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A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R

Peter Block was born in Chicago and spent most of his early years in 
the Midwest. After college, he went to New Jersey and was involved 
in the early days of creating the fi eld of organization development. 
This entailed some years at Exxon Research and Engineering Com-
pany and then the formation of the consulting fi rm of Block, Petrella, 
Weisbord.

In 1980, Block started Designed Learning, a training company that 
continues to offer workshops based on the ideas in his books. It thrives 
and works to help support people in organizations to have more infl u-
ence and impact. The primary products are the Flawless Consulting 
Workshops based on this book.

Block has written seven other books, including The Abundant Com-
munity (with John McKnight), The Empowered Manager, Stewardship, 
 Freedom and Accountability at Work (with Peter Koestenbaum), The 
Answer to How Is Yes, and Community: The Structure of Belonging.

His work is now centered in Cincinnati, Ohio, where Block has been 
a citizen since 1998. He is involved in developing a civic engagement 
network called A Small Group, plus a series of other projects working 
on building the capacity of this urban community to value its gifts and 
see its own possibility.
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O N L I N E  A P P E N D I X

NOW THAT YOU have fi nished 
reading this book, you have a good grasp of consulting concepts and 
skills. These ideas and techniques offer a methodical, sequential struc-
ture for the preliminary events to heighten the probability of successful 

HANDY CHECKLISTS 

YOU CAN USE
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action. You also have journeyed through the choices in the discovery 
phase, all designed to help clients fulfi ll their intentions.

The checklists in the online appendix will be useful to you as a con-
tinuing reference on how to do consulting. Suppose you have an 
appointment to see a prospective client and want to quickly refresh 
your understanding of what to do in contracting. Turn to the section 
on contracting there, and use it as an outline of what to cover in your 
meeting and what to pay attention to.

The appendix at www.fl awlessconsulting.com is divided into sec-
tions: overview, contracting, data collection and discovery, feedback, 
resistance, and implementation. The checklist in each section is an 
outline of main points or a summary of the business of that phase 
and the skills required. You can simply read through the checklists 
to refresh your knowledge and understanding of the material in the 
book from time to time. Or you may use them to check off some of the 
points you may not be  completely sure about, that you want to learn 
more about, or that you want to practice  further. The checklists also 
function as a topic index, giving page numbers of text if you want to 
review a particular point in more detail in the book. There are also some 
great illustrations that bring the online appendix to life. Enjoy those too.

Thank you for making it to the end. Feel free to download what’s 
online for your own use and let us know how it works out.
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C H A P T E R  1

A CONSULTANT BY ANY 

OTHER NAME . . .

ANY FORM OF HUMOR or 
sarcasm has some truth in it. The truth in the prevailing skepticism 
about consultants is that the traditional consultant has tended to act 
solely as an agent of management: assuming the manager’s role in 
either performing highly technical activities that a manager cannot do 
or performing distasteful and boring activities that a manager does 
not want to do. The most dramatic examples of consultants’ taking 
the place of managers is when they identify people who will be let go 
or functions that will be eliminated.

When you are asked directions and you tell someone to get off the 
bus two stops before you do, you are acting as a consultant. Every 
time you give advice to someone who is faced with a choice, you 
are consulting. When you don’t have direct control over people and 

CH001.indd   1CH001.indd   1 30/12/10   12:03 PM30/12/10   12:03 PM



2 Flawless Consulting

yet want them to listen to you and heed your advice, you are face-
to-face with the consultant’s dilemma. For some of you, this may be 
your full-time predicament. Some of you may face it only occasion-
ally, functioning part time as managers (having direct control) and 
part time as consultants (wanting to infl uence but lacking authority 
to control).

SOME DEFINITIONS AND DISTINCTIONS

A consultant is a person in a position to have some infl uence over an 
individual, a group, or an organization but has no direct power to 
make changes or implement programs. A manager is someone who 
has direct responsibility over the action. The moment you take direct 
responsibility, you are acting as a manager.

Most people in staff or support roles in organizations are really con-
sultants, even if they don’t offi cially call themselves consultants. 
Support people function in any organization by planning, recom-
mending, assisting, or advising in such matters as these:

 • Human resources or personnel

 • Financial analysis

 • Auditing

 • Systems analysis

 • Market research

 • Product design

 • Long-range planning

 • Organizational effectiveness

 • Safety

 • Training and development

 • And many more
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The recipients of all this advice are called clients. Sometimes the client 
is a single individual. Other times, the client may be a work group, a 
department, or a whole organization. The client is the person or per-
sons whom the consultant wants to infl uence.*

In organizations, clients for the services provided by support people 
are called line managers. Line managers have to labor under the advice 
of support groups, whether they like it or not. But by defi nition, any 
support function has no direct authority over anything but its own 
time, its own internal staff, and the nature of the service it offers. This 
tension between the line manager (or client) who has direct control 
and the support person (or consultant) who does not have direct con-
trol is one of the central themes of this book.

The key to understanding the consultant role is to see the difference 
between a consultant and a manager.

Listen to Alfred:

It was a great four-month project. I headed the team from adminis-
trative services that installed the new management information sys-
tem. We assessed the problems, designed the system, and got Alice, 
the line manager, to let us install the system from top to bottom.

Alfred is clearly very satisfi ed—but this is the line manager’s satisfac-
tion. He wasn’t really acting as a consultant; he took over a piece of 
the line manager’s job for four months.

This distinction is important. A consultant needs to function differ-
ently from a line manager—for the consultant’s own sake and for the 
learning goals of the client. It’s okay to have direct control—and most 
of us want it in various forms of disguise. It is essential, though, to be 
aware of the difference in the roles we are assuming when we have it 
and when we don’t.

* You will mainly see the terms consultant and client used throughout the rest of this 

book to reinforce this belief and—especially if you are in a staff or support role—

assist your thinking of yourself as a consultant.

CH001.indd   3CH001.indd   3 30/12/10   12:03 PM30/12/10   12:03 PM



4 Flawless Consulting

Much of the disfavor associated with the term consultant comes from 
the actions of people who call themselves consultants but act as sur-
rogate line managers. When you act on behalf of or in the place of the 
manager, you are acting as a surrogate manager. When the client says, 
“Complete this report for me,” “Hire this person for me,” “Design this 
system for me,” “Counsel this employee,” or “Figure out which jobs 
stay and which jobs go,” the manager is asking for a surrogate. The 
attraction of the surrogate manager role is that at least for that one 
moment, you assume the manager’s power—but in fact you are doing 
the manager’s job, not yours.

Your goal or end product in any consulting activity is some kind of 
change. Change comes in two varieties. At one level, we consult to 
create change in the line organization of a structural, policy, or pro-
cedural nature—for example, a new compensation package, a new 
reporting process, or a new safety program. The second kind of 
change is the end result that one person or many people in the line 
organization have learned something new. They may have learned 
what norms dominate their staff meetings, what they do to keep 
lower-level people in a highly dependent position in decision mak-
ing, how to involve people more directly in setting goals, or how to 
conduct better performance evaluations.
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In its most general use, consultation describes any action you take with a 
system of which you are not a part. An interview with someone asking 
for help is a consulting act. A survey of problems, a training program, 
an evaluation, a study—all are consultations for the sake of change. 
The consultant’s objective is to engage in successful actions that result 
in people or organizations managing themselves differently.

I think of the terms staff or support work and consulting work as being 
interchangeable, refl ecting my belief that people in a support role 
need consulting skills to be effective—regardless of their fi eld of tech-
nical expertise (fi nance, planning, engineering, personnel, systems, 
law). Every time you give advice to someone who is in the position 
to make the choice, you are consulting. For each of these moments of 
consultation, there are three kinds of skills you need to do a good job: 
technical, interpersonal, and consulting skills.

Here are the distinctions.

Technical Skills

Above all, we need to know what the person is talking about. We need 
expertise about the question. Either in college or in our fi rst job, we were 
trained in a specifi c fi eld or function. This might be engineering, sales, 
accounting, counseling, or any of the thousands of other ways people 
make a living. This is our basic training. It is only later, after acquiring 
some technical expertise, that we start consulting. If we didn’t have some 
expertise, then people wouldn’t ask for our advice. The foundation for 
consulting skills is some expertise—whether it is scientifi c, such as coke 
particle sizing, or nonscientifi c, such as management or organizational 
development. This book assumes you have some area of expertise.

Interpersonal Skills

To function with people, we need to have some interpersonal skills, 
that is, some ability to put ideas into words, to listen, to give support, 
to disagree reasonably, to basically maintain a relationship. There are 
many books and seminars available to help people with these skills. 
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6 Flawless Consulting

In fact, there is a whole industry about achieving better relationships 
that is devoted to improving these skills. Just like technical skills, 
interpersonal skills are necessary to effective consultation.

Consulting Skills

Each consulting project, whether it lasts ten minutes or ten months, 
goes through fi ve phases. The steps in each phase are sequential; if 
you skip one or assume it has been taken care of, you are headed for 
trouble. Skillful consulting is being competent in the execution of each 
of these steps. Successfully completing the business of each phase is 
the primary focus of this book.

CONSULTING SKILLS PREVIEW

Here is an overview of what is involved in the fi ve phases of consulting.

Phase 1: Entry and Contracting

This phase has to do with the initial contact with a client about the 
project. It includes setting up the fi rst 
meeting as well as exploring the prob-
lem, whether the consultant is the right 
person to work on this issue, what 
the client’s expectations are, what the 
consultant’s expectations are, and how 
to get started. When consultants talk 
about their disasters, their conclusion is 
usually that the project was faulty in the 
initial contracting stage.

Phase 2: Discovery and Dialogue

Consultants need to come up with their own sense of both the prob-
lem and the strengths the client has. This may be the most useful thing 
they do. They also need skill in helping the client do the same. The 
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questions here for the consultant are: Who is going to be involved in 
defi ning the problem or situation? What methods will be used? What 
kind of data should be collected? How long will it take? Should the 
inquiry be done by the consultant, or should it be done by the client?

Phase 3: Analysis and the Decision to Act

The inquiry and dialogue must be organized and reported in some fash-
ion. The consultant is always in the position of reducing large amounts 
of data to a manageable number of issues. There are also choices for 
the consultant to make on how to involve the client in the process of 
analyzing the information. In giving feedback to an organi zation, there 
is always some resistance to the data (if it deals with important issues). 
The consultant must handle this resistance before an appropriate deci-
sion can be made about how to proceed. This phase is really what 
many people call planning. It includes setting ultimate goals for the 
project and selecting the best action steps or changes.

Phase 4: Engagement and Implementation

This involves carrying out the planning of phase 3. In many cases, the 
implementation may fall entirely on the line organization. For larger 
change efforts, the consultant may be deeply involved. Some projects 
start implementation with an educational event. This could be a series 
of meetings to introduce some change, a single meeting to get different 
parts of the organization together to address a problem, or a training 
session. In these cases, the consultant is usually involved in rather com-
plicated design work and in running the meeting or training session.

Phase 5: Extension, Recycle, or Termination

Phase 5 is about learning from the engagement. Following this 
is the decision whether to extend the process to a larger segment of 
the organization. Sometimes it is not until after some implementa-
tion occurs that a clear picture of the real problem emerges. In this 
case, the process recycles and a new contract needs to be discussed. If 
the implementation was either a huge success or a moderate-to-high 
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8 Flawless Consulting

failure, termination of further involvement on this project may be in 
the offi ng. There are many options for ending the relationship, and 
termination should be considered a legitimate and important part of 
the consultation. If done well, it can provide an important learning 
experience for the client and the consultant and also keep the door 
open for future work with the organization.

