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INTRODUCTION

The Project Treadmill and How to Get Off It

Every consultant and coach knows the feeling: you finish a great engagement. The client is delighted.
The work was excellent. And then you are back at zero, prospecting for the next project, pitching your
approach again, justifying your rate again, competing against people who have not done what you have
done.

The project-based model is inherently unstable. Its revenue is episodic. Its client relationships are
transactional. Its growth depends on constantly winning new business rather than deepening existing
relationships. And for most consultants, the pipeline management it requires is the least enjoyable and
least leveraged use of their time and expertise.

Retainer relationships are the alternative. Predictable revenue. Deepening trust over time. Clients who
become advocates. Work that compounds rather than restarts. And, crucially for this guide, retainer
clients who come to you pre-sold on your approach rather than requiring a sales process from scratch.

The bridge between where you are and a retainer-led practice is personal brand. This guide shows you
exactly how to build it.

THE CORE INSIGHT

Clients do not buy retainers from consultants they do not know. They buy retainers from people
whose thinking they have been following, whose perspective they trust, and whose methodology
they already believe in. Personal branding is the trust-building infrastructure that makes retainers
feel natural before you ever propose them.

What You Will Learn

m The four positioning shifts that make retainers feel natural to clients rather than like an upsell

m The three content formats that specifically pre-sell long-term relationships, not just one-time
engagements

m How to productise your expertise into a retainer offer that clients understand and want to buy
m The relationship-building follow-up framework that converts prospects into retainer clients over time
m A 90-day action plan for transitioning from a project-based to a retainer-led practice

m How to price your retainer for the value it delivers rather than the time it takes



Why Retainers Are Hard to Sell (And Why
Personal Brand Changes That)

Retainers are a significant commitment from a client. They require believing that the ongoing
relationship will continue to deliver value month after month, that the investment is justified relative to
other uses of that budget, and that the person they are retaining is genuinely the right long-term partner
for their needs.

These are hard things to believe about someone you have just met, or someone whose expertise you
have only seen evidence of in a pitch deck. They are easy to believe about someone whose thinking
you have been following for six months, whose insights you have been sharing with your own team, and
whose approach to solving problems you already understand and trust.

This is the core mechanism of personal brand in the retainer context. It is not about generating leads. It

is about building pre-existing belief in your value before any commercial conversation begins.

The Trust Gap That Kills Retainer Proposals

Most retainer proposals fail not because the pricing is wrong or the scope is unclear but because the
client does not yet have enough trust in the consultant to commit to an ongoing relationship. They may
have seen excellent project work. They may be genuinely impressed by the consultant's capabilities.
But the step from excellent project to trusted ongoing advisor requires a level of confidence in the

person's judgment that a single engagement rarely produces.

Personal brand closes this trust gap before the conversation even begins. A prospect who has been
reading your content for three months, who has shared one of your posts with their leadership team,
who has been applying your frameworks to their own work, does not need six months of project

experience to be ready for a retainer conversation. They are already there.

“Clients do not buy retainers from people they respect. They buy retainers from
people they trust. Trust requires time. Personal brand compresses that timeline.”

The Compounding Economics of Retainer Clients

Beyond the trust dynamic, retainer clients are structurally more valuable than project clients in ways that
are worth understanding before we discuss how to attract them.

Revenue predictability



A single retainer client at a monthly fee generates more revenue certainty than three project clients at
the same total value. Predictable revenue allows you to hire, invest, plan, and build in ways that
episodic project revenue does not.

Relationship depth

Retainer relationships deepen over time. A client who has worked with you for 18 months understands
your approach, trusts your judgment, and can deploy your expertise more effectively than a client who is
new to your methodology. The value you deliver increases as the relationship matures.

Referral quality

Retainer clients make better referrals. They have more context for describing what you do and who you
do it for. Their referrals are pre-qualified in ways that project client referrals often are not.

Reduced sales overhead

Every project client requires a full sales cycle. Retainer clients, once acquired, require minimal ongoing
sales effort. The time you would spend pitching and proposing is reinvested in delivery and content,
which attracts more retainer clients.



CHAPTER 02

The Four Positioning Shifts That Make
Retainers Natural

The way most consultants position themselves is inherently transactional. | help companies do X. The
client hears: | deliver a project that produces X. To attract retainers, your positioning needs to shift in

four specific ways.

From deliverable to outcome

Do not position around what you produce. Position around the ongoing outcome you create.
The difference is not semantic. A deliverable is something you hand over and your
involvement ends. An outcome is something that requires sustained attention to maintain
and improve. If you help companies improve their sales conversion rate, that improvement
requires ongoing calibration, market sensitivity, and expert judgment. That is a retainer

relationship. If you produce a sales playbook, that is a project.

