So You Need
a Consultant...
by Steven A. Epner

[image: image1.wmf]A consultant, goes one common definition, is someone more than 30 miles from home. Consultants do travel, and it is also a fact, to the chagrin of the true professional, that to become a consultant, one only needs to buy business cards and stationery. But what is missing in the popular image of a consult​ant—and what is most important—is that his assistance can either benefit or destroy an operation.

Because I am president of a na​tional association representing in​dependent consultants, my views may be some​what parochial. How​ever, my goal is to present infor​mation and ideas that will make it easier for the business, educational and governmental com​munities to use consulting resources success​fully.

What is a consultant? The diction​ary defines a consultant as “a person who gives expert or pro​fessional advice.” We must, then, follow up by asking: “What is a professional?” Again, using the dictionary as a source, a profes​sional is “one who has an assured competence in a particular field or occupation.”

“Assured competence” is a stum​bling block. Computer science does not yet consist of a well-defined standard body of know​ledge. Unlike the procedures for double-entry book​keeping in ac​counting, there is no one right way to design, program or imple​ment a specific system. It is therefore dif​ficult, if not impossible, to develop a standard method that would recog​nize competence in any of the many fields that make up data pro​cessing today.

Situations often arise where peo​ple skills become as important as tech​nical abilities. Experience has shown that the best-designed and developed systems may fail without the backing and support of an end-user depart​ment. Cooperation and com​munication are basic require​ments for successful consulting.

Selfishly, from the user’s view​point (the only one that really counts), one must ask: “How can I protect myself and my company from bad consulting?” There are some basic steps and guidelines that, if followed, will give the greatest potential for a successful consulting engagement.

Why Use Them?

Let us begin by understanding why consultants are used. There are three major reasons for bringing in outside help:

( Peak loads.

( Special skills.

( Objectivity.

Many organizations at one time or another find themselves in a position of requiring more resour​ces than their DP or IT departments can provide. This may occur be​cause of head-count restrictions, an inability to “find the right people,” or emergency projects of short duration that cannot justify an in​crease to the full-time staff. In any one of these situations, an outside firm can provide the required resources for the necessary time. While per-hour costs may seem high, they actually are not when one takes into consideration cor​porate overhead, cost of hiring (interview time, placement fees, training and so on), benefits, vaca​tions and other expenses associated with full-time employees.

The services of consultants with special skills are normally the easiest to justify. In many cases, the company has a short-term need for an unusual ability.

The types of services required would differ based on the general organization. For example, an en​gineering group may find itself in need of a business application pro​grammer. On the other hand, a more traditional business DP group may require some advanced statis​tical skills. Other categories of special needs include simulation, graphics, linear program​ming and documentation specialists (even though this last function is prob​ably required on a full-time basis).

Able to ‘Rise Above’

An objective viewpoint is the final major reason for finding an independent consultant. Unaffected by internal company politics, an outsider can rise above the chaos and take a “helicopter view” of the situation. This allows company managers to better understand their situation. This out​sider can also provide a buffer to help work out conflicting corporate goals and obtain results with the greatest benefit to the total organization.

Once the need for a consultant has been established, it is necessary to prepare for good consulting. Prior to beginning the search for a consultant, it is important to define a project, its goals and constraints.

Determine exactly what is required. Consider defining expected results in terms of deliverable items. Later, these will provide the basis for solid project control. Examples of deliverables include:

( Reports and presentations.

( Design documents.

( Programs.

( Turnkey systems.

It is also necessary to define one’s own staff requirements. Many engage​ment failures may be traced to a lack of involvement on the part of the con​tracting client. Consultants cannot work in a vacuum and expect to be successful. Interaction between the “players” is an absolute necessity for successful consulting to take place. If you are unable to make this support commitment, do not expect satisfac​tory results.

Constraints, Timing

Continue your homework by iden​tifying and documenting all con​straints on the project. Both you and the consultant will require this infor​mation to properly plan and execute any consultancy.

Timing considerations are a key element. Included in this category are:

( Dates required by government


regulation.

( Dates required by corporate


objectives.

( Potential delays because of


prerequisites.

( Support staff availability.

If development cycles are included, determine any constraints that may be imposed by DP operations or IT on machine resources for system develop​ment and testing.

Other constraints that must be con​sidered revolve around financial and policy items. Be prepared by under​standing any limitation the company may have on the use of outside consultants in terms of rates, contracting, security clearances and so forth. And, it almost goes without saying, be aware of your own budgeting limitations.

Best Candidate

When all of the preliminaries are resolved, the next step is to find a consultant. One of the best methods is to get a recommendation from a respected associate. Personal referrals are not given lightly, since they reflect upon the integrity and reputation of the individual making the recommendation.