■ ■

When you look at Figure 1, you will see a preview of some of the skills 
and topics covered for the preliminary events leading to engagement 
and implementation. Consulting skills are grouped into four phases: 

Figure 1.  An Overview of Consulting Skills

Specific to Your
Discipline

Apply to 
All Situations

Requirements of 
Each Consulting Phase

The Preliminary Events
Consulting SkillsInterpersonal SkillsTechnical Skills

Engagement and Implementation

• Engineering
• Project
 management
• Planning
• Marketing
• Manufacturing
• Personnel
• Finance
• Systems analysis

Contracting
• Negotiating wants
• Coping with mixed motivation
• Dealing with concerns about 

exposure and the loss of control
• Doing triangular and rectangular 

contracting

Discovery
• Surfacing layers of analysis
• Dealing with political climate
• Resisting the urge for complete data
• Seeing the interview as an 

intervention

Feedback
• Funneling data
• Identifying and working with 

different forms of resistance
• Presenting personal and 

organizational data

Decision
• Running group meetings
• Focusing on here-and-now choices
• Not taking it personally

• Assertiveness
• Supportiveness
• Confrontation
• Listening
• Management style
• Group process
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contracting, discovery, feedback, 
and decision. They include the 
initial contacts, the planning 
meetings, the inquiry and analy-
sis, and the feedback and deci-
sion-making meetings.

Engagement/implementation 
is when you fi nally do some-
thing with enough impact to be 
noticeable to many people in 
the organization, and they have 
the expectation that change, or 
learning, will occur because of 
that event. One of my beliefs is 
that the preliminary events are 
in many ways more crucial for 
success than the engagement. 
An understanding of consulting 

skills therefore is really an understanding of preliminary events.

THE PROMISE OF FLAWLESS CONSULTATION

One reason consulting can be frustrating is that you are continually 
managing lateral relationships. As a support person or consultant, 
you are working with a line manager in a context in which there is 
no clear boss-subordinate relationship between you. Vertical relation-
ships are easier to understand. If your boss gives you an order, you 
know that he or she has the right to tell you what to do. But if your 
client makes a demand, you don’t necessarily have to obey. The 
power balance in lateral relationships is always open to ambiguity—
and to negotiation. When we get resistance from a client, sometimes 
we aren’t sure whether to push harder or let go. This book is about 
managing this ambiguity.

Taken as a whole, this book is about fl awless consultation—consulting 
without error. It concentrates on the preliminary events because I 
believe competence in contracting, discovery, and feedback creates the 

CH001.indd   9CH001.indd   9 30/12/10   12:03 PM30/12/10   12:03 PM



10 Flawless Consulting

foundation for successful outcomes in the implementation stage. I have 
deliberately avoided discussing and demonstrating consulting skills in 
an overall step-wise sequence of chapters because some concepts and 
competencies must be brought to bear in every stage of a consulting 
relationship. So I have included chapters treating consulting assump-
tions, goals for a consulting relationship, and consultant role choices, 
as well as what fl awless consultation means in practice, along with the 
chapters that specify and illustrate the skills required for each of the 
preliminary events. I have also interspersed chapters on such issues as 
client resistance and the special considerations of the internal consul-
tant’s role to demonstrate the belief that successful consulting demands 
more than a methodical, step-by-step application of technical expertise.

The promise is that if you consult in the way this book describes, your 
consultation can be fl awless and you will

 • Have your expertise better used

 • Have your recommendations more frequently implemented

 • Work in more of a partnership role with clients

 • Avoid no-win consulting situations

 • Develop internal commitment in your clients

 • Receive support from your clients

 • Increase the leverage you have with clients

 • Establish more trusting relationships with clients

My use of the term fl awless consulting may sound presumptuous, but 
it is not accidental. A basic value underlying this book is that there 
is in each of us the possibility of perfection. There is a consulting 
professional inside each of us, and our task is to allow that fl awless 
consultant to emerge. On its surface, this book is about methods and 
techniques. But each technique carries a consistent message more 
important than any method: that each act that expresses trust in our-
selves and belief in the validity of our own experience is always the 
right path to follow. Each act that is manipulative or fi lled with pre-
tense is always self-destructive.
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Working in organizations means we are constantly bombarded by 
pressure to be clever and indirect and to ignore what we are feeling 
at the moment. Flawless consulting offers the possibility of letting our 
behavior be consistent with our beliefs and feelings and also to be 
successful in working with our clients. The focus in this book on tech-
niques and skills in consulting is simply a way to identify the high 
self-trust choices we all have as we work in organizations. From the 
fi rst day on our fi rst job, each of us has struggled with the confl ict 
between being ourselves and conforming to the expectations we think 
our employers or clients have of us. The desire to be successful can 
lead us into playing roles and adopting behaviors that are internally 
alien and represent some loss of ourselves.

Consultants are especially vulnerable to this confl ict because we are 
supposed to be serving our clients’ needs. Our projects also tend to 
be short term, and we work at the pleasure of the client. It is easier to 
terminate a consultant or support person than to terminate a subor-
dinate. In hard times, managers end consulting projects before they 
reduce their own workforce. This sense of vulnerability can become a 
rationalization for consultants to deny their own needs and feelings 
and to not be authentic.

This book offers an alternative. It says that trusting ourselves is the 
path that serves us well with clients and increases the chances that our 
expertise will be used again and again.
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C H A P T E R  2

THERE ARE DIMENSIONS to 
the consulting role that transcend any specifi c methods we might 
employ and contribute to our effectiveness no matter what our tech-
nical expertise. A unique and beguiling aspect of doing consulting 
is that your own self is involved in the process to a much greater 
extent than if you were applying your expertise in some other way. 
Your reactions to a client, your feelings during discussions, your ability 
to solicit feedback from the client—all are important dimensions to 
consultation.

In acting as a consultant, you always operate at two levels. One level 
is the content—the cognitive part of a discussion between yourself 
and the client. The client presents a certain organizational problem. 
Perhaps it’s the need for training to improve workforce skills. Perhaps 
it’s how the organization makes decisions. Or there may be a problem 
of system design or fi nancial controls. The content level is the analyti-
cal, rational, or explicit part of the discussion, where you are working 
on what can be called the technical or business situation. At the same 
time and at another level, both you and the client are generating and 
sensing your feelings about each other—whether you feel acceptance 
or resistance, whether you feel high or low tension, whether you feel 

TECHNIQUES ARE NOT 

ENOUGH
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14 Flawless Consulting

support or confrontation. So your relationship to the client during 
each phase is a second level of data that needs attention just as the 
content does.

BEYOND CONTENT

There is much more to the client-consultant relationship than the simple 
content of the problem or project the consultant is working on. Feelings 
are the affective side of the discussion and an important source of infor-
mation for the consultant—information about the client’s real concerns 
and what the possibilities are for establishing a good relationship.

A major objective of every consultation is to encourage you to focus 
on and value the affective, or interpersonal, aspect of the relationship 
you have with the client. Most of us have a great deal of experience 
working at the cognitive or content level of discussion. We come to a 
meeting equipped with our expertise, and we feel quite comfortable 
talking about problems we know something about. But there should 
be equal balance in the attention given to the content of the problem 
and the feelings you are having about the interaction that is taking 
place as you are working with the client.

Once you value the affective side of the relationship as an important 
area of attention, the second step is to increase your comfort level in 
putting into words how you are feeling about the relationship as it’s 
going on. The third step is to grow more skillful in putting your sense 
of the relationship into words so you don’t increase defensiveness on 
the part of the client.

There are four elements to the affective side of consultant-client inter-
action that are always operating: responsibility, feelings, trust, and 
your own needs.

Responsibility

To have a good contract with the client, responsibility for what is 
planned and takes place has to be balanced—50/50. In most cases, the 
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client comes to you with the expectation that once you are told what 
the problem is, you provide the solution. Your goal is to act out the 
fact that it’s a 50/50 proposition.

Here is a small example. When you start a program, communication 
on the program is often required—when it will take place, what the 
arrangements are, why you’re doing it. It’s important that the client 
take the responsibility of communicating all of this to the organization—
not because it’s a task that only the client can do (in fact, the consultant 
might be in a better position to do it) but because it’s a way of visibly 
expressing to the organization that the client is taking at least 50 percent 
of the responsibility for the program.

If the client wants the consultant to do this communicating and take 
care of all the administrative details, the client is saying that he or 
she wants to take a limited amount of responsibility. As a consultant, 
it makes sense at times to resist taking on this responsibility. This is 
a substantively small issue, but it’s an example of what to look for 
in trying to decide in your own mind whether the responsibility is 
balanced.

Feelings

The second element that’s always an issue is to what extent clients are 
able to own their own feelings. In a way, this is working on balancing 
responsibility. The consultant needs to constantly keep in mind how 
much the client is owning feelings versus talking as if he or she is 
just an observer of the organization. The consultant also has to keep 
in mind what his or her own feelings are about the client. If the con-
sultant is feeling that the client is defensive or very controlling, or 
doesn’t listen or doesn’t take responsibility, this is important to know.

However the consultant feels working with that client, the people 
inside the client’s organization are going to feel the same way. It is 
equally important for you to pay close attention to your own feelings 
during the consultation, particularly during the early stages, and use 
these as valuable information on how the organization functions and 
how the client manages.
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Trust

The third element is trust. When most people work with a consultant 
as a client, they bring with them not only the prevailing image of the 
consultant as the expert but also someone to watch out for. It is often 
useful to ask clients whether they trust your confi dentiality, whether 
they trust you not to make them vulnerable or to take things over. You 
can ask them what doubts they have working with you. In this way, 
you’re working to build trust. The more that any distrust is put into 
words, the more likely you are to build trust.

Your Own Needs

The fourth element on the affective side of the consultant-client rela-
tionship is that consultants have a right to their own needs from the 
relationship.

It’s easy to fall into a service mentality, in which you see yourself 
charged with solving the client’s problems and serving the client’s 
needs—and it’s possible to act in such a way that you, as the consul-
tant, appear not to have any needs. The reality is that you do have 
needs. You may have organizational needs to have a client, so that 
your own organization feels that you’re doing something worthwhile. 
You have needs for acceptance and inclusion by the client, and you 
require some validation that what you have is valuable and worth 
offering.

On a practical level, you have needs for access to that organization—
to talk to people, to ask them questions. And you also have needs 
for support from that manager, meeting the people in the manager’s 
organization, and dealing with the kind of resistance that you’re likely 
to get. You are entitled to have your needs met.

Summing Up

The beliefs outlined here are the foundation for the rest of this book: 
pay close attention to your own style and your own feelings as impor-
tant dimensions to the consulting relationship. Skill in consulting is 
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not only skill in providing a program, a process, and procedures that 
respond to the client’s needs. It’s also your skill in being able to iden-
tify and put into words the issues around trust, feelings, responsibil-
ity, and your own needs.

THE CONSULTANT’S ASSUMPTIONS

Any view of what makes for effective consultation relies heavily on 
the assumptions the consultant has about what makes an effective 
organization. These assumptions will be implicitly or explicitly a part 
of any recommendation the consultant makes.

Each of us doing consulting ought to be very clear about our own 
beliefs. Our own consulting behavior should be consistent with the 
style of management we advocate to our clients. If we are recommend-
ing to our clients that they tighten up controls, be more decisive, and 
set clear goals, we will be undermining our credibility if we ourselves 
operate without controls, are indecisive, and aren’t quite sure where 
we are headed. If we think our clients should work on being more 
participative and collaborative, we undermine ourselves if we keep 
tight control of the consulting project and don’t act collaboratively 
with the very clients we are trying to encourage to try collaboration.

