Putting the “Trustworthy” Back in “Trusted Advisor”

I was being interviewed on Atlanta Business Radio when the host asked me the toughest question any business person has to grapple with:  “What makes the experience of working with you and your firm unique?”   

Oh boy! I talked about my clients, their successes and setbacks, my hopes for their personal advancement and my role as a “trusted advisor” to them.  Our time on the show was limited and we quickly moved on to another topic, but the question has rattled around in my mind ever since.  What makes the experience of working with someone unique?  If the difference is the relationship, then what makes a working relationship successful? Ultimately, how do you progress to the status of “trusted advisor”?

At the most fundamental level, the evolution to trusted advisor is grounded in knowledge and perspective. As a young college student in need of money, I thought that being an advertising salesperson would be a snap: I was studying advertising, was a good communicator and inherently liked talking with people.  No problem – until the brutal lessons in rejection began. From retailer to retailer I would hear about how our publication didn’t reach their customers or how they had tried a coupon once and it failed.  Then I would sell an ad and think, “I can do this!” only to find out later that the buyer was no longer allowed to place ads due to unpaid debts.  One of the happiest days of my life is when I quite advertising sales and headed down the path of psychology.  

If relationships are the key to success, they often get off to a bumpy start during the sales process. Selling carries a lot of baggage and no matter how you look at it, selling “ends up with a sense of doing something ‘to’ somebody rather than ‘for’ or ‘with’ somebody,” (Khalsa, 1999).  Customers are afraid of being cheated.  And while consultants have become experts for hire who can provide specific services at a competitive price, too often the emphasis is on making the one-time sale rather  than becoming a long-term business partner – or even a trusted advisor.

The role of trusted advisor is an act of partnering with a client to create movement towards mutual success and satisfaction, rather than a “flash in the pan” expert for hire.  

It involves several integrated components:

I. Knowledge – See the Big Picture
According to Reginald Jones, former chairman and CEO of General Electric, “most managers become so involved with their own companies that they get lost in the trees – it’s hard for them to pull back and take a global perspective, to see the big picture.”  Great advisors help you get outside “the trees” and look at the entire landscape.  Jones referred not just to the skill of being able to analyze data, but of being able to synthesize the big picture of what is going on within a system or organization.  The ability to offer a global view to a problem or discussion is essential to developing accurate solutions.  A trusted advisor relationship hinges on the ability to have a big-picture frame of thinking.

II. Having Conviction – Being Grounded in Values and Abilities

Trusted advisors have an unwavering sense of duty. Their sense of conviction is evident and can be seen in both their sincerity and actions.

Successful, trusted advisor relationships are often rooted in the values and abilities of the individual advisor and the firm he or she represents.  Being committed to a client’s success means knowing your own limitations and this may involve the referral of a client to someone else if it means a greater likelihood for success.  Conviction and commitment are extensions of a person’s or firm’s values, which serve as guideposts for decision making and conducting business.  If there is disagreement between values and decisions then the trusted advisory relationship may be straying down the wrong path.
III. Integrity – Trust is Essential

We have become a low-trust society and there is an air of caution that permeates most business and personal interactions.  This lack of trust has been earned as politicians and institutions fill the media with a parade of indiscretions.  Employee loyalty is an aged concept from the “Great Generation“, and consultants frequently over promise and under deliver.

Without integrity, there is no trust.  Trust between a client and advisor is both an asset and necessity for a successful relationship. With integrity and trust, everything works smoother, quicker and better. They are demonstrated by: 

1. Discretion with what is discussed

2. Consistency

3. Reliability as shown through actions

4. An observable sense of right and wrong

5. Competence and knowing the limits of personal expertise

IV. Judgment – Watching for Traps, Learning from Mistakes

Corporate and political battlefields are littered with the corpses of heroes who have fallen victim to their poor judgment.  In most cases, their decisions were avoidable.  The quality of a judgment can be difficult to assess because the process of executing a decision can, by its very nature, affect the outcome.  Circumstances change and an initially sound decision can quickly turn out to be a disaster.

By looking at the failures of others, we can see that there are patterns of poor judgment.  

Sheth and Sobel, in their book Clients for Life: Evolving From an Expert for Hire to an Extraordinary Advisor (2000), refer to these as “judgment traps” that trusted advisors must be aware of and even provide as warnings to their clients:

1. Overconfidence from past success is probably the most common and costly judgment trap, leading  to greed and complacency. Hubris, the dangerous next step, is driven by the desire to elevate oneself. But, in Greek mythology hubris actually means "to intentionally diminish another's honor." So, by elevating ourselves, we end up diminishing others. This is not a good recipe for success.

2. False Assumptions start projects off on the wrong foot. Approaching a problem without all the facts is a huge trap in judgment that leads to a cascade of faulty thinking and decision making. A trusted advisor must do good discovery, implementing appropriate assessments and asking the difficult questions to ensure clear, rational assumptions.

3. Confirmation.  Seeing only what you want to see and seeing only what is familiar is a major trap that leads to poor judgment.  Too often, familiarity and a desire to succeed, cloud our decision making.  Trusted advisors must be a fresh set of eyes and an unbiased sounding board for accurate confirmation of a chosen strategy or path.

4. Groupthink. Unchallenged group thinking frequently distorts judgment in corporate environments. This often occurs because avoidance of healthy conflict is the polite way of conducting business. Groupthink often perpetuates an air of invincibility and moral correctness which leads to dangerous risk taking.  Groupthink can also lead to a distorted view of the market and of the competition.  Successful trusted advisors must be willing to challenge groupthink and all of its distorted results.  

Take it from this former salesman turned advisor: a shift of perspective and growth in knowledge can lead to much more satisfying client relationships. The conscious decision to view client relationships as an intellectual partnership rather than a one-shot sale has led to enduring relationships. It takes time and a selfless focus on the client’s success and by focusing on their agenda.  

Give me the choice between long-term relationships and short-term achievement and I’ll go for the distance every time. And don’t ever ask me to buy an ad...

