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Case Study: When Competence Gets Lost 
in Translation — Pholus Restores 
Alignment Between a Client and Their 
Tax Advisor 
Executive Summary 
A communication mismatch caused friction between a client and their competent tax advisor. 
Pholus realigned expectations and created a communication framework that restored trust 
without replacement. 

Key Results & Indicators 

● Weekly meeting cadence implemented 
● Email and phone expectations clarified 
● Relationship preserved without advisor change 
● Deliverables resumed within 7 days 
● Client satisfaction restored 
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The Situation 

During a long-term retainer engagement, Pholus was advising a mid-sized organization 

navigating regulatory, operational, and financial changes across multiple jurisdictions. As part 

of its internal review, the organization’s leadership raised concerns about one of their external 

service providers — a tax advisor responsible for ensuring local and cross-border compliance. 

The concern wasn’t about the quality of the advisor’s work, but rather about their lack of 

responsiveness. The client was becoming increasingly frustrated with missed calls, slow 

follow-up on urgent matters, and a general sense that the advisor was disengaged. The 

organization began exploring the idea of replacing the advisor — despite that advisor having 

an excellent track record in terms of accuracy and filings. 

That’s when Pholus stepped in to prevent a strategically costly and unnecessary escalation. 

Initial Assessment: Miscommunication, Not Malpractice 

Rather than rush into a change, Pholus initiated a structured review process. We interviewed 

both parties to understand their respective expectations, working styles, and recent friction 

points. What emerged was not a case of incompetence, but one of mismatched 

communication preferences. 

● The client was accustomed to a high-touch, fast-response model — particularly via 

phone. 

● The advisor, on the other hand, preferred structured communication via email, and 

found impromptu phone calls disruptive to deep work. 

● The advisor had not been ignoring the client, but had been overwhelmed by the 

volume of unscheduled outreach and had silently withdrawn, rather than addressing 

the mismatch directly. 

Without Pholus acting as a neutral translator, the relationship was on a path to rupture — 

despite both parties having the shared goal of financial compliance and organizational 

stability. 

The Intervention: Structure as a Solution 

Pholus proposed a simple but effective governance fix: 
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1. Weekly Scheduled Call: A recurring 30-minute call every Wednesday was 

implemented. This gave the client a reliable forum to raise issues, ask questions, and 

get updates — without resorting to scattered outreach. 

2. Asynchronous Email as the Default: Outside of the weekly calls, communication 

would take place primarily via email. The advisor committed to checking and 

responding to the client’s messages within one business day, provided they weren’t 

flagged as urgent. 

3. Expectations Framework: Pholus documented these agreements and shared them 

with both parties. This framework included an escalation protocol, email formatting 

suggestions, and clear rules around what “urgent” meant to both sides. 

Restoring Trust Through Clarity 

This framework had an immediate effect: 

● The client no longer felt ignored, because they had a predictable cadence of access to 

the advisor. 

● The advisor felt respected, because their working style was acknowledged and 

accommodated. 

● Small issues were addressed quickly during the scheduled calls, preventing 

snowballing tensions. 

● Trust was gradually rebuilt, and the client decided to retain the advisor going forward, 

rather than begin the expensive and risky process of sourcing a replacement. 

What was especially notable about this case was that no performance problem existed — only 

a process mismatch. Without intervention, the organization would have lost a technically 

skilled advisor and wasted time onboarding a new one, likely leading to additional risk during 

a critical tax reporting season. 

Why This Case Matters 

In complex, multi-stakeholder environments, it’s easy to mistake silence for incompetence — 

or responsiveness for capability. In this case, both parties were working in good faith, but 

their operational rhythms had diverged so significantly that distrust had crept in. 
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Pholus acted not as a crisis responder, but as an alignment partner — diagnosing a subtle 

problem before it became a loud one. 

The case underscores three important truths: 

1. Technical skill doesn’t matter if it’s blocked by broken communication. 

2. Not all disengagement is rooted in disinterest — some of it is structural. 

3. Governance frameworks aren’t just for boardrooms — they work at the interpersonal 

level too. 

Outcome Summary 

● Relationship between client and tax advisor was preserved 

● A scheduled cadence of calls and a clarified communication protocol restored trust 

● No tax deadlines were missed, and no advisor switch was needed 

● Organization improved its overall vendor communication governance model going 

forward 

● Pholus remained on retainer to ensure that small frictions stayed small — and no trust 

was lost unnecessarily 

If your organization is losing confidence in a trusted advisor but isn’t sure whether to escalate 

or exit, Pholus helps you distinguish performance problems from process misalignment — 

and guides you back to trust. 
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About Pholus 
Pholus is a discreet advisory firm that supports founders, boards, and stakeholders in fragile 
or complex environments. We specialize in quiet interventions, exit planning, and operational 
clarity when reputations, relationships, or resources are at risk. 

Need to navigate something delicate or high-stakes? We work behind the scenes to help 
you stabilize, reset, or exit — without triggering avoidable fallout. 

Visit us: https://www.pholus.co/ Email: contact@pholus.co Signal: pholus.01 

Disclaimer: This case study is based on real advisory work conducted by Pholus. Identifying details have been altered or omitted to protect 
the confidentiality of clients and stakeholders. This document is provided for informational purposes only and does not constitute legal, 
financial, or professional advice. Use of this document does not establish a consulting relationship with Pholus, nor should it be interpreted 
as a guarantee of results. Pholus accepts no liability for decisions made or actions taken based on the content herein. For tailored guidance, 
please contact us directly. 
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