Think about what your assumptions about good management might 
be. There are countless models to choose from. Most organizations, 
for example, operate from a variation of the traditional military/
church model of patriarchy. Structurally there is a great emphasis on 
the hierarchical pyramid and the clear separation of authority and 
responsibility. The cornerstone of patriarchal management is “strong” 
leadership. This kind of leadership is seen as an individual ability 
to plan work, organize people to do the work, maintain control of 
those people and their results, and then delegate responsibility to the 
right people to achieve results. The products of these leader-centered 
assumptions are individuals with an upward-conforming and 
downward-controlling orientation toward their roles.

This traditional emphasis on control and leadership qualities has 
shifted in the past thirty years (at least in the literature) to more 
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collaborative or participative conceptions of organizations. Participa-
tive management and empowerment is a theme that runs throughout 
most assumptions about effective organizations today.

Your own assumptions about organizations determine in subtle ways 
your own consulting style and the skills you should be working on. 
Here is the set of assumptions that underlie the consulting approach 
presented in this book.

Problem Solving Requires Valid Data

Using valid data eliminates a major cause of confusion, uncertainty, 
and resulting ineffi ciency in problem solving. Valid data encompass 
two things: (1) objective data about ideas, events, or situations that 
everyone accepts as facts and (2) personal data. Personal data are also 
“facts,” but they concern how individuals feel about what is happen-
ing to them and around them. If people feel they will not get a fair 
shake, it is a “fact” that they feel that way, and it is also a “fact” that 
this belief will have an effect on their behavior. To ignore this kind 
of “fact” is to throw away data that may be crucial to any problem-
solving effort.

Eff ective Decision Making Requires Free and Open Choice

Making decisions is easy. Making decisions that people will support 
is not so easy. Organizations seem to work better when people have 
an opportunity to infl uence decisions that have a direct impact on 
their work. When people feel that something is important and they 
have some control, they will be motivated to exert the effort to make 
things work. When they believe that something is important but they 
can exert no control, the common tendencies are to become cautious 
or defensive, play it safe, withhold information, protect themselves 
from blame.

Eff ective Implementation Requires Internal Commitment

People readily commit themselves to things they believe will further 
their interests. If they see no link between what they are asked to do 
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and what they want to do, the probability of getting an all-out effort 
from them is not likely. You can order people to do things, and ordi-
narily they will comply—at least while you are watching. But if you 
want them to apply themselves, their internal commitment is required.

THE CONSULTANT’S GOALS

Our assumptions about what contributes to effective consultant and 
manager performance lead to a set of preferred goals for each consult-
ing job. Achieving each of these goals may not always be possible, but 
we can always be clear about our preference.

Goal 1: Establish a Collaborative Relationship

There are two reasons for consultants to strive for collaborative rela-
tionships with their clients. One is that a collaborative relationship 
promises maximum use of people’s resources—both the consultant’s 
and the client’s. It also spreads the responsibility for success or failure 
and for implementation, and it’s a nice way to work too. The second 
reason is that whether they know it or not, consultants are always 
functioning as models of how to solve problems. The message con-
tained in the way consultants act is much more powerful than their 
words. To talk collaboration and behave differently is confusing and 
self-defeating.

Goal 2: Solve Problems So They Stay Solved

It is possible to act in such a way that only the immediate problem 
gets solved. If the problem is that employees regularly come late to 
work, for example, actions can be taken to prevent it: station the boss 
at the door in the morning with a pencil and a black book, or have 
room checks at starting time each morning, or issue a policy state-
ment about lateness, or have meetings with employees about the need 
for punctuality. These actions might reduce the problem of lateness. 
And if internal (or external) consultants have been involved in mak-
ing these kinds of recommendations, they might have contributed to 
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an increase in the effectiveness of the organization. But this does not 
mean that the managers have learned anything about how to solve 
similar problems and thus become more competent.

The consultant’s alternative is to work with line managers at another 
level of analysis: the way they handle lateness problems. For example, 
managers may not see lateness as being a symptom of discontent, or 
a symptom of inexperienced supervision at the fi rst level, or any of 
the other possible root problems lateness could be signaling. Also, it 
is possible the consultant is being asked to solve problems that line 
managers should be confronting themselves. Teaching managers the 
skills for solving a problem themselves next time requires that they 
understand that disturbing employee behavior is a symptom of more 
basic problems and that they should not ask others to address prob-
lems that belong to them.

Goal 3: Ensure Attention Is Given to Both the Technical/
Business Problem and the Relationships

Each situation has two elements: the technical/business problem that 
has to be resolved and the way people are interacting around that 
problem. In most organizations, primary attention is given to the 
technical/business problem. Consultants, however, are in a unique 
position to address the people or process issues productively. As 
third parties, they have no vested interest in the process issues—no 
power to gain or lose, no territory to expand or contract, no budget 
to increase or decrease. Consultants can urge attention to the process 
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issues, and line managers will listen to them in a way in which they 
would not listen to each other.

DEVELOPING CLIENT COMMITMENT—A 
SECONDARY GOAL OF EACH CONSULTING ACT

Because consultants or support people have no direct control over 
implementation, they become dependent on line managers for pro-
ducing results. It is the line manager who ultimately will decide 
whether to take action, and this choice will be based on how internally 
committed he or she is to the concepts the consultant is suggesting. 
Therefore, the consultant needs to be conscious of building internal 
commitment throughout the consulting process.

Effective consulting skills are the steps and behaviors that act to cre-
ate internal commitment in managers. Each of us has seen examples 
of consulting projects where the study or report ends up on a shelf 
despite its cost and relevance. When this happens, it often means that 
somewhere along the line, the consulting process lost the managers 
who had to decide to use the results of the study. In fl awless consult-
ing, you move through the steps of a consulting process designed to 
build commitment and reduce the chance of losing the client along 
the way.

Client commitment is the key to consultant leverage and impact. We 
can’t order the client to take action. (Sometimes we decide to go to 
the client’s boss and urge him or her to direct the client to use our 
recommendations, but this is a risky proposition—particularly if we 
want to stay in the good graces of our client.) So our impact is deter-
mined by the client’s commitment to our suggestions. Building this 
commitment is often a process of removing obstacles that block the 
client from acting on our advice.

We may cling to the fantasy that if our thinking is clear and logical, 
our wording eloquent, and our convictions solid, the strength of our 
arguments will carry the day. And make no mistake: clear arguments 
do help. But they are not enough. The client and his or her colleagues 
will experience doubts and dilemmas that will block commitment.
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ROLES CONSULTANTS CHOOSE

Having leverage requires confronting the doubts at each stage of 
the consulting process—during contracting, discovery, analysis, and 
while preparing for the feedback meeting. Waiting until the imple-
mentation phase to overcome resistance is too late.

Ed Schein has identifi ed three ways consultants work with line man-
agers: in an expert role, a pair-of-hands role, or a collaborative role.* 
The choice depends on individual differences in management style, 
the nature of the task, and the consultant’s own personal preference.

As you consult in a variety of situations, it helps to become aware 
of the role you typically assume and to be able to identify situations 
where this will help or hinder your performance. Only then can you 
make a conscious choice among alternatives. One discovery that 
people often make in such self-analysis is that they begin to identify 
situations where they can operate more successfully in a collabora-
tive mode. However, the realities of most organizations are such that 
there will be times when the pair-of-hands or expert roles are more 
appropriate and other times when they cannot be avoided.

Expert Role

One way line managers typically relate to support specialists, as well 
as to external consultants, is client-to-expert. The support person 
becomes the “expert” in the performance of a given task. For example:

An organization’s new corporate benefi ts Web site recently was com-
pletely overhauled, and it has become clear that the site has not lived 
up to expectations. The overall design is okay; the problem is some-

*These roles were fi rst formulated by Ed Schein in the 1960s. He was one of the fi rst to 

see the limitations of the expert role for consultants and defi ned and opened the door 

to the collaborative potential in the helping process. His book Process Consulting Revis-

ited: Building the Helping Relationship (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley/Longman, 

1998) more fully describes the power of process consultation as a vital capacity for 

those in a helping position. It is a book I strongly recommend.
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where in the navigation and the nonintuitive way employees have to 
input information to the site.

At this point, the manager calls in a staff Web site design specialist, 
describes the diffi culties, and says to the designer, “I have neither the 
time nor the inclination to deal with this problem. You’re the expert; 
fi nd out what’s wrong and fi x it. You have a free hand to examine the 
whole system and do whatever analysis and fi xing is necessary. Keep 
me posted on your fi ndings and what you intend to do.” The Web 
site designer becomes, in effect, a member of the manager’s staff with 
delegated authority to plan and implement a program of change sub-
ject to the same restrictions as other members of the manager’s staff.

Here is what is happening in this kind of relationship:

 • The manager has elected to play an inactive role. He or she 
expects to hold the consultant, that is, the Web site designer, 
responsible for results. The designer-as-consultant accepts the 
responsibility and feels free to develop and implement action 
plans. The manager is expected to be responsive and provide the 
assistance needed to solve the problem.

 • Decisions on how to proceed are made by the consultant on the 
basis of his or her expert judgment. There is no need to involve 
the manager in technical details.

 • The consultant gathers the information needed for problem 
analysis and decides what methods of data collection and analy-
sis to use.

 • Technical control rests with the consultant. Disagreement is not 
likely because it would be difficult for the manager to challenge 
“expert” reasoning. If the manager seeks to exert control over tech-
nical decisions, the consultant will see it as unjustified interference.

In this situation, collaboration is not required because the problem-
solving efforts are based on specialized procedures.

Two-way communication here is limited. The consultant initiates and 
the client responds. The consultant expects and is expected to initi-
ate communication in a question-and-answer mode. The consultant 
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plans and carries out the engagement or implementation or provides 
detailed instructions for implementation by the manager, whose role 
is to judge and evaluate after the fact.

The consultant’s goal in this example is to solve the immediate prob-
lem. Neither the manager nor the consultant expects the manager to 
develop skills to solve similar problems in the future.

Problems

Internal consultants especially are well aware of the problems involved 
in operating in the role of expert. Here are two big ones.

First, consider the consultant’s ability to make an accurate assess-
ment. Given a problem of a purely technical nature, the consultant 
can use technical expertise to isolate the problem and develop a solu-
tion. But problems that are purely technical are rare. Most problems 
have a human element in them, and if the prevailing organizational 
climate is fear, insecurity, or mistrust, people may withhold or dis-
tort essential information on the human part of the problem. Without 
valid data, accurate assessment becomes impossible. Action programs 
based on faulty discovery have little chance for success.

Second, consider the commitment of people to take the recommended 
actions. Studies done by outside experts seldom carry the kind of per-
sonal ownership and commitment needed to deal with diffi cult man-
agement issues.

Pair-of-Hands Role

Here the manager sees the consultant as an extra pair of hands. The 
manager says, in effect, “I have neither the time nor the inclination 
to deal with this problem. I have examined the defi ciencies and have 
prepared an outline of what needs to be done. I want you to get it done 
as soon as possible.” The manager retains full control. The consultant 
is expected to apply specialized knowledge to implement action plans 
toward the achievement of goals that the manager has defi ned.

Here are some of the clues that the consultant is acting as a pair of hands:
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 • The consultant takes a passive role. The order of the day is respond-
ing to the manager’s requests, and the consultant does not ques-
tion the manager’s action plans.

