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INTRODUCTION

he objective of this book is to provide a practical context
as well as tips and actionable guidelines to those working
with or interested in consulting.

Suitable audiences include soon-to-be graduates interested
in the consulting profession, consultants aiming to accelerate
their careers through the acquisition of new ideas, and experi-
enced practitioners wishing to complement their own experi-
ence with that of others.

Beyond the realm of consulting, the topics presented in this
book could also be applied by a wide range of profession-
als whose roles involve frequent interactions with internal or
external stakeholders, in order to improve their effectiveness
and to navigate around common obstacles.
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This book is designed to be easy to read, as too many consulting-
related books are not. The content presented should be easy to
absorb and to connect with one’s own experience. The very
practical approach adopted as well as a rich variety of examples
are intended to make the concepts discussed easy to implement
with immediate benefit in a wide range of daily situations, irre-
spective of the reader’s experience level. The content has been
organized to take the reader on a logical journey through some
of the most important considerations in the practical world of
consulting. Each chapter will provide a foundation for the ideas
presented in the next. It is therefore recommended that the
chapters are read in sequence.

Part I, Consulting Fundamentals, introduces some of the under-
lying principles that apply to any consulting-based approach.
Those beginning a career in consulting should give these topics
particular consideration. Mastering them with high proficiency
can immediately improve the outcomes of your consulting
engagements. Experienced practitioners may consider these
topics as something of a review but may wish to reflect on the
examples that illustrate approaches that have worked well and
not so well in the past.

Part II, Case Studies, demonstrates how these principles can be
applied successfully in consulting engagements. Three differ-
ent case studies based on real industry situations are presented,
providing the reader with an insight into typical daily life in
consulting. The case studies are illustrated with additional con-
tent that is better presented in context than in isolation.

Part III, Additional Topics, explores a range of other topics that
should be understood in order to gain a solid foundation of
consulting knowledge. These topics include the delivery of con-
sulting projects, the management of client-related obstacles and
the skill of advising.
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CHAPTER ONE

WHAT IS CONSULTING?

hat is a consultant? Today many people call them-
Wselves consultants: corporations formulate their

strategies with the support of management con-
sultants; a graduate employed by an information technology
(IT) company developing software is called a software devel-
opment consultant; travel agencies are manned by travel con-
sultants; gardeners call themselves landscaping consultants;
and a person selling double-glazing introduces himself as a
sales consultant. All of these people have quite different roles
and skills. On another note, many young graduates freshly
employed by companies in the consulting industry are proud
of the title ‘consultant’ on their business card but struggle to
explain to their friends and relatives from a holistic perspective
exactly what it is that they do for a living.
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To be successful in consulting you will need to understand its
essence: What consulting is, and what it is not. This is par-
ticularly important today due to the abundant use of the con-
sultant title. Many of the people bearing the title may not be
consultants at all, or at least consulting may only constitute a
small part of what they do. The unravelling of consulting and
its complexities is not trivial. Consulting is a diverse activity
delivered in many different contexts. We will therefore use an
incremental approach to reveal the cornerstones of a consult-
ing service as well as the obstacles and conflicts that can be
associated with it.

CONSULTING: THE BASIC PROPOSITION

To begin our journey into the world of consulting, consider the
following statement:

Consulting is a helping relationship provided based upon
expertise and experience.

Consulting is, indeed, a helping relationship and a consult-
ant’s primary focus is to help his or her client to achieve a
desired objective or outcome. Helping a client may involve
many different activities, according to the need and con-
text. Advising, conducting analysis, formulating strategies,
designing processes and implementing technology-based
solutions are some of the most common examples of consult-
ing help today.

The statement also suggests that the help provided by consult-
ants is based upon two key ingredients: Expertise and experi-
ence. Together these form the basis of what we will refer to as
the basic consulting proposition.
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Consider the following example.

A client plans to build a new house and decides to employ
the services of an architect. For the purposes of our discus-
sion an architect could be considered as a type of consultant
with specialist knowledge in the design and construction
of buildings. Charging on an hourly basis, the architect
inspects the client’s plot of land and helps her to design her
house. His advice is based firstly upon the expertise that he
acquired in a school of architecture, and secondly upon the
experience that he brings from having designed many simi-
lar buildings over the last ten years. In effect, it is the prod-
uct of these two components that defines his consulting
proposition: The value that he can deliver, and in essence
the value that the client is getting for her money.

The balance of expertise and experience that forms a consultant’s
individual proposition can vary tremendously. A graduate new
to the consulting business will usually add value based largely
upon expertise or skill, such as being educated and certified in
a particular business, technology-related or scientific domain.
The proposition of a senior consultant, on the other hand, is
more likely to be experience weighted, drawing upon the hand-
ling of diverse business situations, participation in complex
projects or the findings of research accrued over a number of
years. Irrespective of the balance, we have introduced the two
most important variables that define a consultant’s proposition,
expertise and experience, which if applied effectively can result
in a powerful and high-value service.

If you are working as a consultant it is important that you
clearly understand your proposition as an individual. You will
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need to articulate it to clients and then apply it with accuracy
to a variety of problems and situations. Today clients have
high expectations of consultants and may challenge you, put-
ting your proposition to the test with questions such as “‘What
industry certification do you have enabling you to consult
in this area?” or ‘How long have you worked in this solution
domain? Can you give an example of a similar case that you
have worked with, and the outcome?’ These are fair and reason-
able questions from a client, and a good consultant should be
able to answer them clearly and professionally. In Chapter 3,
Establishing Credibility, the skill of articulating the consulting
proposition will be explored with a view to building a credible
consultant-client relationship.

WHO IS QUALIFIED TO BE A CONSULTANT?

We have already highlighted the broad use of the consultant
title. Consulting is a largely unregulated profession and, with
the exception of certain specific regulated disciplines, there
are usually no minimum qualifications attached to the title.
Anyone who chooses to brand themselves as a consultant
therefore becomes a consultant, and anyone whom a consult-
ing company chooses to hire, albeit according to their own
selection criteria, becomes a consultant. The resultant diver-
sity of people acting in a consultant role brings with it many
consequences.

Compare consulting with a strictly regulated profession, for
example the accounting profession. If you want to call yourself a
chartered accountant and print the title on a business card there
are a number of professional exams that you must pass, even
after completing a university degree. The title is protected. If
you were to go to a local copy shop, print business cards bearing
the title and start practising without attaining the mandatory
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qualifications, sooner or later the regulatory agency governing
the accounting profession in your country would come along
and sue you. The same principle applies to other regulated
professions such as medicine. You cannot just call yourself a
doctor and start practising on people. The implications would
be disastrous.

In consulting there are generally no such regulations. Due to
its diversity, consulting is more difficult to regulate than certain
other professions and as a result a wide variety of firms and
individuals present themselves to corporations as consultants.
The performance of these people is generally mixed. Some may
be very good, some mediocre and others may perform very
badly, unable to deliver to their promises, and consequently
rarely earning the opportunity to work for the same client more
than once.

Consider now the impact of this dilemma from the client per-
spective. For clients there is a risk associated with engaging a
consulting firm for the first time. The consultants may bring
impressive references and present interesting proposals, but
until you have seen them perform and produce results you
never know exactly what you are going to get. When a client
hires a chartered accountant they can be guaranteed of a basic
level of skill and performance. Consulting is much more sub-
jective, and the reputation and demonstrated track record of
a consultant are therefore key to his or her success. Most well-
seasoned clients can refer to at least one occasion when they
had a less than satisfactory experience dealing with a consult-
ant. In extreme cases you may encounter organizations that
do not like consultants at all. If you face this situation you
are likely to encounter resistance from client personnel based
upon their scars from the past. The example below highlights
one such case.
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Some years ago I was flying from Newark International
Airport in the United States to Stockholm, Sweden. The
flight was approximately eight hours in duration and
departed Newark in the early evening. The gentleman sit-
ting next to me on the aeroplane was smartly dressed in a
suit with the appearance of a senior executive. As we arrived
at our seats we exchanged courtesies. During the first hours
of the flight we both focused on our work, until the crew
appeared to serve a meal. We placed our computers aside
and engaged in light conversation over dinner. I rarely talk
much about my work in such situations and generally steer
towards lighter social topics of conversation.

The gentleman turned out to be a senior manager for an auto-
motive company, based in Michigan. For many years his key
area of specialization had been the design and production of
heavy-duty gearboxes, a subject that he clearly relished to talk
about. During the course of the next 20 minutes I learned a
lot about gearboxes - everything from sensor technology to
industrial lubricants and their response to different tempera-
ture gradients. My travel companion was pleasant, enthusi-
astic and told an interesting, although somewhat technically
detailed, story.

At a certain point in the discussion the gentleman changed
the subject and asked what I did for a living. I responded
without hesitation, I am a senior consultant, working
with an international firm’ The mood of our conversation
changed immediately. ‘Oh - a consultant!” he exclaimed
with a pronounced sigh. For a moment I paused, but as
usual my curiosity got the better of me. I was keen to dis-
cover what had happened to this gentleman in the not so
distant past that had provoked such a reaction. ‘T sense that
you have some experience working with consultants; I said.
‘Would you care to share it?’




WHAT IS CONSULTING? | 11

His response to this question was a passionate one: “We
had some consultants working in my organization several
months ago. They came in wearing dark suits. They upset
all of my people doing everything their way, according to
their fancy consulting methodologies. It was like an inva-
sion. They changed a lot of things, cost us a lot of money
and left us in a mess. There will definitely be no more con-
sultants in my organization for a very long time’

It suffices to say that the next team of consultants who engage
with the organization concerned will not be welcomed with open
arms by the people working there. Clients may indeed be wary
regarding the value that consultants will deliver, regarding the way
that they will engage, and may be haunted by past experiences.
Consultants must therefore be skilled in handling negative per-
ceptions and the obstacles associated with them. We will explore
these ideas in Chapter 7, Client Interactions and Related Obstacles.
During longer-term consulting engagements an additional client
concern may relate to the consistency with which an assignment
can be delivered. This is of particular relevance to larger consult-
ing firms that may be forced periodically to rotate the resources
assigned to their projects. Consider the following example.

A client engaged a team of consultants from a large, well-
known firm. The consultants worked efficiently, were a
pleasure to have in-house and exceeded expectations in the
output that they produced. The client was delighted with
the result and communicated this openly at project con-
clusion. The following year when another assignment was
initiated, the client had no hesitation in engaging the same
consulting company based upon his former experience.
The second assignment was, however, carried out by a dif-
ferent team from the consulting company. The second team
performed well but not as well, in the eyes of the client,
as the first team. Although the assignment was completed
successfully the client reported a lower level of satisfaction.
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This situation emphasizes that consulting, like any profes-
sional service-related discipline, is a people business. Client
satisfaction is highly dependent upon the skills and attitudes
of the individuals carrying out the work. Consulting firms
therefore need mechanisms to ensure that they can deliver
with high quality and high consistency, limiting dependence
on individuals.

Such mechanisms include strict recruitment criteria that go
beyond educational qualifications and place a strong focus on
practical and interpersonal abilities. Most firms also operate
an internal certification programme tied to the defined roles
within their organization. An individual aspiring to the role of
senior consultant, for example, may have to demonstrate a solid
base of experience as well as a highly developed skill set that
meets carefully defined criteria before securing the position. It
is measures such as these that enable larger firms to deliver a
consistent experience to clients.

REPRESENTING A CONSULTING ORGANIZATION

If you are representing a consulting organization rather than
operating as an individual, the credentials of your organiza-
tion will also form an important element of your consulting
proposition. When leveraged correctly, these assets become
quite significant. Consider working as a consultant represent-
ing a firm of 500 people. Your consulting proposition can now
be described in two parts: your personal proposition, and that
of your organization. When helping your client you will be
expected to:

« Leverage your own expertise and experience

 Tap into a network of 500 colleagues, locating answers to
questions as needed

o Identity assets created by your organization in similar,

past projects and reuse them to improve both quality and
efficiency.
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We can incorporate these ideas into our definition:

The role of a consultant is to help a client by leveraging his or
her own expertise and experience, together with the collective
expertise, experience and assets of his or her organization.

A fundamental question is how as consultants we bring these col-
lective assets to bear. Well-managed consulting companies are
knowledge management companies, and a number of texts have
been published on this topic. The tools and processes required to
facilitate effective knowledge management vary depending upon
the size of the organization as well as the types of knowledge to be
managed. Both formal and informal approaches can be effective.
Once, during my junior years as a consultant, a senior colleague
described the importance of this with a very simple story.

‘When this company started,, she said, ‘we were 50 employ-
ees located in one office spread over two floors of a building.
If you were working on a project and needed information
or an answer to a question you would consult one central
resource — the coffee pot. If you went to the coffee room and
chatted with colleagues you would quite easily find either
someone who could answer your question, or someone
who knew someone who would be able to help. The coffee
pot was often something of a saviour. But now with more
than 5000 employees spread across five continents the cof-
fee pot has long since exhausted its limitations. That is why
we document different types of knowledge objects in data-
bases for easy retrieval, connect specialists globally through
networks and communities, and bring people together in
face-to-face events such as conferences. Knowledge man-
agement has never been more important to the competitive
nature of our business.

Larger consultancy firms invest heavily in the infrastructure
required to facilitate effective knowledge management. Expe-
rience has shown, however, that the key to success is to create
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a knowledge sharing culture where employees understand
the importance of both contributing to and reusing knowl-
edge assets in their consulting assignments. Even with elabo-
rate tools, databases and processes in place, there are still too
many consulting organizations that reinvent the wheel on a
daily basis. There is a tendency for creative people to follow
their passion to invent before taking the time to check what
has been invented before. To deliver with both high quality and
high efficiency at least some form of reuse is likely to play an
important role.

Many consulting firms market themselves with a great empha-
sis on corporate experience and knowledge capital. As a result,
clients may have high expectations regarding the way in which
this is leveraged during an assignment. Consider your answer
to the following question if posed by a client:

‘We selected your company due to your experience in this
domain. How are you utilizing lessons learned from other
cases to benefit this project and our organization?’

As a consultant representing an organisation you will need to
recognize that collective knowledge is part of your proposition
and incorporate this to at least some extent in each project.
Clients will expect it.

ETHICS IN CONSULTING

The topic of ethics plays an important part in the shaping of the
consulting proposition. Poor judgement associated with ethics
has resulted in the erosion of client-consultant relationships
and has been an issue in large consulting collaborations more
often than one might expect. The foundation of an ethical rela-
tionship with a client relates to the helping relationship that was
introduced at the beginning of this chapter.
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Consultants are engaged by clients to provide help. They are
expected to provide that help with the client’s best interest at
heart.

Consider a visit to a private doctor, a qualified and experienced
medical practitioner. You pay the doctor for a premium service
and expect him to give the best possible advice; to act in your
best interest. The doctor makes a diagnosis and prescribes an
expensive medication. A week later you find out that the doc-
tor is being wined and dined in the city’s finest restaurant by
the pharmaceutical company that produces the medicine and
is recommending it to everybody. You would immediately
question the ethics of the decision and question whether you
would ever return to the doctor, let alone recommend him
to others. Questionable ethical conduct has undermined the
relationship.

Providing a consulting service with the client’s best interest at
heart as well as respecting associated ethical practices concern-
ing matters such as confidentiality and general conduct will usu-
ally avoid ethical dilemmas in a consultant—client relationship.
The problem, however, can relate to another fundamental issue:

What is in the client’s best interest and what is in the consulting
company’s interest to make more business may not be the same

thing.

Consider the following example.

A large consulting company providing IT-related services
was contracted to carry out a major systems implementa-
tion project in northern Europe. More than 100 consult-
ants were assigned to the project for its two-year duration
which represented a significant amount of revenue for the
consulting company.
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Everything went fine until four months before the project
was due to end. Managers within the consulting company
suddenly realized that soon close to 100 people would be
in need of new assignments and there was little chance of
developing sufficient business to maintain the high staff
utilization in the time that remained. As a desperate move
they approached the client to propose an extension of the
project through the provision of additional services. The
client was already tight on budget, but the consultants were
persuasive and managed to agree an extension of the project
for an additional three months, even though the proposed
services were only loosely tied to the client’s business pri-
orities. Whether the extension of the project was actually in
the client’s best interest was somewhat questionable. Two
weeks after the new work began the project was cancelled
by the client as no tangible short-term benefits could be
visualized. It was a less than ideal way to end a business col-
laboration of more than two years.

In the example above the additional services proposed had
represented a way to keep the consultants busy, but with no
significant benefits to the client. The consulting managers’
need to sell their services overtook the key basis of a consult-
ing collaboration, to help their customer. In large organizations
managers may be under pressure to meet internal targets and a
great emphasis is placed today on what is referred to as add-on
business. Ultimately the measures defined within organizations
will drive the behaviour and performance of its people. Do not,
on the other hand, underestimate your clients. Sooner or later
they are likely to recognize what could be referred to as con-
sulting overkill. Some sceptical clients have referred to consult-
ants as people who come into their organizations to conduct an
assignment and then never leave, through success in pushing
their own agendas.
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So how then should consultants promote their services, meet
their internal targets, and where does the correct balance lie?
We will consider this question later in the chapter.

We can now incorporate the ethical dimension into our con-
sulting definition:

The role of a consultant is to help a client by leveraging his or
her own expertise and experience together with the collec-
tive expertise, experience and assets of his or her organization,
acting in the client’s best interest as a trusted adviser.

Through the sensible application of the ideas presented, a
consultancy is able to position itself as a partner and trusted
adviser to a client. This requires a long-term view rather than
a short-term view towards the relationship, which can be a
door opener to future business as demonstrated in the exam-
ple below.

A consulting firm was contacted by a small, fast-growing
company working in the professional services industry. The
client was concerned that their growth in employee numbers
was overtaking the capability of internal business processes
and had decided to embark upon a consulting initiative
before the situation got out of hand. The consulting firm had
been identified based upon reputation in addition to a per-
sonal referral from a member of their management team.

In an initial meeting the consultants listened to the clients
requirements and concerns, assessing the activities that
should be recommended and the value that could be added
by a potential assignment. The issues reported by the client
may have seemed challenging to the people working in the
organization, but were generally not complex in nature.
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The client, ready to take action, was willing to engage the
consultants immediately for an initial contract period of
three months.

The consultants reflected upon the case, noting that the
issues were more trivial than the client had understood.
Would the client later thank them for spending their money
for the three months and then realizing that they could
probably have solved the problem with limited help them-
selves? Instead of immediately accepting the assignment
the consultants decided to offer some guidance. “These are
the three areas that you should focus on, they advised. ‘And
these are the type of actions that you should be taking. Try
these recommendations, and if after three to four weeks
you are still concerned we will be happy to send in a team’

The client accepted the advice and within a month the peo-
ple in the organization had successfully resolved the most
critical issues themselves.

A vyear later the consultants were contacted by the client
again, regarding a new, much larger opportunity. Based
upon the credibility that had been created in the first inter-
action they were engaged directly, without consideration of
other potential consulting suppliers.

Engaging as a partner means having the best interest of your
client at heart. As in a personal relationship, you sometimes
favour the interest of your partner over your own short-term
gains as an investment in a longer-term, valuable relation-
ship. In the practical world of consulting this may mean that
not every new client discussion results in immediate business
for the consultancy, but that every action you take constitutes
a positive next step in your relationship with that client. Dem-
onstrating this intention not only through your words but also
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through your actions can result in strong client relationships

that may shield you from competitors and be your ticket to a
long-term business partnership.

CONSULTING VERSUS SELLING

A landscape gardening consultant has appointments with
two new clients one Saturday. He tends to arrange such meet-
ings on Saturdays as it is easy to get face time with clients and
discuss their options for realizing a variety of garden transfor-
mations. He has been in the business for more than 25 years.

He inspects the first client’s garden and recommends the
trimming of some tall spruce trees, reshaping of the lawn
and the replacement of the garden fence despite the fact that
the existing fence is in fair condition and could simply be
repainted. The landscape gardener’s brother happens to be a
carpenter who makes fences. The gardener often sells fencing
to his clients and gets a good commission from his brother.
The client eventually agrees to the plan and a deal is closed.

His second visit is to an old mansion undergoing a full ren-
ovation. The garden has not been tended for years and is
overgrown. Remains of an old wooden fence, hardly visible
in places, separate the garden from neighbouring woodland.
The gardener eagerly recommends a new fence to the client
to cover the entire perimeter. ‘Yes, agrees the client. You are
quite right. Deer stray in from the woodland and eat any-
thing that we try to grow here. Once again a deal is closed.

Consulting and selling are different things. They have different
objectives or agendas, although many people and organizations
are required to do both. The objective of consulting is to help
the client, acting in the client’s best interest. The objective of
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selling is to persuade the client to buy your product or service
and to do whatever you can to make a deal. A car dealer will try
to sell you a vehicle from his brand at a premium price, even if
he knows that another vehicle from a competing brand would
provide what you need for less money. His agenda is not to
advise and act in your best interest, but to make a sale.

