical and predictable stages of firm growth, along
with the risks associated at each level.
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THE “BIG 3" ELEPHANTS
IN THE ROOM

System and Leadership Frictions

On the journey from individual to cultural
excellence, there are a few common performance
pitfalls that need to be called out. These powerful

“elephants in the room” are very often unseen and
yet so often slow or even stop attempts to address
system performance improvement.

These pitfalls have to do with built-in weaknesses
to the professional services business model,
motivational myths and realities, and the
counterintuitive side-effects for leaders labelled as
high performers.
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The Marshmallow

Professional services firms exist, in addition to any other
performance or market metrics, to generate returns for
their partners. And why not?

The business model is simple and largely effective: work hard, get promoted,
and get rewarded for those years of grinding with a great salary, partnership,
and the big pay-off: firm equity.

But once you see the firm (and partner motivations) through that financial
lens, a different logic may insidiously kick in. Partners start to ask:

O O

Why invest in systems, Why take money off the table
leadership, or culture when today for a payoff that comes
those investments reduce this later, if at all?

year’s profit?

If the game is short-term, the rational move is obvious: maximise today.
In other words? Eat the marshmallow now.

This idea comes from the Stanford University marshmallow experiment where
children were given a simple choice: eat one marshmallow now or wait 15
minutes...and receive two later.

Some children waited. Many didn’t.

e
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Here’s what’s interesting.
Children who were willing to delay
gratification and waited to receive
the second marshmallow ended up
years later with higher SAT scores,
lower levels of substance abuse,
lower likelihood of obesity, better
responses to stress, and better
social skills.

To be clear, the interesting part
wasn’t the choice in the moment. It
was what that choice represented:
an orientation toward the future and
an understanding that delaying
gratification can have an outsized
payoff down the road.

The broader business landscape
tells the same story. Research
from Innosite shows the average
lifespan of companies on the S&P
500 has shrunk dramatically over
the past half-century, from around
60 years to less than 20. The issue
is rarely a lack of talent. More often,
organizations fail to adapt fast
enough to changing conditions.

The firms that endure make a
different choice. They resist the
instinct to optimise only for
today. They recognise that
sustained performance doesn’t just
keep delivering. It requires an eye
to the future and emphasis on to
the systems and processes that
drive it.

They leave the

marshmallow on
the table.
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Consider these real-life business examples as reported by HBR:

»

\ AMAZON CONSISTENTLY
BLOCKBUSTER CHOSE TO REINVESTED PROFITS INTO
OPTIMISE ITS EXISTING INFRASTRUCTURE,
RETAIL MODEL RATHER TECHNOLOGY, AND NEW
THAN ADAPT TO STREAMING, CAPABILITIES, DELAYING
S AG D GY SHORT-TERM RETURNS IN
CONSUMER BEHAVIOUR T G T
SHIFTED — AND ULTIMATELY DOMINANCE AND

BSOLETE.
0 RESILIENCE.

Here’s what this dilemma looks like over time:

PROFIT EFFORT Q<

TIME (0 - 3 years) TIME (0 - 3 years)
Collection of high-performing individuals Collection of high-performing individuals
High-performance culture and systems High-performance culture and systems

In the short term, investing in long-term growth limits profitability and takes
effort. Lagging benefits can take anywhere from one to three years to break
even, but then the disparity in trajectories is obvious.
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The Treadmill

If the first elephant is short-termism (eat the
marshmallow now), the second is more subtle—and
arguably more corrosive over time.

It’s the belief that money, on its own, is a reliable and scalable
motivator of sustained performance.

Most professional services leaders have lived some version of this frustration:
We pay people extremely well. So why aren’t they performing or sustaining at
the level we expect?

The assumption embedded in that question is worth challenging. It assumes a
relatively linear relationship between pay and performance. Pay more = get
more. In reality, that relationship is anything but linear. It is governed by a
well-established psychological dynamic: the hedonic treadmill.

How the Hedonic Treadmill Works

The hedonic treadmill describes our
tendency to rapidly adapt to
improvements in our circumstances.
This concept, first articulated by
psychologists Philip Brickman and
Donald Campbell in 1971, showed that
even major financial windfalls—like
lottery wins—produce only temporary
increases in happiness and motivation.