 • The manager makes the decisions on how to proceed. The consultant 
may prepare recommendations for the manager’s review, but 
approval rests with the manager.

 • The manager selects the methods for discovery and analysis. The con-
sultant may do the actual data collection, but only in accordance 
with procedures that the manager has outlined.

 • Control rests with the manager. The consultant is expected to make 
suggestions, but avoids disagreement because the manager 
would see this as a challenge to his or her authority.

 • Collaboration is not really necessary. The manager feels that it is his 
or her responsibility to specify goals and procedures. The consul-
tant can ask questions for clarification.

 • Two-way communication is limited. The manager initiates, and the 
consultant responds. The manager initiates in a descriptive or 
evaluative mode.

 • The manager specifi es change procedures for the consultant to implement.

 • The manager’s role is to judge and evaluate from a close distance.

 • The consultant’s goal is to make the system more effective by the applica-
tion of specialized knowledge.

Problems

The major problem emerges in the discovery phase. In a pair-of-hands 
role, the consultant is dependent on the manager’s ability to under-
stand what is happening and to develop an effective action plan. If 
the manager’s assessment is faulty, the action plan won’t work, and the 
consultant who provided the service becomes a convenient scapegoat.

To avoid this trap, the consultant may ask for time to verify the 
manager’s assessment. And then the consultant might face another 
problem: managers who have a preference for consultants who take 
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on the pair-of-hands role may interpret such requests as questioning 
their experience, their authority, or both.

Collaborative Role

The consultant who assumes a collaborative role enters the rela-
tionship with the notion that management issues can be dealt with 
effectively only by joining his or her specialized knowledge with the 
manager’s knowledge of the organization. Problem solving becomes 
a joint undertaking, with equal attention to both the technical issues 
and the human interactions in dealing with the technical issues.

When consultants work through a collaborative role, they don’t solve 
problems for the manager. They apply their special skills to help man-
agers solve problems themselves. The distinction is signifi cant. The 
key assumption underlying the collaborative role is that the manager 
must be actively involved in data gathering and analysis, setting goals 
and developing action plans, and, fi nally, sharing responsibility for 
success or failure.

Here’s what happens:

 • The consultant and the manager work to become interdependent. They 
share responsibility for action planning, implementation, and results.

 • Decision making is bilateral. It is characterized by mutual exchange 
and respect for the responsibilities and expertise of both parties.

 • Data collection and analysis are joint efforts. The selection of the dis-
covery process to be used is done by both the consultant and the 
manager.

 • Control issues become matters for discussion and negotiation. Disagreement 
is expected and seen as a source of new ideas.

 • Collaboration is considered essential. The consultant makes a special 
point to reach understanding and agreement on the nature and scope 
of mutual expectations prior to initiating problem-solving efforts.

 • Communication is two-way. Both the consultant and the manager 
take the initiative, depending on the issues. Information exchange 
is carried on in a problem-solving mode.

CH002.indd   26CH002.indd   26 30/12/10   12:04 PM30/12/10   12:04 PM



Techniques Are Not Enough     27 

 • Implementation responsibilities are determined by discussion and agree-
ment. Assignments are made to maximize use of the available 
resources in line with the responsibilities appropriate to each party.

 • The goal is to solve problems so they stay solved. That is, the con-
sultant establishes a helping relationship designed to broaden 
the competence level of managers to develop and implement 
action plans that will make the system more effective. The next 
time a similar problem arises, the manager will have the skills 
to solve it.

Problems

There are also problems in trying to work collaboratively. Consultants 
often have special skills (for example, in information technology or 
budget management) that managers see as a quick answer to their 
problems. Managers who prefer to work with consultants in an expert 
role may interpret any attempts at collaboration as indifference or foot 
dragging. Managers with a preference for working with consultants 
in a pair-of-hands role may interpret moves toward collaboration as 
insubordination. Plus, working collaboratively takes some time.

COLLABORATION AND THE FEAR OF 
HOLDING HANDS

In a presentation on collaborative consultation, 
a person in the audience kept asking questions 
about the nature of collaboration: “Can’t it be 
a sign of weakness? Don’t you have expertise 
that you are denying if you operate too collab-
oratively? Clients want answers, not questions, 
don’t they?” Finally, with a lot of frustration, he 
said, “Well, I don’t want my consultants just sit-
ting around holding hands with a client!” He 
was pointing to an area where there is consid-
erable confusion about the distinction between 
the expert role and the collaborative role.
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The core transaction of any consulting contract is the transfer of exper-
tise from the consultant to the client. This holds whether the expertise 
is very tangible, such as skill in circuit design or systems design, or 
whether the expertise is very intangible, such as problem-solving 
or team-building skill. Whatever the expertise, it is the basis for the 
consultant’s being in business.

Part of the fear of holding hands seems to be that if you get too inter-
twined with the client, your expertise will somehow be diluted and 
blurred. A collaborative approach can come across as implying that 
the consultant and the client have equal expertise and are partners in 
technical matters. This might force the consultant to unconsciously 
underplay his or her own expertise in order to maintain a 50/50 rela-
tionship. If this were to happen, the fear of diluting expertise would 
become a reality. One consultant expressed this fear and confusion 
by saying, “I have forgotten more about managing inventories than 
most of my clients will ever know. They can hardly spell the word, 
and I am the corporate guru! How can I be collaborative under those 
conditions?”

The confusion is between collaborating on the technical aspects of the 
problem (which I don’t mean) and collaborating on how the stages 
of the consultation will be carried out (which I do mean). Here’s an 
example of where you draw the line between them:

Areas of Collaboration Areas of Expertise

Expressing the wants of 
the client

Circuit design

Planning how to inform the 
organization of the study

Training design

Deciding who is involved in
the discovery phase 

Questionnaire 
design

Generating the right kind of data Package design

Interpreting the results of discovery Systems analysis

Deciding how to make a change Pricing strategy
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Regardless of the area of expertise, the way the consultation process 
itself is managed (the left side of this list) will greatly affect the client’s 
use of even the most technical expertise. The more the consultative 
process can be collaborative, the better the odds for success are after 
the consultant has left.

STAGING THE CLIENT’S INVOLVEMENT, 
STEP BY STEP

We have been discussing in a somewhat general way the consultant 
role orientation and ways to make a project more collaborative. The 
following sequence will make this concept very concrete. The stages 
leading up to implementation of a change—what are called the pre-
liminary events—can be divided into twelve specifi c action steps. 
Each step provides an opportunity to involve the client in the process 
without unnaturally downplaying your specifi c expertise.

Maximum client involvement and commitment will occur to the 
extent that you, the consultant, act at each stage in the following ways. 
These are steps you can take to make the 50/50 responsibility for the 
project a reality.

Step 1: Defi ne the Initial Problem

Ask the client to state what the problem is. If the client is thinking more 
of a new possibility than a problem, state this in your own words. 
Add to this statement what you think might be some more underlying 
causes of the problem or important elements of the possibility.

Example: IT Consultant

IT consultant: What do you think the problem is?

Client: The software you guys did for us doesn’t do what it needs it to 
do half the time. I think the design may be faulty. I want you to check 
the code and make sure it works as it should.
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IT consultant: I will check the programming code and test the soft-
ware’s functionality. Also, as a potential part of the problem, I think 
we should consider how well the users understand this application. 
Plus we should look into the kind of training and supervision they 
receive, especially on the night shift.

Comment: It is not just up to the client to make the initial problem 
statement. You should feel free to add your 50 percent, even at this 
early stage.

Step 2: Decide Whether to Proceed with the Project

In deciding whether to proceed, you also have some choice. If the 
project is set up in a way that you think it won’t succeed, you should 
negotiate the terms.

Example: Financial Services Consultant

Client: Let’s go ahead with the project to do a complete audit of the 
purchasing function. And let’s have it done in thirty days.

Financial services consultant: A complete purchasing audit is a big 
order. To accomplish this in thirty days is almost impossible. We have 
a list of projects that have to be reviewed by our committee. If those 
expectations of yours are fi rm, we had better reevaluate whether 
we can give you what you want.

Comment: Clients usually feel that the decision to go ahead is strictly 
up to them. By questioning the decision, the consultant is acting as a 
50/50 partner. The intent is not to say no to clients, but to make the 
decision to go ahead a joint decision.

Step 3: Select the Dimensions to Be Studied

Given your expertise in the project, you may know best what aspect 
of the problem should be analyzed. The client, though, has operating 
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experience with the problem and the people and can be asked what 
to look for.

Example: IT Consultant

IT consultant: Next Monday I will start examining the program code 
and testing its functionality. I will also interview the users about how 
they operate the software for certain routine procedures. It would 
help if you and the affected department managers would make a list 
of the areas you would like investigated and also any questions you 
would like the software users to answer.

Comment: Although it takes only a simple question to involve the cli-
ent in deciding what to look at, often the question is not asked. If a 
questionnaire is to be used, you can have the client select some of the 
questions.

Step 4: Decide Who Will Be Involved in the Project

The client often expects the consultant to do the whole job. Creating a con-
sultant-client team to do the job is a good way to build client commitment.

Example: Financial Services Consultant

Financial services consultant: To make this project successful, I would 
like two people from your organization to work with me on it. I will 
need fi ve days of one of your regional purchasing manager’s time and 
eight days of one of your home offi ce purchasing people. The three 
of us will be responsible for ending up with an analysis of the defi -
ciencies and strengths of the existing purchasing system and a recom-
mended redesign to address them. I will be in charge of the project 
and make the major time commitment, but two people from your 
group will help the project immensely.

Comment: Doing the job by yourself is always simpler and faster. Hav-
ing people from the client organization takes more time and agony, 
yet this involvement directly encourages commitment and promotes 
eventual implementation of the work.
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Step 5: Select the Method

The client has ideas about how the data should be collected. Ask what 
they are.

Example: IT Consultant

IT consultant: I will defi nitely look over the software, test its func-
tionality, and talk to the end users. Who else should I talk to? Should 
we meet with people in a group or individually? What other areas 
of the operation should we look into, and how should we approach 
them?

Comment: Again, these are simple but important questions to ask the 
client. You are doing this 30 percent for the new information you might 
get and 70 percent to model and act out a 50/50 way of approaching 
this kind of project. By your behavior, you are helping the client learn 
how to solve problems like this for themselves.

Step 6: Do Discovery

Have the client do the discovery with you.

Example: IT Consultant

IT consultant: I would like one of your supervisors to work with 
me as I go through the division and talk to people. Perhaps the 
supervisors could interview a sample of the software users to deter-
mine what they think could be done to make it work better. Then I 
would like to hold a large group meeting to engage them in how we 
proceed.

Comment: There are two main risks in having the client do some of 
the discovery: (1) people may withhold information because they are 
talking to those who have some power over them, and (2) some of 
the data may be distorted because the line organization has a stake in 
making itself look competent and guilt free.
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These are risks you can be willing to take. You will get your own data, 
and usually you have enough experience to know rather quickly what is 
really going on. If need be, you can go back to the people a second time, 
alone. The advantage of having the line people do some of the data col-
lection is that whatever information is shared up the line, the right people 
are hearing it—the people who can do something about it. It does no 
good if the consultant hears the “truth,” but the line people don’t believe 
it. Above all, though, the process keeps beating the 50/50 drum.