The most popular method is by advertising for bids. Through news​papers, vendors and the “grapevine,” companies are able to publicize a need. This approach requires that you have available a document describing the project deliverables, scope and constraints. As consultants respond, provide them with this information and detail documentation describing the response format you wish them to follow. (The procedures and require​ments for developing a Request For Proposal are beyond the scope of this article.)

A third method of identifying candidates for any consultancy is through the Independent Computer Consultants Association (ICCA), which maintains resumes on its more than 400 member firms. If the user provides a description of services required, the ICCA will provide a list of qualifying member organizations for further evaluation. There is no charge for this service. (Requests should be addressed to ICCA, P.O. Box 27412, St. Louis, MO 63141.)

Finally, there are the good old Yellow Pages. Headings to check are:

( Data Processing Services.

( Computer Programming Services.

( Data Systems—Consultants and


Designers.

An appropriate question is: “How many consultants should I check?” There is no easy answer. Having too many from which to choose may confuse the issue. On the other hand, only one or two may not provide an adequate choice. Most important, if you do not feel comfortable with the firms you have evaluated, keep looking.

Checking Him Out

How does one check a consultant? “Very carefully” has to be the answer. Since there are no well-regarded standard yardsticks, gut feel and doing your homework are all that will protect you.

The most important part of the process is checking references. Assuming that the consultant is not foolish, his references will be good. Therefore, the important question to ask is not whether the consultant can do the job, but how he works. Try to understand the type of working rela​tionship established at the reference site. Then evaluate how this will work in your environment.

Viable organizations should be invited to a management interview. For small to medium-sized organiza​tions, expect a partner or owner to attend. In very large organizations, request a project manager in addition to the salesman who will probably call.

During this meeting, ask the firms to explain their standard work mode. It is imperative to evaluate their ability to work within your environment.

Provide the consultant with an overview of the project. Ask for an explanation of how he might proceed. Find out whether there is sufficient flexibility to fit the company’s policies and procedures.

Bring in the Team

Wherever possible, arrange for the consultant to meet other members of the project team. This will provide an opportunity to evaluate interpersonal skills and obtain critical feedback from your staff.

An additional step should be con​sidered when the consultancy is to augment existing staff. A team mem​ber with technical expertise should be given the opportunity to interview the prospective consultants. Have him verify the technical capa​bility and competence of the individ​ual. If bids are being received from a larger firm, reserve the right to eval​uate any staff member prior to his being assigned.

Assuming that you feel comfortable, provide the consultants with written documentation and establish a follow-up date for a proposal. At a minimum, the proposal must include:

( Time and cost estimates.

( Definitions of deliverables.

( A milestone time chart.

( Identifications of the responsibili-


ties of both the consultant and


client.

When all documents are received from the selected vendor, it is time to make a decision. Cost is only one of the parameters. Timing, size of the firm, past experience and many other items must be taken into account.

Once the decision is made, it is time to proceed to contracting. By this time, if all your homework has been done, detail understandings (on timing, deliverables and cost) already exist. There are only a few legal items to take care of. Always generate a letter of understanding or a contract.

One special note on project start dates. Good consulting organizations are busy. They must be, in order to stay in business. It is usually unrealis​tic to expect any organization to staff up for, or begin, a project immed​iately. Leeway must be allowed for the company to properly complete current assignments and responsibilities. Consider: If an organization is going to drop everything to begin your project, might it not be willing to drop you later to start an even bigger one?

The other most important element in any contract is a definition of accep​tance. Many projects, both internal and external, end in disaster because they are never completed. The project never seems to end because there is always “one last change.” Be prepared to provide a detailed defini​tion of project completion and accep​tance. Also understand the mechanism neces​sary to change this definition, if that should become necessary, after the project has begun. Working these de​tails out in advance eliminates mis​understandings and bad feelings later on.

Steven A. Epner is president of the Independent Computer Consultants Association (ICCA) in St. Louis. The association lists more than 400 member firms in its national directory, a copy of which is available from ICCA, P.O. Box 27412, St. Louis, MO 63141.

LARGE FIRM VS. SMALL FIRM


There are good reasons to recommend either a large or small firm. The specific circumstances and personality of the contracting company must be taken into consideration. Below are the major arguments for each side.


Large Firms.  Requirements for large (in terms of time and personnel) pro�jects are more easily handled by a large firm. Such firms have the resources to draw from or the cash flow necessary to “staff up.” Their size has required the creation of standards and structure, and this allows greater control over the work product and more consistency in its development.


Because of their size, there is a lower risk factor associated with the loss of any individual (except where special skills are required). Some also believe that size is an indication of “staying power.”


Finally, the larger firm may be able to provide more support services. These might include computer resources, data entry or temporary clerical assistance.


Small Firms.  Flexibility is a cornerstone of small firms. Their reaction time to a specific requirement in many cases is less than that of a large firm.


Small organizations pride themselves on being able to achieve a high level of interaction with a client. Part of the reason is that projects are managed (and usually completed) by the owners or partners of the firm. This assures (assuming they are competent) the greatest potential for a high-quality product.