What was once motivating
becomes...expected. And
once it becomes expected, it
stops motivating.

And the organisation responds
the only way it knows how:
increase the reward again.

The treadmill doesn’t just stall
motivation. It rewires how
people interpret reward.

A pay rise, bonus, or promotion creates
a short-term spike in motivation,
satisfaction, and perceived value. But
that spike is temporary. Very quickly, the
new level becomes the baseline.
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The business model
is already highly
extrinsic. Billable
hours, utilisation
targets, revenue

contribution, bonus
pools—it’s all
measurable, visible,
and financially
anchored.

O,

Paying more for
effort in a system
where everyone is

already working

hard doesn’t set
anyone apart—it
just raises the
baseline of what
people expect to be
paid.

The result? Firms
unintentionally train their
people to run faster on

the treadmill, and then
wonder why, eventually,
they fall off it.

Why This Hits Professional Services Firms Hard

(@)

The partnership model
reinforces short-term
reward cycles. When

profit distribution is the

dominant lens, there is a
constant gravitational pull
toward maximising
immediate financial
outcomes rather than
investing in longer-term
motivational systems.

The Hidden Cost:

When Money Crowds Out Better Motivation

| hear a version of this complaint from many professional services clients:

They should complain less and just do the work.

‘ ‘ We pay our people so well! Way better than schoolteachers!
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Yet when | meet with staff, the issue is never about the money. Typically,
it's about challenging market conditions, the incessant grind of the work with
no opportunity to recover, and a lack of internal support when things get
tough.

Deci and Ryan’s Self-Determination Theory shows that when extrinsic
rewards dominate, intrinsic drivers like mastery, autonomy, and purpose
begin to erode. What starts as an incentive gradually becomes a transaction.

This dynamic—often referred to as “motivation crowding™—means that the

more organisations lean on financial rewards as the primary signal of value,
the more they unintentionally narrow how people engage with their work.

Purpose gets diluted (why am I actually doing this?)

Mastery becomes secondary (just hit the number)

Contribution narrows
(what do I get? replaces how can we be better?)
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There are a few hard truths here.

> You cannot pay your way to sustained discretionary effort.

> You cannot out-bonus a lack of purpose, clarity, or leadership.

> You cannot expect yesterday’s reward to drive tomorrow’s performance.

Money still matters. It always will. It needs to be fair, competitive, and aligned.
But it is a threshold condition, not a long-term strategy.

The firms that break this cycle do something fundamentally different.
They shift the motivational focus:

MONETARY REWARD MEANING AND PURPOSE

e

INDIVIDUAL GAIN COLLECTIVE PERFORMANCE

—

SHORT-TERM
INCENTIVES

e

LONG-TERM CAPABILITY AND
CULTURE
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The Label

Drawing on the fixed vs learning mindset work of Carol
Dweck, organizations should be alert to how labels such
as “high performer” are used.

When people become attached to the high performer label, rather than
committed to continually developing as one, feedback, mistakes,
uncertainty, and the need for support can become threats to their
identity.

Here’s how this plays out for someone with such a fixed mindset. Any
disconfirming information, such as the need for, say, training or constructive
feedback threatens the label/status. If I'm wrong or need help, that means that
I am not a high performer. This thinking can have real consequences for
individual learning, growth, and ego.

Here are some specific ways that friction can show up in partners who may
have overidentified with their high-performer status:

O

They resist or fear constructive feedback. I'm working with a partner right
now who was recently told he takes on too much and doesn’t stand up for his
views. His first (and painful) knee-jerk reaction? To wonder why no one had
said anything earlier, obsess about what everyone else was therefore thinking
about him, and to imagine that the feedback was really a performance
management plan in disguise. In his eyes, the feedback was really saying he
wasn’t a high performer. When message itself is intolerable, there’s little
focus on performance improvement.
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They resent others for not pulling their weight...but are unwilling to
invest in them. This is the leader who tells me, with a sigh, that once again,
she’s the one left “holding the bag” and doing all the work while others
underperform around her. But has no time to slow down to ask for help, much
less stop to help those around her get better. It's as if getting help might
undermine her status as a, you guessed it, high performer.

