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OPERATIONS

There are a lot of business 
coaches, consultants and prac-
tice development programs to 

choose from. And many professionals 
use the terms coaching, consulting 
and training interchangeably, making 
it difficult to tell what’s really being 
offered. Is it coaching or is it consult-
ing? Is there a difference? Yes, there is 
a difference, and a clear understand-
ing will help you make an informed 
choice on the best option for you and 
your business.

Consultants O! er a Teaching Approach
Consultants and their programs 
tend to have a teaching or training 
approach. The value for you is access 
to new information. The consultant’s 
job is to deliver quality information, 
and your job as the client is to do what 
is taught. Fundamentally, consultants 
lead clients to adopt their methods 
and expertise.

Coaches O! er an Accountability Approach
The coaching approach is completely 
different. A pure coach assumes the 
client is fully capable and has all the 
resources needed at hand. The coach 
typically puts his or her client in 
charge of the direction and the con-
tent. Instead of teaching, the coach 
focuses on helping you choose goals, 
develop effective strategies, maximize 
resources, commit to actions, remove 
obstacles and stay accountable. 
Fundamentally, the coach’s job is to 
elevate and maximize the successful 
execution of your resources and 
expertise. 

The Di! erence Is in the Details
Consultants and coaches need dif-
ferent skill sets. Consultants must be 
topic experts and good teachers; this 
is no small job. They need to amass 
considerable knowledge and develop 
excellent delivery. They show, tell, 
teach and direct.
 Alternatively, coaches must be 
expert achievement strategists. 
They need to uncover and maximize 
opportunities, resources and talents. 
Coaches ask, listen, strategize and 
activate execution. Because the skill 

sets are quite different, it’s a mistake 
to assume coaches will automatically 
make good consultants and vice versa. 
The key is to determine what the 
professional is really offering, regard-
less of the terms used.
 As a potential client of a coach 
or consultant, you can uncover the 
individual’s core offering from his 
or her marketing materials and sales 
conversations. Development programs 
are usually training-focused; essen-
tially consulting delivered through 
a curriculum. Programs that include 
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CLIENT SKILLS

It’s unnerving to be confronted by 
an upset client. There’s a lot on the 
line when a client calls or visits 

in an aggravated state. Adding to the 
challenge, the fi nancial adviser may not 
be a disinterested party, but person-
ally involved in some way. Emotions 
are magnifi ed when advisers have to 
respond to upset clients and deal with 
their own concerns at the same time.
 I have worked with many advisers 
over the last several years who faced 
panicked clients on a regular basis while 
also dealing with their own professional 
and fi nancial concerns. It takes real skill 
to help clients go from crisis to calm at 
a moment’s notice. The following is a 
step-by-step method to cool down the 
heat and move toward a resolution with 
grace and diplomacy.

Step 1: Listen
People tend to immediately present their 
viewpoint when someone challenges 
them, especially when the speaker is 

upset. But your well-intentioned explana-
tion may further aggravate the client. 
Instead, the best fi rst step is to bite your 
tongue and focus on listening. Listen 
to learn the situation and the client’s 
perceptions or emotions.

Step 2: Acknowledge
We forget that acknowledging is not the 
same as agreeing. You can acknowledge 
the person’s view and not agree. Before 
people will move forward, they must feel 
heard. Acknowledge both the factual and 
emotional content. For example, “If I 
understand, you are upset because ... .”  

Step 3: Agree
The way to further calm the client is to 
agree (this is the tricky part). Find one 
thing you can honestly agree with—or 
even part of a thing—and agree with 
100 percent conviction. You might 
not agree with the client’s opinions 
or conclusions, but you can probably 
agree with how the client is feeling. For 
example, “This situation is very upset-
ting. I completely agree with you.”

Step 4: Add
Add your perspective after you’ve agreed 
wholeheartedly. Do not use the word 
“but”—it will delete your agreement. 
Agree, then bring the client closer to your 
viewpoint. For example, “I completely 
agree that_____, and let me share some 
background you might not know about.”

Step 5: Resolve
Move to problem-solving after the 
person calms down. When people are 
upset they tend to throw out ultimatums 
and demands. You may need to ask 

some open-ended questions to uncover 
reasonable solutions. For example, 
“What’s most important to you?”

The Calm Client
These fi ve steps, employed with skillful 
diplomacy, build a foundation for 
resolution. Many times a client will 
calm down and work cooperatively to 
solve the issue. On occasion, clients may 
be stuck in an emotionally charged state 
and not able to move forward. If you 
fi nd yourself going in circles, you may 
need to gently close the conversation 
and postpone resolution. 
 When emotion wins over logic, it’s 
best to revisit the situation later. Suggest 
the most obvious reason to give both you 
and the client time (getting more facts, 
checking on possible solutions, having 
the client consider options, etc.). Even in 
these cases, skillful use of the fi ve steps 
will improve your chances for a positive 
resolution. You will have reinforced your 
genuine concern for clients and your 
understanding of their feelings, and that’s 
the most important fi rst step.
 Despite our desire to be logical, 
everyone is profoundly a! ected by 
raw emotion. Developing emotional 
skills is a critical competency for any 
adviser. Advanced emotional skills bring 
increased satisfaction and success with 
clients and everyone we encounter.  
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OPERATIONS

“coaching” often deliver training 
reinforcement rather than true coach-
ing. That’s not a bad thing—training 
reinforcement supports successful 
application—it’s just not the same as 
professional coaching.
 For individual services, it’s 
relatively easy to tell the difference 
between consultants and coaches. 
Typically, professionals who are pri-
marily consultants will describe what 
they will teach you and the value of 
their expertise. Professionals who are 
primarily coaches will likely describe 
the coaching process and focus on 
your particular goals. Someone who 
can truly do both can explain the 
different skills and methods used in 
each role. Those who use both terms 
but describe only one role will likely 
deliver only one. That, too, is not 
a bad thing, but it’s good for you to 
make an informed choice.

Whichever You Choose, Find Value
Any good program, consultant or 
coach is a valuable resource, but I 
believe there are better choices based 
on certain criteria. The best resource 
for you will depend on your career 
stage, interests and goals. Here’s 
my take on the value of options and 
how to choose between a program, 
consultant or coach:

• Value of a program. If you’re a 
rookie, a good practice develop-
ment program will teach important 
fundamentals. One with coaching 
will likely provide helpful applica-
tion reinforcement.

• Value of a fi nancial services 
consultant. If you’re lacking spe-
cifi c resources within your fi rm, 
industry partners or professional 
associations, hiring an industry 
consultant can provide additional 
training.

• Value of an external consultant. 
Experts in other fields can 
provide tremendous value, build-
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Clues of a Consulting 
Approach

• Client follows
• Consultant teaches
• Uniform methods
• Topic expert
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Clues of a Coaching 
Approach

• Client leads
• Coach promotes
• Individual solutions
• Expert strategist
• Client actions

ing critical skills not traditionally 
taught in the field of financial 
planning.

• Value of a coach. If you have 
experience, a quality coach will 
help you design and execute a 
custom achievement strategy that 
will maximize resources and build 
your success. 
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