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PS EXECS:  STOP FIGHTING FIRES – START STAFFING TEAMS 

This document is a guide to relieving the stress associated with staffing PS projects. 

BACKGROUND 

One of the most common issues facing Professional Services Operators (PSO) is related to staffing 

project teams.  Just about anyone in a PS organization has heard one of the following refrains: 

 

 

 

My personal favorite is the ‘A players’ comment.  This is the process of staffing each and every role with 

the highest performing resource in the organization for each role.  Does that imply some clients are ok 

with the B or C players?  I define this mindset as “staffing a role.”  It involves thinking you always need 

the very best person in each and every project role. 

A direct result of the “staffing a role” mindset is that PS executives spend the majority of their time 

fighting fires.  Days are spent: 

¶ Responding to staffing related emails and voicemails; 

¶ Evaluating scenarios around pulling resources from one project and backfilling another; and 

¶ Responding to a host of management escalations with Sales / Account Management on how PS 

is not doing their job well.   

All of these points lead to burn out and eventually high turnover of PS executives. 

So, what approaches do work?   

If you look at well run consulting firms, they are primarily focused on “staffing a team”.  During the 

staffing process, they look to balance team members’ strengths and weaknesses.  They avoid 

unnecessary escalations.  While they do not necessarily think every consultant is the best, they do view 

each team as an “A team” – and the team is focused on delivering a result. 

This whitepaper will define the key steps PSOs need to take to begin to focus on “Staffing a Team, not a 

role.” 

  

²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŜȄǇŜǊǘǎΗ 

We need to pull Bill from the customer A project to put on the customer B project.  

²Ŝ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ψ! ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΦ 
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BENEFITS OF STAFFING A TEAM (NOT A ROLE) 

Three key benefits associated with transitioning to a “staffing a team” mindset include: 

¶ Increased overall utilization – and less burnout of your top performers;  

¶ Improved talent management / development – and reduced employee attrition; and 

¶ Decreased fire fighting by PS management enables an improved proactive strategic focus. 

In most PSO environments, there are often stark contrasts in utilization.  Typically, 10-15% of the PS 

employees have extremely high utilization – sometimes over 100%; these are the “experts” or “A 

players”.  The utilization of the remaining 85-90% of PS employees ranges from 50-70%; this is the 

“pool”.  The result is an organization that has net utilization in the high 60% range1.   When viewed in 

aggregate, executives see this utilization as “ok” and move on to other issues.   

There are a number of problems with this situation.  First, the organization is over taxing its “experts” 

and has considerable underutilization in its overall pool.  The result of the underutilization is that the 

company is spending considerable money on “down” time for the 85%-90% of “pool” resources. 

# Employees Annual Hourly Utilization Downtime Hours Cost / Employee Cost Annual

25 $100,000 $48.08 70% 30% 624 $30,000 $750,000

100 $100,000 $48.08 60% 40% 832 $40,000 $4,000,000

200 $100,000 $48.08 65% 35% 728 $35,000 $7,000,000

Average Loaded Cost Downtime

 

The chart above illustrates that for small to large size PSOs, the cost of down time is considerable2.  This 

is money that could be used to drive new products, capture new customers, or drop to the bottom line. 

A second problem with the “I need an expert” issue is that at some point it limits your growth.  While we 

cannot precisely define at what number of employees growth capacity declines, RTM Consulting has 

seen numerous examples of PSOs that are no longer able to grow because they do not have any more 

experts to deploy.  So much management time – PS execs, Sales, Account Management – is focused on 

moving the few experts to areas of highest demand that little, if any, time is spent on developing more 

experts.  The “pool” does not get enough exposure to key projects to develop, so growth becomes 

stymied as PS execs focus so much energy on fighting bigger and bigger fires. 

{ƘƛŦǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ŦǊƻƳ άRoleέ ǘƻ ά¢ŜŀƳέ 

When you shift the focus from staffing a Role to staffing a Team, you can create more balance across the 

entire portfolio of projects.  Consider the pure consulting firm.  Typically, when they staff a team, they 

are looking at a number of factors: 

                                                             
1
 Per TPSA’s June 2007, PS Insight, the benchmark for billable utilization across TPSA companies is 65%; the typical 

Product Provider achieves an average of only 63% billable utilization.  
2 Note – These are just the cost numbers; if you could bill these resources out on other work, the revenue 
generated (anywhere from $75-$200K per person) would fall directly to the bottom line. 
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1. Available staff; 

2. Criticality of the work and client relationship3; 

3. Overall objective; and 

4. Career development needs of the available staff. 

This list is not all that dissimilar to what a PS executive inside a technology firm goes through when 

staffing a project.  In RTM Consulting’s experience, however, the difference is the emphasis placed on 

items 1 and 4.  The pure consulting firm recognizes that to ensure its future viability, it must continually 

focus on the career development of its staff.  It cannot simply staff a resource in the same type of role 

for years at a time.  The typical person filling that role will burn out and look for new opportunities 

elsewhere.  Additionally, there is natural turnover in both consulting and PS environments.  You must be 

prepared to deal with some percent of your talent walking out the door. 

So, when staffing a team, the consulting firm is evaluating a variety of trade-offs: 

¶ If I get Expert 1, the expert architect, can I get by with two new developers?  Expert 1 always 

focuses on the details of the design to ensure its validity and can mentor the developers so that 

they are growing as well. 