In our landscape gardener example, when meeting the first
client the gardener was not consulting with regard to the new
fence, he was selling. He understood that the existing fence
could have been repainted but seized the opportunity to sell a
new one, under the guise of consulting and providing advice.
The proposition put forward was not in the client’s best interest
but represented a way for the vendor to make business and in
this case a commission. When meeting the second client, how-
ever, he was consulting, even if inadvertently. The advice that he
provided was in the client’s best interest. It was easy for the client
to recognize this and the advice was therefore easily accepted.

How should consultants sell their services?

So how should consultants sell their services? The answer, quite
simply, is by identifying where the services or solutions that
they can provide coincide with the client’s needs and best inter-
ests. Consider the following example.

Figure 1.1 represents a consulting firm’s portfolio containing
various services and solutions. Depicted by letters, these could
include various types of analyses, feasibility studies, process
improvement initiatives, automation solutions, the collection
and reporting of metrics, and so forth.

Figure 1.2 adds, through well-informed discussions with the
client, the scope of the client’s actual needs. As the diagram
illustrates, some of the services in the consulting portfolio are
relevant to the client’s needs whereas others are not.
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Consulting
Portfolio

Figure 1.1: A consulting portfolio

Client Consulting
Need Portfolio

Figure 1.2: A client’s need

Figure 1.3 therefore suggests an optimal approach for the con-
sultancy to promote its services. In the area where the consulting
portfolio and the client’s legitimate needs coincide, promoting
additional services could be regarded as partnering. In essence,

\
Partnering & Pure
Consultative Selling
Selling

Figure 1.3: Partnering opportunities
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you are seeking additional ways to help your client according to
their needs and best interests. In the area where the consulting
portfolio and the client’s needs do not coincide, the promoting
of any services or solutions is a pure selling exercise. As in our
landscape gardener example, you may be persuasive enough to
close a deal, but in the long run your client is likely to realize
that your services were over-sold, which will have consequences
on your continued relationship.

This distinction is one of the cornerstones of consultative selling,
an approach that is employed in many industries today. Instead
of presenting their portfolios, consultants seek to understand
their clients’ business needs and then selectively propose offer-
ings to accurately address those needs, which in turn is more
likely to be welcomed by clients. The approach is also closely
aligned with the add-on sales directives within consulting
companies that seek to grow their business within a client by
identifying new opportunities and presenting propositions for
additional work. Some may consider this type of upselling inap-
propriate, but many clients have the opposite perception pro-
vided that the upselling is done in an appropriate manner. This
was exemplified by the comment below made by a senior opera-
tions manager working in the telecommunications industry.

‘Good consultants demonstrate proactive behaviour. Some of
the consultants that we use are actually better qualified than
we are to spot excellent opportunities for us to improve things
in a way that benefits our organization. What we want is for
them to approach us, saying “have you considered that chang-
ing this process and conducting this analysis would result in
the following business benefits?” The worst thing that we could
possibly say is “no thanks”. Consulting vendors just deliver
what you asked for. A consulting partner is in the boat with
you, thinking ahead with you, and trying to help you. This is
the type of relationship that we want with consultants - if they
are not being proactive they are not behaving as a partner.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY
This chapter has discussed the following points:

o The role of a consultant is to help a client by leveraging his or
her own expertise and experience together with the collective
expertise, experience and assets of the consulting organiza-
tion, acting as a trusted adviser with the client’s best interests
at heart.

» Consulting is a largely unregulated profession, and many
people call themselves consultants. We must therefore be
accurate in the way that we set client expectations, in the way
that we articulate our propositions, and in the way that we
describe what we can deliver. Otherwise clients may expect us
to work in the same way as the last people that they engaged
called ‘consultants’

« Clients may have negative perceptions based upon the scars
of past consulting experiences, which may in turn translate
into obstacles within new consulting collaborations. As con-
sultants we will need to be skilled in managing such obstacles
and perceptions.

» Consulting is a people business, and the skills and attitudes
of the assigned team will have a definite impact on the client
experience. Larger consulting firms require mechanisms to
ensure consistency amongst the resources that they provide
to clients.

« Knowledge management is an important internal function in
any consulting organization in order to achieve both quality
and efficiency. Avoid reinventing the wheel. Experience has
shown that the first step to becoming a knowledge-sharing
organization is to create a knowledge-sharing culture.

o Consulting and selling are different activities with different
agendas. When promoting your services, act as a partner by
employing a consultative selling-based approach.

o Identifying a consulting proposition that is in the clients
interest is essential to an ethical consulting collaboration.
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When evaluating a new consulting opportunity, consultants
should ask themselves the questions: Can we provide a
solution to this problem? And is our intended solution in the
client’s best interest?

« Clients often expect proactivity as part of a consulting rela-
tionship. Consider how you can further help your client by
leveraging the capabilities of your organization, and how this
may translate into new business opportunities.



CHAPTER TWO

PREPARING TO CONSULT

onsulting is not delivered in a vacuum but rather towards

a specific context: that of a client or client organization.

Each client situation is unique and a good understand-
ing of your client must be combined with the associated inputs,
requirements and the expertise and experience of the consul-
tancy to produce an effective consulting solution.

Think, for example, of a doctor consulting a patient. The doctor
will try to learn as much as possible about the patient by review-
ing medical records and conducting an examination. He will
capture inputs in terms of symptoms or complaints by means
of a carefully constructed dialogue and then finally apply his
expertise and experience to recommend the course of action

25
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that is most suitable to the patients situation. The treatment
advice provided to different patients, even those with similar
symptoms, could vary considerably depending on a number of
situational factors.

To consult effectively requires an approach tailored, at least
somewhat, to the client context. The better you understand
your client, the more likely you will be able to provide a solu-
tion that will be effective. As in our doctor example, it is not
uncommon to encounter two businesses experiencing quite
similar challenges, yet the optimal solution approach may be
different in each case due to factors such as the organization’s
structure, decision-making processes, internal culture and the
local market situation. In short, we need to understand some
basic factors about our clients before we can consult effectively.
This will require some preparation.

The topic of preparation could be considered as a critical point
in consulting maturity. All too often, consultants engage with
clients without sufficient preparation, boasting about industri-
alized solutions and what they have achieved in projects else-
where rather than respecting the unique situation of each client
and adapting their approach accordingly. Whilst requiring less
effort, this short-cut is a risky one that may result in compro-
mised client benefits as well as potentially undermining the
credibility of the consultants.

Client expectations also play an important role. Clients expect
us to be prepared and to address them intelligently in the con-
text of their business and industry. Most clients can spot imme-
diately who is well prepared and who is working from a blank
sheet of paper, a mechanism that allows them to judge very
early in an engagement the calibre of the consultancy and the
applicability of the advice that is likely to follow. In the com-
petitive world of consulting, this should be considered as a
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point of differentiation. If your competitor is better prepared
and more client-oriented than you are, then you may easily be
outperformed.

Naturally we would always like to engage in a well-prepared
manner, but a practical limitation that we may often face is time.
What should you do if you are asked to meet a new client at short
notice? In this chapter we will classify preparation activities into
three types: Basic preparation, detailed preparation and engage-
ment-specific preparation. These will be combined into a scalable
approach that maximizes the value of preparation efforts rela-
tive to the time available. Clear guidelines will be presented, but
these should not be considered exhaustive and may need to be
adapted to the field of consulting in which you are working.

BASIC PREPARATION

Basic preparation addresses the ‘must know’ elements before
engaging in a credible discussion with a client. Some of the
most common basic preparation elements are suggested in
Figure 2.1, which could be considered as a checklist. The num-
ber of elements is limited intentionally as it should be feasible
to collect this information in just one to two hours. Each item is
elaborated in the paragraphs below. If you are asked to attend a
client meeting at short notice, this would be the type of prepa-
ration that you might attempt in the limited time available.

Industries of operation, geography, headquarters The
industries that the client is addressing (e.g. consumer elec-
tronics, healthcare, insurance), geographical scope covered,
headquarters and office locations. If the client has any over-
seas holdings or ownership in other businesses this may
also be relevant.

Financials (in brief) The revenue and profit reported for
the last financial year, if published. The amount of money
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COMPANY INFORMATION

Industries of operation
Geography (offices and presence)
Headquarters location

Financials (in brief)

Key executives

Business units

Market position, key competitors
News and press releases

PORTFOLIO OFFERING & CUSTOMERS

Product and service offering
Customers and customer segments

INTERNAL INTELLIGENCE

Previous projects and their outcomes
Known issues or needs
Existing contacts and relationships

Figure 2.1: Basic preparation elements

that a business is making is likely to affect the way that budg-
ets are allocated and the appropriate ambition level of a con-
sulting solution. In some cases, consultants have presented
‘Rolls Royce’ style solutions to clients who are making little
money, clearly without success. Through preparation this
feedback could have been anticipated and a more suitable
approach pursued.

Key executives Know the names of the top executives in
the client organization. When clients refer to these individ-
uals in discussions you should not look blank or need to ask
‘Who is Mr. Joyce?’

Business units If a company is divided into business
units, this is something to be aware of. This may also affect
the scope of the consulting initiative.

Market position, key competitors Competitive position,
rank in the industry, market share and key competitors.
This information is generally obtained from analyst reports
and public (published) analyses.
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News and press releases May relate to a wide variety of
topics such as international expansion, partnerships, acqui-
sitions, the divesting of non-profitable entities, and so forth.

Product and service offering  Understand the products
or services that your client is providing to customers and
the way in which the offering is structured and priced.

Customers and segments addressed What types of cus-
tomers does your client do business with and which cus-
tomer segments are of interest?

Particularly for consultancies conducting recurrent business
with larger client organizations, internal intelligence will play
an important role. This may relate to previous projects and
their outcomes, known issues or needs, business priorities, sen-
sitivities, internal politics and decision-making culture. Exist-
ing relationships should be considered and may need to be
leveraged.

Assimilation of these basic preparation elements should be
considered essential prior to conducting an informed client
dialogue.

DETAILED PREPARATION

If you are to be assigned to a client account for a longer period
of time and if more time is available for preparation, you
may wish to extend your efforts into what we will refer to as
detailed preparation. The level of detail incorporated could be
quite exhaustive; however, the additional items suggested in
Figure 2.2 provide a good starting point, typically extending the
total preparation time to between a half day and a day.

Strategy: Vision and objectives Whatare the client’s stated
business vision and strategic objectives? This information
will affect the definition of business priorities. Ultimately
you may need to explain how any consulting proposition is
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COMPANY INFORMATION
Strategy: vision and objectives
Company history

Notable industry trends

PORTFOLIO OFFERING & CUSTOMERS

New products and services

Sales channels

Marketing and positioning strategies
Customer references and testimonies

FINANCIAL INFORMATION

Revenues

Profit

Cash flow

Business unit performance

Figure 2.2: Detailed preparation elements

aligned to the corporate vision in order to gain support. This
type of information can often be found on the client’s web-
site or in the introductory section of the most recent annual
report.

Company history An awareness of key milestones in the
history of your client can provide a valuable insight into
its decision-making culture, particularly if there have been
mergers and acquisitions.

Notable industry trends Review articles about the indus-
try and understand what analysts are saying about the
tuture. Points for consideration may include future growth
opportunities, the impact of new technologies, changes in
regulation or shifts in the competitive landscape.

New products and services Has your client recently
launched any new products or services, and what has been
the uptake? These could be hot topics of conversation.

Sales channels How does your client sell its products or
services? Does it manage a sales force, use third-party bro-
kers, own branded stores or sell through franchising?
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Marketing and positioning strategies Some clients
employ an aggressive marketing approach. Others may be
more traditional. Positioning refers to the way in which the
client business presents itself to the market and the values
with which it aims to be associated. Some companies, for
example, aim to be associated with a low price perception,
whilst others may associate themselves with high quality
or leading-edge innovation. Understanding these strate-
gies will give you a valuable insight into the client’s business
model and related priorities.

Customer references and testimonies Some companies
publicize customer references and success stories as proof
points demonstrating the value that they can deliver. Famil-
iarize yourself with these.

Financials Examine the financials of the client’s business
in detail. If the organization is divided into business units,
what is the financial contribution of each? Pay close attention
to trends: are revenues increasing or decreasing compared to
the last financial reporting period? Examine the relationship
between revenue and profit. If profits are stable or increas-
ing but revenue is static or declining, then increases in profit
will be the result of cost-cutting initiatives. The client may
therefore need help to grow the top line of their business. If,
on the other hand, revenues are increasing without propor-
tional increases in profit, discussions may need to focus on
cost reduction, outsourcing and automation.

Assimilation of these detailed preparation elements will pro-
vide a more thorough overview of the client’s business and the
surrounding context.

ENGAGEMENT-SPECIFIC PREPARATION

Engagement-specific preparation is reserved for the common
situation when a client invites you to meet in order to discuss
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THE CLIENT DISCUSSION

Topic of discussion and agenda
Participating stakeholders

Basis established so far

Anticipated questions from the client
Questions to ask, inputs required
Related consultancy experience

Figure 2.3: Engagement-specific preparation elements

a specific topic. Whilst basic and detailed preparation relate to
the client’s business, engagement-specific preparation relates to
the specific topic or issue to be discussed. Consideration of the
elements listed in Figure 2.3 will generally ensure that you are
prepared.

Topic of discussion What are the agreed topics of dis-
cussion, and has an agenda been agreed in advance? In the
absence of an agenda, which topics should be covered for
the discussion to be productive?

Participating stakeholders Who will you be meeting
from the client organization? What are their backgrounds
and probable expectations? Are all stakeholders likely
to be positive towards the discussion or is any resistance
anticipated?

Basis established so far? If this is not the first meeting
with the client to discuss the topic, review the basis that
has been established so far and the logical next steps in the
discussion.

Anticipated questions from the client Consider ques-
tions that the client is likely to ask and that you may need
to answer. Do some homework in advance and prepare
answers, backed up with references or examples if needed.
This type of preparation will improve your ability to per-
form well in front of the client.
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Questions to ask, inputs required List the questions that
you may need to ask in order to obtain a clear understand-
ing of the client’s requirements. Consider any unknowns or
assumptions that may need to be clarified in order to pro-
ceed efficiently after the meeting.

Related consultancy experience Which other projects
have been conducted by your consulting company in this
area? Which references can be presented (if requested)
and what experience could be reused? Clients place a high
emphasis on reference cases during early discussions.

Resources

A wide range of information resources can be used to support
preparation activities. Some of the most common are listed
below.

The client’s website Usually a good resource for informa-
tion such as corporate vision, strategic objectives, corpo-
rate values, product and service offering, organization and

geography.
Press releases Provide a wide variety of information such

as recent events, new initiatives, partnerships, acquisitions
and organizational changes.

Annual reports Provide financial information (income
statement, balance sheet, cash flow statement) as well as an
introductory account on general performance and progress
in the execution of the organization’s strategy. This is typi-
cally very insightful information.

Analyst reports and industry analysis  Can be very use-
ful in understanding industry trends, market expectations,
competitive threats and potential opportunities.

(Internal) knowledge management databases Most con-
sulting firms maintain knowledge management databases
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containing information on their clients, past projects, their
outcomes, and reusable assets.

Internet searches Can provide a large amount of infor-
mation on people, business transactions and references,
some of which should be regarded with caution unless pub-
lished by a reliable source.

Contacts and colleagues Colleagues within your organi-
zation or network who have worked with the client before
may be able to share very useful advice and information.
Particularly in consulting organizations conducting recur-
rent business with a client, this may be a very important
resource.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY

As consultants we are required to address a wide range of busi-
ness issues efficiently, yet in many cases consultants engage
without sufficient preparation. Ask yourself the question
whether you have ever engaged with a client without a basic
grip on the elements presented in this chapter.

Clients have high expectations, and therefore insufficient prepa-
ration may put you in an awkward situation. Furthermore, poor
preparation may sacrifice a good opportunity to perform well
in front of the client, discussing issues clearly and accurately in
the correct business context.

A simple but scalable approach has been presented in this
chapter classifying preparation into three types. Together with
the intelligent use of information resources, these can be used
to maximize the value created by preparation efforts relative to
the time available.

« Basic preparation Can be executed quickly and captures the
‘must know’ elements before engaging in a credible discussion

o Detailed preparation An extension of basic preparation,
useful in preparing for longer-term engagements with a cli-
ent (e.g. prior to embarking on a consulting assignment) and
when more time is available

« Engagement-specific preparation Relates to a specific dis-
cussion, topic or issue, and performed in order to ensure an
efficient approach and valuable outcome.






CHAPTER THREE

ESTABLISHING CREDIBILITY

one working in a consulting-related profession. Clients

generally decide whether to accept advice based upon
two factors: The basis and quality of the advice itself; and the
credibility of the organization or people presenting the advice.
Our credibility influences the relationships that we are able to
build with clients, the level of cooperation that we are able to
secure and the way that we are perceived relative to other con-
sulting providers.

The skill of establishing credibility is fundamental to any-

In Chapter 1 we introduced the idea of the consulting proposi-
tion that describes the value that we are able to bring to the
table as consultants. When meeting new clients you will need to
articulate the basis of your proposition. Usually delivered in the

37
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form of a simple introduction, this in itself is a skill. If delivered
proficiently, the client should understand the areas that you
can be consulted on, the capabilities that you possess and your
potential contributions.

In consulting you must know and be able to articulate your
proposition. Without a proposition that is understood by your
client you will not be able to consult effectively.

So how do we position ourselves, or even our colleagues,
through a credible introduction? Consider the following per-
sonal introduction statements.

Example 1

T would like to introduce John Smith. He is a consultant
from our finance industry practice and brings broad finan-
cial experience to this project. He is one of our best consul-
tants and I am sure that you will be very satisfied with his
contributions.

Example 2

‘May I introduce Stuart Jones? Stuart is a consultant from our
finance industry practice and brings nine years of experience
working with risk management solutions.

Example 3

‘Please meet Damon Jarvis. Damon brings nine years of
experience as a consultant in our finance industry practice,
working specifically with risk management solutions. We
selected him for this engagement as he has just returned from
a similar project in South America with one of the leading
banks there’
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Which consultant would you engage: John, Stuart or Damon?
The three statements could, in the absence of names, have
referred to the same person, yet each positions the individual
quite differently and with a different resulting client perception.

POSITIONING: THE PERSONAL INTRODUCTION

The word positioning refers to the way that we present ourselves
as professionals and the client perception that is created as a
result. There is an art to positioning oneself and creating an
appropriate perception through a good introduction, yet many
skilled people fail to articulate their propositions clearly. As a
result, their potential contributions are not understood and
they are not leveraged by their clients in the most valuable way.

The following characteristics should be given due consideration
when making an introduction at the individual level.

Objective

A credible introduction is an objective one. As consultants we
avoid ‘selling’ ourselves, beating our chests and saying how
good we are. Most mature clients would simply roll their eyes
and think ‘here comes yet another superman!” Still worse is the
phenomenon of overselling. Presenting an exaggerated view
of capabilities can lead to the setting of unrealistic expecta-
tions that become difficult or impossible to satisfy. Instead the
style that we adopt when introducing ourselves as consultants
is one of presenting evidence. The factual evidence that we pre-
sent in an introduction provides the client with a clear basis
to make their own evaluation of who we are and the poten-
tial contributions that we can make. Let us consider our three
examples again.

Example 1 is vague, rather selling-oriented and would fail to
impress most clients. Clients have met too many consultants who
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brag about themselves, often in the absence of a solid experience
base. The words ‘he is one of our best’ are risky and unwise. We
are all human, and the first time that John makes a mistake the
reputation of his organization will take a direct hit. ‘And he was
supposed to be one of your best..., the client will say.

Tangible

An introduction that is too vague or fluffy is likely to be ineftec-
tive. A more tangible approach is achieved by quantifying the
consultant’s expertise and experience. Expertise in a specialist
field or technology could be quantified by reference to certifi-
cation by a recognized body. Experience can be quantified by
specifying the number of years in a specific domain or through
the use of references to similar work that was conducted suc-
cessfully elsewhere.

To this end Example 2 offers much more clarity. The years of
experience are quantified as a substitute for the phrase ‘broad
experience. Such phrases are general in nature and somewhat
weak, yet are commonly heard in introductions. Additionally,
the domain of experience is now more precisely stated. Exam-
ple 1 told us that the consultant belonged to a finance indus-
try practice, which may address a very diverse set of issues. This
time a more specific reference to risk management solutions is
included. The client can now begin to understand what this indi-
vidual can actually do, the problems that he can solve, and the
questions that he can be approached with. The consulting prop-
osition provided by the individual is now beginning to emerge.

Example 3 further quantifies the value of practical experience
by including a reference. References tend to command a high
level of attention from clients, as staft with hands-on experience
understand the obstacles and issues that are likely to arise dur-
ing the execution of consulting projects and are familiar with
strategies for overcoming them.
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Relevant

When making an introduction it is your responsibility to con-
nect your skills and experience to the discussion context and
the needs of your client. This requires you to consider the expe-
rience that you have built up over time, to identify the most
relevant points to the situation at hand and to emphasize them.
This is very different from reciting a standard introduction to
different clients time after time. Ask yourself the questions:
Which of my skills are most relevant to this situation? What
similar work have I done in the past and how can that experi-
ence be leveraged? Having heard your introduction, you would
like the client to think ‘It will be great to have this person on the
team. His skills and experience will be extremely valuable.