From expert to thinking partner

Retainer clients are not buying your expertise. They have expertise of their own, and they
can buy other people's expertise when they need it. What they are buying is your ongoing
judgment: your ability to look at their specific situation, with all its context and complexity,
and help them make better decisions than they would make without you. Position yourself
as the person whose perspective they need in the room, not just for the current project, but

for every significant decision that follows.

From one-time to ongoing

Your content should communicate that the class of problems you solve is inherently
continuous, not episodic. You should be posting about recurring patterns you observe
across clients, trends that require sustained monitoring, and the decisions that compound
over time. This framing makes the value of an ongoing relationship obvious rather than

requiring you to argue for it in a proposal.

From specialist to trusted advisor

The highest-value retainer relationships are not with the most technically specialised
consultants. They are with the consultants whose judgment is trusted across the full range
of decisions the client makes, not just within a narrow technical domain. Building toward
trusted advisor status requires demonstrated range, genuine intellectual curiosity about the
client's broader business, and the credibility that comes from being consistently right about

things over time.



How Your Content Should Reflect These Shifts

Each of the four positioning shifts has a corresponding content implication:

Deliverable to outcome
Stop describing your outputs. Start describing the ongoing impact you create for clients. Case studies
framed around what is still better 18 months after the engagement are more powerful than case studies

framed around what you delivered.

Expert to thinking partner
Share your decision-making process, not just your conclusions. Show how you think about a problem,
what factors you weight, what you know to discount. This is the content that builds the kind of trust that

makes a retainer feel necessary.

One-time to ongoing
Write about recurring themes. The same mistake | see companies make again and again. The pattern
that keeps showing up in my client work. This communicates that you are engaged with a continuous

set of challenges, not a library of completed projects.

Specialist to trusted advisor

Demonstrate range by writing about adjacent topics that affect your clients' businesses even if they are
not your primary specialty. A sales consultant who posts insightful content about talent retention is
signalling that they understand the business, not just the function.



CHAPTER 03

The Three Content Formats That Pre-Sell
Retainers

Not all content formats have equal value in the retainer context. These three specifically pre-sell
long-term relationships by demonstrating the kind of ongoing judgment that clients want continuous
access to.

Format 1: The Recurring Pattern Post

The most powerful signal you can send to a potential retainer client is that you see things others do not.
The recurring pattern post does exactly that.

Structure: identify a pattern you observe consistently across multiple client situations, a mistake most
companies make, a signal most leaders miss, a dynamic that keeps showing up despite everyone
knowing it should not. Describe the pattern in enough detail that readers recognise it in their own
situation. Explain what it means and what the right response is.

Why it works: this content communicates expertise that is actively valuable in the present, not just
historically demonstrated. A potential retainer client who reads this post thinks: if they can see this
pattern in my business, | want them seeing it every month, not just once.

PATTERN POST TEMPLATE

| keep seeing the same thing happen with [type of company or leader]. They [describe the pattern].
The reason this happens is [explain the underlying dynamic]. The way | have seen companies
successfully address it is [describe the approach]. If you are seeing this in your own business, here
is what | would watch for.

Format 2: The Decision Framework Post

Retainer clients are buying your judgment. The decision framework post demonstrates your judgment in
the most concrete possible way: by showing how you think through a specific class of problem that your
clients regularly face.

Structure: name the type of decision. Describe the competing considerations and why they create
genuine tension. Walk through the questions you ask yourself when working through this kind of
decision. Share the factors that typically determine which path is right. Conclude with a principle or



heuristic that is genuinely usable.

Why it works: a client who reads this post can apply your framework to their own decision-making
immediately. They experience the value of your thinking before they engage you. When they face the
same class of decision next month and the month after, they want you in the conversation, not just your
framework on a saved LinkedIn post.

Format 3: The Long-Game Case Study

The project case study ends at delivery. The long-game case study is about what happened over the 12
to 24 months that followed. This is the single most powerful format for attracting retainer clients because
it directly demonstrates the compounding value of an ongoing relationship.

Structure: describe the initial challenge and the initial work done. Then jump forward: what had changed
at month 6, month 12, month 18? What new challenges emerged that required ongoing attention? What
became possible in year two that was not possible at the start? How did the value of the relationship
compound as the work deepened?

Why it works: most case studies are implicitly advertisements for a project engagement. Long-game
case studies are implicitly advertisements for an ongoing relationship. They answer the question every
potential retainer client is asking: what is the value of staying engaged over time? The answer is
demonstrated, not argued.