O

They are simultaneously over- and underwhelmed. /'ve got too much to do
but | feel stuck and unable to grow. No one says this out loud, but getting
caught in this vice--being busy while feeling meaningless--is the biggest
accelerant of burnout there is. Especially for executives who are ostensibly
getting paid too well to complain about it or even acknowledge it.

O

They claim (or act like) they have “outgrown” coaching. This is the leader
who used to lean into coaching; now he pushes it away. It’s the “curse of
expertise,” where growth stalls because / don’t want to know or am afraid to
find out what | don’t know gets reframed as there’s nothing anyone else can
teach me.

If a firm is serious about evolution to the next level, it is important to check
and correct for evidence of these fixed-mindset problems, as partners so
afflicted will invariably create friction when confronted with the need to change
behaviour or learn new skills as the firm grows and changes.
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WHAT HAPPENS WHEN THE
“COLLECTION OF HIGH
PERFORMERS"” MODEL WEARS OUT

Individual optimisation
over firm optimisation

Partners focus on maximizing the
performance of their own practice areas
rather than the firm as a whole.

This leads to:

—> dilution of firm brand value when no
one knows what it really stands for

— friction, resentment, and
competition between partners and
their teams

— fragmented firm strategy

—> limited collaboration across
practices

- inconsistent staff and client
experiences depending on who they
interact with

Leadership without
team discipline

Unsurprisingly, when partners bias for
their own benefit, the team actually
functions more like a group of disparate
individuals than leadership teams.

Common dysfunctional behaviours
include:

disengaging from leadership
discussions. This doesn’t concern
me.

resistance---silent or otherwise--to
firm initiatives that are seen as
irrelevant or counter to individual
goals.

conflict without resolution. When
team alignment hasn’t been pre-
established, partners fight for their
individual needs rather than seeing
any higher purpose.

decisions being filtered through
personal impact rather than firm
impact.
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Over time and with organisational growth, several predictable and

dysfunctional patterns emerge:

Cultural inconsistencies

Without shared behavioural standards,
each partner leads their team differently,
according to their own values and
performance priorities.

The result?

—> uneven staff experiences and
perceptions of favouritism

—> inconsistent management practices
that are personality rather than
executive-team driven

—> internal friction between practices

— underperformance that is
inconsistently addressed, but is
commonly known and therefore
feeds frustration, especially for more
capable staff

Individual endurance
compensates for a lack
of system design

Often, when firms reach this stage,
performance pressures continue to be
absorbed by individuals rather than
addressed structurally. This is the heart
of the problem — where structural
weakness is a lagging problem indicator
—and remains unaddressed.

The result?

— chronic overburdening of high
performers burns them out

—> system failures and inequities
frustrate everyone

—> leadership fatigue from the conflict
and grind

— nhewer or emerging talent leave in
search of a better way

In the short term, these dynamics can still produce strong financial
performance. Rainmaker partners and their teams continue to deliver

revenue.

However, over time, the system begins to show strain as people get
frustrated, burn out, or leave. Processes slow down or even stop.
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From Individual to System Champion

In the late 1980s, the NBA’s
Chicago Bulls had the best
individual player in basketball:
Michael Jordan. He was a
dominant, high-output performer,
arguably the most talented player
of his generation.

But while he was winning
scoring titles, the team was not
winning championships.

When Phil Jackson became head
coach in 1989, the shift he made
was not about adding more talent.
It was all about reducing
dependence on Jordan and
building a whole-team system.

Jordan was issued his own
marching orders:
. less scoring, more passing;
- giving up on the NBA scoring
title,
- NO more “superstar”’ treatment.

The transition was not immediate.
It took nearly two seasons of
tension, adjustment, and Jordan’s
gradual buy-in before the system
fully took hold — culminating in the
Bulls’ first championship in 1991.

A SPORT
SUPERSTAR
CASE
STUDY

After that? The trajectory was
clear:
. Pre-shift (individual-led): No
championships
. Post-shift (system-led): 6
NBA championships (1991—
1993, 1996—-1998)

The transition was not easy.
Even the most competitive, high-
performing individual in sport did
not naturally default to system-
based performance. It took a
great coach, patience, conflict,
and continual reinforcement.
And it had to be learned.