Concise

The ability to communicate concisely and deliver clear,
emphatic content in a few words is an admirable quality of a
skilled speaker. Coupled with the prudent selection of vocabu-
lary, it can be very powerful.

Consider the length of your introduction and the amount of
content to include. If you are to be the main speaker at a one-
day seminar it may be pertinent to spend two to three minutes
outlining your experience, enabling participants to draw upon
it and direct questions appropriately. In a meeting, on the other
hand, when participants make short round-the-table introduc-
tions you may need to restrict yourself to a just a few words.

‘Stuart Jones, 20 years working in telecommunications with
a focus on operational processes and automation...’

Even in a few words it is usually possible to articulate clearly the
nature and depth of your experience, building credibility and
outlining your potential contributions.
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POSITIONING: THE CORPORATE INTRODUCTION

Having introduced the members of the consulting team, con-
sider whether you need to present the proposition of your
organization as a whole. Organizational assets also constitute an
important part of your proposition, but careful consideration
will be needed with regard to your approach and the time taken
to present them. Avoid turning the dialogue into a lengthy com-
pany presentation unless this has been specifically requested.
‘Organizational accolades are important, clients often say, ‘but
really it is the team that you get who will make the difference’

A consulting company employed the general practice of
including a few introductory slides describing references
and corporate capabilities at the beginning of each client
presentation. This material, whilst potentially interesting to
first-time clients, was rather standard in nature. When one
such presentation was delivered to a client in the Middle
East several minutes were spent covering the introductory
slides. When the consultants then moved on to the main
topic of discussion, the client remarked: ‘Now finally the
selling is over. Let’s get down to business!’

As this example illustrates, a delicate balance is required. Of
course we want the client to understand our corporate creden-
tials, but too great an emphasis on this will result in the per-
ception of selling. A technique that can be used to achieve this
balance is to provide the client with what is informally referred
to as a hook. Having introduced the individuals at the table, the
consultant leading the dialogue may make a statement such as:

‘Clearly our company brings significant experience in the
logistics industry related to automation solutions. Would
you like to hear more about our references, or should we
move on to discuss the issue at hand?’
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What you are doing is giving the client an option to decide
whether they want to hear about your company’s background
and references at this point. Experience suggests that nine out
of ten clients generally decline the offer, stating that references
can be provided later in documented form, and are more inter-
ested in continuing to the main discussion. In some cases, how-
ever, your client may be curious, latch on to the hook, and ask
a specific question such as, ‘Do you have any references in the
area of warehouse management automation?’” Have your ref-
erence material on stand-by and be prepared to answer such
questions if they come up.

The competitive aspect of positioning

Consulting is a highly competitive business, and clients often
invite multiple firms to tender for assignments. As we have sug-
gested, the careful selection of appropriately skilled resources
to form a consulting team is an important point of evaluation
for a client. Clear articulation of such capabilities during the
introduction can create a tactical advantage over competitors
and should not be underestimated.

Two large consulting firms — Company A and Company B
- were competing for a large consulting assignment. They
were invited to a common meeting by the potential client to
present their views on the optimal solution approach. Each
firm sent five representatives to the meeting.

When the representatives from Company A made their
introductions they were professional although somewhat
brief, introducing themselves with titles such as ‘senior
consultant;, ‘project manager’ and ‘solution architect. Some
referred to a specific domain of expertise, others did not.
When the representatives from Company B introduced
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themselves, they had clearly considered in advance exactly
what each person was going to say. They had identified the
exact experience that should be emphasized in the context
of each consultant’s role, together with previous project ref-
erences that should be mentioned.

This proved to be an effective and tactical move. Although
both firms had substantial experience in the domain, the
second firm was perceived to be better qualified due to
the clarity with which its representatives had positioned
themselves.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY

Credibility is fundamental to anyone working in a consult-
ing-related role. As consultants we regularly meet with new
stakeholders and we are required to build credibility quickly.
Establishing credibility is also the first step in the client rela-
tionship building process.

o The building of credibility usually starts with the clear articu-
lation of an individual’s consulting proposition in the form
of a personal introduction. This should not be regarded as a
selling exercise, but rather a process of presenting credentials
and evidence.

o An effective personal introduction should be objective, tan-
gible, relevant and concise. Vague terms or statements should
be avoided. Consider the words that you will use to introduce
yourself next time you meet a new client. What expertise and
experience makes you qualified to address your audience on
the topic? How can it be articulated? How can it be quan-
tified? Should the broader assets of your organization be
referred to?

o If you are competing for a consulting assignment, consider
the competitive aspect of positioning carefully. If you are per-
ceived to be better positioned for the work than your com-
petitors, it will provide you with a clear advantage.

o Ifyou are a graduate applying for a consulting position, con-
sider how you will build credibility at an interview. ‘Could
you tell us something about yourself?” is a common opening
question. How will you combine your personal, academic
and extracurricular background into a concise, interesting
and relevant account?

Two consultants who applied the techniques described in this
chapter for the first time made the following observations. The
first consultant had been tasked with the delivery of a presenta-
tion to a group of client executives in Australia.
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It was very interesting. I tried out some of the techniques
related to positioning. I spent a little more time introduc-
ing myself than I would usually do, and included more spe-
cific references with respect to my experience. The clients
paid much more attention than usual, and asked some very
interesting questions.’

The second consultant referred to a client meeting that she had
participated in as part of a consulting team in North America.

T was the only one to make a good introduction of myself
at the beginning of the session, and I received the most
questions!’



CHAPTER FOUR

MANAGING CLIENT MEETINGS

rate manner is important to the success of any consult-
ing assignment.

The ability to engage with clients in an efficient and accu-

Much of our engagement with clients takes place in the form of
meetings. Meetings may concern the discussion of new oppor-
tunities, the joint formulation of approaches and strategies, the
reporting of progress during project delivery and a wide range
of other themes. The approach and style with which consult-
ants engage has a great impact on the client experience. This
was highlighted by a senior marketing executive working in the
airline industry.

47
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We work with a number of consulting firms and market-
ing agencies. Each firm brings its own specialist focus area;
however, our experience of working with them can be quite
different. When we issue a brief some firms come and meet
with us and ask questions about the brief. We provide our
answers and then the consultants return to their office to
work on it. Four days later they call us and set up another
meeting to ask additional, more detailed questions. We col-
laborate in this way, but it takes about three iterations and
perhaps two weeks before they are able to deliver a draft
that is appealing and close to what we want. Other firms
can be quite different. Their people come in extremely well
prepared. They ask us very good questions related to the
brief, sometimes questions that we had not even considered
ourselves. Then after just one meeting they are able to sub-
mit an initial proposal that meets our needs quite closely.

The two experiences described by this executive are very
real in the world of consulting. A conscious and disciplined
decision is required: are we going to engage with our clients
accurately and efficiently, or take the run-in-run-out consult-
ing approach?

The issues that we work with in consulting are generally com-
plex, and therefore a structured approach will be required to
arrive at a successful outcome efficiently, navigating to the most
critical discussion points and avoiding a long, unstructured or
circular dialogue. It is the role of a consultant to ensure that
the discussion is well structured, and we cannot rely on our cli-
ents for this. Another idea that will be equally important is that
of flexibility. A meeting with a client is a two-way vehicle and
needs to embrace the inputs and expectations of the client, not
only the discussion points that the consultants wish to raise.
Some of these expectations may be unpredictable. Mechanisms
can be applied to achieve this flexibility through the use of check
points and what we will refer to as navigation.
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This chapter will explore the steps required to prepare for and
direct a client meeting, driving it efficiently towards an accurate
outcome, in particular:

The setting of meeting objectives

Composing the consulting participant team

Agreeing on a team plan

Structuring the interaction

The post-meeting debrief.

In Part II of this book we will demonstrate how these ideas can
be applied in practice using real-life case studies.

SETTING THE MEETING OBJECTIVES

The success of any meeting, whether conducted internally or
together with a client, depends upon how well you are able to
meet your intended meeting objectives.

Consider how people evaluate the success of the meetings that
they participate in. They are often influenced by factors such as
the number of positive agreements that have been reached, the
level of interest that has been demonstrated by clients or col-
leagues, the number of questions that have been asked when a
new concept is presented, or follow-on steps and commitments
that have been made. Whilst these are relevant indicators, in
consulting a more precision-based approach is required. It is
not sufficient to walk into a meeting armed with an agenda and
see what will happen. Instead we define a set of meeting objec-
tives in advance, we structure our approach according to them,
and after the meeting we measure our success relative to them.
In practice you will rarely have more than five key objectives for
a meeting, and three or four objectives is more common. The
process of setting meeting objectives should be a formal one.
When working as a consulting team it is worthwhile to agree
on your objectives and write them down during preparation.
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Experience has shown that this makes a positive difference. If
everyone has the same view of the objectives they will pull in
the same direction during the meeting. If something is being
missed or overlooked, someone will step in and take action.
Formal agreement of objectives provides the basis for improved
teamwork.

COMPOSING THE CONSULTING
PARTICIPANT TEAM

Having defined the objectives of your meeting, your next con-
sideration will be to assemble the team that you will need in
place to meet them.

The team that you send to meet with a client constitutes an
important part of your engagement approach. Clients have
remarked that it is interesting to observe how the approach
varies between consulting companies, some sending in one or
two consultants and others trying to impress them with a small
army of people. Consulting companies consider this question
in reverse. Should they send in one or two people and risk cre-
ating a perception of being underqualified, or should they send
a larger team, some of whom will listen silently but with no
opportunity to contribute? This is one of the many situations
where good judgement is required. Your decision should be
driven by the purpose and duration of the meeting, the exper-
tise required at the table to achieve the desired outcome, the
number of client participants attending, and in some cases cul-
tural expectations.

The advantage of engaging with a larger team, four or five par-
ticipants for example, is that it provides a clear demonstration
of the competence at hand to address the issue, provided of
course that the participants are clearly introduced and able to
play an active role. The weight of the impression that this makes
should not be underestimated. Consultancies usually tell their
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clients that they have ‘many well qualified people with suit-
able expertise, but when the client actually gets to meet these
consultants the proof is delivered. Engaging with a larger team,
however, can also bring with it some disadvantages. The meet-
ing will immediately become more complex to manage, and
time can quickly slip away as everyone wants to have their say.
You will need to appoint a chairperson on the consultant side
to coordinate the flow of communication and keep things on
track. The chairperson will usually open the meeting, close the
meeting and direct the client’s questions to the most appropri-
ate person on the team. Bringing a larger team to a short meet-
ing also means that some team members may never really get
the chance to contribute at all. In this case the client may won-
der why they attended.

The number of participants attending a meeting has a defi-
nite impact on client perception. Experience suggests that a
leaner approach is generally better and achieved by sending a
few well-prepared participants, as illustrated in the example
below.

Three consulting companies in North America were invited
by a client to a one-day workshop to discuss upcoming
changes in regulatory issues. The first company, a large con-
sultancy, sent six representatives to the workshop. The sec-
ond company sent four and the third company, a small firm,
sent only two consultants. As the day progressed it emerged
that the two representatives from the small company were
very well prepared. They managed to answer all of the ques-
tions just as well as the large firm did with its team of six.
At the conclusion of the day the client approached the large
firm, thanked them for their participation, but commented
‘Sending in a team of six, we can understand why you are
generally quite expensive...’
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When a consultancy engages with a larger team it is usually a
move to ensure that any question put forward can be answered.
Keep in mind that your aim is to be well prepared to discuss the
agreed topics, and a smaller team can usually handle this. Ques-
tions that are more advanced or beyond the expected scope of
the meeting can be taken off-line and dealt with as action items.

The contrasting views presented above illustrate different but
highly relevant considerations. The team that you assemble will
directly impact the dynamics of the discussion as well as the
client’s experience of engaging with you. Pick your participants
carefully. Do not bring Bob to the meeting if Bob is not needed
but you feel that Bob will feel left out, and do not walk around
the office half an hour before a meeting saying “We are going to
the client, who's coming along?” Poor practices result in poor
performance.

AGREEING ON THE TEAM PLAN

Having assembled the consultant team, you will need a team
plan before engaging with the client.

As a team you would like to perform in front of your client like
a well-oiled machine. As in any other team situation, such as
playing a baseball game, you will therefore need to put a team
plan in place. The level of formality and time required to do
this may vary quite considerably, depending on the consulting
team and the complexity of the intended client discussion. For
a team of three consultants who work frequently and fluidly
together it may be sufficient to get together informally over a
cup of coffee and discuss the game plan. A larger team, on the
other hand, planning a full-day workshop to discuss a complex
issue with a client that may have objections and concerns may
need to spend a few hours working out their strategy. But in
both situations the team will need to align and adopt a common
position on the way in which the meeting will be approached.
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Agreement will be required on the following items, which could
be considered as a simple checklist:

Roles Who will do what? Everyone should be engaged
and have a role to play, whether their contribution is to pre-
sent, to collect requirements or to assist in the answering
of questions. Decide who will act as the chairperson and
manage the flow of the meeting as a whole and who will lead
each discussion point on the agenda.

How questions will be handled Avoid the situation
where the client asks a question and three consultants leap
forward to answer at the same time. A common practice
is to agree that the person who is leading the point under
discussion will be the first in line to respond to questions
and then the other team members will support with their
views as necessary. Questions that do not relate to a specific
discussion point are often addressed by the chairperson and
further directed, if necessary, to an appropriate member of
the consulting team.

Commitments to be made or avoided Consideration of
these items in advance can avoid awkward moments in the
discussion. In your preparation meeting you may agree, for
example, ‘Even if the client pushes us we will not provide a
cost estimate today. All requirements must be gathered first’
or ‘We will not discuss the solution details today. We are not
prepared for this. If questions come up we will propose a
separate workshop to address them later on’

Note-taking Good note-taking is an important skill for
consultants who aim to address their clients needs with
accuracy and attention to detail. Typically all of the consult-
ants present will record notes during the discussion. This not
only provides you with a valuable record of the discussion,
but also demonstrates active listening towards the client.
Some clients have been critical of consultants who simply sit
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and nod during a meeting: ‘Why are we providing all of this
information, when clearly nobody is taking it on board?’

It is also advisable to appoint a ‘chief note-taker’ in advance, a
responsibility that is often rotated within the team. This indi-
vidual will make sure that they take good and well-structured
notes and will be responsible for the end-of-meeting summary
as well as the publication of meeting minutes.

STRUCTURING THE INTERACTION

With the team assembled and a team plan in place, you now
need to decide how to structure the meeting interaction.

A structured interaction approach will be essential to gain the most
out of the meeting opportunity. At the same time the approach
should be as simple as possible, should expedite progress through
good organization, and should be fairly effortless to implement.

Figure 4.1 suggests the division of a meeting into three phases:
the set-up, the body, and the closure. At a high level these provide
a basic structure that lends itself to most meeting situations. The
case studies that follow in Part II will demonstrate how atten-
tion to detail within each section can benefit the outcome of the
meeting, but first we will introduce the purpose of each.

The set-up

The set-up phase of the meeting generally consists of two activities:
participant introductions and setting the context for the meeting.

Participant introductions

The nominated chairperson within the consulting team will
usually open the dialogue, extending courtesies. If the client has
not met members of the team before, concise introductions will
be needed. Give good consideration to the guidelines provided
in Chapter 3, Establishing Credibility, as you are presenting
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[ PARTICIPANT INTRODUCTIONS ]
SET-UP
[ CONTEXT ]
. CONTEXT
CHECK POINT
50Dy [DEPENDENT UPON THE
PURPOSE OF THE MEETING]
[ SUMMARY ]
CLOSURE
[ NEXT STEPS ]

Figure 4.1: Client meeting structure

your proposition and capabilities as a team and will be evalu-
ated accordingly. In some cases it may be appropriate to ask
client participants to make brief introductions if there are new
faces at the table. When executive-level client representatives
are present, however, it may be expected that the consultants
have been briefed on their roles in advance.

Agreeing the context

The next step will be to agree the context (or purpose) of the
meeting and to ensure that expectations are aligned on both
sides. Even if communicated in advance, it is usually worthwhile
to reiterate the context at the beginning of the meeting. Closely
coupled with the meeting objectives, the context is typically con-
veyed using a simple phrase such as ‘What we would like to do in
the meeting today is...”. An example is provided below.

‘We have reviewed the requirements that you provided to
our colleagues last week. What we would like to do in the
meeting today is to share with you some of our solution
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ideas, obtain your feedback and to ask you a few additional
questions. Would that be OK?’

As the example suggests, a check point should also be taken:
‘Would that be OK?’ Unless the context check point is taken, the
context has not been agreed. This check point is important for
two reasons:

« Asa matter of courtesy. The meeting is taking up not only the
consultants’ time but also the client’s time.

» More tactically, to ensure that expectations are aligned. In the
majority of cases clients may respond ‘Yes, thats fine, but if
any different expectations, needs or priorities exist then these
will be brought to the surface. The client might respond “That
sounds fine. We are particularly interested to hear about solu-
tions related to product development. The client has just
shared a new and perhaps important expectation that may
need to be considered carefully in the way that you direct the
continued discussion. In the absence of the check point, you
may have found yourself in the painful situation where after
presenting material for the first half of the meeting and receiv-
ing limited interest, the client eventually says ‘T hoped that we
would discuss product development initiatives ... When will
we get to that?’

A note on check points

Consulting is a dynamic and highly collaborative business. As
consultants, we generally put in good preparation based upon
our own ideas and beliefs, but these will need to be reconciled
with the client’s inputs, needs, knowledge of their own organi-
zation and ways of working. The use of check points is an excel-
lent way for us to achieve this and incorporates flexibility into
our approach. Based upon the feedback collected at each check
point, we decide how to proceed. Should we continue on our
planned path, or modify our approach? We cannot simply meet
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the client, execute our discussion plan and hope that at the end
of the meeting everyone will be satisfied.

The body

With the set-up phase completed, credibility has been estab-
lished, expectations are aligned and we are ready to move for-
ward. The body of the meeting is where the work is done, where
the majority of information is exchanged, where discussions
take place, agreements are reached, and action items allocated.
The structure of the body will vary depending upon the purpose
of the meeting and may include the collection of client require-
ments, the definition of problem scope, or the presentation of
analyses, solutions and recommendations. The three case stud-
ies that follow in Part II will demonstrate, in particular, differ-
ent ways in which the body of the meeting can be structured.

The closure

The closure of the meeting generally consists of two activities: A
clear summary, and agreement on next steps.

Summary

A summary is an important part of a meeting. Even if you only
have a minute available, make a habit of including a brief sum-
mary, unless there is pressure to conclude. When recounting the
summary, use your notes and pick up on the most important
details and points of agreement that came out of the discussion.
The summary is an excellent opportunity for you demonstrate
that you are sharp, on the ball, and have understood precisely
the inputs provided. This provides a mature client with the
confidence that you have understood what is required and are
therefore likely to deliver a good result.

All too often the summary provided at the end of a meeting is
weak, based upon poorly captured information that it vaguely
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articulated. Compare the following two examples of summaries
given by different consultants at the conclusion of a meeting
with a client in the airline industry.

Example 1

Thank you for the meeting today. We will look into cost
reduction and the improvement of selected business pro-
cesses, the intended fleet replacement programme, as well
as the outsourcing of maintenance activities.

Example 2

Thank you for the meeting today. We have understood that
your management wishes to reduce operating expenses by
10% within the coming year. You would like us to review
selected business processes, beginning with sales and admin-
istration, with a view to automation. Regarding the fleet, you
would be interested in an analysis concerning your intended
Boeing 767 replacement programme, with the Boeing 787
and Airbus A330 as options for medium-haul routes. And,
finally, we should look into new outsourcing possibilities for
maintenance in the Middle East and North America regions.

These two summaries could have been provided at the con-
clusion of the same meeting where the same information was
shared by the client. From the client’s perspective, which of the
consultants would you perceive to have a more accurate under-
standing of your needs? Be concise and accurate when summa-
rizing. Ensure that attention is paid to important details, based
upon well-recorded notes.

Next steps

The final agreement to be made concerns clear next steps and a
concrete plan for moving forward. This should encompass both
the consultants’ and the client’s perspectives, including a recap
of any action items that have been assigned.
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‘What we will do now is to take your feedback and integrate
it into our solution proposal, which will be sent to you via
email by 9 a.m. on Friday. We will circulate meeting min-
utes to all participants by the end of the day today. If you
could provide, as agreed, a regional breakdown of your sales
figures by close of business tomorrow then we will be in a
position to consider this in our analysis.’

The client can see that you are clear, organized and have a
plan, which in turn inspires confidence. Commitment is
secured by both parties on the action list prior to meeting
conclusion.

The post-meeting debrief

Upon conclusion of the meeting, a post-meeting debrief is a
way to ensure smooth continuation in the consulting process.
The debrief should be conducted as early as possible while
events are still fresh in everyone’s mind. Avoid the common
phenomenon where participants return to the office, head
for their desks, read emails, and little further is said about
the meeting that took place. Attended by the consultants
who participated in the meeting as well as other internal
stakeholders who have an interest, the debrief has two main
objectives:

o« To review the meeting outcomes, determine the approach
moving forward and assign internal follow-up tasks such as
the completion of agreed action items.

