
 
  

Rolling Off a Project 

Idea In Short

Never abandon a project. Earn the right to leave by delivering excellent work first, then
signal your ambitions early, propose a transition plan and recruit an influential sponsor to
advocate for you. Handled well, a roll-off strengthens your reputation. Handled badly, it
brands you a troublemaker.

Client Service Is a Relationship Business

Consulting rewards people who navigate projects, partners and clients with skill. Your long-
term success rests on quality work and a strong reputation. The goal is simple to state and
hard to achieve. You want partners fighting over you because you are good, not managing
around you because you are a problem. Every exit you orchestrate either builds that
reputation or erodes it. The phrase matters too. Professionals roll off a project. They do not
jump ship.

Professionalism Comes First

Leaving well does not mean leaving whenever a project bores you. Consulting takes grit,
teamwork, trust and apprenticeship. All four disappear the moment you betray confidence,
or even appear to betray it. The dynamics resemble a court drama because human
organizations run on loyalty and perception. Robert Greene's book Power offers an
unvarnished study of these forces.1 The professional baseline never changes. Under-
promise and over-deliver. Balance the interests of the client, the team and yourself,
probably in that order. Gauge how much relational equity you hold before you spend any of
it. Then construct a win-win, because that is what professionals do.

Why Roll-Offs Are Hard

Veterans of Big Four consulting describe rolling off an unloved project as one of the hardest
career moves. A cruel pattern drives the problem. What you become good at is often exactly
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what bores you. Staffing is deliberate, so someone placed you on this project for a reason.
After phase one, keeping the same team is the path of least resistance. If you performed
well, the client wants you to stay. Finding a replacement with the right skills, grade,
availability and geography is difficult. Nobody likes a short-timer, so the window between
signaling and leaving is delicate.

The trigger situations repeat across firms. You have spent more than a year on the
engagement and stopped learning. Your role has devolved into pure project administration.
You keep doing the same work without promotion. Bitterness creeps in toward the work or
the people. Sometimes a single damaged relationship on the team or client side poisons the
experience. The questions circling your head follow a pattern: how do I get off, how do I
search for the next project quietly and how do I stay on good terms with the manager and
partner.

Principles That Protect You

Three rules govern every graceful exit. Do not upset the client, the partner or the project
manager. Do not get tagged as a troublemaker, because the label outlives the project. Do
not engineer yourself onto the beach, the consulting term for sitting unstaffed. An exit that
lands you in staffing limbo trades one problem for a worse one. Before acting, weigh the
variables honestly. How irreplaceable is your role right now? What is the next natural
milestone that permits an escape? Do substitutes exist on the project or elsewhere in the
firm? How much does your manager already know about your preferences, and how
surprised will she be when you raise the topic? Surprise is your enemy. Managers who see
the request coming can plan for it.

Best Practices From the Field

Great work comes first, always. Excellence builds the relational equity that earns you the
right to ask for a favor. Build genuine rapport with your manager and partner so they see a
person, not an input in a profitability model. State your professional ambitions early in the
project. Be clear about the experiences you want and what success looks like for your
career. Emotional intelligence (EI) matters throughout, because everyone involved needs to
save face.2

Several tactics improve your odds
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Document work plans so your successor inherits an easy start
Enlist influencers outside the project, such as staffing managers, counselors or
other partners
Offer compromises, staying two more months instead of four
Stay open to advice, since new opportunity sometimes hides inside the current
project
Let someone with influence play the bad cop so you avoid the troublemaker label

Five Cases, Four Good and One Bad

Real examples show the range of outcomes. One consultant told the partner he was bored
and learning nothing. The partner said no, then gave him broader responsibility and a strong
review, a win for both. Another spent eight months abroad and wanted home. She leveraged
a senior manager to play the bad cop and rolled off smoothly. A third announced his
wedding five months in advance and set a firm drop-dead date, which everyone respected.
A fourth designed her own transition and replaced herself with a junior colleague, lowering
project cost while freeing herself. The failure case is instructive. A bored consultant got
sloppy, clients noticed, teammates covered for the mistakes and the firm removed him
forcibly. His exit happened anyway, minus the reputation.

Do Not Abandon the Ship

None of this endorses walking away from a project that merely annoys you. That impulse is
usually short-sighted and emotional. Seek candid feedback from peers before deciding. You
joined as a professional, so exit as one. Research on professional service careers
consistently ties advancement to trust built over repeated engagements.3 Squandering trust
for short-term relief is a poor trade.

Take Care of Yourself Too

One reader offered an important counterweight, quoted here with gratitude:

"There are certainly situations when what you call 'abandoning' (and I would call
wise decision-making) are absolutely justifiable, thoughtful, and smart moves. Poor
management misleading you on your role, being treated with disrespect and being
ganged up on, and having crude and inappropriate comments being made to you
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are 100% good reasons to leave as fast as possible. Run. It's not suicide. It's your
life and you shouldn't stay in a situation that brings you down like that -- you should
seek something better that creates happiness, fulfillment, and a positive
environment."

The distinction is clear. Boredom calls for patience and craft. Harm calls for a fast,
unapologetic exit. Wisdom lies in knowing which situation you face.

1The 48 Laws of Power
2Emotional intelligence
3Harvard Business Review on managing professional careers

Summary

Consulting careers ride on reputation. Leave every project the way you joined it, as a
professional. Deliver first, communicate early, plan the transition and protect everyone's
dignity. Partners should compete for you because of your work, never tolerate you despite
your exits.
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