Professional services
takeaways? What got you here
can be emotionally and
professionally hard to let go of —
even when it’s obvious. And it
won’t get you where you want to
go if sustainable growth,
efficiency, and aligned
performance is the goal.
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SYSTEM IMBALANCE
PERFORMANCE IMPLICATIONS

The “collection of high performers” model produces several forms of
performance drag that are often invisible in the short term but become
significant over time.

THESE INCLUDE:

STRATEGIC COLLAB- TALENT

DRAG O%ﬁxg"‘ DRAG

Partners Team leaders Work remains High-potential Clients
prioritise local or struggle to align siloed rather staff leave experience
immediate the partnership  than integrated environments variability
opportunities around shared  across the firm. that don’t depending on
over firm priorities. consistently which partner
strategy. support the they work with.
individual or
performance.

In true high-performance environments — such as elite sport — these
dynamics would be treated as system design, not individual staff problems.

Professional services firms often attempt to solve these problems with the
same levers: some form of individual resilience training or via financial
incentives (promotions or pay raises). While perhaps useful in the short term,
these interventions do not address the underlying performance system
inadequacies.
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WHAT UNBALANCED
PERFORMANCE LOOKS LIKE

$$ as Lever

Individual Heroism
Effort

Talent

TOO MUCH WEIGHT

TOO LITTLE WEIGHT

System Design
Shared Standards
Repeatability

Staff Alignment
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THE SHIFT:
FROM INDIVIDUAL EXCELLENCE
TO A PERFORMANCE SYSTEM

True high-performance organisations operate differently. They do not rely
solely on exceptional individuals. Instead, they build systems that allow
individual excellence to compound.

The shift requires three fundamental changes:

The most important transition is psychological. Partners
move from seeing themselves solely as individual
performers to seeing themselves as leaders and
stewards of the firm’s performance system.

Redefining
Individual
Partner Roles

Individual performance remains important — but it is no
longer the sole measure of success.

High-performing leadership groups share clear
expectations about how members participate. In most
partnerships, these expectations remain implied and
therefore unenforced. In elite teams, these behavioural
standards are explicit and provide guardrails for everyone
to see and abide by.

Establishing
Leadership
Team
Behaviour

Making them explicit, behavioural, and enforceable is a
critical step toward more effective—and impactful--
collective performance.

Rather than asking individuals to keep absorbing system
strain, high-performance organisations design
environments that support sustainable performance.

Designing
the
Performance
Environment

The goal is to create a system where sustainable high
performance becomes the default rather than the
result of extraordinary individual effort.
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The Critical Performance Enabler:
Psychological Safety

Psychological safety is often
misunderstood in performance-
focused environments.

It is not about lowering standards,
avoiding difficult conversations, or
creating comfort for its own sake.

At its core, psychological safety is the
ability for individuals to speak up,
challenge, admit mistakes, and ask for
help without fear of negative
consequences.

This is not a cultural “nice to have.” It is a
high-performance requirement.
In its absence, predictable patterns
emerge:
. feedback is withheld or diluted
. risks and concerns are raised too late
. mistakes are hidden or repeated
. leaders prioritise reputation over
improvement

While these environments may appear
professional on the surface, underneath,
performance silently suffers [and if not
addressed, these will compound].

Safety alone, however, is insufficient.

High-performance cultures also require
safe accountability — an environment
where individuals are both:
. safe to contribute openly, and
. expected to perform, improve, and
take responsibility for actions and
outcomes

This balance is critical. Without
accountability, safety can lead to
complacency and downgraded
standards. Without safety,
accountability can feel like
punishment and backfire.

Leaders play a decisive role.
Psychological safety cannot be
mandated,; it is established through
consistent leadership behaviour —
particularly in how leaders use strategic
vulnerability to share their own mistakes,
respond to challenge, and engage with
feedback.

This requires a top-down culture shift.
In practice, this means:
. making it safe to acknowledge
errors, but not to repeat them
. treating challenges as opportunities
to learn
. providing clear, timely, and
actionable feedback
. reinforcing explicit standards of
behaviour and performance
. leaders modeling vulnerability rather
than merely demanding it from
everyone else

Psychological safety, combined with
accountability, enables faster
learning, earlier problem resolution,
and more consistent execution.