« As a mechanism for continuous learning and development

within the consulting team. Discuss in particular:

—The meeting objectives and how well they were achieved

—Key lessons based upon client feedback and ways that they
should be incorporated into the consulting approach

—Any difficulties that arose and how they should be handled
in the future

—Feedback to team members regarding both positive perfor-
mance and areas for improvement.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY

The preparation for and execution of a meeting should be
considered as a tactical exercise in order to achieve positive
outcomes efficiently.

Key preparation activities include:

o The definition of clear meeting objectives that describe what
is to be achieved in order for the session to be considered a
success

» The composition of a team, of appropriate size, whose par-
ticipation will be required to meet the objectives

o The formulation of a team plan that includes the clear defini-
tion of roles and an approach for handling questions.

Three phases can be used to structure a meeting at the high level:

o A set-up phase, comprising credible introductions, a clearly
articulated context for the discussion, and a context check
point to ensure that expectations are aligned on both sides

o The meeting body, structured with the purpose and objectives
of the meeting in mind

o A closure phase, comprising a clear and accurate summary
and proposed next steps.

A post-meeting debrief can be used to maximize the learning
from a session through the sharing of individual observations,
enabling feedback to be provided to team members as well as
the identification of lessons learned for consideration in future
engagements.



PART Il
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his part of the book will demonstrate how the funda-

mental principles introduced in Part I can be applied

successfully in practice. Three case studies are presented
that reflect common consulting situations, each requiring a
somewhat different approach.

Case Study 1, set in the consumer electronics industry, exam-
ines a meeting whose purpose is to explore a new consulting
opportunity and gather initial requirements.

Case Study 2, set in the insurance industry, examines a meeting
where consultants are required to discuss a solution approach
with a client.

Case Study 3, set in the airline business, examines a meet-
ing whose purpose is to engage with a client to agree upon
the scope of an analytical study to investigate a complex, yet
abstract issue.

The case studies are documented in some detail with the inten-
tion that the reader, after reviewing each case, will gain an
understanding of how to handle each of these situations.



CASE STUDY ONE

EXPLORING A NEW
CONSULTING OPPORTUNITY

CASE SCENARIO

A manufacturing company in the consumer electronics indus-
try is seeking to achieve improved efficiencies and to lower costs
by rationalizing the information technology (IT) systems used
to support its business and by optimizing related work pro-
cesses. At the same time it will be important to ensure that suf-
ficient capacity is available to support future expansion plans.
The main systems and processes under consideration relate to
the management of component inventories, the planning of
production schedules and human resources administration.

Meridian Consulting is one of three companies invited to ten-
der for the assignment, based upon its reputation in both the IT
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and manufacturing industries. An initial meeting has been set
up to discuss the potential opportunity with the chief informa-
tion officer (CIO) of the client organization.

Dean Farrell is a senior consultant at Meridian and has
been assigned to handle the new opportunity. Earlier in the
week some background information was conveyed to him
by the CIO during a short telephone conversation. The dia-
logue was informative, although somewhat high level. Dean
is used to this as many new consulting opportunities begin
this way, making the initial meeting with the client particu-
larly important to establish a more tangible basis for moving
forward.

MEETING PREPARATION
Meeting objectives

Dean defines the following objectives for the planned meeting
with the CIO.

o Make a credible impression as a suitable partner
o  Capture the client’s requirements more precisely

o Identify additional stakeholders to be engaged

As other consultancies are under consideration for this assign-
ment, it will be particularly important for Meridian to make
a credible impression, positioning itself as a suitable and well-
qualified partner to take on the assignment.

During the initial meeting the team will need to capture the cli-
ent’s requirements as accurately as possible.

Finally, as different areas of the business are likely to be impacted,
the team should identify any other stakeholders within the
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client organization who should be involved so that they can be
engaged as early as possible. This will reduce the risk of new
requirements being introduced late in the process, resulting in
unnecessary iterations in their consulting approach.

Composing the team

Having defined the meeting objectives, Dean assembles a team
to meet with the client. He plans to bring along two colleagues:
Allan Cooper, an IT architect with specific expertise in the
domain of manufacturing, and Jeanette Koh, a project manager
with substantial experience in the execution of multi-discipline
projects.

In a brief internal meeting the three consultants discuss the
background provided by the client as well as some pre-meeting
preparation that Allan has done.

At the basic preparation level, Allan briefs the team on the cli-
ent’s organization and shares the names of three key executives
who are likely to have an interest in the project. An overview
of the client’s product portfolio is presented, comprising four
distinct product lines. An analyst report ranked the client fifth
in its industry last year.

Detailed preparation has revealed that the client positions itself
to offer simplicity, reliability and value for money in its product
offerings. Sales are achieved through a network of 100 distribu-
tors and are targeted mainly towards domestic consumers and
small to medium-sized enterprises. Current industry trends
indicate an increase in competition and a shift in consumer
preferences towards high-tech products with many features.
These factors may have influenced the client’s revenue, which
has dropped by 6.5% year-on-year and narrowed the focus on
improving internal efficiencies. Also noted from the annual
report is an increase in receivables, suggesting poor collections
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performance. In a recent press release the client announced that
it would revamp its product portfolio within the coming year to
include new feature-rich offerings.

From an engagement-specific preparation perspective, Dean
briefs the other team members on the information exchanged
during the telephone conversation with the CIO. The CIO has
promised to share more detailed requirements collected from
various departments in his organization during the meeting.
With a broad potential assignment scope, the team members
agree that capturing clear priorities at an early stage will be
important. They brainstorm and make a list of questions that
they should ask to enable them to pursue the opportunity
accurately. Jeanette takes an action item to identify reference
cases related to the areas of inventory management, pro-
duction planning and human resource administration that
are documented in Meridians internal knowledge-sharing
database.

The team plan

The team members decide that they will not bring any presen-
tation slides to the meeting. This is quite common in an initial
meeting situation. As the client’s needs are not well understood
any presentation material would be generic. Instead they plan
to craft the dialogue as an across-the-table discussion.

They agree that Dean will take thelead in directing the discus-
sion and the other team members will contribute with their
views as appropriate and support the handling of questions.
Allan will be the chief note-taker on this occasion and will
be responsible for the summary at the meeting’s conclusion.

With only a small amount of effort invested and a short internal
meeting, the team feels well prepared and ready to engage.
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EXPLORING AN OPPORTUNITY:
THE SET-UP PHASE

The consulting team arrives at the client’s office the next morn-
ing and is received by the CIO. After exchanging pleasantries,
they begin their discussion. Dean takes the lead and introduces

his team.

Participant introductions

Dean:

Thank you for receiving us this morning. Before
we start the meeting, I would like to take a
moment to introduce the team that I have
brought along today.

This is Allan Cooper. Allan is a senior solu-
tion architect with 11 years of experience in the
domain of automation solutions, focused mainly
on production management and associated
processes.

Jeanette Koh has worked as a project manager
for 10 years. We asked her to participate today
as she has recently completed a similar IT trans-
formation project for a leading semiconductor
manufacturer in Germany.

As an organization, Meridian brings substan-
tial experience working with I'T support systems
and business processes in the manufactur-
ing industry. Should you have any questions
regarding our background, we would be happy
to address them.

Setting the context

Dean continues, proposing the context for the meeting.
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Dean: What we would like to do in the meeting today
is to understand and discuss your requirements
at a more detailed level. This will then enable us
to identify an optimal solution approach for you.
Would that be OK?

The CIO agrees, making an additional comment: T would also
be very interested to hear your position regarding data migra-
tion approaches for transferring the information in our existing
systems to the replacement ones.

The context check point has just revealed a specific client expec-
tation. The consultants make a note of this. If they are able to
address this point well during the meeting the expectation will
be satisfied. If not, this item should certainly be considered as a
follow-up action.

EXPLORING AN OPPORTUNITY:
THE MEETING BODY

Directing a discussion to explore a new consulting opportunity
requires a disciplined yet flexible approach. This is for two main
reasons:

o Early in the consulting process we are often working with
thin or limited information. You may have been informed
that a client ‘is interested in support with cost reduction” or
‘is seeking advice regarding marketing strategies. These are
broad statements that could have many implications, and as
a result the discussion could unfold in any of several differ-
ent directions. As consultants, we should be sufficiently pre-
pared to handle any one of these directions, at least at the
basic level.

« We may be meeting new client executives for the first
time. Clients vary significantly in terms of style and
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expectations, and we will need sufficient flexibility to
accommodate this, demonstrating the ability to build rela-
tionships with a wide variety of individuals, as illustrated
by the example below.

A consulting team conducted initial meetings with two
different organizations both operating in the pharmaceu-
ticals industry in Belgium. The client executive in the first
meeting demonstrated a relaxed and somewhat informal
approach to the discussion, sharing his ideas verbosely but
providing for the most part good and relevant information.
Occasional deviation from planned discussion items meant
that the meeting ran for a longer time than expected; how-
ever, a good rapport was achieved between the consultants
and the client.

The client executive in the second meeting was profes-
sional, polite but very straightforward in her approach and
seemed keen to put the consultants to the test. She opened
the meeting with two questions: ‘Could you outline your
firm’s qualifications for an assignment like this? What dif-
ferentiates you from other consulting firms that I might
consider?’

As the meeting continued, little information was volun-
teered by the client who was clearly evaluating the way that
the consultants would approach the issue. A productive
dialogue relied heavily on the consultants’ abilities to direct
the discussion and pose pertinent questions.

Both meetings yielded successful outcomes; however, the
consultants were required to adapt their style quite signifi-
cantly in order to build relationships with, and meet the
expectations of, each client stakeholder.
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Figure C-1.1: Exploring a new consulting opportunity

Figure C1.1 depicts the structure that the Meridian team mem-
bers have prepared for the body of their meeting with the CIO.
A systematic approach, based around four discussion points,
will be required to explore the opportunity with both accuracy
and completeness.

Business objectives

The team will first seek to understand the client’s business
objectives for the assignment and how these relate to the organ-
ization’s strategy as a whole. Client stakeholders often jump
straight to their requirements, but prior to this an understand-
ing of the underlying business objectives is required to ensure
that the requirements are interpreted in the correct context.
A client may say, for example:

‘We have contacted you because we need a new ware-
house management system. The system should support the
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automated scanning of inbound and outbound goods and
provide flexible reporting capabilities.’

An appropriate response from a consultant would be:

‘We would be pleased to discuss this with you, but, first of
all, what business objectives does your management aim to
achieve by changing the warehouse management system?
Are you aiming to reduce costs by implementing the solu-
tion, or to achieve higher bandwidth through reduced cycle
times? What targets have you defined, and how do these
relate to the overall strategy of the business?’

Later, when presenting a proposal, this information will be
needed by the consultants when explaining how their proposed
approach will positively contribute to the client’s business. Busi-
ness objectives must therefore be clearly understood.

Areas to address (scope)

With the objectives understood, the team will move on to dis-
cuss the intended scope of the assignment. Which areas of the
business will need to be addressed in order to achieve the stated
business objectives? They plan to ask for the client’s view of this
first and then complement this with suggestions, based upon
Meridian’s experience. The practice of asking before comment-
ing is an effective way to ensure that both client and consultant
knowledge is correctly leveraged and that the scope is correctly
tailored to the client’s needs. It is also a good way to avoid the
perception that the consultants are trying to enforce their own
ideas without consideration of the client’s unique situation.

The scope of any significant transformation usually requires
consideration of three factors: Systems, processes and peo-
ple. Some clients may focus on only the systems dimension;
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however, few business problems are solved purely through
the implementation of IT systems. The team is aware that this
may need to be raised, once again relative to the agreed busi-
ness objectives.

Requirements

With agreement on the high-level scope, the nature of the
potential assignment will now be emerging. The team will dis-
cuss each area to be addressed and collect the client’s require-
ments in each case. Requirements can be quite diverse and may
relate to new functions needed within IT systems, the perfor-
mance targets of processes, human capabilities, and so forth.

Other stakeholders

Finally, consideration needs to be given to other stakeholders
within the client organization. When consulting towards larger
organizations, multiple departments may be affected by an
assignment and corresponding stakeholders will need to be
engaged, their cooperation secured and their views understood.
An engagement plan will be needed to collect the right require-
ments from the right people in order to formulate a solution
that will correctly address the needs of the organization as a
whole.

The proposed approach built around these four points embodies
an important logic to ensure both accuracy and completeness:

o If we have not understood a client’s business objectives we
are unlikely to define, with accuracy, a suitable scope to meet
those objectives.

o If the scope has not been correctly defined we will fail to
collect the right requirements in the right business areas.
Furthermore, it will be difficult to assess which additional
stakeholders, if any, should be involved.
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EXPLORING AN OPPORTUNITY:
THE CLIENT DIALOGUE

Dean initiates the body of the meeting with an open question,
encouraging the client to share his thoughts freely and set the scene.

Dean: We understand that you are planning a type
of IT transformation. How can Meridian be of
assistance?

The CIO outlines the background of the intended assignment.

CIO: We are facing high competition as well as price
pressure in our industry. We will soon introduce
new and more complex products into our portfolio.
This will require some of our most important IT
support systems to be either upgraded or replaced.
In addition, our CEQO is looking to all departments
to seek ways to improve internal efficiency.

This statement, whilst providing a valid starting point, is still
somewhat ambiguous. The consultants will need a much more
tangible understanding of the client’s needs to provide an effec-
tive solution. They begin their intended process of exploration.

Objectives

Dean: We understand. Indeed, many corporations are
able to harness new capabilities and improve
efficiencies through the targeted deployment of
IT. Given the current strategy of your company,
how would you define the specific business objec-
tives for this assignment?

The client pauses thoughtfully for a second, not having framed
his organizations needs in the form of specific business
objectives.
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CIO:

The successful introduction of our new prod-
uct portfolio will be instrumental to our CEO’s
vision to grow our sales. Here in the IT depart-
ment our primary objective is to upgrade critical
IT systems as required to support its introduc-
tion, ensuring that needed functionalities and
sufficient capacity are in place. This is my pri-
mary responsibility. Finally, we will need to iden-
tify opportunities to lower our operational costs.

The consultants note these objectives. They ask a final question
to quantify the stated objectives.

Dean:

CIO:

Do you have any timelines in mind, or targets in
terms of increased sales, capacity improvements
or operational costs savings?

Yes. We would like any new IT platforms to be
deployed within one year to align with our new
product launch plan. I am unable to share spe-
cific sales targets, but our company has the ambi-
tion to increase sales by 50% in the next three
years. And regarding improved efficiencies, I
would be keen to hear your experience as to the
types of gains that can generally be realized from
an assignment like this.

The consultants respond, sharing some indicative examples
from other projects based upon Jeanette’s research during prep-
aration. Further analysis will, however, be required to establish
the gains that would be realistic within this client’s business.

By asking a few simple questions the client’s initial statement of
need has been translated into three specific objectives, refined
through discussion, and quantified where possible. The value
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OBJECTIVE TARGET TIME
Grow sales 50% 3years
Upgrade or replace IT systems as required for new portfolio o 1year
Reduce operational costs TBD TBD

TBD =To be determined

Figure C-1.2: Collected business objectives

that the client organization seeks to derive by conducting the
assignment is becoming clearer.

The consultants briefly summarize the business objectives that
have been agreed (see Figure C-1.2). This is only an initial state-
ment of objectives that is likely to be further refined during fur-
ther discussions as the opportunity unfolds.

Scope

With an initial understanding of the business objectives, the
consultants proceed to the next point in their approach.

Dean: Which IT systems do you feel will need to be con-
sidered in order to meet these business objectives?

CIO: I have had dialogues with the various heads of
departments to establish their areas of need. It
has become clear that we will need to replace
our component inventory management system.
The current system will not be able to support
the increased number of components required by
our new products. We will also need to address
the area of production planning and put in place
new functionalities to handle more complex
production schedules. And our head of human
resources is requesting better support systems to
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Dean:

CIO:

eliminate a number of manual administration
processes.

How would you prioritize these areas?

The inventory management system is our top
priority. It is a system that is already under stress
and should have been replaced some time ago.
The production planning system would rank sec-
ond, and the human resources system third.

The CIO has suggested three areas to be included in the scope.
Having noted his position, the consultants make additional
suggestions based upon their experience and the preparation
done prior to the meeting.

Dean:

We note from your annual report that receiva-
bles have been increasing over the last three years
disproportionately to sales. Is this a concern for
your management, and should the financial
collections systems and processes be considered
within this assignment?

The client responds, impressed by the diligence of the

consultants.

CIO:

This is a valid comment, and indeed a point of
concern for our management. If you have any
solutions that you would like to propose in this
area we would be open to consider them.

Allan makes another enquiry.

Allan:

We understand that you plan to introduce new
and somewhat more complex products in your
portfolio offering. Do you feel that this will
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require any investments in the area of customer
relationship management (CRM)?

The client responds, referring to an internal discussion.

CIO:

I had also envisioned that we might need to act
in the area of CRM; however, our head of mar-
keting feels that we have sufficient capabilities for
the short term. He would like to address this area
next year when we plan some major changes to
our sales channels.

Recognizing that successful transformation within an organi-
zation is rarely achieved by the implementation of IT systems
alone, Dean raises the process- and people-related dimensions.

Dean:

To transform successfully and to achieve the
objectives that you have stated, a number of
other aspects beyond systems will usually need
to be considered. You may need to adapt your
working processes and to leverage the function-
alities offered by new systems. New competences
may be required, and there may be opportunities
to improve efficiencies through process optimi-
zation or by simplifying your organization. Are
these aspects that you would like us to consider
as part of this assignment?

The CIO is open to this suggestion.

CIO:

My team tends to focus on the systems implemen-
tation aspect, but you are quite correct, failure
to consider processes and staff competence may
delay realization of the business benefits from
these new solutions. I would be open to receive
your proposals in this area.
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IN SCOPE

1. Inventory management
—IT capabilities Required
—Process & organization Open for discussion
—People competence Open for discussion

1. Production planning

—IT capabilities Required
— Process & organization Open for discussion
— People competence Open for discussion

1. Human resources administration

—IT capabilities Required
—Process & organization Open for discussion
—People competence Open for discussion

2. Financial collections

—IT capabilities Open for discussion

—Process & organization Open for discussion

—People competence Open for discussion
OUT OF SCOPE:

Customer relationship management

Figure C-1.3: Initial scope

The consulting team is pleased to hear this reaction, knowing
that a solution able to drive the desired business outcomes will
require the consideration of these additional aspects. By listen-
ing to the client’s view and then contributing with their recom-
mendations an initial agreement has been made on a scope for
the assignment (Figure C-1.3).
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Requirements

The consultants continue to discuss the client’s requirements in
each area that has been identified within the potential scope.
The types of questions that they ask could be categorized as
follows:

As-is analysis Within each area under consideration, how
do things work today? Aspects discussed include current
processes and working procedures, the structure of respon-
sible organizations, existing systems in use and associated
workflows.

Pain points Are there identified pain points that should
be addressed in their solution approach? What things do not
work well or may not work well in the future? Pain points
can relate to error rates, costs of operation, poor response
time, poor customer satisfaction, and so forth.

New functionalities required What new functionalities
are required in business processes or IT systems? These
typically relate to the new capabilities that an organization
wishes to deploy.

Other non-functional requirements Non-functional
requirements may relate to considerations such as perfor-
mance, quality or innovation.

The CIO provides an overview of the processes and systems
that are currently in use for component inventory management.
The existing system is not user-friendly and requires incoming
stock to be logged manually. The component ordering proce-
dure is often carried out inaccurately, resulting in stock levels
of up to 20% in excess of what is required. The replacement
system should support the reporting of delivery statistics on
an hourly basis and manage component build lists for at least
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100 product configurations. Automation should allow the size
of the team managing the warehouse to be reduced, delivering
an associated reduction in cost. Finally, it is agreed that new
competences should be developed to improve the performance
of operations and to minimize error rates.

Similar requirements are recorded for each in-scope area. Allan
takes the opportunity to explain Meridian’s approach for defin-
ing a data migration strategy, referring to lessons learned from
previous projects. The client is pleased to hear this account as it
relates to a particular point of concern.

Stakeholders

As the proposed assignment will impact several departments
within the client organization, the team enquires about other
stakeholders who should be involved.

Jeanette: Are there any other stakeholders whom we
should consult in your organization who may
have requirements to contribute?

CIO: Yes. You should definitely meet with our chief oper-
ations officer. Both component inventory manage-
ment and production planning are processes that
are managed by his organization. It may also be
advisable for you to talk to our head of marketing
who can elaborate on the details of our new prod-
uct portfolio, and our head of human resources in
order to hear her requirements first hand.

Anticipating the discussions that will take place with these
individuals, Jeanette asks the CIO proactively about their views.

Jeanette: We would be pleased to meet with them. How do
they feel about the proposed changes? Have they
expressed any particular views or concerns?
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CIO: Operations will be very keen to discuss the compo-
nent inventory management. They are having a lot
of problems in this area. Marketing, on the other
hand, will be focused on timelines. They want to
launch the new products as quickly as possible.
Human resources is keen to look for new tools to
play a more strategic role in our organization.