¶ I have three very strong Business Analysts (BAs) available to staff on Project Acme - is this the 

right opportunity for “Junior Project Manager 1” to assume the Project Manager role?  The 

client has been with us a while, the BAs know the client environment very well, and we are 

going to need more strong PMs in the second half of the year as business grows. 

¶ We have a brand new client that we believe could be a long term client if we nail the first 

project.  Senior Project Manager 1, our best PM is available, and Expert 1 can join the project in 

week three to lead the architecture team.  Our key developers are focused on other projects, 

but the client wants the development done off-shore to lower costs.  If Expert 1 can spend a 

month working with the new developers off-shore, we will be able to staff the project and build 

some new strong development talent for future projects. 

This sure sounds easy on paper.  In reality, it is hard work, but, if as a PS exec you can stop fighting fires, 

you can focus on similar critical staffing decisions for your organization that help you get ahead of the 

curve and position the organization for greater growth and less headaches. 

  

                                                             
3 Similar to the PSO, new client relationships do typically require a special breed of personnel in key roles to help 
build the relationship 
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PUTTING OUT THE STAFFING FIRE – HOW TO MAKE IT HAPPEN 

In RTM Consulting’s view; Effective Resource Management is built around a continuous cycle: 

 

The first ingredient in relieving staffing pressure is developing a Skills Inventory on your current PS 

resources – both the “A players” and the “pool”.  This provides two benefits:  1) for near term staffing, it 

helps with understanding the key strengths of your entire team; and 2) for future staffing, it highlights 

particular skill and experience gaps that the employee needs to address. 

From there, you can create a centralized Staffing process.  Rather than having staffing decisions made 

individually or in silos, bring the PS management team together to address staffing needs across the 

portfolio.  With information gathered during the Skills Inventory and the collective input of the 

management team, you can begin to staff balanced teams versus thinking of every staffing need as a 

one-off role.  When the team can see the full staffing picture, they will be more willing to make trade-

offs on staffing their own projects – helping to release some of their own A players in exchange for 

support in other areas. 

As you progress, you will need to engage Sales / Account Management in a Forecasting process.  In this 

manner, you will be engaging your demand generation function to help you understand potential future 

staffing needs.  By future, we typically like to see companies forecast up to 6 months out; think of this as 

a “line in the sand” that can and will change – the intent is be directionally correct, not necessarily 

precise.  Essentially, this lets you plan for something.  Forecasting helps the PS organization move from 

focusing on what we call the “-10 to +20 day” syndrome.  That is, instead of spending a majority of your 

time on roles that need to be staffed 10 days ago to 20 days from now, the PSO can get ahead of the 

curve and deal with future needs.  Yes, it will take time to engage the demand generation function; 

however, the key benefit for them is the increased confidence they will get that a “team” will be ready 

to staff future work – and they will have much less to escalate. 
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Forecasting leads naturally into Candidate Sourcing.  By getting ahead of the curve, Forecasting enables 

you to begin to see the quantity and types of resources you will need moving forward; helping you make 

informed decisions on cross-training, hiring, and contracting.  Rather than just hiring “good people” you 

can more accurately target the development and sourcing of resources to support your work efforts.  HR 

/ Recruiting / Talent Management (whatever you call the function) becomes a strategic partner of the 

PSO during this process. 

To support the aforementioned processes, you will need to deploy some type of IT / PSA Infrastructure.  

Depending on the size of your PSO, this may be as simple as a spreadsheet, but could involve leveraging 

existing COTS applications.  Larger PSOs will want to look at some of the PSA modules of ERP tools.  As 

with any process re-engineering effort, we see automation as an enabler of the process. 

Lastly, Process Governance is the step of ensuring the cycle occurs and is continuous.  This is not a one-

time initiative that will solve the staffing problem on-going.  Rather it becomes the on-going Resource 

Management Process.   By staying on top of the process, the PS exec ensures that information is shared 

across the various groups:  PS Delivery, Sales / Account Management, HR / Recruiting / Talent 

Management.  With better visibility to Supply (Skills Inventory, Candidate Sourcing) and Demand 

(Staffing, Forecasting), the entire organization will benefit as: 

¶ Utilization increases through the more effective deployment of the full team; 

¶ Employees have greater career development opportunities improving morale and lowering 

attrition; 

¶ Clients (and Sales) are happier as projects start and end on time and on budget; and  

¶ PS Execs sleep better because the fires have been extinguished. 

CLOSING 

PSOs have a significant opportunity to control their own destiny and become an even more strategic 

component of their overall company’s value proposition.  By deploying a more Effective Resource 

Management system and focusing on building and staffing Teams, PSOs can put out the staffing fires 

and position themselves for: 

¶ Revenue and profit growth; 

¶ Enhanced employee development, lower attrition, and higher employee morale; 

¶ Improved customer satisfaction; and  

¶ Reduced internal friction across the organization. 
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RTM Consulting, headquartered in Cincinnati, Ohio, provides strategic and operational advice to assist 
technology companies increase revenues and grow margins, by leveraging professional and consulting 
services more effectively.  Specializing in Global Resource Management and Professional Services 
Business Optimization, RTM Consulting helps IT hardware, software and pure consulting businesses 
achieve the benefits associated with a successful professional and consulting services portfolio.  With its 
unique Business Acceleration Services and focus on operational excellence, RTM Consulting helps large, 
medium and small firms move beyond theory to practical application of industry best practices and 
achievement of exceptional results in the shortest possible period of time. 
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roles with Accenture and Convergys. 
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