“The project case study says: here is what | delivered. The long-game case study
says: here is what became possible because we stayed together. The second
one sells retainers.”



CHAPTER 04

Productising Your Retainer Offer

Retainers are harder to sell when they are vague. Ongoing support, available as needed, flexible
engagement are descriptions that feel risky to buyers because they cannot predict what they are
committing to. The most successful retainer consultants have productised their offer: they have given it
a name, a structure, a cadence, and a clear articulation of what it delivers.

The Five Components of a Productised Retainer

A name

Give your retainer a name that communicates the relationship rather than the mechanics.
The Strategic Advisory Partnership communicates something different from 10 hours per
month. Monthly CFO Office is clearer than Finance Consulting Retainer. The name should
make the relationship feel like something worth having, not something worth billing.

A defined cadence

Monthly sessions, weekly check-ins, quarterly reviews. Whatever the structure, make it
explicit. Vague availability creates anxiety. A clear cadence gives the client confidence in
what they are buying and makes it easier to demonstrate value at each touchpoint.

A defined access model

What can the client contact you about between formal sessions? What is explicitly in
scope? What would require a separate conversation? The access model should be
generous enough to feel genuinely valuable and specific enough that you are not

accidentally agreeing to unlimited availability.

A clear outcome statement

What does six months of this relationship produce? Not in terms of activities delivered, but
in terms of the client's situation. The leadership team will make faster, better-informed
decisions on the three to five highest-stakes choices they face each quarter. The sales
organisation will have a continuously updated playbook that reflects current market
conditions. Frame the outcome.

Value-based pricing

Price your retainer based on the value it creates, not the time it takes. A retainer that
prevents one significant strategic error, one bad hire, or one poorly negotiated contract
typically pays for itself many times over in the first month. Price it accordingly, and be
prepared to articulate the value explicitly.



Pricing Your Retainer

The most common mistake consultants make with retainer pricing is anchoring it to their day rate. If |
normally charge a thousand dollars per day and the retainer is two days per month, the price is two
thousand dollars per month. This is the wrong logic.

Day-rate anchoring produces retainer pricing that is too low because it values your time rather than your
value. A consultant who has spent years developing expertise in a specific domain and who can apply
that expertise to prevent their client from making a fifty-thousand-dollar mistake is not delivering two
thousand dollars of value per month. They are delivering significantly more.

The right starting point for retainer pricing is: what is the annual value of having this expertise
continuously available? What decisions does this relationship improve? What mistakes does it prevent?
What opportunities does it enable? Price at a fraction of that value and the retainer will feel cheap to the
right client.

RETAINER PRICING FRAMEWORK

Step 1: Identify the three to five highest-value decisions your retainer client will make in the next 12
months. Step 2: Estimate the value of making each of those decisions better by 20 percent. Step 3:
Price your retainer at ten to twenty percent of that total value. If the math produces a number that
feels too high, your value estimate was too conservative.



CHAPTER 05

The Follow-Up Framework That Converts
Prospects to Retainers

Most consultants lose retainer opportunities not because the prospect was not interested but because
the follow-up was either too aggressive and sales-like, or too passive and forgettable. The framework
below is neither. It is designed to stay present, add value, and let the retainer conversation emerge
naturally.

The Value Drop (Day 1 to 3)

Within 48 hours of meeting a potential retainer client, whether at an event, through a
referral, or after a project conversation, send one specific piece of content relevant to their
situation. A post you have written, a framework from your newsletter, a piece of research
with your annotation. Not a proposal. Not a pitch. Just value. This establishes the
content-led relationship immediately and signals what the ongoing dynamic will feel like.

The Thinking Tag (Ongoing)

When you publish content that speaks directly to a challenge your prospect mentioned, or
when you come across research relevant to their situation, send it personally with a one-line
note: Wrote this based on a pattern | keep seeing. Thought of your situation immediately.
Or: Saw this research this morning and thought it was directly relevant to what you
described at our last conversation. This is not automated. It is one message. It is personal.
And it is a gift, not a pitch.

The Casual Check-In (Every 4 to 6 Weeks)

A brief, genuine message every month to six weeks. Not a sales sequence. Not a check-in
on whether they are ready to discuss an engagement. A genuine human touch: a question
about how a specific initiative is going, a shared article, a connection worth making. The
goal is to stay meaningfully present in their professional life without being transactional
about it.

The Natural Proposal (When the Time Is Right)

After two to three months of this cadence, the conversation about a retainer no longer feels
like a sales pitch. You have been demonstrating ongoing value. You have been present
without being pushy. You have been the thinking partner they have been using informally.
When you suggest formalising that relationship, it feels like the logical next step, not a

commercial transaction.