The consultants nod, knowing that this information will be
helpful in preparing for their subsequent meetings with opera-
tions, marketing and human resources. When meeting these
stakeholders they will not need to start with a blank sheet of
paper, but rather can use the insights provided by the CIO to
anticipate needs, questions and concerns.

EXPLORING AN OPPORTUNITY:
THE CLOSURE PHASE

Summary

Allan refers to his notes and provides a concise summary.

“Thank you for the meeting today. We have understood that
your organization aims to implement IT systems and pro-
cess improvements within a year in order to support the
introduction of a new product portfolio. New processes are
expected to deliver improved efficiencies and should have
sufficient capacity to support a growth in sales of up to 50%
during the next three years.

The areas of the business that you would like us to focus on
are component inventory management, production planning,
human resources administration and financial collections.

In the area of inventory management a new solution should
support automated logging of incoming stock, enable
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improved accuracy in order processing, and manage build
lists for up to 100 product configurations...’

Allan continues to summarize the requirements collected in
each area.

Next steps

Allan continues:

‘We would be pleased to meet with your chief operations
officer and your heads of marketing and human resources to
understand their detailed requirements.

What we will do now is to take the information that you
have provided, arrange these meetings and begin work on
our solution analysis. We would recommend a brief meeting
in one week to update you on our progress and may contact
you with additional questions in the meantime.

The client acknowledges the summary, thanks the consultants
for attending and the meeting concludes.

THE MEETING OUTCOME

The consultants return to their office and conduct a debrief-
ing session. They are satisfied with the outcome of the meet-
ing and feel that their meeting objectives were achieved. A
particular asset was their success in framing the opportunity
by identifying the client’s business objectives, initial scope and
requirements in a single meeting by crafting their dialogue sys-
tematically. Dean takes an action item to make contact with the
three other client executives to schedule appointments. Jeanette
and Allan agree to carry out preparations for these meetings.
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The client also reflects on his meeting with Meridian. They
seem to have a strong and experienced team, something that
will be crucial for this important assignment. The team had
clearly taken the trouble to develop an understanding of his
organization in advance, recorded the information provided
with accuracy and answered his questions well. He has agreed
to meet with two other consulting firms who are potential can-
didates for this assignment and wonders how the experiences of
engaging with them will compare.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY

Using a case study, this chapter has illustrated how some of the
concepts introduced in Part I can be applied in practice. Asin a
real-life consulting situation:

o Preparation was performed and contributed to both efficient
progress during the meeting and positive client perceptions.

« The agreement of meeting objectives and a team plan ena-
bled the consultants to work professionally and effectively to
achieve their goal.

o The meeting was organized into three phases: The set-up
phase, the meeting body and the closure.

o During the set-up phase a check point taken at the context
revealed an additional client expectation, providing a valu-
able input to the consultants. They were able to satisfy this
expectation later during the progress of the meeting.

o The body of the meeting was structured according to its
purpose: To explore a new consulting opportunity. This was
achieved efficiently through the use of a systematic approach
built around four discussion points:

—Capture of business objectives

—Agreement on the required assignment scope
—Collection of requirements

—Identification of additional stakeholders.

o During the discussion the ‘ask-then-comment’ technique was
used to understand the client’s initial position before attempt-
ing to influence or recommend. Understanding a client’s ini-
tial thinking is important and provides the foundation for a
discussion where agreement can be reached efficiently.



CASE STUDY TWO

PRESENTING A SOLUTION
APPROACH

CASE SCENARIO

Dasser Consulting has been engaged by a medium-sized insur-
ance company in the UK that is under pressure to reshape its
business. Focused purely on life and health insurance offerings,
the company has done well over the recent decade, due partly
to a strong product offering but also to a prospering economy.
But now that a recession is shrinking the size of the address-
able market, insurance companies are competing harder for
a reduced stream of new business and the client is concerned
about its future.

A week ago two senior consultants from Dasser met with the
client to gain an understanding of the assignment, establishing

85
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the client’s business objectives, scope, initial requirements and
the stakeholders who should be engaged in subsequent discus-
sions. Since then they have carried out basic solution analysis
specific to the client’s situation and have considered possible
approaches and their benefits.

They have now scheduled a meeting to discuss their proposed
solution approach with the director of operations in the client
organization.

MEETING PREPARATION
Meeting objectives

The Dasser team has defined the following objectives for their
meeting.

o Make a credible impression as a suitable partner

o Test and validate initial solution proposals

o Collect additional information required to refine the
solution approach at the detailed level

Although Dasser has already been selected for this assign-
ment, the team members will ensure that they make a cred-
ible impression, an objective that is generally associated with
any client meeting. This constitutes an important part of the
relationship-building process for the project that will follow. In
addition, two attending team members have not met the client
executive before, and the credibility that they build will influ-
ence the way in which their contributions are received.

An important objective for the meeting will be to present and
validate their initial solution proposals. Each proposal has
been drafted based upon the consultants’ understanding of the
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client’s business and objectives, coupled with their experience
from previous consulting projects. The clients validation of
each proposal, however, will be critical. Will the solution ideas
be feasible within the target organization? And what success
factors or obstacles will need to be considered?

Finally, additional information will be needed to further
develop each solution proposal that is to be pursued.

Composing the team

One of the senior consultants who attended the initial meeting,
Sue Jarvis, will lead the discussion. She will be accompanied
by two other consultants, Daniel Ross, a consultant with six
years of experience in the area of organizational development,
and Sean Adler, who brings five years of experience working
with automation solutions in the financial services and insur-
ance industries. The two consultants have been closely involved
in the solution analysis activities since the initial meeting and
have formulated the recommendations that are to be presented.

The pre-meeting preparation that was prepared prior to the
initial engagement was documented and shared with the two
new team members. They had familiarized themselves with the
client situation and reviewed the minutes from the initial meet-
ing before starting work on their solution proposals.

The team plan

Sue will act as the chairperson on behalf of the consulting team.
The various solution proposals will be presented by Daniel and
Sean, who will handle questions within their areas of expertise,
supported by Sue as needed. Sue has decided to take the lead in
note-taking on this occasion, allowing the consultants to focus
on their contributions and the associated discussions.
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PRESENTING A SOLUTION APPROACH:
THE SET-UP PHASE

On the day of the meeting the consultants arrive punctually at the
client’s office. They are greeted warmly by the director. Sue intro-
duces the two new team members and proceeds to set the context.

Sue: We have reviewed the information that you pro-
vided last week and have carried out some initial
solution analysis. What we would like to do in
the meeting today is to share some of our solu-
tion ideas, obtain your feedback and ask a few
additional questions. Would that be OK?

Client: That’s fine. Following our management meeting
this morning, I would be particularly interested
to hear about any solutions that you have pre-
pared related to cost control.

Again an important expectation has been captured at the con-
text check point. During consulting engagements clients’ pri-
orities may change, hence the importance of taking these check
points. Having prepared solutions options targeting both rev-
enue development and cost control, the consultants understand
immediately that they may need to adapt the focus of their
presentation towards the reduction of costs.

PRESENTING A SOLUTION APPROACH:
THE MEETING BODY

The consultants have structured the body of their meeting
around two main discussion points and have prepared a set of
presentation slides to support the dialogue (Figure C-2.1).

First, they plan a brief review of the business objectives that
were agreed in the first meeting. This will enable them to
capture any changes in direction or priorities that may have
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Figure C-2.1: Presenting a solution approach

occurred. Irrespective of such changes, it is advisable to spend
a few minutes reminding participants of the agreed business
objectives before presenting solution proposals, to ensure that
the proposals are evaluated in the correct context. All too often
consultants present solutions without reference to the underly-
ing business objectives. Their presentations may be delivered
well but leave the client thinking: “That was an interesting pres-
entation, but would the solutions presented really solve my
problem?’ In consulting, the linkage between business objec-
tives and solutions is critical at every point.

Having done this, they will move swiftly to the main focus of
the meeting and present the solutions proposals that they have



90 | CASE STUDIES

prepared. Having considered the client’s objectives holistically,
they have defined solutions in five areas that they plan to put for-
ward. As the duration of the meeting is only one hour, the skill
of time and content management will therefore be important.

PRESENTING A SOLUTION APPROACH:
THE CLIENT DIALOGUE

Sue continues, referring to the first slide in their presentation
(Figure C-2.2).

Sue: Further to the discussion last week, our under-
standing of your business objectives for this
assignment is to reduce costs and deploy ini-
tiatives to increase sales. You indicated that
operational costs should be reduced by 10%
within the year, as well as an ambition to
increase revenue from sales by 10% in the same
time period. Are you in agreement with these
objectives?

The head of operations responds.

Client: Yes. However, following a management meet-
ing this morning, the pressure on cost reduction
has increased. Our management now expects a
reduction in operational costs of closer to 20%.

REVIEW OF BUSINESS OBJECTIVES
OBJECTIVE TARGET TIME FRAME
Increase sales 10% 1year
Reduce operational costs 10% 1year
Dasser

Figure C-2.2: Review of business objectives
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SOLUTION AREAS

Development of new products
Streamlining of sales organization
Automation of administrative processes
Recruitment and training of sales staff
Introduction of new sales channels

Dasser

Figure C-2.3: Candidate solution areas

The consultants make a note of this feedback and continue to
their next presentation slide (Figure C-2.3).

Sue:

Based upon our analysis, we have identified
five candidate areas in which we believe that we
could help you progress towards achieving your
objectives. We have prepared some material in
each area which my colleagues will present.

First, you might consider the development of
new products to provide clearer differentiation
from competitors. Second, we have identified
opportunities to streamline your existing sales
organization and achieve the same reach that
you have today but with lower cost. The auto-
mation of certain administrative processes could
also deliver significant savings. We have consid-
ered how the recruitment and training of staff
could result in a more targeted and effective sales
approach. And finally, we have considered new
sales channels such as partnerships with other
financial institutions.

At this point the consultants take an important navigation
check point that will affect the flow of the discussion that

follows.
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Sue: Before we discuss these areas in detail, we would
like to ask for your initial feedback. Do you agree
that these areas are relevant? Do you feel that
any area has been missed? And if not, which of
the areas would be of greatest interest to you?

The client pauses momentarily and then responds.

Client : A new product development initiative is already
under way. We did not raise this with you ear-
lier as we have kept our plans somewhat confi-
dential. We have carried out extensive market
research and competitor analysis and intend to
bring a new updated product offering to the mar-
ket within three months.

The streamlining of our sales organization is
certainly of interest, as is the automation of pro-
cesses. We have deployed some initiatives in these
areas ourselves but with limited success. We need
support with these activities.

Recruitment and training could be discussed;
however, we feel that the number of sales people
that we have is sufficient. Any recruitment would
need to be limited to specific areas where we lack
specialist competence such as corporate sales.
This, however, is not a high priority.

We have considered partnerships with banks in
the past, but this was not approved at our top
management level. The reasons are somewhat
political, but overall the approach was consid-
ered to carry too high a risk. It would not be
appropriate to raise it again at this time.
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The consultants respond to this feedback.

Sue: Thank you. Based upon what you have said, we will
omit the discussion on product development unless
you are interested in additional inputs. We can start
our discussion today with the topics of streamlining
and automation. We will not discuss partnerships
as this is clearly out of scope, and if time permits we
can discuss recruitment as this is currently a lower
priority for you. Would this approach be OK?

The client agrees and a productive discussion of each topic
follows, based upon the material that has been prepared, led by
Daniel and Sean.

A note on navigation

The use of presentation slides to support the discussion of solu-
tion approaches can be very powerful in consulting. At the same
time there is a danger of bringing a 20-slide presentation to a
client and simply executing it from beginning to end, whether
the client finds it relevant or not. Some consultants have a repu-
tation for this. We worked for hours designing these slides, they
think, so we must present them.

A good consulting approach requires an element of flexibility.
We can formulate strategies, leverage industry best practices
and prepare solutions based upon our experience, but ulti-
mately these are targeted towards a client’s business and no one
understands the client’s business better than the client.

As illustrated in this case study; it is therefore advisable to intro-
duce each approach briefly and then take a check point, which
we will refer to as a navigation check point. Some options may be
eliminated immediately and will not need to be discussed at all,
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and the relative importance of other topics can be established. All
you are doing is navigating efficiently to the most relevant areas
by leveraging the client’s knowledge of his or her organization.

Good navigation is an important skill when delivering pres-
entations to clients. The amount of navigation possible varies
according to the material to be presented and, in particular, the
dependencies between different topics. In the end you may not
use all of your presentation slides or use them in the order that you
had initially intended, but you are likely to address your clients’
needs more accurately and therefore receive higher appreciation.

Do not feel constrained because the topics in your presenta-
tion are already sequenced in a particular order. Most clients
will not mind if you flick past a few slides to reach a particular
topic and are more likely to be impressed that you are address-
ing their needs appropriately. Furthermore, many of today’s
presentation tools provide the option to alter the order of the
presented slides in real time.

By navigating to the most relevant issues early in the meeting
you will also optimize the use of time. If time runs short the
most important topics will be have been discussed and it will be
the least important topics that are postponed.

Consulting is a dynamic business:
Good Preparation + Flexibility = Consulting Performance

THE MEETING OUTCOME

During the meeting each of the relevant candidate solution
areas was addressed at some length. With regard to the organi-
zation, it was agreed that the number of sales offices could be
reduced if certain tasks could be centralized. The client com-
mitted to providing additional cost and sales information per-
taining to each office to enable further analysis on this point.
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The consultants made suggestions, based upon their experi-
ence, regarding processes that it could be advantageous to auto-
mate. It was agreed that automation should be focused on sales
support processes initially and an approach was outlined. The
client decided to structure the assignment into two phases and
to postpone recruitment and training activities until phase two.

After the meeting the consultants held a debrief at their office and
reviewed their meeting objectives. They felt that they were able
to make a credible impression and demonstrate a well-organized
and sufficiently flexible approach to arrive at a suitable solution
approach quickly. Good feedback and additional information were
collected for each of the solution areas prioritized by the client.

The client had commended the consultants at the end of the
meeting, impressed by the breadth of their approach, yet with
an ability to adapt and arrive quickly at a solution approach
suited to the needs of his organization. ‘Some of the consultants
we have worked with bring in very lengthy presentations ..., he
commented.

THE ROLE OF AN ADVISER:
CHALLENGING YOUR CLIENT

The case study presented in this chapter described a situation
where the consultants and the client were able to reach agree-
ment quite easily on the solution areas that should be prior-
itized. This may not always be the case.

Consider a situation where a client dismisses a solution
approach that based upon the consultants” experience, could be
crucial. Should the consultants accept this view and abandon
the idea? Provided that you have established sufficient cred-
ibility, it is normally acceptable to contest your clients opinion,
and this is a key part of your role as an adviser. Provided that
you adopt a constructive and diplomatic approach, clients will
usually respect you for this.
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A consulting company in North America working in the
automotive industry advised a long-standing client to
replace an ageing, yet business-critical support system. The
consultants suggested that this action was wise consider-
ing the company’s ongoing technology strategy, but would
more importantly eliminate the risk of potential capacity
shortages in the short to medium term. The client reviewed
this advice but elected to decline the recommendation,
stating that the existing system would meet their needs for
the foreseeable future. The consultants acknowledged this
respectfully.

A vyear later the client ran into serious capacity problems
and had to make large financial outlays to remedy the situ-
ation. It was only then that they realized that in the first dis-
cussion the consultants’ recommendation had been correct
and their response short-sighted. ‘Why did you not push
us?’ remarked the client in a later discussion with the con-
sultants. ‘Why did you not come back to us last year and
insist on the importance of taking action?’

As a consultant you are an adviser. An adviser who simply agrees
with the client’s position every time is of little value. If you think
that your client is about to make a mistake then challenge them,
constructively, with good arguments and use the credibility that
you have built to do so. Keep in mind, however, that this situa-
tion can also work in reverse, as illustrated by the example below.

A consulting team was engaged to design a business solu-
tion for a client in Scandinavia. The solution approach was
formulated in three parts, each designed to address a spe-
cific issue recognized within the client organization. Having
already conducted a number of successful projects together
with the client, a good relationship was already in place.
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When the first part of the solution approach was presented
it received positive feedback and the clients provided fur-
ther inputs for use in its refinement. The second part
received similar feedback and plans were discussed for its
implementation. When the third part of the approach was
presented, however, the clients listened in earnest, consid-
ered the recommendations but elected not to adopt them.
‘We will move forward based upon the first two solution
areas, they concluded.

After the meeting the consultants discussed the feedback
that had been provided. They were somewhat disap-
pointed by the response to the third part of their approach,
having seen it produce excellent results in another orga-
nization. They decided to re-engage and raise the mat-
ter with the client again. In a subsequent meeting they
put their best efforts into presenting the approach and
emphasizing its benefits. The clients listened willingly, but
at the end of the meeting their position was unchanged.
The feedback, in short, was ‘that type of approach will
not work well here’ The matter was concluded and the
assignment moved forward based upon the areas that had
been agreed.

During the subsequent months the consultants worked
closely with the client, interacting regularly with the parts
of their organization affected by the project. As their famil-
iarity with the client’s organization increased they real-
ized that the client had been right. The rejected solution
approach would probably never have been embraced by the
people working there. It was simply not a good fit for their
culture and ways of working.
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In consulting we are passionate about formulating recommenda-
tions and designing solutions to meet our clients’ business needs.
As emphasized in this chapter, regardless of the expertise and
experience we bring to the table, every client situation is unique
and nobody understands the client’s business better than the
client. This makes the process of validating any solution approach
and leveraging client knowledge particularly important.

Moreover, one of the principal limitations to the value that we
can add is our clients’” willingness to act. Be ready to support
recommendations with good arguments, seek to understand
and address concerns, but remember that ultimately as consult-
ants we are advisers and the client is the business owner and
decision-maker.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY

Supported by a case study, this chapter has illustrated the fol-
lowing points:

« Consulting is a dynamic business. How well you perform as a
consultant is largely due to how good your preparation is and
how flexible you are. Use check points to help maintain such
flexibility. Do not just deliver your presentation from begin-
ning to end and congratulate yourself on a good job.

» Navigation is a technique that is valuable when presenting
solution options to clients. Instead of forcing the client to lis-
ten to a long presentation, it enables us to home in quickly
on areas of interest and to address them efficiently. Good
navigation also leads to a more interesting and engaging
presentation.

 Regardless of the expertise and experience consultants bring
to the table, no one knows the client’s business better than the
client. It is important that we can bring these views together
to create a tailored solution.

o A good consultant should be a good adviser. Challenging
your client’s view constructively and respectfully, supported
by good argumentation, is part of an adviser’s role. There are,
however, limitations. Presenting a proposal again and again
that has not secured interest may damage the relationship,
and cultural factors may need to be considered. A delicate
balance is required, and it is important to know when to back
down.






CASE STUDY THREE

SCOPING A STUDY

nalysis constitutes an important part of the work that

we do in consulting and enables us to fully understand

an issue and associated alternatives before we prescribe
a solution. Often packaged into an activity referred to as a study,
this may involve situational analysis conducted to gain a deeper
understanding of a client’s existing situation, requirements anal-
ysis to establish a client’s specific needs, competitor analysis to
benchmark competitor performance and examine competitor
strategies, and solution analysis to explore and evaluate solu-
tion options. The upfront efforts invested in analysis can have a
notable influence on the accuracy and subsequent value that a
solution can deliver.

Clients may, however, be sceptical towards commissioning
consultants to conduct analysis and expect us instead to jump

101
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directly to the recommendation of a solution. Common reac-
tions include: “You are experts in this industry. Why is the anal-
ysis of external factors required? You should know these things
already’, or ‘You should not need to analyse the specifics of our
organization. You have worked with us many times before” Most
seasoned consultants have heard statements like this more than
once. These claims, whilst somewhat legitimate, can reduce the
analytical efforts required but rarely render them redundant.

Experience suggests that there are two common reasons for such
scepticism. The first and most obvious is cost control. By omit-
ting a study, the client will reduce the financial outlay related to
the consulting service. Some may believe that this omission will
have no significant impact on the solution delivered, or in some
cases may assume that the consultancy will conduct a limited
study in any case at their own expense.

A second and less obvious reason relates to the nature of the
assignment itself. When a client commissions consultants
to carry out a study it is, by default, a somewhat open-ended
assignment. The client does not know exactly what it will get
for its money; the consultants may deliver a report contain-
ing impressive information that helps to understand and solve
a problem, or alternatively a report containing data and find-
ings that the client does not find useful at all. Most seasoned
clients can refer to at least one situation when they commis-
sioned analysis and were somewhat dissatisfied with the deliv-
ered output. A senior executive in Italy referred to one such
situation, pointing to a report lying on a coffee table in her office.

T engaged some local consultants to carry out a market
study to assist us in our business planning. That is the report
that they delivered. It cost us a small fortune. How are we
supposed to use this information to support our planning
process? It will be a long time before we engage consultants
for an assignment like this again.
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If we are to gain support from clients to conduct essential ana-
lytical activities, we will need a way to demonstrate the value of
the analysis upfront and not just upon completion of the study.
Furthermore, we will need to ensure that any analysis we do
is scoped accurately to address the client’s need, thus ensuring
that the output will be recognized as valuable. The case study
presented in this chapter will illustrate how this can be achieved
through the use of a technique that is commonly used in the
consulting industry.