Steps 7 Through 9: 
Funneling the Data and 
Making Sense of It

Funneling a huge amount of data 
into a manageable amount of infor-
mation, summarizing and orga-
nizing it, and making sense of it 
takes a lot of time. You also get a 
real sense of what you have by suf-
fering through these three steps. 
Urge the client to be with you at 

certain points in this procedure. Analyzing what the data mean is fun, 
so involve the client in this too.

Example: Financial Services Consultant

Financial services consultant: Spend three days with me organizing 
what we have discovered and fi guring what its implications are for 
the purchasing system we are investigating.

Comment: Again, a simple, assertive request trades some of the effi -
cient use of your own time for a client who has more invested in 
the outcome. On a highly technical project, the client may not have the 
background to meaningfully contribute to this stage of the project. In 
that case, you have no choice but to do it alone. Be careful, though; the 
client’s lack of background is our favorite excuse for excluding him or 
her at various stages.
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Step 10: Provide the Results

Have the client share in presenting the data analysis in the feedback 
meeting.

Example: Financial Services Consultant

Financial services consultant: For this meeting, I am going to report 
what we learned about the purchasing system. George, the purchas-
ing director, will report what we learned about the purchasing agents’ 
skills and attitudes toward purchasing procedures and controls.

Comment: When line managers have the experience of reporting nega-
tive fi ndings, their defensiveness goes down, and the feedback step is 
less likely to become an argument.

Step 11: Make Recommendations

More than any other stage, developing workable recommendations 
requires integrating your technical knowledge and the client’s practi-
cal and organizational knowledge. Ask the client what he or she would 
do about the situation, having now heard the results of the inquiry.

Example: IT Consultant

IT consultant: We know that the short formal training program for 
end users is a major obstacle to their operating the software properly. 
What can we recommend that would reduce our dependency on them 
to fi gure out how to use it on their own?

Comment: The action is simple once your strategy becomes clear. Even 
if clients cannot be creative about what to recommend, it is important 
that they struggle with the question.

Step 12: Decide on Actions

Once the study is done and the recommendations made, the client 
may want to take over the process and dismiss the consultant from 
the decision-making meeting. I always resist this.
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Example: Financial Services Consultant

Client: Thank you very much for the new purchasing process 
you have developed and the structural and procedural changes 
needed to support it. We will think about it and let you know 
when we think the organization will be ready for this.

Financial services consultant: I would like to be a part of the meeting 
when you discuss this. I care a lot about the project and know I could 
contribute to the question of timing and implementation. I realize 
your usual procedure is to discuss this without the consultant present, 
but in this case, I wonder if you could make an exception.

Comment: The danger here is that the client will take 100 percent of 
the action and leave you out in the cold. So you have to ask to be 
included. In addition to your own needs for inclusion, you are also 
saying to the client by your action that when someone in their orga-
nization has made an important contribution to a project, the person 
should be included in the decision-making meeting. If the client still 
chooses to exclude you, there may be little you can do other than sulk 
and look hurt.

■ ■

Each of these twelve steps is one in a series of opportunities to engage 
the client, reduce resistance, and increase the probabilities of success. 
Taking advantage of these opportunities entails giving up some con-
sultant prerogatives and freedom of action in the service of the longer-
range goal of having a real impact.
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CHECKLIST #1: Assessing the Balance of Responsibility

On the scales below, rate who is taking responsibility in an important project you are 
now engaged in. Put a check mark where it currently balances out.

 Client Has Major  I Have Major   
 Responsibility;������� Responsibility,   
Client Has Little I Have Little Client Has Little

  50/50

  1. Defi ne the initial problem | | |

 2.  Decide whether to proceed 
with the project | | |

 3.  Select the dimensions to be 
studied | | |

 4.  Decide who will be involved in 
the project | | |

 5. Select the method | | |

 6. Do discovery | | |

 7.  Through 9. Funneling the 
data and making sense of it | | |

10. Provide the results | | |

11. Make recommendations | |

12. Decide on actions | | |

Connect the marks you made. Any place the line deviates from the center shows an 
opportunity for you to restructure this project or your next one to take full advantage 
of using client involvement to increase your chances of success—especially the 
chances that your project will still be active and used after you have left the scene.

For a downloadable copy of Checklist # 1, visit www.fl awlessconsulting
.com.
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C H A P T E R  3

CONSULTING CAN SEEM VAGUE 
and overly complicated when in fact it is possible to consult without 
error and to do so quite simply. The way to keep it simple is to focus 
on only two dimensions of consulting. Ask yourself two questions 
whenever you are with a client:

1. Am I being authentic with this person now?

2. Am I completing the business of the consulting phase I am in?

BEING AUTHENTIC

Authentic behavior with a client means you put into words what you 
are experiencing with the client as you work. This is the most power-
ful thing you can do to have the leverage you are looking for and to 
build client commitment.

There is a tendency for us to look for ways of being clever with a cli-
ent. We agonize over ways of presenting our ideas, of phrasing the 
project so that it will appeal. Many times I have been with a client and 
found myself straining to fi gure out what will convince them that 
I am everything they are looking for. Projections of bottom line sav-
ings are made, solutions for sticky employee problems are suggested, 

FLAWLESS CONSULTING
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confi rmations that the client has been doing everything humanly 
possible are suggested with a nod and a smile.

It is a mistake to assume that clients make decisions to begin proj-
ects and use consultants based on purely rational reasons. More often 
than not, the client’s primary question is: “Is this consultant someone 
I can trust? Is this someone I can trust not to hurt me, not to con 
me—someone who can both help solve the organizational or tech-
nical problems I have and, at the same time, be considerate of my 
position and person?” When I operate in too clever or manipulative 
a way, or lay it on too thick, clients pick this up. They are thinking to 
themselves, Wow! This guy is really laying it on thick. He is making me 
look like a fool if I say no. Line managers know when we are trying to 
maneuver them, and when it happens, they trust us a little less.

Lower trust leads to lower leverage and lower client commitment. 
Authentic behavior leads to higher trust, higher leverage, and higher 
client commitment. Authentic behavior also has the advantage of 
being incredibly simple. It is to literally put into words what you are 
experiencing. Here are some examples:

Client says: “Well, this audit shouldn’t take you too long. Couple of 
days, and you will be done. I wish I had some time to spend with 
you, but there are some really important things I must attend to. My 
secretary can give you some assistance. Also, don’t take too much 
time from any of my people. They are under a lot of pressure.”

Consultant experiences: Feeling unimportant, small. My work is being 
treated as a trivial matter. This is how I make my living, but to this 
character, I am an interruption.

Nonauthentic consultant response: “This audit could have far-reaching 
implications. The home offi ce is looking closely at these audits to 
assess our top divisions. They are also required by the company.”

Authentic consultant response: “You are treating this audit as though it 
is unimportant and small—a trivial matter. If it is an interruption, 
maybe we should reassess the timing. I would like you to treat it 
with more importance.

■ ■
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Client says: “I want your opinion whether my people are making mis-
takes and what they should do to correct them. If you decide they 
are incompetent to operate this operating unit, I want you to report 
directly to me at once. With names and specifi cs.”

Consultant experiences: Feeling like a judge, like I have to police the 
client’s employees.

Nonauthentic consultant response: “My report will describe how the unit 
is being managed and why there have been so many breakdowns. 
It will be up to you to take corrective actions.”

Authentic consultant response: “I feel I am being seen as a judge or police 
offi cer on this project. This is not the role I feel is most effective. 
I would like you to view me more as a mirror of what is happening 
now. You and your people can then evaluate what needs to be done 
and whether training is required. I am not a conscience.”

■ ■

Client says: “To really understand this problem, you have to go back 
thirty-fi ve years when this operation was set up. It all started in 
November 1976 on a Thursday afternoon. There were three people 
in this operation. At the time, their only function was to fi ll orders 
and answer the phone. George was the nephew of the sales man-
ager and had only a high school education. Our customers were 
mostly on the East Coast . . . [and on and on and on and on].

Consultant experiences: Impatience, boredom. Spending too much time 
on history. Losing energy.

Nonauthentic consultant response: Silence to encourage the client to go 
on, assuming the client will get to the point or that it is therapeuti-
cally essential for the client to go through all this detail.

Authentic consultant response: “You are giving me a lot of detail. I am 
having trouble staying with your narrative. I am eager to get to the 
key current issues. What is the key problem now?”

■ ■
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Client says: “If you will just complete your report of fi ndings, my 
management group and I will meet later to decide what to do and 
evaluate the results.”

Consultant experiences: Exclusion from the real action. Postponement 
of dealing with the problems.

Nonauthentic consultant response: “There might be some information 
that I have not included in the report that would be relevant to your 
decision-making process” [or acquiescence].

Authentic consultant response: “You are excluding me from the decision 
on what to do. I would like to be included in that meeting, even if 
including me means some inconvenience for you and your team.”

In these examples, each initial client statement acts to keep the con-
sultant distant in some way. Each is a subtle form of resistance to the 
consultant’s help and serves to reduce its impact. The nonauthentic 
consultant responses deal indirectly and impersonally with the resis-
tance. They make it easier for the client to stay distant and treat the con-
sultant’s concerns in a procedural way. The authentic responses focus 
on the relationship between the consultant and the client and force the 
client to give importance to the consultant’s role and wants for the proj-
ect. Simple direct statements by the consultant about the consultant-
client interaction put more balance in the relationship; they work against 
either total client control or total consultant control. Imbalanced control 
in either direction acts to reduce internal commitment to the project.

Authentic behavior by the consultant is essential to operating fl awlessly. 
Much of the rest of this book gives detailed and specifi c expression to 
what authentic behavior looks like in the context of doing consulting.

COMPLETING THE REQUIREMENTS

OF EACH PHASE

In addition to being authentic, fl awless consulting demands knowl-
edge of the task requirements of each phase of the project. These 
requirements are the business of each phase and must be completed 
before moving on.
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Here is a brief description of the requirements of each phase. They are 
discussed in detail in the chapters that follow.

Contracting

1. Negotiate wants. Setting up a project requires the client and the 
consultant to exchange what they want from each other and what 
they have to offer each other. Too often consultants understate 
their wants and clients understate their offers.

2. Cope with mixed motivation. When clients ask for help, they always 
do so with some ambivalence. They want you to get involved and 
be helpful, but at the same time they wish they had never met 
you. One hand beckons you; the other says stop. A requirement of 
contracting is to get this mixed motivation expressed early in the 
project so it won’t haunt you later.

3. Surface concerns about exposure and loss of control. Most of the real 
concerns clients have about pursuing a consulting project with you 
are expressed quite indirectly. They ask about credentials, experi-
ence, results elsewhere, cost, timing, and more. Often what they are 
really concerned about is (1) Are they going to be made to look or 
feel foolish or incompetent? and (2) Will they lose control of either 
themselves, their organization, or you the consultant? These con-
cerns have to be addressed directly as part of the contracting phase.

4. Understand triangular and rectangular contracts. You have to know 
how many clients you have. Your client has a boss and you may 
have a boss. If your client’s boss and your boss have had a heavy 
hand in setting up this project, they need to be part of the contract. 
At least, their roles need to be acknowledged between you and 
your client. If it is you, the client, and the client’s boss, you have 
a triangular contract. Throw in your own boss, and the triangle 
becomes a rectangle. Clarifying who is involved and getting them 
into the contract is a requirement of the contracting phase.

Discovery and Inquiry

1. Layers of inquiry. The initial problem statement in a consulting 
project is usually a symptom of other underlying problems. Your 
task as the consultant is to name the layers of the problem clearly 
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and simply. If the client comes to you with a possibility instead of 
a problem, you want to know why this matters so much and what 
it means to the client, in addition to exploring the nature of the 
possibility.

