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Many people have built their past success on having a transactional view of their cli-

ents, not a relationship one, and it is not clear that they really want to change. Stated bluntly, people 

may say that they want the benefits of romance, yet they still act in ways that suggest that they are 

really interested in a one-night stand. In romance, both sides work at building a mutually supportive, 

mutually beneficial relationship. They work hard to create a sense of togetherness, a feeling of “us.” 

This romantic scenario is seemingly attractive, but when you look at the way most professionals deal 

with their clients, and how many clients deal with their professional providers, there’s very little of it 

to be found. Most professional-to-client interactions involve little if any commitment to each other 

beyond the current deal. The prevailing principle is “buyer beware.” 

Although it is not an identical comparison, the difference between transactions and relationships is 

similar to the distinction between being an expert to one’s client and being an advisor.

An expert’s job is to be right—to solve the client’s problems through the application of technical 

and professional skill. In order to do this, the expert takes responsibility for the work away from the 

client and acts as if he or she is “in charge” until the project is done.

The advisor behaves differently. Rather than being in the right, the advisor’s job is to be helpful, and 

to provide guidance, input, and counseling to the client’s own thought and decision-making processes. 

People may say that they want the benefits of romance, yet they still act in ways 
that suggest that they are really interested in a one-night stand. 
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Relationships can be scary, particularly if the parties rush too quickly into creating obligations that 

neither side is yet ready to accept. Both client and provider may be reluctant to commit until they 

have developed significant experience with each other. Growing relationships is very personal and 

intimate. You actually have to be interested in others, listen to what they say and care about, and pay 

attention to their moods and needs.

Few of these skills are required in a transaction. The transactional approach (focus on the getting 

the job done, not on the other person) allows you to remain detached and unengaged, which is very 

attractive to some people. 

Switching from a transactional to a relationship approach to business requires a revolution of at-

titudes and behaviors. Gradual change will not take hold, because everything people have learned 

through their successes in transactions may work against them in learning how to be good at rela-

tionships. The most successful Don Juans and Donna Juanitas are unlikely to make the best spouses.

Although viewing dealings with clients or employees as a transaction is normal (and may be the 

most common form of interaction), there is a danger that continuing to view clients as “them” can 

degenerate into perceiving the client as the enemy. This can breed reactions that spiral into self-de-

feating behavior for both parties involved.

An expert’s job is to be right—the advisor’s job is to be helpful.

When client and provider become opponents, exaggeration, misrepresentation, 
selective disclosure of key information, and careful management of appearances 
become common on both sides.
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When client and provider become opponents, exaggeration, misrepresentation, selective disclosure 

of key information, and careful management of appearances become common on both sides. Both 

sides fight to be right and to prevail, rather than to collaborate on finding a solution. 

A transaction is not necessarily a tragedy. As long as enmity does not build up, this approach can 

achieve great success. Once you are working with the client on the transaction, you have the oppor-

tunity to then take advantage of the client contact to build a relationship for the next time. 

Once you are working with the client on the transaction, you have the opportunity to 
then take advantage of the client contact to build a relationship for the next time. 
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