CASE SCENARIO

A senior manager working for a leading passenger airline is
concerned about the profitability of the business. The indus-
try as a whole is under pressure, fuel prices are high, and with
operations spanning more than 20 countries he needs to make
strategic decisions that will deliver short-term profit improve-
ments. Having executed a number of internal initiatives, he has
decided to approach external consultants and to evaluate the
additional value that they could add. He has elected to engage
with Kura Consulting, a firm with experience in a number of
industries including the airline business, although not an air-
line specialist. There are a number of airline-specific consul-
tancies that he could have approached, but he is keen to see
how lessons learned from other industries could be leveraged
beyond the traditional practices within his industry. The ques-
tion posed to the consultants, however, is an open-ended one:
‘What steps should we take to increase our profit?’

Kura has assigned two consultants to the task. Tony Peterson
is a principal consultant with nine years of experience in man-
agement consulting, one year of which relates to airline opera-
tions. Fran Meyer is a junior analyst who graduated recently
from a reputable university and has worked for six months with
Kura. They familiarize themselves with the clients business by
carrying out routine preparation activities and agree upon their
objectives for the meeting.
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MEETING PREPARATION
Meeting objectives

The Kura team has defined the following objectives for their
meeting.

« Make a credible impression as a consulting team
o Agree on the scope of a study aimed to identify profit
improvement opportunities

o Collect additional information related to the proposed
areas within the scope

Agreement with the client on a suitable scope for the poten-
tial study is an important objective for this meeting. There are
many factors in a commercial airline company that could be
analysed with regard to improved profitability, and an exhaus-
tive study would take months if not years to carry out. A more
accurately directed approach will be required to identify the
most beneficial areas of focus and to meet the client’s expecta-
tions for short-term improvements.

One option would be to simply ask the client “Which areas
should our study cover in order to help you improve profitabil-
ity?’ Many clients may not, however, have a clear answer to this
question. Furthermore, they are likely to expect guidance on
how to approach the issue and may respond with a statement
such as “You tell me. You are the experts!” As in many consulting
situations, the team will need to find a way to combine their own
experience, guidance and analytical capabilities with the client’s
knowledge of the business to determine an optimal way forward.

The team plan

Tony and Fran spend an afternoon preparing for their discus-
sion with the client. They plan to use a logic tree, a consulting
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technique that can be applied in several different ways. During
an internal brainstorming session they plan to sketch out an ini-
tial tree as a hypothesis, detailing, based upon their knowledge
of the domain, potential causes of the issue that would be can-
didates for analysis. They then plan to present this work to the
client as a basis for collecting input and tailoring the approach
to accurately target the organization’s specific needs.

On a whiteboard the consultants make a note of the issue to
be analysed, low profit, and then begin to identify potential
contributing causes. For an airline company an exhaustive list
of causes could be identified, spanning from high fuel costs
to insufficient marketing. To ensure completeness in their
approach, they employ a structured, top-down approach
by first identifying the main groups of potential causes that
should be considered and then later breaking them down. In
this case high costs and low revenues are identified as the most
appropriate groups to structure a profitability issue and are
sketched as the main branches of their tree, as illustrated in
Figure C-3.1.

High
Costs

Low
Profit

Low
Revenues

Figure C-3.1: Logic tree: Main branches
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The analysis of most issues could be structured in several dif-
ferent ways. Another approach might have been to categorize
the potential causes according to internal factors and external
factors, or to group them according to areas of the business
where the causes of reduced profit could originate such as sales,
marketing and operations. When defining the main branches of
a logic tree, whilst there is no ‘right answer, it is important to
ensure that:

1. The main groups defined cover, to the best of your knowledge,
the entire scope of the problem and encompass, collectively,
all potential causes.

2. The breakdown is logical and will be easy to follow when
later presented to the client.

With the main branches of the tree defined, the team then pro-
ceeds to break down these groups systematically, level by level,
adding sub-branches as required, and finally the specific causes
themselves, which become the leaves of the tree. Their output is
illustrated in Figure C-3.2.

Their completed diagram presents a hypothesis listing causes that
could potentially contribute to low profit within the client’s busi-
ness, prepared based upon their existing knowledge of the client
and the industry domain. As a second step, they plan to refine the
tree during the meeting by presenting and validating the hypoth-
esis and leveraging the client’s detailed knowledge of his business,
homing in on areas of concern and establishing priorities.

It is agreed that Tony will drive the meeting discussion and Fran
will capture the client’s feedback, identifying areas where fur-
ther input will be required and summarizing the session. The
diagram is printed in poster format so that it can be annotated
in real time during the meeting. The next morning the two con-
sultants meet with the client.
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Figure C-3.2: Logic tree: Completed hypothesis

SCOPING A STUDY: THE SET-UP PHASE

After the exchange of courtesies, the consultants make their
introductions and set the context for the meeting.

Tony: My name is Tony Peterson. I have nine years of
experience in management consulting, special-
izing in the area of process optimization within
large-scale transportation organizations. One
year of my experience comes from the airline
business and I have also worked extensively with
the haulage industry, which faces many similar
challenges.

Joining me today is Fran Meyer who will be
working with me on this assignment. Fran is in
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her first year at Kura Consulting. We selected her
for this assignment due to her strong analytical
background, which will be an important asset for
the task at hand.

What we would like to do in the meeting today
is to present some of the factors, based upon our
experience, that are likely to affect the profitability
of an organization like yours. We would then
like to ask for your feedback so that the approach
can be tailored in line with your needs. Perhaps
some of the factors can be eliminated if they do
not relate to actual areas of concern and we can
then agree upon the areas that should be pursued
to deliver benefits efficiently. Would that be OK?

The client agrees to the proposed approach.

SCOPING A STUDY: THE CLIENT DIALOGUE

The consultants unfold the tree diagram and the client takes a
moment to review it. As the client may not be familiar with the
use of the technique, Tony introduces it briefly.

Tony: This tree diagram represents a simple way for us
to break down an issue, in this case ‘low profit,
and structure a discussion to identify the most
critical causes quickly.

As you can see, we have organized the tree around
two main groups: Causes related to high costs,
and causes related to low revenues. We would
first like to ask if you find this division appropri-
ate, and if you feel that anything else should be
considered. Otherwise, which of the groups is of
greater priority to you?
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A logic tree can expedite the process of identifying critical
issues, but it will only do so if appropriate navigation is applied
to the discussion. With this in mind a navigation check point
has been taken at the branch level to understand the relative
priorities of the high-level items before proceeding further. The
client responds.

Client:

Both areas are important. Another major
area that we are working with is ‘regulations’.
Although it affects revenue generation possibili-
ties as well as costs, we tend to separate it, and it
is a hot topic in the industry today. Most likely
we will not look for external assistance, however,
in the regulations area just yet.

Tony takes a pencil and adds an additional branch, ‘regulations;,
to the diagram for completeness. Fran makes a note of the
client’s feedback. The client continues.

Client:

Regarding priorities, we have spent the last three
years running cost optimization initiatives, and
whilst I have no doubt that we could make fur-
ther improvements, we must also grow the top
line of our business. I would therefore assign low
revenues’ as the highest priority, ‘regulations’ in
second place, and finally ‘high costs’.

Tony notes the priorities against each branch.

Tony:

Excellent. Lets move on to look at the specific
causes that we have anticipated under each area,
beginning with low revenues. We have consid-
ered both passenger numbers and revenue per
passenger, as well as a list of subordinate items
in each case. Which of the listed causes are most
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Client:

relevant to you, and are there other items that
should be considered?

From a route selection perspective our company is
quite strong. I am satisfied with our long-haul route
offering, and also short to medium haul, where we
also offer some seasonal routes. Our average pas-
senger yield in these categories is approximately
89%. A challenge remains around domestic routes,
some of which are not profitable. This could be an
area where further analysis is required.

Fran asks the client if he would be able to provide a list of
domestic routes indicating the average yield and profitability of
each. It is agreed that this information will be provided in docu-
ment form. The client continues.

Client:

Service quality is very important to us, as this
is where we aim to outperform our competitors.
We put all of our customer-facing staff through
a service skills update programme last year and
the resulting customer feedback has been posi-
tive. This is not an area of concern.

From a pricing perspective, we are slightly more
expensive than competitors in our home market,
but offer a strong brand and service level. In
other markets we aim to be highly price-compet-
itive. This strategy has worked well.

Marketing is under control and we have made
some changes to our public relations approach
this year. We are also satisfied with our loyalty
programme.
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Tony annotates the diagram, highlighting the areas that
require investigation and striking out those that appear to be
out of scope. He challenges the client regarding the area of
marketing.

Tony: Are you building relationships with your cus-
tomers through social media and on-line
communities?

Client: No, we are not. This is a good point. Perhaps there

is a gap in our approach and could be something
to investigate. It would be interesting to look into
what our competitors are doing in this area.

Marketing remains in scope further to the consultants’ sug-
gestion. As the discussion continues, it emerges that further
revenue potential could be associated with the introduction of
additional value-added services. The client suggests the addi-
tion of an item that is not on the tree, bundled offerings, related
in particular to hotels and ground transfers. Tony adds this.

During a subsequent discussion of the ‘high costs’ branch,
opportunities to reduce labour costs through the simplifica-
tion of administrative processes are recognized, mainly within
regional offices located in South America and South East Asia.
It is agreed that there should be further opportunities to opti-
mize the use of real estate, even though some work has already
been done in this area. The other items listed are considered to
be under control.

The final marked-up logic tree is shown in Figure C-3.3. The
consultants ask the client to prioritize the highlighted areas
and make a note of his responses on the diagram, and suitable
next steps are discussed in each case. Tony asks the client if he
has anything further to add and then hands over to Fran to
summarize.
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Figure 3.3: The logic tree: with client feedback
Fran: Thank you for the meeting today. What we have

understood is that your key area of concern is
around revenue development. You would like
us to look into your domestic routes and carry
out analysis on those that are not profitable. We
should investigate opportunities for you to cre-
ate revenue through the bundling of services, and
outline and examine the approaches that other
players have used to leverage on-line communi-
ties and social media. From a cost perspective,
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you would like us to investigate the simplification
of administrative processes primarily in South
America and South East Asia, as well as oppor-
tunities for you to further optimize your use of
real estate.

Provided that you are satisfied with the areas
that we have identified together today, we will
formulate a short proposal for a study outlining
our approach in each area.

The consultants promise to deliver the proposal within five
working days. The client thanks them for a productive discus-
sion, and the meeting is concluded.

THE MEETING OUTCOME

Using a logic tree that was prepared based upon the consultants’
knowledge of the domain and refined using inputs collected
from the client, the consultants have succeeded in defining the
scope and key priorities for a potential study that is aligned
with the client’s specific needs.

The diagram did not need to go into great detail to be useful
in directing the discussion. Even if only highlighting the main
areas of potential concern, the technique is helpful in prompt-
ing the client to comment on what is important and what is not,
and provides the consultants with a good platform to navigate
efficiently through the discussion. The technique also brings
with it credibility, demonstrating a structured approach towards
the task. This is more effective than starting with a blank sheet
of paper and asking questions in a sequence that may appear
somewhat random.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY

Using a case study, this chapter has emphasized the importance
of tailoring a consulting approach and the scope of any assign-
ment to accurately address client-specific needs. In this case the
logic-tree technique was used to direct the discussion.

When preparing the logic-tree diagram:

« Conduct a brainstorming session to build the tree as an ini-
tial hypothesis. Assemble a suitably qualified team within
your organization when doing so.

« Give careful consideration to the definition of the main
groups or branches of the tree. The approach should be com-
plete, addressing the entire scope of the issue at hand, as well
as logical and easy to follow.

o Be somewhat exhaustive in your thinking when populat-
ing the tree. Often causes that carry low probability are still
included on the tree in order to demonstrate completeness in
our approach.

When discussing the tree with the client:

o« Be prepared to introduce the technique and explain how it
will add value to the meeting: “This is a simple way for us to
break down your issue and identify the most critical causes
quickly, thus saving time’

» Navigate around the diagram in an appropriate order by tak-
ing a navigation check point so as to understand key priori-
ties early in the discussion.

« Mark clear feedback onto the diagram as you proceed in your
dialogue. The technique is visual in nature, and it is therefore
preferable to bring the diagram to the meeting in an edit-
able format. Use a notation that is clear, for example strik-
ing through items that are agreed to be out of scope, circling
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those that are agreed to be in scope and using brackets for
items that require further consideration off-line before a
clear position can be reached.

Agree upon clear priorities at the end of the session. If the
study later has to be de-scoped due to a lack of time or budget,
this information will become particularly important.

Take good notes and provide an accurate summary at the
end of your meeting that creates client confidence and a clear
basis for moving forward.






PART Il

ADDITIONAL TOPICS






CHAPTER FIVE

PROPOSING A CONSULTING
SERVICE

aving established the objectives, scope and require-
ments associated with a potential consulting assign-
ment, a written proposal will be submitted to the client

containing an outline of the intended project, with accompany-
ing commercial terms.

Proposal development calls upon the skill of good business
writing and the careful selection of relevant content. For many
assignments multiple consulting firms may be under consid-
eration. A clear approach for achieving the assignment’s objec-
tives will therefore be required, emphasizing the credentials of
the consulting firm and any differentiators that position it as an
ideal partner to take on the work.

119
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Chapter 1 contrasted the activities of consulting and selling and
introduced the concept of consultative selling. Experience sug-
gests that consultants who have gained a clear understanding of
a client’s needs through a structured dialogue and subsequently
propose a well-tailored solution are likely to stand in a favour-
able position. Think about all of the information that you have
collected in discussions with clients, both verbally and in docu-
mented form, and use it wisely.

Clients have reported a notable variation in the quality of the
proposals that they receive from different firms. Some dem-
onstrate a better understanding of their business needs than
others; some consider the needs of all stakeholders concerned,
whilst others do not; some proposals are structured, concise
and easy to interpret, whilst others are verbose and include ref-
erence material of little relevance.

This chapter will outline some of the most important considera-
tions during proposal development, suggesting items to include
and practices to avoid.

SELECTING THE CONTENT

The content, structure and format of a proposal varies, depend-
ing upon the type of consulting service being offered. Some of
the most common items included are elaborated below.

Executive summary

A good executive summary emphasizes the main messages
contained within a proposal in just a few paragraphs. It is an
important part of the proposal and is the only section that some
senior executives may ever read. Others may use the summary
as a basis for deciding whether or not to read the remainder of
the document. The points included should link the client’s ambi-
tions with the proposed areas to be addressed, the obstacles to
be overcome and the capabilities of the consulting company.
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An example of an executive summary is presented in Chapter
8, The Skill of Advising.

Introductory chapter

An introductory chapter is generally used to create a relevant
context for the proposal, generate interest in the mind of the
reader and explain the structure of the remainder of the docu-
ment. The title Introduction’ is less commonly used in a proposal
in favour of more meaningful titles such as “The business oppor-
tunity’ or “The critical need for change] which bear relevance to
the situation at hand. This section of the proposal should:

o Provide a clear background and explain why the assign-
ment should be carried out. Reasons may relate to changes in
industry regulations, competitive pressures or other issues of
clear priority. Frame the problem to be solved or opportunity
to be exploited clearly in the reader’s mind.

« State clear business objectives for the assignment, including
any associated measures, targets and timelines. These objec-
tives will have been agreed in earlier client discussions and
indicate the ambition level of the assignment.

« Refer to obstacles that will need to be overcome or factors that
will be critical to the success of the assignment. This demon-
strates forward thinking and provides a balanced view.

 Explain the format of the proposal, how it has been divided
into sections and how the sections are intended to answer the
reader’s questions.

Approach

Outline the solution approach that will be proposed and explain
why the chosen approach is optimal. Contrast it, if necessary,
with other approaches that could have been pursued and pre-
sent their relative pros and cons. Depending upon the type of
assignment, supporting designs or solution descriptions may
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be required, together with an overview of the methodology that
will be employed during the project.

The level of detail employed when documenting an approach
should be a particular point of consideration. Consultants have
a tendency to be conservative when sharing details of their
intended approach. If too much detail is provided they fear that
the client will take the proposal as an instruction manual and
carry out the work themselves. An approach that is too thin,
on the other hand, may fail to convey sufficient confidence and
make it less likely that the proposal will be accepted. A bal-
ance between these extremes can be achieved by describing an
approach as a sequence of activities, but without explaining in
detail how each activity will carried out. This is usually suffi-
cient to inspire client confidence without giving away too much
intellectual property.

When describing your approach in a proposal, focus on the
‘what’, and not the ‘how’.

Time plan, deliverables and responsibilities

Usually presented in the form of a Gantt chart, the time plan
illustrates the timing of different activities to be carried out
during project execution. Milestones will have been defined
corresponding to important events such as workshops where
inputs will be gathered, meetings where work products will be
reviewed, and the provision of finalized deliverables by the con-
sulting team.

Deliverables may comprise documents, reports, presentations,
workshops and a range of other items, depending upon the
nature of the project. The intended content of each deliverable
should be outlined clearly in the proposal. For certain types
of deliverable the definition of acceptance criteria may also be
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required. A consulting firm delivering a complex IT solution, for
example, will propose a set of acceptance criteria related to tests
that will be conducted after implementation and criteria satis-
fied to demonstrate that their obligations have been fulfilled.

Responsibilities for both parties should be clearly outlined
in the proposal document. A responsibility matrix is often
drawn up for this purpose, listing the different tasks to be car-
ried out and defining the responsibilities of the different par-
ties and stakeholders. The RACI method is often used, where R
denotes the party responsible for carrying out a task, A denotes
the party responsible for approving completion of the task, C
denotes parties who should be consulted during the execution
of the task, and I denotes parties who should be kept informed
on the progress of the task.

Pricing
Different commercial models can be used for the pricing of con-
sulting services. Three of the most common are outlined below.

Fixed price A fixed price is agreed for the provision of
the service or solution. This is advantageous to the client as
they have a fixed investment which is known upfront. It is
advantageous to the consulting firm in situations where the
project scope is clearly defined and parts of the work from
previous projects can be reused. This enables the project to
be delivered at a lower cost yet the firm is still able to charge
the market price for the solution, resulting in increased
profitability. If, on the other hand, the work required more
effort than expected then the price to the client would not
change and the consultants would be required to absorb any
additional costs.

Time and materials This is a common model for shorter
consulting assignments and for assignments where the
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project’s scope and duration are less clearly understood.
When analysing a set of business processes, for example,
consultants may not know the complexities that will be
encountered from the start. Although an estimated level of
effort will have been indicated, the consultants charge on an
hourly basis for their services. If the work takes longer than
estimated the client will pay for the additional hours up to
an agreed maximum, and if it takes less time the client will
pay less. Materials refers to any agreed expenses required
during the execution of the project that will be charged in
addition, such as travel expenses.

Shared risk, shared reward If this model is applied, the
consulting firm is paid based upon the business benefits
enjoyed by the client as a result of the project. The model is
less common and generally used in situations where there is
a higher risk associated with the financial return against the
project investment, or in cases where the return on invest-
ment is certain but the client has limited budget available
to fund the project. A client commissioning the launch of a
new service, for example, may be uncertain what the uptake
in the market will be. Alternatively, a government agency
may wish to undertake a project to improve tax collec-
tion processes but have limited spending available. In such
cases a partial payment for the consulting service is usually
made on a fixed-price basis in addition to a percentage of
the financial benefits associated with the solution for a fixed
time period.

Business benefits

Intended business benefits associated with the assignment -
relating to items such as reduced costs, incremental revenues,
reduced cycle times, improved measures of customer satisfac-
tion - are generally described based upon the consultants’ expe-
rience and results that have been achieved in previous projects.
Whilst this provides the client with an important indication of
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the value that they should expect from the assignment, consult-
ants prefer to contract against deliverables rather than business
benefits. The reason is that whilst the deliverables produced are
within the control of the consulting team, business benefits may
be influenced by many external factors such as changes in the
market or other events within the client organization.

In some cases it may be appropriate to include a business case
in the proposal. If included the business case should emphasize:

o The financial impact of the issues to be addressed, or poten-
tial value of the opportunity to be exploited

o The cost of the investment and the expected return on
investment

« The breakeven point when the cost of carrying out the assign-
ment will have been recovered.

For a business case to be of value it must be tailored to the client’s
business through the incorporation of client-specific financial
and performance measures collected during the pre-proposal
dialogue. This was emphasized by a client in southern Europe.

‘Some of the business cases that we receive in proposals are
standard, based on previous projects that the consultants
have conducted. They do not reflect the cost specifics or per-
formance indicators of our business and are therefore not
very meaningful.’