2. Political climate. Whether your client is a family or an organiza-
tion, politics is affecting people’s behavior and their ability to 
solve problems. Your task as consultant is to understand enough 
about the politics of the situation to see how it will affect your 
project and the implementation of your recommendations. Too 
often we collude with the client in pretending that organizations 
are not political but solely rational.

3. Resistance to sharing information. The client always has some 
reluctance to give the whole story or all the data we need to 
understand what’s happening. This resistance, which often comes 
out indirectly with passive or questioning behavior during the 
data collection, has to be identified and expressed.

4. The interview as a joint learning event. Once we start collecting data, 
we have begun to change that organization. We are never simply 
neutral, objective observers. Beginning the process of our inquiry 
portends the implementation process, and we need to see it that way. 
When sticky issues come up during the discovery phase, we need to 
pursue them and not worry about contaminating the data or biasing 
the study. Too often we see our role in discovery as a passive one.

Feedback and the Decision to Act

1. Funneling data. The purpose of discovery is to get some action, not 
to do research for its own sake. This means the data need to be 
reduced to a manageable number of items. Each of the final items 
selected for feedback to the client should be actionable—that is, 
they should be under the client’s control.

2. Presenting personal and organizational data. As we inquire about 
equipment, or compensation, or information flow, we also pick 
up data on our client’s management style. We learn about the 
politics of the situation, and about people’s attitudes toward 
the organization. One requirement of the feedback phase is to 
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include this kind of information in our report. Personal and orga-
nizational data are not included to hurt anyone or to be gossipy, 
but as information on the context in which our recommendations 
might be implemented. It is also a unique kind of information that 
the client often cannot obtain from anyone else.

3. Managing the meeting for action. The feedback meeting is the 
moment of truth. It is the moment of highest anxiety for both 
client and consultant—anxiety for the consultant because of what 
is to be said, anxiety for the client because of what is to be heard. 
The consultant needs to keep control of this meeting so that the 
business of the meeting is covered. Presenting a clear picture to 
the client is only part of the agenda. The main goal is to work 
on the decision about what to do. The more the feedback meeting 
can address what to do, the better the chance is of implementa-
tion. The feedback meeting may be your last chance to influence 
the decision about implementation, so take advantage of the 
opportunity.

4. Focusing on the here and now. Another requirement of the feed-
back phase is identifying how the client is managing the feedback 
itself. Usually the feedback process becomes victim to the same 
management problems that created the need for your services in 
the first place. If the organization is suffering from a lack of 
structure or direction, for example, this will also affect how they 
handle your report. You need to be conscious of this and call it 
to your client’s attention. If you are not meticulously aware of 
how your own project is being handled, you will simply become 
the latest casualty.

5. Don’t take it personally. This is the toughest to do. The reaction of 
the client to your work is more a response to the process of depen-
dency and receiving help than it is resistance to your own 
personal style. You do have your own peculiarities; so does every-
one else. If, however, you start agonizing about them during the 
feedback process, even to yourself, you’re in big trouble. The resis-
tance you encounter during the process is resistance to the pros-
pect of having to act on difficult organizational issues. Don’t be 
seduced into taking it personally.
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Engagement and Implementation

1. Bet on engagement over mandate and persuasion. Although a decision 
has been made, the real work lies ahead. How you involve people 
will determine their commitment at each stage. The instinct is to 
focus too much on the decision and not value the importance of 
how people are brought together to make it work.

2. Design more participation than presentation. Each meeting has to be 
an example of the new way of working and demonstrate that 
employee attitude will dictate success. This demands high inter-
action and forms of proceeding. People will not invest in what 
they have been sold, even though it seems as though they just 
want you to be clear about what is expected from them.

3. Encourage diffi cult public exchanges. Trust is built by dealing with 
the difficult issues early and publicly. Create room for doubt and 
cynicism from the beginning. Reservations that are postponed 
will come back to haunt you. The way we handle the difficult 
conversations will determine the credibility of the project and the 
client’s view of whether we are an agent of the top or in service of 
all parties.

4. Put real choice on the table. Bring people into the decision about 
change as early as possible. Commitment comes from having 
choice. Resist the temptation to package the whole solution early 
in the name of speed. Commitment may be more important than 
perfection. There are always several right answers to every 
question.

5. Change the conversation to change the culture. Encourage dialogue 
that is void of blame, history, attention to who is not in the room, 
and too quick to action. Structure the conversation toward per-
sonal responsibility, questions of purpose and meaning, and what 
will be unique and new about the proposed changes.

6. Pay attention to place. The structure of the way we come together 
has more impact on the attitude and commitment of our clients 
than we realize. The room itself, how everyone is seated, and the 
way we run the meeting carry strong messages about our intentions 
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and who is important to success. Most of the places where meet-
ings are held reinforce high control and mandated strategies. 
When we have choice about the structure of the room, take 
advantage of it.

It’s entirely possible to move through the phases and skip some of 
these task requirements. In contracting, for example, most of us are 
pretty good at assessing client wants. But if we fail to identify consul-
tant wants or client offers as clearly as we assess client wants, we are in 
trouble. Wants skipped in the beginning are much harder to recover 
in later phases. An example is the consultant’s desire to have the client 
manager support the project and tell his or her people about it. If this 
is not negotiated in the contracting phase, you will feel undercut later 
when you want to collect data from people who don’t really know 
why you were talking to them.

Another key task of contracting is to discuss the client’s motiva-
tion to proceed with the project. Sometimes your desire to begin the 
project may lead you to minimize this discussion. You may never 
ask point-blank whether the client wants to go ahead with the proj-
ect and discover how much enthusiasm they have for it. If you fi nd 
out later that the motivation is low, it may be too late to do anything 
about it.

Because of our desire to get a project going, most of us have a tendency 
to overlook and downplay early resistance and skepticism. We delude 
ourselves into thinking that once clients get into the project, they will 
be hooked by it and learn to trust us. This can lead to our bending 
over more than we wish in the beginning, hoping that we will be able 
to stand up straight later on. This usually doesn’t work. When we 
bend over in the beginning, the client sees us as someone who works 
in a bent-over position. When we avoid issues in the beginning, the 
client sees us as someone who avoids issues. It is diffi cult to change 
these images and expectations of us—particularly if the client wishes 
us to bend over and avoid issues.

By not confronting the tasks of each phase, we are left with accumu-
lating unfi nished business that comes back to haunt us. Unfi nished 
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business always comes out somewhere, and usually indirectly. The 
client who felt we were coercing in the beginning of the project but 
never expressed that sentiment directly is the client who endlessly 
questions us later in the feedback meeting. Those endless questions 
are fueled by the early feeling of coercion, not by our faulty data. It 
will be much harder in the feedback meeting to rework those feelings 
of coercion than it would have been to discuss them in the contracting 
meeting when the project got started.

Finishing the business of each phase and being authentic in stating 
what you are experiencing to the client are all you need to consult 
fl awlessly.

But what about getting results and what about accountability?

RESULTS

By defi nition, being a consultant—and not a manager—means you 
have direct control and responsibility only for your own time and your 
own support resources. The line manager is paid to take responsibility 
for what the line organization implements or doesn’t implement. If the 
client manager takes your report and chooses to do nothing about it, 
that is the manager’s right. In the fi nal analysis, you are not responsi-
ble for the use of your expertise and recommendations. If consultants 
really believe that they should be responsible for implementing their 
recommendations, they should immediately get jobs as line managers 
and stop calling themselves consultants.

This desire to take responsibility for activities that rightly belong 
to clients can become a major obstacle to consulting effectiveness. 
When we take over and act as if it is our organization (a wish we 
all have at times), the line manager is let off the hook. The organi-
zation may get the immediate problem solved, but managers will 
have learned little about how to do it for themselves. When some-
thing goes wrong with our system, as it inevitably will, we are either 
called back in again and again or the line organization will claim 
that our system was faulty to begin with. Both client overdepen-
dence and client disdain are bad for the consultant. It is essential to 

CH003.indd   46CH003.indd   46 30/12/10   12:05 PM30/12/10   12:05 PM



Flawless Consulting     47 

be clear on what you as consultant are responsible for and what the 
line manager is responsible for.

ACCOUNTABILITY

Just because we are not responsible for what the client does with our 
efforts does not mean we don’t care what happens in the end. In fact, the 
impact that our consulting efforts have is deeply important. We want 
our efforts to be used. Every time. If an engineer consultant is called in to 
fi x a furnace in a plant, the engineer will make recommendations so the 
furnace will be fi xed and operated to run perfectly forever. The problem 
is that the consultant doesn’t control how that furnace is operated. If we 
are coaching a line manager toward greater effectiveness, that manager 
will decide what to listen to and act on, and that is the way it is.

This is the deepest frustration of doing consulting. You know your 
recommendations are sound and should be followed, but you are not 
responsible for how the furnace is operated and need to accept that 
fact. You are not responsible for whether your coaching clients keep 
getting in their own way. All you can do is to work with clients in a 
way that increases the probabilities that they will follow the advice 
and make the effort to learn how to operate the furnace or make the 
effort to deal with others in a different way.

The key to increasing the chances for success is to keep focusing on 
how you work with clients. All we can really control is our own way 
of working, our own behavior, our own strategies of involving clients 
and reducing their reluctance to operate the furnace differently. This is 
what we should be held accountable for: how we work with clients—
not what clients do in managing or mismanaging their own operations.

The downside of our need to be useful is the desire to prove that our 
work led to good results. Needing to claim credit for the risks and 
efforts made by clients is a measure of our own infl ation and the anxi-
ety that underpins it. Our clients will know, even if they cannot name 
it easily, what contribution we made to their effort. Our need for con-
crete demonstration of our results is either to reassure our doubts or 
to serve our needs to market our services.
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If I ––

know my area of expertise (a given),

behave authentically with the client,

tend to and complete the business of each consulting 
phase, and

act to build capacity for the client to solve the next problem 
on their own,

I can legitimately say I have consulted fl awlessly. Even if no action 
results from my efforts. Even if the project aborts in the early, con-
tracting phase. Even if my services are terminated the day I make my 
recommendations. Even if all these things happen, it is possible to call 
it a very competent job of consultation. If these things happen, it is not 
a happy consultation, for we all wish for the world to transform at our 
touch. But it is the best we can do.

This way of viewing consulting accountability restrains us from tak-
ing over for our clients and uselessly pressuring them to do something 
they won’t or can’t do. Taking over client organizations, pressuring to 
be heeded, complaining about the way a manager manages: all reduce 
consultants’ effectiveness. Focusing on our own actions and express-
ing our awareness of what we are experiencing with the client and 
how we are working all increase our effectiveness.

Our own actions, our own awareness: this is what we should be held 
accountable for. Fire me for not contracting well or not confronting 
the client’s low motivation until the feedback meeting. Fire me for 
packaging the recommendations so completely and perfectly that the 
client was afraid to touch them. But reward me for contracting solidly 
with three managers who terminated projects when a new vice presi-
dent was announced. Reward me for not beginning a project when a 
plant manager said it was necessary but all signs were to the contrary.

Completing the business of each phase and behaving authentically 
with the client: that’s what fl awless consultation, consultation without 
failure, requires. In all my years of consulting, all my failures (which 
I remember with distressing clarity) occurred either because I was so 
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carried away by how I was going to solve the client’s problem that I 
didn’t pay attention to client motivation or because I wanted that client 
so badly that I didn’t care what the contract looked like. In each case, I 
ignored some step in the consulting process, did not attend to the busi-
ness of a particular phase, or chose not to deal authentically with my 
concerns about the client. Had I focused more on exactly how I was 
working with each client, these failures could have been avoided.

