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1. Value in-house experience. 
As an external consultant, you have been 
through strings of projects where you had 
been called in because top management 
had decided that their company was a 
prisoner of old habits and experienced 
staff could not think ’outside the box’. In 
those particular cases, this may have been 
(partly?) true.  
 
Generally speaking, however, a company 
functions ’inside the box’ most of the 
time and this relies on people having 
actual experience in what they are doing. 
Show them respect for this and they will 
open up to you.

2. Not everything is a project. 
You are accustomed to express the 
importance of an issue by launching a 
project. This means superimposing project 
structures on organizational lines and using 
budgets outside the divisional ones. Even by 
the sound of it, this should be the exception 
rather than the rule.  
 
But there are deeper reasons for caution 
as well. Let’s face it, one of the major tasks 
for every top manager is to make their 
immediate reports accountable for their 

own contributions. As soon as a project 
is created, lines become blurred and 
responsibility dissolves into the thin air of 
co-chaired Steering Committees.

3. Use your overview of the industry. 
One of the points where ex-consultants do 
have an edge over company veterans is 
their expanded horizons. As a consultant, 
almost by definition, you must have got to 
know many of the competitors of your new 
employer. Obviously, you are not allowed to 
use actual data from your past assignments. 
No problem there. Data doesn’t age well 
and some of it circulates anyway through 
industry gossip and staff turnover.  
 
However, your impressions about the 
internal culture of other firms and the 
way they manage their business are 
truly priceless. Keep these in mind when 
establishing yourself as a top manager 
at the new company. Don’t refer to your 
experiences by name but do stand up to 
over-confident claims about ’how we do 
things around here’. Quietly point out that 
there are different practices as well, some of 
them even more successful than the ones 
being discussed.

It is now commonplace for a consultant to leave consulting for a top management position in an industry. 
Such a switch offers its own challenges. Moreover, these challenges should be known to those as well  
who think about hiring someone with a background in consulting. Whatever makes it a bit special for an   
ex-consultant to cope with a management role, it is better if both these people and their bosses are 
prepared to handle it. 

A personal note: years ago, I switched sides after a decade in consulting (with McKinsey, my own firm and 
PwC) to work in organizations like OTP Bank, BNP Paribas and MFB, the Hungarian Development Bank.  
So I gathered some of my own experiences in the hope of helping a wider audience with these 7+1 points.
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4. Focus on personal relationships. 
Leadership is always a balancing act 
between maintaining relationships and 
achieving results. Most consultants are 
rather cerebral people, not simply focused 
on results in general but focused on 
measurable, quantitative, tangible results in 
particular. This may be very healthy, as a top 
management team often gets carried away 
with pursuing goals that may sound exciting 
but make little financial sense.  
 
Once you are hired to be a top manager, 
you will take this result-driven consultant 
view with you. It is made all the easier by 
a general environment that, after many 
decades of shareholder capitalism, will 
focus on the bottom right corner of every 
Excel table.  
 
In practice, however, personal relationships 
are just as important - inside a management 
team, with your top customers or with your 
main suppliers. Be aware of your general 
tendency to look at the numbers side and 
make a conscious effort to spend time on 
getting to know personally the key people 
your business depends on

5. Think twice about what to change. 
Most leaders want to make a name 
for themselves by big changes: from 
decentralized to centralized, from divisional 
to functional, from universal to segmented 
and so on. Consultants have one more 
incentive to be obsessed with change: 
well, normally, that’s their job. Project after 
project, your consulting experience was 
that something had to be reorganized, 
restructured, redone.   
 
Add to that the factor that there really is an 
accelerating rate of change in the economy, 
due to factors of technology, climate issues, 
geopolitics etc. and it is hard for you, as 
a new CEO, to resist the idea that everything 
has to be changed immediately. But not 
so fast.  

Any organization can undergo only so 
many changes at the same time. Some 
of the reasons for change may simply 
prove to be fads, nothing more. Also, your 
normal operations have to function and 
produce cash-flow anyway while you’re busy 
revolutionizing your business model. Pick 
your battles. Change only what you think is 
vital to chang

6. Keep moving across silos.  
One of the advantages of being a consultant 
is to be able to move with relative ease 
across organizational silos, i.e., functional 
or divisional units, because you are hired by 
someone very high up the ladder.  
 
Try to keep this advantage: if you start 
your position at a firm you know well as a 
consultant – which is likely – keep up the 
habit of talking to fellow C-Suite occupants 
as if you were still in those good old days 
of working together on a project. You won’t 
succeed entirely, of course, but even a small 
improvement in personal cooperation will do 
wonders to the firm.  
 
If you happen to be the new CEO, the 
advantage will be still there: most CEO’s 
promoted from within will be a bit biased 
in favour of their previous function 
(usually sales or finance) while you can be 
generously impartial.

7. Don’t hire fellow ex-consultants. 
If you become the CEO of a large 
organization, there are at least two good 
reasons for you to build a management 
team of fellow ex-consultants.  
 
First, these are the people you know well, 
both in professional and personal terms. 
Second, as you went along your consulting 
projects and often wondered why on earth 
some people are in their key positions  - 
despite their obvious shortcomings in 
competence or industriousness –, you 
might have learnt that in some firms, trust 
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beats everything. So it’s just natural for 
you to let this principle prevail and choose 
colleagues from your trusted circle.  
 
In short: don’t. Otherwise, you run the risk 
of multiplying the potential for the mistakes 
described above. Also, you will soon find 
yourself in an „us vs them” situation with 
the firm – something very hard to avoid 
anyway, given the differences in status and 
pay between a top management team and 
corporate employees.  
 
Finally, +1.  
No walks down Memory Lane. 
Should you employ a consultancy for a 
project work, don’t fall back into your 
consultant mode of operations. Don’t argue 
about slide designs, don’t start pointless 
battles of formal logic and generally, don’t 
try to outconsult those who are the actual 
consultants. It is as easy to fall into this trap 
as it is easy to see why it’s dangerous. 
 
There is a reason why you switched sides in 
the first place. Simply be happy about it – as 
we all seem to be.
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