Because of lower overhead and support expenses, the cost of using a smaller firm may be less. Some of this difference may balance a perceived higher risk, especially with a one- or two-person company.


One must also recognize that a smaller project may be treated as a training op�por�tunity by the large firm. But the small firm may see it as providing one third or more of its annual income. The difference in attitude is important.


All Consulting Firms.  Whether large or small, consulting firms can be a valuable resource to any company. They are able to provide specialized and generalized expertise. Both can help expand the capabilities of your in-house staff.


The true professional consulting firm is made up of full-time professionals. They are available to provide expert opinions and an independent viewpoint. Each member of the firm takes pride in the work performed and is an asset to both the contracting and consulting organizations.





WHAT MAKES A GOOD CONSULTANT?


Knowledgeable.  Consultants have a greater-than-average background in the areas of their expertise. They should be able to begin applying their knowledge in a new environment in a short period of time.


Team Player.  Consultants should become members of your team. They become part of the organization and abide by its policies and procedures. Even more important, they leave behind knowledge. It has been said that “the best consultants work themselves out of a job,” which makes them more valuable to the contracting organization.


Enthusiastic.  Consultants are enthusiastic about their assignments. This enthus�iasm is contagious and many times spreads through the whole project team.


Self-Starter/Self-Motivated.  Independent businesspersons in general and consultants specifically must be self-starters to succeed. Except in some staff augmentation projects, management time will not be necessary in the day-to-day consultancy (management time is always required to review results and progress).


Good Listener/Good Communicator.  Good consultants learn to hear what a client did not say as well as what he said. They ask questions to ensure under�standing. Their reports and presentations are geared to the audience. They under�stand there is no need to overwhelm, only to transfer knowledge.





DON’T EXPECT A CONSULTANT TO...


Generate Miracles.  As good as most consultants are, they cannot “pluck a magic twanger” and turn disaster into success overnight. Good consulting takes time, dedication and a team effort.


Work in a Vacuum.  No one knows more about a given operation than the people who live with it day to day. Osmosis is not accurate. Provide support to help the consultant understand your needs and wants. Only then can he help to resolve problems.


Be a Panacea.  Just like miracles, panaceas do not exist in the real world. Many consultants have been used as scapegoats (some rightfully so), but usually an organization’s problems have been created over an extended period of time.


Make Management Decisions.  Consultants provide advice. They will help you understand alternatives. Benefits and risks may be analyzed. But responsibility for the final decision always belongs with the contracting company. It cannot be delegated.





HOW MUCH?


Billing rates are affected by four major elements:


Length of Time.  Since consultants are independent business people, they must be able to cover expenses during non-billable periods. A large amount of this time falls between contracts. Therefore, longer projects increase the overall amount of productive time, and the cost can be reduced.


Skill.  This is a supply-and-demand function. The greater the demand for the skill, the higher the cost. Billing rates are also increased based on the relative scarcity of the required background.


Individual Characteristics.  The cost is based to a large degree on the consult�ant. His specific background, years of experience and industry reputation all come into play.


Location.  Consulting charges vary with the cost of living across the country. Metropolitan areas on both coasts have higher average rates than small midwestern cities. Normally, if travel is involved, rates will be higher.


Don’t be afraid to shop around. But select a reasonable number of alternatives and then decide. Where possible, consider the rates, not in terms of dollars per hour, but against expected results. Make a decision based on value to the company and remember to consider the elapsed time with the cost.





GOOD CONTRACTS


Good contracts are not the basis for a lawsuit, but are the basis for under�standing. Many people work only on a handshake, and this is fine—as long as both parties are around and remain friendly. A contract or letter of under�standing should never be considered a sign of distrust, but only as good business.


Following the Kiss principle (Keep It Short and Simple), here are some major points to document:


Services.  Define the service to be provided, the expected time frames and the deliverable results.


Cost.  Identify how much, how invoiced and when paid.


Expenses.  What, if any, are chargeable, and the procedure.


Ownership.  Who owns the results of the work performed and special rights (such as marketing to non-competitors).


Additions.  How changes and additions to fixed-cost contracts are to be handled.


Contact.  Who in the client organization has authority for the project.


More formal contracts also include:


Confidentiality.  A statement agreeing to hold information related to each party (including specialized consulting procedures) confidential.


Liability.  A statement of any warranty and/or liability the consultant is willing or not willing to accept.





TIME AND MATERIAL VS. FIXED COST


T&M.  This type of contract is open-ended. It is not recommended for the un�sophisticated user. Normally, this type is used when the contract is for the pur�pose of augmenting existing staff.


Fixed Cost.  This procedure requires a solid definition of the deliverable result expected. Project completion and acceptance must be defined prior to contracting. Be willing to break a project down into small, manageable segments. Then make decisions to proceed based on a cost/benefit analysis.
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