Credentials and references

Present good reasons why the consulting firm should be selected
for the assignment. Some firms still employ the practice of
including a standard three-page section in every proposal that
presents their credentials. In the competitive world of business
this is not advisable, and instead a more customized approach is
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preferred. You will need to document an argument describing
why, for this assignment conducted for this client, your firm is
the ideal choice. Information included may relate to:

o Similar projects that you have conducted successfully. These
play an important role as they provide proof that you have
the capability to do the work. If a reference case refers to the
specifics of another client organization, their approval will be
required before the information can be shared. For a refer-
ence case to carry weight the similarities between the previ-
ous project and the opportunity under discussion should be
clear. Anonymous references carry little weight. Clients will
often ask for the names of reference clients, and in some cases
may ask for permission to contact them.

o Intellectual assets belonging to the consulting firm that can
be reused. These may include industrialized solutions that
can be customized, the results of analyses, methodologies,
software, documentation and training materials.

o The calibre of the team that you have assembled for the pro-
ject. Clients are aware that a strong and qualified team will
play an instrumental role in the success of a project. Explain
the intended team composition and include the profiles of
staff who will assume key roles during the delivery phase.

o Client intimacy. When proposing new business to an exist-
ing client your knowledge of their organization and working
practices will add value and enable the project team to get up
to speed faster. This has been recognized as an advantage by
a number of clients and is worth mentioning in the proposal.

Terms and conditions

Terms and conditions vary, depending upon type of assignment
to be conducted, but may include the validity of the proposal
(e.g. 30 days), payment terms and other conditions related
to liabilities. Shorter consulting projects are often delivered
based upon the sign-oft of the proposal, hence the importance
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of including these terms. In the case of larger consulting pro-
jects a contracting exercise is usually conducted after proposal
acceptance, and terms and conditions are handled as part of
contracting.

PRACTICES TO AVOID

Common practices to avoid during proposal development
relate to over-scoping, unrealistic commitments and the use of
vague terminology.

Over-scoping

Consultants are eager to provide comprehensive and high-
quality solutions. We like to be Rolls Royce designers. Never-
theless, it is important to respect the scope and priorities that
have been articulated by the client. Additional elements can
often be added into a proposal that add value, but these will
also increase the scope of work and the cost of the project, and
not every client wants to buy a Rolls Royce. Any items beyond
the client’s stated requirements should be included with caution
and supported with clear argumentation if considered essential.

A consulting firm in the Netherlands was delighted to
receive a request-for-proposal from an existing client in the
banking industry. The consultants worked exhaustively on
the proposal for two weeks and defined a comprehensive
set of services to be delivered by a project team of 60 people
over the course of a year. They finally submitted a well-writ-
ten proposal and congratulated themselves, eager to hear
their client’s reaction. The next day they received a phone
call from the client executive responsible for commission-
ing the work. ‘I don’t believe what I am reading!” he said.
‘Why all of these people and all of these services? I was
expecting a team of less than 20 for three months, initially.
We asked you for an apple and you sent us a pumpkin!’
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Experience has shown on many an occasion that the larger
a potential project becomes in scope and duration, the more
difficult it becomes to formulate and secure acceptance of the
proposal. Consultancies therefore prefer to divide long-term
engagements into smaller units of work that are aligned to a
long-term vision and to propose them as incremental steps.
This approach provides the client with more flexibility and the
consultancy with a higher chance of proposal acceptance.

Unrealistic commitments

A proposal document aims to be persuasive in nature, and con-
sultants are eager to ensure that their proposals are attractive.
At the same time this eagerness can result in a tendency towards
over-optimism. Trying to impress the client through the pres-
entation of exaggerated capabilities, over-optimistic timelines
or short-sighted commercial terms represents poor practice
and can result a project commitments that will be impossible
to deliver.

Whilst some clients are wary of consultants who make unre-
alistic commitments, others may encourage consultants to
over-commit so that they can enforce financial penalties when
deadlines are missed. Be wary of assuming that the consulting
delivery team will find a way to catch up during the project. The
cost of corrective actions may jeopardize the profitability of the
work, and failures in delivery may damage the prospect of a
long-term client relationship. This was emphasized by a project
manager working in a large multinational organization.

‘During the negation of a proposal our management
always push our consulting suppliers on timelines. It is in
their nature. The suppliers should handle this discussion
delicately. Our management does not like to hear “no”, but
saying “yes” and then failing to deliver on time will create
disappointment of a more serious nature.
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Vague terms

When developing a proposal, avoid the use of terms in that are
open to different interpretations by different readers. In case of
doubt, define your interpretation of relevant terms in a glossary
that can be included as an appendix to the proposal.

A consulting firm had been contracted by a major bank to
provide a financial risk management solution. The project
ran for many months and was delivered successfully to its
agreed timeline. Upon its conclusion, however, the client
claimed that some of the reports that had been produced
were incomplete. Further discussion revealed that the client
had a different interpretation of the term ‘risk management’
than the consultants and had expected additional items to
be covered. The result was several weeks of dispute and an
amount of additional work.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY

A strong consulting proposal has two principal objectives: First,
to persuade the client to commission the work through the pres-
entation of an attractive proposition; and second, to set realistic
client expectations as to the project that will be delivered. For
both of these objectives to be achieved a proposal team will be
required that possesses appropriate knowledge of the consult-
ing domain and content, sufficient skill to define a project with
due consideration of time, resources and dependencies, and the
ability to formulate appropriate commercial terms.

Consulting firms are rarely paid for proposal development
activities, which puts them under pressure to create high-qual-
ity proposals whilst minimizing the time and cost required to
do so. Having a clear strategy from the start of the proposal
development process will save time and minimize work itera-
tions. Make sure that your team members agree on the answers
to two questions: ‘What is our strategy for winning this assign-
ment?” and ‘What expectations must be properly set for the
collaboration to succeed?” This will result in closer alignment,
improved teamwork and a more cohesive proposal.

This chapter has discussed some of the most common topics
included in proposals and highlighted some of the practices
that should be avoided:

Over-scoping Beware that some proposals become more
about what the consultancy wants to sell than what the cli-
ent wants to buy. This weakens the proposal in the eyes of
the client and has caused many proposals to fail.

Unrealistic commitments It is not unusual for consult-
ants to take on challenging and in some cases stretching
assignments, but agreeing to the unrealistic represents poor
practice. Making additional promises may seem like an easy
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way to secure a deal, but avoid setting the delivery team up
to fail.

Vague terms Terms that could be open to different inter-
pretations by different readers should be either avoided
or clearly defined. Clients may otherwise be dissatisfied
later in the engagement, or demand additional work to be
performed without charge.






CHAPTER SIX

DELIVERING A CONSULTING
SERVICE

nce a proposal has been accepted and contracting has
O been completed, the consulting engagement will move

into its delivery phase. Consulting projects are often
executed to tight timelines as clients are keen to secure the
intended business benefits quickly. Consultants must there-
fore adopt an efficient approach during delivery, putting in
place the required organization and processes to meet project
goals with speed and accuracy. In addition, a suitable client
collaboration approach will need to be adopted and tailored
to the needs of the project. It is the skill of balancing these
elements that ensures that project commitments are met and a
high degree of client satisfaction is achieved. The importance
of this was articulated by a senior manager at a financial insti-
tution in North America.

133
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‘Some consultancies are better at selling themselves than
delivering. What happens in delivery is the real test and is
the door-opener to future collaboration.’

Consulting projects generally involve a mix of client-facing
and behind-the-scenes activities. In some cases a co-delivery
approach may be employed where some activities are con-
ducted by the consultants, others are conducted by the client
team, and still others are conducted jointly. Close coordination
between teams and clearly defined responsibilities are therefore
imperative. Even with a well-defined delivery plan, obstacles
and unexpected events will have to be handled, as well as any
changes in the client’s requirements as time progresses. Con-
sultants should be skilled in handling such events with agility.

THE 50:50 RULE

A business traveller is required to take a transatlantic flight
lasting several hours to a meeting at a remote location. A
number of international airlines have scheduled flights that
would meet his needs. Travelling at short notice, he pur-
chases an airline ticket, albeit at a premium price. On the
day of the journey everything runs smoothly. The flight
proceeds uneventfully, the aircraft lands five minutes ahead
of schedule and his baggage is delivered punctually. His
return journey two days later proceeds in a similar manner.

Some weeks later he is required to travel to the same loca-
tion and orders a second airline ticket. He receives a phone
call from his travel agent. “There are three different airlines
offering good connections with equivalent prices, says the
agent. ‘Would you like to stay with the same airline, or select
another?’ Consider the basis of his decision...

A passenger purchasing the services of an airline is pay-
ing for the delivery of a specific result, namely arrival at their
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destination safely, punctually and complete with their checked
baggage. The provision of this result constitutes fulfilment of
the contract between the airline and the passenger. For many
major transatlantic routes, however, there may be a number of
airlines capable of delivering this result in a similar fashion.

Earning the favour of the client, particularly if regular business
is to be conducted, will therefore require measures beyond the
successful delivery of the result, measures that venture into the
realm of the client experience. When asked by the agent, our
traveller will probably think along the following lines:

‘What was my experience with the airline last time? Was the
aircraft clean and comfortable? Did my seat have sufficient
leg room? How did the crew behave? Were they friendly, and
did they treat me like a valued customer? Was a good selec-
tion of food and beverages offered? Were sufficient enter-
tainment options available? And finally, if any issues arose
during the delivery of the service, how were they handled?
Perhaps it was difficult to find stowage space for my carry-
on bag. Was the crew receptive and helpful in solving the
problem, or did they leave me to search for a space? Overall,
do 1 feel tempted to repeat the experience, or shall I select
another airline for my next trip?’

The traveller’s thoughts highlight one of the most fundamental
principles related to the delivery of any service. Client satisfac-
tion is driven by two key elements: Provision of the agreed result
and the client experience delivered by the service provider. Both
have a significant impact on the perception. In industries where
high competition exists between many qualified providers, dif-
ferentiation will need to be embedded in either or both of these
elements, particularly if a price premium needs to be justified.

A passenger is likely to interact with the staft working on an air-
liner quite regularly during his or her trip and is therefore quite
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intimately involved in the service delivery experience. Consider
a second example involving a different pattern of interaction.

A client engages two consulting firms to carry out differ-
ent market-analysis tasks. Each firm is issued a brief detail-
ing the requirements for their assignment, is invited to a
meeting to discuss relevant details and has a period of three
weeks to complete the work. The contracted deliverables
are a presentation summarizing key findings and a report
containing documented recommendations.

The first team of consultants meet with the client, having
reviewed the brief. They are calm but somewhat rigid in
their approach, clarify a few of the requirements and com-
mit to providing the deliverables according to the proposed
time plan. During the assignment little further communi-
cation takes place. The client feels somewhat concerned,
hoping that the expected analysis will be delivered with
accuracy. The day before their scheduled presentation the
consultants contact the client to reconfirm their appoint-
ment. The presentation and report are delivered and the
quality of the work is good. The client feels satisfied, and
somewhat relieved.

The second team of consultants also meet with the client
at the beginning of the assignment. They demonstrate a
friendly and professional approach, building rapport with
the client, acknowledging that they are pleased to have been
selected for the work. In addition to seeking clarifications,
they outline their intended approach, brief the client on
the extended team that will contribute to the assignment,
and propose to send a short status report at the end of each
week. The final presentation and report delivered are both
accurate and innovative.
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Once the assignments have been completed, the client
reflects upon the experience of working with two firms that
undertook similar tasks and charged similar fees. The deci-
sion to engage the second firm for another upcoming assign-
ment is not a difficult one. Even though the total amount of
client interaction during the assignment amounted to less
than two days during a three-week period, a different expe-
rience was delivered that had a distinct impact on client
satisfaction.

Figure 6.1 introduces the concept of the 50:50 rule, suggesting
that during the delivery of a service 50% of client satisfaction is
generated through the accurate provision of the agreed result
and the remaining 50% is generated by the way in which the
service was delivered and the resultant client experience.

Whilst the need to focus on the achievement of the contracted
result is clear, the importance of optimizing the delivery experi-
ence is generally underestimated. What was it like to work with
the consultants during the project? Did they engage in a way
that created confidence? Did they craft an effective collabora-
tion that maximized the value of their involvement? Were they
a pleasure to have on the team?

CLIENT SATISFACTION
\/

50%

THE RESULT THE EXPERIENCE
The accurate provision of the The ease, impression and overall
expected result, on time, experience of dealing with the
on budget consulting team

Figure 6.1: The 50:50 rule
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The relative weight associated to each element could be argued
and the 50:50 distribution is not an absolute, but rather based
upon the experience of motivating the needed behaviours in
consulting teams that are working to tight deadlines. Under
pressure, these teams naturally focus on their deliverables and
tend to neglect the daily practices required to optimize the cli-
ent experience, potentially eroding the client relationship.

In highly competitive industries where a number of vendors are
able to deliver similar results at a similar price the client expe-
rience can offer the greatest opportunity for differentiation.
This is also where the personality of a consulting firm becomes
apparent, which can strongly influence the possibility of future
business. The importance of this was echoed by a senior execu-
tive in a technology company.

‘When we select a consulting company for a particular assign-
ment there are usually at least five different firms that we could
consider, firms that are suitably qualified to undertake the
assignment. Their fees, at least after negotiation, land at fairly
similar levels. The real question to us, therefore, is which firm
will be a good partner to work with for the next six months? A
firm that will send us a good team, engage well with the people
in our organization, be a pleasure to have in-house and work
closely with us on a daily basis to resolve problems.

We evaluate this based upon two factors. For companies that we
have worked with before we consider our experience in previ-
ous project deliveries. And for companies that we are consider-
ing for the first time, we pay careful attention to their behaviour
in initial meetings and proposal discussions, the accuracy and
timeliness of their responses, and so forth. The way that a ven-
dor behaves during initial discussions is a very good indicator
as to how they will behave during project delivery.’

In summary, two mechanisms need to be working in order to
maximize client satisfaction during the delivery of a consulting
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assignment: one that knows how to deliver projects with high accu-
racy, meet deadlines and navigate around obstacles on the way; and
one that knows how to manage the client and the overall delivery
experience resulting in a rich collaboration. The remainder of this
chapter will discuss these two mechanisms in further detail.

DELIVERING THE RESULT

The detailed approaches used in the delivery of a consulting
assignment vary according to the nature of the assignment, the
activity domain and the results that the assignment is expected
to deliver. The approach required to conduct a market analy-
sis, for example, clearly differs from that required to evaluate
and optimize a set of business processes within an organization.
Regardless of these specifics, a structured approach or method-
ology will be required, a suitable project organization defined
and measures put in place to ensure that the assignment is suc-
cessfully launched and managed through to completion.

Consulting methodologies

A variety of methodologies are used in the consulting indus-
try, each specific to the type of assignment to be carried out.
Some methodologies are used on an industry-wide basis,
whereas others may be proprietary to a particular consulting
firm, highly developed and part of their unique proposition. In
either case the methodology is intended to provide an overall
structure for the assignment and generally consists of two com-
ponents: A roadmap illustrating the steps required to navigate
from point A to point B; and a set of tools and templates that
may be required along the way.

The roadmap component graphically divides an assignment
into phases, defines the activities to be carried out within each,
suggests milestones for the synchronization of different activi-
ties and includes check points to ensure quality and effective
governance. Documented guidelines are also provided for each
of the activities to be carried out.
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Figure 6.2 illustrates a simplified methodology that divides an
assignment into five phases, beginning with the collection of
client requirements and ending with the handover of a solution
to the client organization. Within each phase there are defined
activities to be carried out and a check point taken to ensure
that all activities have been successfully completed before the
next phase begins. The use of check points is common in meth-
odologies to ensure that omissions early in an assignment do
not turn into serious issues at a later stage.

The tools accompanying the methodology support the activi-
ties to be carried out within each phase. If a business case needs
to be formulated during the requirements analysis phase, then a
tool or spreadsheet may be provided that contains the required
formulas and layout. Document templates are also included to
support accurate information gathering, analysis and decision-
making as well as to ensure that documentation is created in a
consistent manner. The inclusion of these items promotes qua-
lity and saves time as consultants will not need to re-create tools
and templates as part of every project.

Good methodologies evolve over time and embody lessons
learned from earlier projects. The developers of methodologies
observe patterns of issues that projects have encountered, the
way in which obstacles have been overcome, and subsequently
embed this thinking into the methodology for the benefit of
future teams. As a result, the documented guidelines associated
with a methodology can be a valuable learning tool, particu-
larly for junior staff who may have limited project experience.

Methodologies provide a consistent set of vocabulary for use
by project team members through the naming of different
phases, activities and check points. If a project manager said
‘We are about to begin the solution design phase’ or “‘We have
just passed decision gate 2] staft joining the project would
understand the stage of progress, the activities that have been
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Figure 6.2: Methodology example
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completed and the probable next steps through their knowl-
edge of the methodology.

Methodologies are usually scalable so that they can be applied
effectively by large and small projects alike. Only the core parts
of the methodology are usually classified as mandatory, with
other detailed activities and guidelines included on an optional
basis. This allows a methodology to add structure and the ben-
efit of lessons learned without hampering creativity. A small
team executing a consulting project lasting for only two weeks
may choose to follow only the mandatory governance structure
and check points of the methodology, whereas a project lasting
for six months with a large team may find it useful to utilize all
defined activities and guidelines at the detailed level.

Good judgement is fundamental to applying methodology in
an optimal way, as is the ability to decide when to follow the
guidance of a methodology and when to depart from it. Meth-
odologies are based upon best practice and what has succeeded
in the past. Best practice works in many places but not every-
where, and every situation is unique.

The project organization

The successful delivery of a consulting project will require a
team of consultants, often referred to as resources, suitable in
skill and sufficient in number to conduct the project that has
been contracted. Collectively referred to as the project organi-
zation, they will be led by a project manager responsible for
ensuring that all project deliverables are produced according
to the agreed timeline and allocated budget. In larger projects
the resources may be further divided into teams with specific
responsibilities, each led by a team leader reporting to the pro-
ject manager. Projects that involve both consultant and client
participation will be manned by teams from both parties, as
illustrated by the project organization chart in Figure 6.3. Other
sponsors from either organization who do not have day-to-day
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Figure 6.3: Typical consultant/client project organization
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project responsibilities but have senior-level authority and a
commercial interest in the project may also be depicted on the
organization chart.

The amount of client interaction required within a project will
depend upon the nature of the work being done. Project mem-
bers should be briefed clearly on any client interactions that
they are expected to direct. The project manager and team lead-
ers will usually represent the main client interfaces.

During project execution it is often practical for the consultants
to do the majority of their work in their own offices and for cli-
ent interaction to take place in the form of meetings, some of
which may be periodic and others scheduled as required. This
approach brings with it a number of advantages:

o The consulting firm will have a great deal of flexibility regard-
ing the way in which the project is staffed and how tasks are
assigned to different individuals. Junior consultants who are
not client-facing may also contribute to the work, or shadow
other staff for learning purposes.

« Tasks may be delegated to geographically dispersed or oft-shore
teams, a model that is becoming increasingly common in large
consulting organizations. One reason to adopt this approach
is to utilize different time zones, enabling work to continue
around the clock in response to tight deadlines. Another reason
to off-shore, particularly in mature global markets, is to reduce
project delivery costs by leveraging lower resource costs over-
seas. The approach can, however, bring with it some challenges.

A project based in Europe had a team working from 9.00
a.m. until 5.00 p.m. each day. At 4.00 p.m. they would
hand over their work to a team of colleagues at one of their
North American offices who would continue to work on
the project deliverables. At 4.00 p.m. in North America the
work was handed over to a team in Asia that would work
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for another eight hours before subsequently handing the
work back to Europe. Some tasks involved the participation
of team members from all sites. Other tasks, less suited to
development by several resources, were split between the
sites for parallel development. When producing a docu-
ment, for example, each site was given the responsibility to
develop a clearly defined chapter and then the chapters were
assembled and reviewed as a cohesive deliverable. Whilst
this approach continued for several weeks and enabled an
aggressive deadline to be met, the associated challenges
should not be underestimated. Seamless cross-site collabo-
ration is harder to achieve in practice than in theory, which
was reflected in the findings of a review conducted at the
project’s conclusion. Teams had to be very well synchro-
nized. To achieve this some resources had to travel between
project sites, resulting in additional costs. Furthermore, a
lot of time was taken up in the daily handovers, reworking
was often required when remote teams had not understood
their tasks correctly or lacked the skills to do them, and it
was difficult to schedule phone conferences involving all
three teams due to time conflicts.

In other situations when close client collaboration is required
it may be less appropriate for the consultants to run a project
in-house. The consulting team may then be relocated onto the
client’s premises for the duration of the project, commonly
referred to as working on client site. The consultant and client
teams then work alongside each other and in some cases joint
client-consultant teams may be formed. The formulation of a
joint team can expedite the leverage of both consultant and cli-
ent knowledge and is often used as a mechanism to increase the
transfer of knowledge during a project. Keep in mind that when
a consulting team is located on site, every consultant becomes a
potential client interface. Whilst clients will have been informed
as to their principal interfaces, in practice they may approach
any consultant on the team. All consulting resources should
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therefore be briefed on the handling of questions and client
requests, information that can be shared and the handling of
intellectual property proprietary to the consulting organization.

A consulting team worked at a client’s premises for several
months in Switzerland. The team of 25 consultants shared
an open-plan office with approximately 40 client personnel,
collaborating fluidly on a daily basis. As time progressed,
however, the intended communication approach began to
break down. Instead of approaching the designated points
of contact for particular questions, the client team mem-
bers approached other members of the consulting team
whom they knew well or the consultant sitting nearest to
them. Frequent miscommunications occurred as only the
dedicated interfaces within the consulting team were in
possession of the latest, up-to-date information.