THE RIGHT TO FAIL

Failures can be avoided, but this doesn’t mean a consultant can expect 
to see meaningful improvement as a result of every single project. 
Internal consultants often ask, “You mean that if I behave authenti-
cally and take care of the business of each phase, I will win the support 
of a plant manager who up to now won’t talk to me?” When they 
ask that question, they are expressing their skepticism. It is a rightful 
skepticism. No action by a consultant will guarantee results with a 
client. There are several reasons for this.

Each of us learns and uses information in different ways. It is often 
diffi cult for managers to accept help and be publicly open to sugges-
tions. Privately they may be strongly affected by our work, and we 
may never know it. Pressuring clients to feel we have immediately 
helped them can be a tremendous obstacle to the learning we are try-
ing to promote. If we can stay focused simply on the way we are work-
ing with clients, we will avoid compulsively pressuring the client, 
and the results will take care of themselves.

A second reason consultants can’t judge their work just by managers’ 
reactions is that client managers have a right to fail, whether we like 
it or not. Managers have a right to avoid dealing with operator prob-
lems on the furnace, to keep others at arm’s length, to keep loose 
controls on petty cash, to have inconsistent pay policies for the fi eld 
sales force. Managers have a right to suffer, and as consultants we are 
usually too much on the periphery of their lives to really change this.

A manager’s right to fail is especially hard for internal consultants to 
accept. If we are in an organization we care about and see a division 

CH003.indd   49CH003.indd   49 30/12/10   12:05 PM30/12/10   12:05 PM



50 Flawless Consulting

going down the drain, we feel obligated to the organization and our-
selves to try and turn that situation around. The wish is a fi ne one, for 
it gives meaning to our work. The mistake we can make is to take on 
the rehabilitation of that division as a personal objective. The manager 
of that division, not the consultant, is responsible for its rehabilitation. 
Taking over the manager’s rights, including the right to fail, leads to 
consulting errors. It can also lead to frustration and despair, for you 
may be taking on a task that you are not positioned to accomplish. 
Your own responsibility as a consultant is to present information as 
simply, directly, and assertively as possible and to complete the tasks 
of each phase of the consultation. That’s all there is to do, and it’s 
within each of us to do that perfectly.
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C H A P T E R  4

AT THE BEGINNING OF EVERY 
WORKSHOP we conduct on consulting skills, we ask people what 
they want to learn about consulting. The fi rst wave of answers is very 
reasonable and task oriented:

 • How do you set up a project?

 • How do you measure consulting effectiveness?

 • Can you act as an umpire and helper at the same time?

 • What do you do to elicit client expectations?

 • How do you get in the door when you are not welcome?

 • How do you establish trust?

 • What are consulting skills anyhow?

 • When do we break for lunch?

. . . and on and on.

As we get into the workshop, it is easy to see the real desires that 
underlie these wishes. What do consultants want to learn about con-
sulting? We want to learn how to have power over our clients! How 

CONTRACTING 

OVERVIEW
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do we infl uence them, get them to do what we want, manage in our 
own image? And while we are doing all of this to them, how do we 
keep their respect and appreciation?

The phrase “power over our clients” is a distortion of the more 
promising expectation to have power with our clients. If we want 
to control our clients, we put ourselves on a pedestal and our clients 
on the ground. This arrangement is highly unstable because 
clients soon realize we want to control them and they are able to 
topple us with ease. And why shouldn’t they be able to topple us? 
Managers get rewarded for keeping control and have to be politi-
cally savvy or they wouldn’t be managers. So the desire to have 
power over the client is a no-win position for consultants. The real-
istic alternative is to have power with clients, to have direct and 
constructive impact while standing on the same level.

The point of maximum leverage for consultants is probably dur-
ing the contracting phase of the project. There are possibilities for 
impact that may be lost for the life of the project if they are not pur-
sued in contracting. The contract sets the tone for the project, and it 
is much easier to negotiate a new initial contract than to renegotiate 
an old one. Anyone who has been married more than a year under-
stands this.

CONTRACTING: THE CONCEPT AND THE SKILL

A contract is simply an explicit agreement of what the consultant 
and client expect from each other and how they are going to work 
together. It is usually verbal and sometimes written down. Contracts 
with external consultants are more often in writing because external 
consultants are trusted less than internal consultants, especially when 
it comes to money. Some internal consultants always like to have a 
written document describing the project they are working on. This 
is probably a good idea, even if it is in the form of a letter. But essen-
tially a contract between an internal or external consultant and a line 
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manager is a social contract. It is designed not so much for enforce-
ment, but for clear communication about what is going to happen on 
a project.

The Word: Contract

“We are not lawyers,” people say. “A contract is a legal document that 
is written in formal language, it is binding and in writing, and it is stiff 
and formal. Why not call it a working agreement?” The word contract 
is useful in two ways. Because we are not accustomed to thinking 
of social or work relationships in contractual terms, the word calls 
attention to the need for specifi c expectations in the consulting rela-
tionship. Also, some of the legal connotations of the word contract are 
applicable to consulting relationships.

Legal contracts contain two basic elements that apply to consulting 
relationships: mutual consent and valid consideration.

Mutual Consent

Key Concept:  Both sides enter the agreement freely and by their own 
choosing.

The concept of mutual consent directly addresses the issue of how 
motivated the support person and the line manager are to engage in 
a project together. Many forces in organizations tend to coerce people 
into starting a project and working together. For example, the fact that 
everybody is doing it is often a pressure on managers. They don’t 
really want to do, say, a survey of their employees, but that is the 
thing to do, and so it leads them into a conversation with an internal 
consultant about doing a survey. Internalized shoulds or the fad of 
the day can become powerful coercive forces. The support person also 
operates under many “shoulds.” “A support person should never say 
no to a line manager” is a belief that can lead to beginning a project 
that the support person does not believe in. The coercion can also be 
very direct.
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When some variation of this dialogue occurs, the client and the con-
sultant have an agreement about work to be done, but they are not 
working with a solid or valid contract. The consultant is operating 
under coercion and has not freely entered the agreement. It is often 
not possible to negotiate a valid contract. That’s okay. The key is that 
when a manager is eventually dissatisfi ed with the results of the new 
appraisal form, the problem should be defi ned as the imbalance of the 
original contract, not the elegance of the form.

Valid Consideration

Key Concept:  Valid consideration must be given both parties for a 
solid contract to exist.

For our purposes, consideration is the exchange of something of value 
between the consultant and the client. Internal consultants are espe-
cially accustomed to focusing on the consideration given to the client. 
The initial impetus behind a discussion between a line and support 
person is to discuss services to be provided to the line person. This 
service—or consideration—takes the form of advice, analysis, or just 
refl ection. For a valid contract to exist, however, the support person 
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needs to receive something of value in return. It is this side of the equa-
tion that is often undervalued, ignored, or assumed without discussion.

Support people often say that all they really need is appreciation—
some knowledge that they have made a contribution. On an emotional 
level, that may be true, but there are some more tangible items that 
consultants need that should be a part of the original contract:

 • Operational partnership in the venture. This means having influence 
on what happens, finding out about significant events, maintain-
ing respect for the unique contribution you bring.

 • Access to people and information in the line organization. Access 
means freedom of movement to pursue issues and data that seem 
relevant to you.

 • Time of people in the line organization. The major cost to most 
improvement projects, even when capital investment is involved, 
is the time of people in the line organization to plan and incorpo-
rate changes into their operation. Many times the consultant is 
given an assignment with the proviso not to take up too much of 
the time of the line people because “they” don’t want to interrupt 
production. This is a warning signal that the contract is inequita-
ble and needs to be renegotiated.

 • Opportunity to be innovative. Consultants generally want to try 
something different. You have a right to ask for this opportunity 
directly and not have to bootleg it.
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In the next chapter we delve more deeply into consultant needs and 
wants. What’s important to remember here is that you undermine 
your leverage if you underplay your own needs and wants at the 
beginning. The contract needs balanced consideration to be strong.

Contracting Skills

To contract fl awlessly is to

1. Behave authentically

2. Complete the business of the contracting phase

The business of the contracting phase is to negotiate wants, cope 
with mixed motivation, surface concerns about exposure and loss of 
control, clarify the contract for all parties, and give affi rmation to the 
client. Before getting into the actual steps in a contracting meeting, 
here is a list of the consulting competencies required to complete the 
business of contracting. You should be able to

 • Ask direct questions about who the client is and who the less 
visible parties to the contract are.

 • Elicit the client’s expectations of you.

 • Clearly and simply state what you want from the client.

 • Say no or postpone a project that in your judgment has less than 
a 50/50 chance of success.

 • Probe directly for the client’s underlying concerns about losing 
control.

 • Probe directly for the client’s underlying concerns about exposure 
and vulnerability.

 • Give direct verbal support and affirmation to the client.

 • When the contracting meeting is not going well, discuss directly 
with the client why it is not.

More detailed competencies will surface as we work through a con-
tracting meeting in the next chapter. This list, however, contains the 

CH004.indd   56CH004.indd   56 30/12/10   12:05 PM30/12/10   12:05 PM



Contracting Overview     57 

crucial ones, which many of us have a hard time doing. The hard 
time we have is not really with the action itself, but with valuing 
the importance of these actions. Having direct discussions with the 
client—about control, vulnerability, your wants, the chance of suc-
cess, and how the discussion is going—makes the difference between 
an average contracting meeting and an excellent one. The problem is 
that it is possible to have a contracting meeting in which none of these 
subjects are discussed directly. When this happens, the consultant and 
client are actually colluding with each other in not bringing up cer-
tain touchy subjects. The rationalization is, “Well, I’ll deal with these 
areas if it becomes necessary.” It is always necessary to talk about control, 
vulnerability, your wants, and chances of success. If you are thinking as 
you read this that you always confront these areas with your clients, 
then you should feel good. You may already be operating more fl aw-
lessly than you think you are.

ELEMENTS OF A CONTRACT

Up to this point we have focused on the process of developing a con-
tract. This section offers some suggestions about what the content of 
the contract should include. But fi rst, a word about form.

People always ask whether the contract should be in writing. If you 
have the energy and the time, the answer is yes. The reason for put-
ting it in writing is for clarity, not enforcement. If it is in writing and 
the client changes his or her mind about the services wanted from 
you, you are going to have to renegotiate a new contract or stop 
the project. Having the original agreement in writing isn’t going 
to change that. If you are investing out-of-pocket dollars or bill-
able time in the project, then a written contract will help your claim 
to be paid for the money and time invested should the project be 
terminated. For most internal consultants, the real value of a written 
contract is to clarify the understanding with the line manager before 
the project begins. It is a good test of whether you have a solid con-
tract. Writing down the agreement forces you to be more explicit 
about what you are going to do.
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The form of the written document should be brief, direct, and almost 
conversational. The purpose is to communicate, not to protect your-
self in court.

The following elements should be covered in most of your contracts, 
especially when the contract signals the beginning of a signifi cant project.

The Boundaries of Your Analysis

Begin with a statement of what problem or possibility you are going 
to focus on. If it was discussed in the contracting meeting, you can 
include a statement of what you are not going to become involved in:

Examples

“The study will deal with the Brogan Reactor Furnace and its periph-
eral supporting network. We will not get into the problems existing 
in Power Plant B.”

