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Wrangling Big Issues to Draw Clients
BY LESLIE KWOH

in Asia, is causing many companies to fundamentally rethink
their business models to capture
that growth. Four colleagues
wrote a book last year about how
consumer demand in China and
India will approach $10 trillion in
relatively few years. That’s an
enormous challenge to clients.
And it’s not just India and
China—it’s Indonesia, Africa,
Latin America. We did research
among middle-class consumers,
and we had a story of a woman
in China who built a house with
electrical outlets for air conditioners that she doesn’t own,
and a two-car garage, and she
doesn’t own a car. The aspirations that people have to create
better lives for themselves and
their children are remarkable.
Companies ignore that at their
peril.
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After the downturn, it was
about getting fit to compete.
Now we’re seeing a renewed
emphasis on how you’re going
to grow after you get into shape,
and what the sources of growth
will be. In many cases, we find
organizations have gotten so
complex and in some cases lost
touch with the consumer.
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schools are increasingly seeking
guidance on operating under
tight budgets and new technology.
Mr. Lesser, 50 years old,
recently spoke to The Wall Street
Journal about the biggest challenges his clients are facing,
what kind of talent the firm is
recruiting and why the industry
still struggles to retain women.
Edited excerpts:
WSJ: What specific problems are
clients asking you to help solve
these days?
Mr. Lesser: The growth in
emerging markets, in particular

weeks in China a year.

WSJ: Which industries face the
biggest challenges right now?
Mr. Lesser: The regulatory
changes in the world of banking
and insurance—the changes
in interest rates and other
pressures—are going to put
enormous pressure on those
institutions to adapt quickly
and effectively. There’s also
a broader challenge facing
most businesses: finding the
pockets of growth in emerging
markets and driving innovation
in a world where the underlying
growth rate is lower.
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expertise in particular industry
sectors or functions, so the
breadth of talent that we draw
on is broader. We still hire—in
the U.S., in particular—large
numbers from business
schools, but we also hire people
with different post-graduate
degrees:doctors, Ph.D.s,
lawyers. And we hire more
people from industries, at all
levels, who can bring insight and
expertise.
WSJ: Which specific industries
are driving fast growth?
Mr. Lesser: Energy is one that’s
been growing very quickly. The

rubber stamp, that’s not what we
do. We work with leaders who
sometimes have terrific hypotheses, and of course we take them
seriously, but we don’t view our
role as the validators of management.
WSJ: Your field is known for long
hours and travel. How do you
prevent burnout?
Mr. Lesser: We hire people who
expect to work hard. For some,
the travel is exciting and energizing. For others, it’s a real
constraint because of family or
other reasons. Retention rates
among our partners are as high
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BCG’s Rich Lesser: ‘Consultants deliver better work to clients when they’re not working crazy hours.’
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as they’ve ever been. We have a
“red zone report,” which we’ve
been doing for years. We track the
hours people are working; when
people are going really high, we
seek to intervene. Consultants
deliver better work to clients when
they’re not working crazy hours
late into the night.

We’ve made it better, but I don’t
want to kid anyone that this is an
easy job.
WSJ: Talk about your ‘up-or-out’
policy for consultants.
Mr. Lesser: Because there’s a feedback cycle every six months, by
the time they get to the two-year

point, some know a promotion is
coming, and others know it was a
challenge. If we get to that stage,
it’s all about helping them develop
and address those issues, or
supporting them in whatever they
do next. If they want to transition,
we have a jobs database. We call
up partners to make a connection
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and help women—even senior
women—be connected to other
partners. Since more women than
men are primary caregivers, we
also do a range of things to make
careers work in terms of flexibility
and part-time, so it doesn’t get in
the way of promotions.