It is therefore a foundational element in
any high-performance system.
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THE OUTCOME?
A HIGH-PERFORMANCE CULTURE

When these elements align, the firm begins to operate as a coordinated
performance system with these tangible benefits:

.
<

@

Stronger strategic execution  Greater collaboration
Partners align around firm priorities ~ Practices work together more
rather than individual agendas. They effectively, strengthening

speak as one voice, which increases relationships and client offerings.
organizational clarity and speeds

better decision-making

Leadership credibility Increased psychological safety
CEOs or managing partners can People are more able to “lower the
lead the firm with clearer authority armour” of self-protection, speak

and alignment, which speeds more freely, admit vulnerabilities,
decision-making and increases and provide peer and leadership
clarity of messaging. feedback.
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Talent retention/attraction Client impact
Emerging leaders experience more  Clients receive a more cohesive
consistent management and and reliable firm experience.

development. Recruiting becomes
easier as word gets out that this
firm is a good place to work.

Ultimately, the shift improves the metrics leaders care most about:

* SUSTAINED REVENUE GROWTH
* IMPROVED TALENT RETENTION/ATTRACTION

* STRONGER PARTNER ALIGNMENT

YK GREATER STRATEGIC AGILITY

Firms that adopt this approach become employers of choice, with knock-on
effects when attracting and recruiting new talent.
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KEY QUESTIONS THAT MOVE
FIRMS FROM ATOB

For partnerships seeking to evolve from a collection of high performers to a
high-performance culture, these are the questions to start asking.

QO

About leadership behaviour

- What behaviours are expected of all partners when they operate as
an effective leadership team?
- What behaviours undermine the effectiveness of the partnership?

This can create a useful “above the line/below the line” metric but is only as
useful as it is seen and universally understood.

. Are those expectations explicit and consistently enforced?

- Who is responsible for enforcement? The leader, or will the team
police each other? Or both?

QO

About the partner role

- Do partners typically defend their own practice? Are they willing to
sacrifice personal advantage if doing so helps the firm?

- How is firm stewardship as partner responsibility defined,
recognised, and rewarded?
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QO

About collaboration

- Where does the current system encourage undesirable within-firm
competition rather than cooperation?

- What opportunities for between-firm practice collaboration can we
exploit?

- What or who prevents firm practices from working together
effectively?

QO

About performance sustainability

- Where is the system relying on individual endurance rather than
structural support? Do we even know who those people are?

- How does the firm presently support or provide flexibility to enhance
performance? What are staff wanting in this space?

- What pressures repeatedly produce burnout cycles?

QO

About the future of the firm

- What is this firm truly capable of if we were to think big or outside
the box?

- What kind of leadership culture will the next generation inherit?

- Will the current system sustain the firm’s performance over the next
decade?

The firms that ask and answer these questions honestly make the shift from a
group of successful individuals to a true high-performance
organisation.
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ARE YOU READY TO MOVE?

Make no mistake...while these are the questions to ask, this can be an incredibly
difficult process to execute from the inside. When we live in the system, it can
take some serious mental gymnastics to even begin to see ourselves from a
different, elevated, or external perspective. Much less lead others to do the same.

This is where an outside facilitator can be worth the investment. Someone with
different perspectives and experience. Someone willing to ask the important,
sometimes confronting questions. This also allows everyone, including all of
leadership to be IN the conversation rather than sitting above, trying to lead it.

That’s where | come in. Ve e a.
i

Who am 1?

I’m Dr Kirsten Peterson, a 7x Olympic
performance psychologist who has spent three
decades working inside high-performance
environments including professional services.

| work with professional service leaders, executive teams, and organisations
navigating growth, pressure, uncertainty, and the human realities that sit
underneath performance. My work focuses on helping firms move beyond
dependence on individual over-gritting toward more sustainable, aligned, and
psychologically healthy high-performance cultures. | do this through a
bespoke combination of whole-firm culture reviews, individual and team
leadership coaching, and firm teambuilding.

This is the work | love to do. If the ideas in this paper resonate with you or
your leadership team, get in touch.

@ kirsten@drkirstenpeterson.com