“We will assess the effectiveness of the current Marketing organiza-
tion structure and its interface with the Sales department.”

Objectives of the Project

This identifi es the organizational improvements you expect if your 
consultation is successful. This is your best guess on the benefi ts the 
client can expect. Sometimes this statement is to help the client be 
realistic about the limitations of the project. You are not a magician 
and need to keep reminding the client of this.

You can expect to help the client in four general areas:

 • Solve a particular technical or business problem. The client is willing 
to talk to you because there is some pain somewhere in the cli-
ent’s organization. The immediate goal is to reduce the pain, 
whether the pain is from currently unsatisfactory results or from 
the fact that opportunities to improve a situation are not being 
exploited.

 • Create a new possibility for the organization. Sometimes the client is 
driven by a vision for a new future more than by the existence of 
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a problem to be solved. The work is to give form and build sup-
port for this vision. This often entails looking at the strengths of 
the system and defining how to more fully expand them in pur-
suit of a new culture.

 • Teach the client how to solve the problem for themselves the next time it 
arises. It is possible for you to develop a solution and merely hand 
it to the client. If there is the expectation that the client can do it 
alone when the problem occurs again, be clear about it. This will 
require a lot more involvement from the client during the life of 
the project if the problem-solving process you are using is going 
to be transferred to the client.

 • Improve how the organization manages its resources, uses its systems, 
and works internally. Every business or technical problem has a 
component where the way the problem is being managed is part 
of the problem. This is sometimes called the politics of 
the situation. Many internal consultants are reluctant to 
get into this area, but the more you can include this as an 
objective of the project, the more long-range help you are 
likely to be. (The compass icon guides you to other parts 
of the book, in this case Chapters Ten through Twelve.)

You should be clear in the beginning about what is part of your 
contract—for example:

For Business Objectives

“The objective of the study is to decrease defects in the printed circuit 
board fabrication process by 4 percent.”

“Our goal is to increase the responsiveness of the marketing depart-
ment to shifting consumer demand. We particularly expect to 
develop ways to reduce the time it takes to introduce a new product 
by six weeks.”

For Learning Objectives

“A second objective is to teach the plant engineering group how to 
perform this kind of production analysis.”
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“The marketing staff should become more effective in assessing their 
own market responsiveness and restructuring themselves in the 
future.”

For Organizational Development Objectives

“This project will help the plant manager develop ways to better man-
age the interface between plant engineering and plant operations.”

“A goal of the project is to increase cooperation between the market 
research group and the product directors.”

“The goal is to create a culture of strong commitment and accountabil-
ity and be more proactive in pursuing new market opportunities.

The Kind of Information You Seek

Access to people and information are the key wants of the consul-
tant. The major ambivalence of the line organization is how far to let 
you into the bowels of their organization. They want to tell you what 
is really going on and at the same time are afraid of telling you 
what is really going on. Come close, but not too close. Despite what the 
line manager says to you, there is always some desire for confi rma-
tion that the organization is doing the best that can be done under the 
circumstances. This desire at times can be stronger than the desire to 
solve the problem. One way to hedge against this ambivalence is to be 
explicit from the start about the kind of information you need. Some of 
the kinds of information you may want to specify in the contract are 
technical data, fi gures, and work fl ow; attitudes of people toward the 
problem; and roles and responsibilities—for example:

For Technical Data, Figures, and Work Flow

“To complete the project, we will require daily production fi gures 
for the etching process and the work schedules and procedures in 
effect now.”

“We will want to see the planned and actual schedules for the last 
six product improvement introductions after we get into the 
project.”
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For People’s Attitudes

“We want to interview at least fi fteen people to identify how they cur-
rently view the marketing function.”

“We want to talk with the people in single-sided and multilayer etch-
ing and in testing and validation to uncover their perceptions of the 
way the supervisory group rewards good and poor performance. 
We also plan to ask the same questions of the supervisors.”

For Roles and Responsibilities

“The marketing organization will provide a defi nition of who is respon-
sible for major decisions on new products at each stage of the process.”

“We will obtain information from all supervisors on their view of 
their jobs and the authority they have to manage their sections 
of the PCB fabrication process.”

Your Role in the Project

This is the place to state how you want to work with the client. If you 
want a collaborative relationship, say so. Make it a statement of both 
intent and spirit. It doesn’t pay to spell out all the ways you are going 
to work together. It is hard to predict at the beginning what is going to 
come up. You can make some statements about the desire for a 50/50 
sharing of responsibility for identifying problems, interpreting the 
fi ndings, and developing recommendations and action plans:

Example

Our primary role is to give you a clear and understandable picture 
of how your plant is currently performing the etching and testing/
validation processes in PCB fabrication. While we have expertise on 
equipment design and operation as well as state-of-the-art testing 
and validation procedures in the industry, your group has a great 
deal of knowledge of day-to-day operations. We would expect to 
present our analysis of the defects problem and then jointly develop 
recommendations with you on what changes should be made. A major 
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part of our role is to help you solve this problem for yourself next 
time. This requires that the plant supervisors have some involve-
ment at each step of the study. We are committed to develop specifi c 
solutions to the present concerns and to play an important educa-
tional role with you and your supervisors.

The Product You Will Deliver

Here it is important to be specifi c about what you are offering. Will 
your feedback be an oral or written report? How long will it be––fi ve 
pages or fi fty? How much detail will the client receive? How far into 
specifi c recommendations will you get? Will you give some general 
suggestions for improvements, or will you give a list of steps that 
can be implemented right away? Will you present actual solutions or 
steps that can be taken that will eventually lead to solutions?

Of course, you can’t predict all of these in the beginning, but you 
do know from your own experience how specifi c you will be. This 
dimension of a consulting relationship—specifi city and nature of 
recommendations—is a major cause of client disappointment in the 
consulting services they have received. This doesn’t mean that recom-
mendations should always be specifi c or should always be general; 
that depends on the task the consultant is engaged in. It does mean 
there ought to be a clear understanding with the client on what your 
product will look like.

Here is a promise for specifi c recommendations:

The outcome of this project will be a detailed written description of 
our fi ndings running somewhere between fi ve and fi fteen pages. For 
each major fi nding, we will offer specifi c recommendations that you 
can act on.

And this is a promise for general recommendations:

The outcome of this inquiry will be roughly a one-page outline of 
our major conclusions. These will identify only the critical areas to 
be considered. Actual recommendations will be developed jointly 
with you after the outline of issues has been discussed. These 
recommendations will be developed in the half-day feedback meet-
ing we have scheduled at the end of the project.
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In promising results to the client, remember that you will be turning 
the action over to the client at some point. It is the client, not you, who 
is going to actually deliver continuing results. You can guarantee a 
solution to a problem, but you can’t guarantee that the solution will 
be followed. To take the solution totally on your shoulders may feel 
comfortable to you, but it can deprive clients of responsibility for the 
solution that is rightfully theirs.

Support and Involvement from the Client

This section is the heart of the contract for the consultant. This is 
where you specify what you want from the client to make this project 
successful. This list is what the client is offering to you. Include here 
the wants that were the subject of some discussion in the verbal 
contracting meeting. Writing down your wants ensures clear commu-
nication and that any identifi ed sensitive points are resolved:

Example

You [the line manager] have agreed to communicate the existence 
and need for this project to your organization. We have also agreed 
to meet with the division vice president to get his view on the prob-
lem and to include him in the second feedback meeting. [Meeting 
with the vice president is an example of what might have been a 
sensitive topic of discussion.] In addition, two people from your staff 
will be made available to us for a maximum of seven days each to 
help with the data analysis and summary.

Time Schedule

Include starting time, any intermediate mileposts, and completion 
date. If you want to give interim reports to the client before you tie the 
ribbon on the package, schedule them at the beginning. It is always 
easier to cancel a meeting than to set one up at the last minute:

Example

“We can begin this work in six weeks and plan to complete it ten 
weeks from when we start.”
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Confi dentiality

Since you are almost always dealing with a political situation as well 
as a technical one, who gets what report is a constant concern. It pays 
to be quite conservative on this and give the client control on the peo-
ple they want to share the fi ndings with. This is a luxury of being an 
outside consultant. If you are an inside consultant, you may not have 
any choice but to send a technical study or an audit report up the line. 
All you can do is to acknowledge to the client who you are required 
to give copies of your report to. This gives clients a choice about 
how to protect themselves, if necessary.

Here is an example of an easy case when it comes to confi dentiality:

The results of this study will be given to the director of engineering 
[the client]. Any further reporting will be up to the director. Should 
the internal consultants be required to report any results to the larger 
organization, the director will be informed and invited to attend any 
meetings held on the subject.

And here is an example of a more diffi cult case on confi dentiality:

The results of the audit will be reported to the management audit 
committee. Before the report is released, the division controller [the 
client] will be able to review and comment on the audit fi ndings and 
recommendations. The intent (and the common practice) is that the 
audit report goes to the committee with the support of both the divi-
sion controller and the audit team. The fi nal report also includes the 
list of corrective actions that the division plans to take.

Feedback to You Later

An optional element of the contract is to ask the client to let you know 
the results of your work six months after you leave. If you want to 
know but usually don’t fi nd out, ask for it:

Example

About six months after the project is completed, the consultant will 
contact the client for feedback on the impact of the project. This might 
take the form of having people complete a questionnaire, respond 
over the phone, or send some recent operating data to the consultant.
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For a downloadable copy of Checklist #2, visit www.fl awlessconsulting
.com.

CHECKLIST #2: Analyzing One of Your Contracts

Pick a complicated contract that you have negotiated. Write up the elements of that 
contract using the following headings:

1. The Boundaries of Your Analysis

2. Objectives of the Project

3. The Kind of Information You Seek

4. Your Role in the Project

5. The Product You Will Deliver

6. What Support and Involvement You Need from the Client

7. Time Schedule

8. Confi dentiality

9. Feedback to You Later

GROUND RULES FOR CONTRACTING

A model for a contracting meeting is presented in the next chapter. 
Underlying the model is a set of ground rules for contracting, which 
have come primarily from 
my exposure to Gestalt 
psychology:*

1. The responsibility for 
every relationship is 

*I attended a Gestalt workshop run by Claire and Mike Reiker near New Hope, Penn-

sylvania, too many years ago. In it they presented these ground rules in such a clear 

and powerful way that I have used them ever since.
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50/50. There are two sides to every story. There must be symme-
try or the relationship will collapse. The contract has to be 50/50.

  2. The contract should be freely entered.

  3. You can’t get something for nothing. There must be consideration 
from both sides. Even in a boss-subordinate relationship.

  4. All wants are legitimate. To want is a birthright. You can’t say, 
“You shouldn’t want that.”

  5. You can say no to what others want from you. Even clients.

  6. You don’t always get what you want. And you’ll still keep breath-
ing. You will still survive; you will still have more clients in the 
future.

  7. You can contract for behavior. You can’t contract for the other 
person to change their feelings.

  8. You can’t ask for something the other person doesn’t have.

  9. You can’t promise something you don’t have to deliver.

10. You can’t contract with someone who’s not in the room, such as 
clients’ bosses and subordinates. You have to meet with them 
directly to know you have an agreement with them.

11. Write down contracts when you can. Most are broken out of 
neglect, not intent.

12. Social contracts are always renegotiable. If clients want to renego-
tiate a contract in midstream, be grateful that they are telling you 
and not just doing it without a word.

13. Contracts require specific time deadlines or duration.

14. Good contracts require good faith and often accidental good 
fortune.
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