The Most Common Mistake in This Process

Moving to the proposal too early. The natural inclination is to propose a retainer as soon as you sense
interest. But interest is not readiness. A prospect who is intellectually interested in working with you on
an ongoing basis may still need three more months of your value-dropping to feel confident enough to

commit.

The Follow-Up Framework is not a technique for accelerating the sales process. It is a system for
building the trust that makes the sales process unnecessary. There is no close at the end. There is only
a relationship that has reached the point where the retainer conversation happens naturally.

THE PATIENCE PRINCIPLE

The consultants who attract the best retainer clients are the ones who are willing to invest in a
relationship for months before any commercial conversation begins. The consultants who chase
retainers too early get them sometimes. The ones who build trust over time get them consistently.



CHAPTER 06

The 90-Day Transition Plan

Transitioning from a project-led practice to a retainer-led practice does not happen overnight. It requires
simultaneously shifting your positioning, building your content infrastructure, and running the

relationship development framework. This 90-day plan structures that transition.

MONTH 1: POSITIONING AND INFRASTRUCTURE
Week 1 and 2: Positioning
m  Complete the four positioning shifts from Chapter 2 and rewrite your core positioning statement

m Identify your five highest-potential retainer prospects, whether current project clients or warm
prospects

m  Audit your LinkedIn profile and rewrite it to reflect retainer-focused positioning rather than

project-focused credentials

m Define what your productised retainer offer looks like using the five components from Chapter 4

Week 3 and 4: Content Infrastructure

m  Write your first Recurring Pattern Post and publish it
m  Write your first Decision Framework Post and publish it
m Identify one Long-Game Case Study you could write from your existing client history

m Begin the value-drop sequence for your five highest-potential retainer prospects

MONTH 2: RELATIONSHIP DEVELOPMENT
Week 5 and 6: Content and Outreach
m Publish two more pieces of retainer-positioning content

m Send the first Thinking Tag message to your five target prospects based on content you have
published

m Identify five more potential retainer prospects and begin the Value Drop sequence with them

Week 7 and 8: Conversations

m Have informal conversations with your two or three warmest prospects, not pitching, just connecting
on the challenges they are facing

m Publish your Long-Game Case Study



m Send the first 4 to 6 week check-in to your initial prospect group

MONTH 3: CONVERSION AND SCALE

Week 9 and 10: Natural Proposals

m  With any prospects who are now three months into the follow-up sequence and showing
engagement, begin the conversation about formalising the relationship

m Frame the retainer proposal as a natural extension of the conversations you have been having

m Publish content specifically about the ongoing value of advisory relationships, not as a pitch, but as
part of your positioning

Week 11 and 12: Review and Refine

m Assess which prospects are ready for a retainer conversation and which need more time

m Review which content types have generated the most meaningful engagement from your target
audience

m Refine your retainer offer based on any feedback or conversations from the proposal process

m Set your targets for the next 90 days: how many new retainer clients, what total retainer revenue

YOUR 90-DAY GOAL

At least two retainer proposals in serious discussion and at least one signed. A content cadence
that consistently produces the three retainer-selling formats. A prospect pipeline of ten or more
qualified potential retainer clients at various stages of the relationship development framework.



CLOSING

The Practice You Are Building Toward

The retainer-led practice looks different from the outside than from the inside. From the outside, it looks
like a consultant who always seems to have the right clients, who does not appear to be constantly

prospecting, and whose reputation seems to arrive ahead of them in any new situation.

From the inside, it is a practice built on a foundation of genuine expertise, consistently shared through
content, supported by a systematic approach to relationship development, and priced at the level of

value it actually delivers.

The consultants who build this kind of practice are not special. They are consistent. They invest in
relationships before they ask for anything. They share their thinking genuinely and regularly. They are
patient with the trust-building process and disciplined about maintaining the content infrastructure that

makes it possible.

“The best retainer clients do not come through pitch processes. They come
through relationships built on months of demonstrated value. Build the
relationships first.”

NEXT STEPS

Let Imprint Build Your Authority

The content strategy that attracts retainer clients requires consistency, intellectual depth, and sustained
effort. Imprint manages this for consultants and coaches who want to focus on their clients, not their

content.

We produce the Recurring Pattern posts, the Decision Framework posts, and the Long-Game Case
Studies. We manage your audience growth. We track what is working. You contribute your thinking in a

monthly 90-minute session. We handle everything else.

Visit imprintbrands.co to book a free intro call.



