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KEY THEMES

1.Higher complexity of services may lead to a reduced focus on

leadership and culture.
2.New entrants to the workforce (Gen Z) seek empathetic and

collaborative leaders.
3.Situational leadership is vital for a complex service
environment with generational workforce changes.
4.Al is both an opportunity and a threat to leaders in the sector.
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Leadership Across the Spectrum of Service
Complexity in the Professional Services

Sector

Leaders in the professional services sector (e.g. law firms, accountancy practices and consultancy
firms) are frequently promoted from individual contributor roles in which they have built deep
domain knowledge. As their leadership responsibilities expand during their careers, a balance
between domain knowledge and leadership impact will be required. In the model below, Ashish
Nanda and Das Narayandas divide the professional service spectrum into four categories, from
‘Commodity’ services up to the most complex problem-solving ‘Rocket Science’ services!
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‘Plotting a practice’s profile on the spectrum enables its leaders to understand how to
manage the practice, diagnose any misalignment, and shift its positioning if needed.’
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GENERATIONAL SHIFTS
AND LEADERSHIP STYLES

Different generations working in the professional services sector will seek different styles of
leadership. While there are always exceptions to the rule, over generations there has been a shift
in the workforce from traditional, controlling and directive styles of leadership to more
empowering and collaborative styles. It is interesting to compare the higher end of the
complexity scale in the above-mentioned professional service spectrum (the ‘Gray Hair’ and
‘Rocket Science’ categories) with the older generational leadership styles of leadership in the
McCrindle chart below (‘Controlling” and ‘Directing’).

The mismatch between Gen Z workers’ preferred leadership style and the typical leadership style
employed by senior managers represents a big risk for professional services firms that compete
within a limited talent pool. It could also be argued that the more complex the services delivered,
the greater this mismatch and risk may be. In other words, in a ‘Rocket Science’ firm, high value
will be placed on the domain expertise of the most experienced managers in the company. These
are likely to be leaders from the Baby Boomer and X generations, who tend to lead with a more
directive and controlling style. However, these leaders are required to attract, retain and develop
highly talented employees from Gen Z, who typically seek an empathetic and collaborative style
of leadership. To highlight the scale of this growing risk, by 2035 Gen Z will be the largest

generation in the workforce at 31% (currently 27%)
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Situational Leadership

For leaders in the professional services sector who are pursuing career success and fulfilment, a
range of leadership styles will be required as they lead team members from Gen X through to
Gen Alpha in various levels of service complexity (e.g. ‘Procedure’ to ‘Rocket Science’).

Arthur Bwalya describes how situational leadership ‘emphasizes the leader’s ability to assess the
situation [i.e. in terms of the readiness or development level of their followers] and adjust their
leadership approach accordingly’?

Well-deployed situational leadership, drawing upon a range of different leadership styles, will be
far more effective than a ‘one size fits all’ approach in complex and dynamic professional services
firms, as outlined above. However, this more effective approach to leadership is slower and more
challenging to learn than simply selecting and honing a single style of leadership such as ‘laissez-

faire’, ‘transactional’ or ‘autocratic’.

To employ and retain the optimal mix of team members, a professional services firm will
therefore need to balance their training and development investment in domain expertise (or
technical knowledge) with their investment in the development of effective leaders. A ‘Gray Hair’
firm with the smartest senior partners and consultants with highly dysfunctional leadership will
fail over time, as will a ‘Gray Hair’ firm with highly effective leadership but a severe deficit of
domain expertise.

Al: An Opportunity and a
Threat to Professional
Service Sector Leaders

The ever-increasing presence of Al in the broader workforce
clearly represents an opportunity and a threat to leaders within
the professional services sector. Given the complexity of the
professional services sector and the regulatory environment it
operates within, at least some of these opportunities and threats
will be somewhat unique when compared to other industries.

Yang, Blount and Amrollahi (2024) highlight the need for
‘integration of a professional knowledge base into Al systems’ to
leverage its benefits in the sector. They also highlight that the
professional services sector’s adoption of Al will not be
homogenous. Larger companies must navigate through
established systems, interfaces and complexities with
organisational structures, while ‘SMEs predominantly embrace
cloud computing for its economic advantages and have (already)
reported more pronounced benefits’*

Leaders in the professional services sector, in aiming to attract
and retain talent from Gen Z and Gen Alpha, will need to figure
out how to leverage Al opportunities while creating jobs that
appeal to employees seeking meaning and personal growth. In
such a knowledge-based and often complex environment, this will
require a high degree of proficiency in situational leadership.
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Conclusion

Professional services firms rely on
differentiation with respect to the knowledge
and insights they offer their clients in a
competitive market. While building a
differentiated knowledge base and systems,
leaders in this sector will also need to apply
effective situational leadership across teams
of employees from different generations with
changing expectations and demands. With
offerings of varying degrees of complexity,
rapidly evolving technology — including Al —
and a competitive labour market, striking the
balance between client solution development
and leadership effectiveness will be
increasingly important for sustainable success
in the future.
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PEEPLCOACH SOLUTIONS
FOR LEADERSHIP IN
PROFESSIONAL SERVICES

Peeplcoach recently engaged Dr Joel Davies to study
the impact of the Peeplcoach leadership programs
on critical outcomes such as leadership competence,
productivity and organisational commitment.
The results showed that, after participationin a
Peeplcoach program:
« managers felt that 67% of participants had
improved their leadership capabilities
« managers reported that 66% of participants
were now more effective in their role
o 92% of participants believed that they were now _ ,
better equipped to be a great leader T -
o 74% of participants felt more motivated to do =
their best work
e 91% of participants believed they were more
effective in their role as a result of the program.

Download the Peeplcoach Impact Study.

Why are Peeplcoach programs so
successful?

o Programs are flexible and customisable to meet
the business requirements and competency
frameworks of different industries,
organisations, teams and individuals.

« They combine bite-sized training content with

1:1 and group coaching in an approach that is

more than just training and more than just

coaching.

Content is designed to meet the specific needs

of frontline, emerging and middle managers.

What next?

« Book a demo to find out more.

« Share this white paper with your network.

o Subscribe to our newsletter The Pulse or follow
us on LinkedIn.

To find out more about Peeplcoach and our
programs contact us at
hello@peeplcoach.com.
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