Client team members also began approaching the consul-
tants with requests for assistance beyond the agreed project
scope. The consulting team members had been instructed
to politely decline such requests or to redirect them to
the project manager, but in response the client personnel
would present the same question to several consultants
until someone eventually agreed to help.

This situation is not unique and emphasizes the importance
of ensuring that consultants working on site understand the
scope of their responsibilities and are able to direct commu-
nication appropriately. Working on site provides an excel-
lent opportunity to collaborate with clients and build good
knowledge of the client organization. However, if a project is
to progress efficiently the rules of engagement must be clear.

Consulting firms have choices as to how they construct an opti-
mal organization for each project, and different approaches
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have their pros and cons. Some clients express a preference
for on-site collaboration whilst others are indifferent. These
choices will impact on the client delivery experience, and work-
ing practices may need to be adjusted to ensure that perceptions
are correctly managed. This was illustrated by the comments of
an executive at a leading corporation in North America.

‘We are working with two large consulting firms to upgrade
business support systems in different parts of our organiza-
tion. Both companies are performing well, although their
project approaches are somewhat different. The first com-
pany has embedded 20 people in our office for the duration
of the project, and we see consultants running around on
a daily basis. The second company does most of the work
from their office and at remote delivery centres located
around the globe. Their people come here and meet with
us a few times each week then return to their office and get
on with the job. Both companies deliver good quality and
meet their deadlines. The interesting thing, however, is at
the end of the month when we receive an invoice from each
company. The invoices are for large figures as a lot of work
has been done, but somehow we find the invoice from the
first supplier easier to approve. It seems that the experience
of seeing people working in front of you gives the perception
of value.’

Such comments have been made by other clients and provide
an interesting insight into their perceptions. Whilst the second
consulting firm was probably able to deliver their project at a
lower cost through the use of remote delivery methods, a nega-
tive impact on the client’s perception had resulted. To prevent
this it is important to ensure that those working at the client
interface are skilled in updating the client and emphasizing
what is going on behind the scenes to provide the same percep-
tion of value.
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The internal launch meeting

The launch of a consulting project brings with it the need to
mobilize a delivery team, bring people up to speed quickly, have
them assume their roles and get to work on their tasks. A com-
mon way to achieve this is by conducting an internal project
launch meeting. Usually led by the project manager, the meet-
ing is generally attended by all assigned consultants as well as
other internal stakeholders who have an interest in the project.

The objectives of this meeting are to:

o Assimilate the team, sharing the project background

o Present the planned delivery strategy, principal activities and
timeline

o Secure the team’s commitment, answer questions and address
concerns.

Assimilating the team

A well-assimilated team will be in a better position to work
efficiently, will require less support and will be more knowl-
edgeable and credible in front of the client. The internal launch
meeting provides an excellent opportunity to brief your team
before they embark on the project and is helpful in providing a
holistic view, particularly if some team members will only work
on certain tasks or deliverables. The content presented dur-
ing the meeting should be selected carefully. Common items
include:

The client’s business Highlights of the client’s business
(as described in Chapter 2, Preparing to Consult), with a
particular focus on current business direction, ambitions
and challenges. Connect the information presented, where
possible, to the business background of the project to be
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executed. Be sure to answer the question: “Why is the client
conducting this project?’

Project objectives, scope and deliverables Present the
stated objectives of the project, the project scope to be
addressed and the deliverables to be produced (e.g. reports,
presentations, designs, software, training packages).

Project stakeholders Outline the stakeholders who will
be involved from both the client and consulting organiza-
tions. A stakeholder is typically defined as anyone who can
either positively or negatively impact the outcome of the
project. How do the client stakeholders view the project?
Are they likely to be positive collaborators, or is resistance
or poor cooperation anticipated?

Responsibilities Responsibilities should have been clearly
defined for both the consultant and client organizations in
the consulting proposal or contract. Ensure that all consult-
ants have an understanding of these commitments. Respon-
sibilities at team level should also be discussed.

Risks Prior to accepting an assignment, it is common for
consulting firms to define a list of risks to be managed dur-
ing the delivery of the project, a topic that will be elaborated
later in this chapter. Sharing risk-related information dur-
ing the internal launch meeting is good practice and enables
the whole team to contribute to risk-monitoring activities.
This responsibility should not rest with the project manager
alone.

Tools and methodologies The consulting team should
be briefed on the specific tools and methodologies that will
be used during the project. Clients may have requested the
use of specific tools for the preparation of documents, pres-
entations or other deliverables that are compatible with the
tools used in their own organization.
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Logistics Particularly for projects that will be conducted
on site, logistics-related information should be shared on
travel and administration policies, security procedures,
access to offices, and so forth.

Outlining the project delivery strategy

Having presented the project background, it will be impor-
tant to outline the intended delivery strategy. Common items
include the following:

The project plan  The project plan will include the project
timeline, key activities and milestones. Consulting projects
are often executed to tight timelines, which may appear
unfeasible at first sight unless a suitable delivery strategy
is clearly presented. Explain how the progress of tasks will
be optimized, how certain activities will be carried out in
parallel, outline content that will be reused from previous
projects and highlight any bottleneck periods close to dead-
lines when the team may need to be on standby to put in
additional effort.

Client inputs and dependencies The client may have
agreed to provide additional inputs at defined points dur-
ing the project. Client teams running other projects often
create these inputs, commonly referred to as input deliver-
ables, which in turn constitute dependencies that must be
managed. Contingency plans are often built into the project
plan related to these and should be outlined to the team: ‘In
the event that the client experiences delays and provides the
phase 2 inputs late, this is how we will reschedule project
activities to minimize the impact’

The project organization Present the project organiza-
tion chart describing the definition of teams and principal
client interfaces.



DELIVERING A CONSULTING SERVICE | 151

Securing the team’s commitment

Team commitment relates to the human factor of an inter-
nal launch meeting. The meeting should be a team-building
activity and a motivational experience. Ensure that the team
members view the project as a good opportunity to deliver an
interesting assignment and to learn something along the way.
Consulting firms ask for both commitment and flexibility from
their people, but ultimately resources will ask themselves the
question ‘What's in it for me?” Highlight opportunities for team
members to develop professionally during the project, either
through the acquisition of new skills or by broadening their
experience. This can have a positive effect on both individual
motivation and team morale. A well-assimilated and highly
motivated delivery team will create a much more favoura-
ble impression when meeting client stakeholders for the first
time. This was emphasized by a senior manager based in the
Netherlands, based upon his experience of supervising projects
delivered by a number of consulting firms.

‘We have dealt with many companies and the experience has
been quite diverse. We have worked with consulting teams
who arrive on day 1 of the project well prepared. They under-
stand what they are there to do, get to work quickly and are a
pleasure to have in-house. Deadlines are often tight, but they
work efficiently like a well-oiled machine and even demon-
strate high spirits while doing so. They deliver good work in
limited time and set a good example to my staff. These are the
kind of consultants that we do not hesitate to engage again.

Other consulting teams have given us quite the opposite
experience. They arrive on site as a group of individuals
who have apparently been assembled for the project at the
last minute. They spend most of their first week reading
documentation and talking about the task ahead. I think to
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myself: “Did they not prepare beforehand? Are we paying for
this?” They are somewhat chaotic, with selected individuals
working very long nights close to deadlines. We wonder if
they will deliver on time and with high quality. These are
the kind of consultants we would only call back if they bring
specific skills that are hard to find in the marketplace. They
do the job, but they don’t inspire confidence.’

OPTIMIZING THE CLIENT EXPERIENCE

During the delivery of a consulting project active steps should
be taken to ensure that the client experience is optimized. These
relate principally to the establishment of suitable client rela-
tionships at all project levels, ensuring that these relationships
are maintained, and directing communication concerning any
issues that arise in an appropriate manner.

Building the client relationship

All consultants working at the client interface should consider
themselves relationship managers. Good working relation-
ships are an important enabler for the value that consultants
can add. They secure the cooperation needed during a con-
sulting project and enhance the consultant’s understanding of
the organization with which he or she is working. Consultants
have choices as to the style of relationships that they build with
their clients. These should be based upon conscious decisions,
as should the actions that accompany them, as notably differ-
ent outcomes will result. The personalities of the clients with
whom relationships are to be built should also be considered:
some clients may be formal in their approach, whilst others
may prefer a more informal style. For discussion purposes we
will classify client relationships at two extremes: the transac-
tional relationship versus the partner-oriented relationship.
Each of these relationships has distinct characteristics and we
will examine the merits of each.
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The transactional relationship

The transactional relationship is the simplest type of rela-
tionship that can be conducted between two parties and
keeps the amount of contact and communication to the
minimum required to achieve the result. Transactional rela-
tionships are effective in situations where infrequent com-
munication is required between the parties for the result to
be achieved and where the responsibilities of each party are
clearly defined.

A tourist visiting a foreign city walks into an event kiosk to
purchase a concert ticket. He briefly exchanges courtesies
with the agent and specifies the ticket that he wants to buy.
He asks a few questions regarding the concert and the agent
provides simple, although limited answers. His payment is
processed and he leaves the kiosk moments later holding the
ticket.

A transactional relationship is fast and effective, provided that
the client clearly specifies what he requires and the agent exe-
cutes his responsibilities correctly. A business transaction is
completed with the minimum amount of overhead. The result-
ing relationship is, however, limited in depth. If the tourist
above returns a week later to buy a second ticket and meets the
same agent, the agent may not remember him. The relation-
ship is also limited in scope: if the agent were asked a question
beyond his immediate knowledge he would most likely state
that he is unable to help rather than to try to find an answer
through alternative means. And the relationship brings with it
little tolerance: If the agent had made a mistake such as issuing
the wrong ticket or charging the wrong price the tourist might
quickly have become irritated. In this example, however, the
advantages and limitations of the relationship balance in a way
that is suited to the task at hand.
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The partner-oriented relationship

Consulting is delivered as a high-value service, and during a
project consultants are likely to interact with client personnel
on a more regular basis. Aiming to position ourselves in the
role of a partner, the required relationships will extend beyond
transactional qualities. The creation of a partner-oriented rela-
tionship will require the investment of additional effort, usu-
ally related to simple practices, to craft a relationship of greater
longevity and with notably different characteristics. Such rela-
tionships are built over time; however, early actions play an
important role in shaping them.

Consider how you would behave towards a newly employed
colleague at your work place, assigned as a member of your
team. On her first day you would probably greet your col-
league enthusiastically, taking the time to talk with her and
getting to know her on a professional level. You may decide
to brief her on your role and the tasks that you are working
on, suggesting ways in which you will be able to collabo-
rate moving forward. And you may invite her to approach
you should she have questions as she gets to work on her
assigned tasks.

Relationships with clients and colleagues clearly differ, but when
seeking to establish a partner-oriented relationship some simi-
larities can be observed. Typical practices that are employed by
consultants when establishing new client relationships include:

o Ensuring that a positive impression is made on clients,
thorough preparation and a well-organized approach

« Demonstrating a friendly and constructive attitude in order to
be recognized as someone who will be a pleasure to work with
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o Taking the time to explain their roles, intended ways of
working, and how they will approach project tasks to ensure
favourable outcomes. This gives clients an understanding of
what to expect, and the types of questions they can pose

» Seeking to understand their clients, their roles and associ-
ated working approaches. Gauging how clients feel about
the consulting project, the potential benefits that it will
bring to their organization and any concerns that they
may have.

Making simple efforts such as these will contribute to the crea-
tion of a partner-oriented relationship that embodies, in par-
ticular, the following characteristics:

o A better understanding of the people and organizations that
you are consulting for. Insights shared by clients during
your dialogue will provide a clearer view of the assignment
context. The thinking behind the client’s requirements will
become more evident and potential concerns will become
easier to anticipate.

« You are likely to benefit from increased cooperation. When a
good relationship has been established, clients tend to answer
questions and share information more freely, as well as vol-
unteering information that they feel may be useful.

o Additional flexibility. In the real world of business even skilled
professionals make mistakes. If a partner-oriented relation-
ship has been established an error does not usually erode the
client relationship immediately. Clients are more inclined to
respond: “Your work is usually very good. Please fix this, and
try to make sure that it doesn’t happen again. Let’s get on with
the project.

The effort invested in building a partner-oriented relationship
increases the value that we are in a position to add and helps to
navigate around some of the issues and obstacles that we may
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face. This was articulated by a senior manager in a consulting
organization.

T am responsible for a consulting team that has supported
a large client with innovation and product development for
the last few years. We have delivered some good projects and
we have some good achievements behind us, but there is an
element of risk associated with our work and there have also
been less successful projects. In the less successful cases it is
the relationship with our client that has always saved us.
There is a good understanding between the client and con-
sultant teams, the client knows that our approach is robust
and that our team is committed. This continues to drive the
success of our collaboration.’

Maintaining the relationship

Having established a partner-oriented relationship, considera-
tion should be given to how the relationship will be maintained
and evolved over time. Relationships may get off to a good start
but in some projects consultants have been known to slip back
into transactional mode and the relationship has been eroded. To
avoid this the following points are worthy of particular attention:

Continued professionalism Continue to demonstrate a
professional approach throughout your interactions. The
style of the relationship may become less formal through
familiarity, but the level of professionalism demonstrated
should not diminish. Do not get sloppy just because you
have a good relationship with the client, arrive late at meet-
ings, slip on deadlines or become too comfortable as you feel
that there will be few consequences. An appropriate level of
respect must be maintained through a structured, organized
and detail-oriented approach to your work. A consultantis a
guest in the client’s business, and this requires some etiquette,
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as when you are a guest in someone’s house. Demonstrate
courtesy towards other client personnel, even towards those
with whom you have no interaction, and avoid making
unnecessary complaints about client facilities or other envi-
ronmental factors, even if they are less than ideal.

Sharing your delivery strategy When a consulting pro-
ject is proposed a high-level delivery strategy will be pre-
sented to the client, explaining how the objectives of the
assignment will be addressed and the required deliverables
created. During the early stages of delivery this approach
is usually refined and elaborated to a more detailed level.
Creative delivery strategies are often required behind the
scenes to address tight timelines. These constitute part of
the ‘magic’ that enables consultants to deliver high-quality
solutions within short time periods. An interesting question
is how much of the detailed delivery approach should be
shared with the client. The sharing of excessive detail about
internal work methods is usually undesirable, may compli-
cate matters and limit flexibility. It is, however, important
that the client has a sufficient understanding of the mecha-
nisms that are in place to ensure project success. Ensure that
any relevant points regarding the ongoing delivery strategy
are communicated and apply good judgement. Avoid the
situation where the client is losing sleep, wondering how
the consultants will meet their deadlines, when everything
is actually under control.

Keeping the client informed During the delivery phase,
project status reports will be produced at an agreed fre-
quency, for example at the end of each week. The reports will
describe the status of tasks and the values of performance
indicators that have been defined to measure project pro-
gress. Even with this type of reporting mechanism in place,
consultants may need to provide additional status updates to
clients in response to a variety of factors. Close to a critical
deadline, for example, clients may appreciate daily updates
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explaining how last-minute issues are being handled, or if a
serious problem arises during the project clients may appre-
ciate hourly updates until the matter has been resolved. The
personalities of client stakeholders also play a role, some cli-
ents being more hands-oft and others more hands-on, and
judgement may be required to adapt the approach accord-
ingly. If your client is approaching you too often with the
question ‘What is the status?;, this should raise a red flag and
a question in your mind: Are you keeping them sufficiently
informed to maintain confidence and satisfaction?

A senior consultant was delivering a project for a large
pharmaceutical company in Western Europe. Her team
reported to a director in the client organization, a woman
with high standards and a reputation for ensuring good
performance from the projects that she supervised. From
the inception of the project the consultants noticed that the
client always seemed to be stressed. She would call them
once or twice each day, enquiring about the status of differ-
ent tasks. The consultants were always able to reassure the
client that everything was on track as detailed in the weekly
reports, but day after day the questions continued to come.
The senior consultant eventually raised this point with her
team. “This is not the type of relationship we aim to have
with our clients] she said. ‘Perhaps we should reconsider
the way that we communicate with our client stakeholder’

On giving the matter further consideration, the team real-
ized that the stakeholder concerned was responsible for a
number of simultaneous projects being delivered by dif-
ferent consultancy firms. She probably spent a good part
of each day calling different project managers with similar
questions to ensure that there would be no delays in their
deliveries. They decided to take a proactive step and adjust
their communication approach by sending a brief informal
status report to the client via email at the end of each day.
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The email would summarize the tasks that had been com-
pleted, the tasks planned for the following day and the sta-
tus on any ongoing issues. The change in client behaviour
that resulted was quite remarkable. Not only did the ques-
tions stop coming, but at project meetings the client often
began to comment: T like you guys. You are the ones that I
don’t have to worry about’

Professional distance

When consultants work with clients for a prolonged period of
time it is inevitable that a social element will develop within
the relationship. You may find yourself drinking coffee with
the client, going to lunch and even attending after-work social
events. Whilst this can be healthy in a good business relation-
ship, you may also need to consider how a suitable level of pro-
fessional distance will be maintained, respecting the associated
guidelines of your organization. Your primary role remains
to represent the business relationship between the consulting
firm and the client organization. If your personal relationship
with a client should overtake this, conflicts are likely to result.
The rules of engagement in personal and professional relation-
ships differ, particularly with regard to the way that favours are
granted. Your client might call and say, for example, T have a
lot of questions regarding the new system that your company
has delivered. I know that you must have an internal docu-
ment containing the details that interest me. Could you share
it unofficially?” or T know that the findings of your analysis
will be announced on Friday. Could you give me an unofficial
preview of the result?’ In a professional business relationship
either of these requests would require approval by management
in the consulting organization, otherwise they would need to
be politely declined. If a relationship has become too personal,
however, you may face more pressure.

Build good relationships with clients, but always act as an
ambassador for your organization.
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Dealing with issues

Consulting projects tend to revolve around complex, business-
critical matters, and there are a number of issues and unex-
pected events that can occur as a project progresses. A project
that experiences no issues from start to finish is quite a rarity,
and consultants should therefore expect and be equipped to
deal with this. When classifying issues it is common to distin-
guish internal issues that arise as a result of processes within the
consulting organization from external issues that are driven by
the client or factors in the external environment (Figure 6.4).
These two types of issue require different approaches and can be
influenced to differing degrees.

Internal issues relate to events within the consulting organiza-
tion that could threaten the successful and timely delivery of
a project. Staff members intended to assume important roles
may become unavailable, either due to the extension of existing
assignments or due to unexpected illness; support promised by
other internal teams may not be provided as expected, or it may

Internal issues External issues
Can be Build in
anticipated contingency
L Internal 1L Client |
—— facilitation —— —— facilitation ——
Agile
Unforseen e

Figure 6.4: Classification of issues
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emerge that the time and effort allocated to certain tasks were
underestimated.

External issues may relate to changing circumstances within the
client organization. Client stakeholders may leave their positions
and their replacements may have different views on the project
approach; the client team may fail to provide the level of coop-
eration that was initially agreed, or dependencies with other cli-
ent initiatives may cause delays or other impacts. Other factors
in the external environment may need to be considered such
as travel irregularities that prevent staff from attending project
meetings or delay the transit of equipment and other resources.

Issues can be further broken down according to whether they can
be anticipated or are unforeseen and arise without warning. The
mechanisms for dealing with these types of issue are quite different.

The ability to manage and ultimately resolve an issue relies on
the skills and experience of the consulting team, their ability to
leverage the experience of other colleagues and the prudent use
of lessons learned from earlier projects.

Internal issues

Internal facilitation within the consulting organization is
often required to address an internal issue by engaging stake-
holders or other internal units that have the capacity to pro-
vide support. The ability to facilitate internally is of particular
importance in larger consulting organizations, and a clear set
of facilitation or escalation procedures should be available to
engage stakeholders who have the authority to approve out-
of-the-ordinary actions at short notice. A project located in
Northern Europe that is missing staff members due to a flu
epidemic may need, for example, to utilize an internal proce-
dure to fly in colleagues from its Southern European hub to
keep the project on track.
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A senior consultant was assigned to manage a project team
in South East Asia who were implementing a database solu-
tion for a client in the media industry. The client had stipu-
lated a strict timeline of six months for the project, tied to
the intended launch of a new service in their marketplace.
Internally within the consulting firm the success of this
project relied upon the careful coordination of three teams:
a local implementation and training team; A remote team
located in France responsible for the development of user
applications; and a team located in Germany responsible
for the manufacture and supply of specialized equipment.

Six weeks into the project an unexpected issue arose. A fire
broke out in the factory in Germany, resulting in shipping
delays of up to two months on all orders. The project man-
ager realized that with this delay there was no possibility of
achieving the project deadline and of the client launching
their new service as planned. He did not relish the idea of
sharing this news with the client, who had already reserved
advertising slots for the launch on local television channels.
After giving the matter some consideration he invoked an
internal escalation procedure to engage the department at
his head office that had ultimate authority over the order
queue. It emerged that four of the required units were sched-
uled for dispatch during the month of July and it was pos-
sible to arrange for deliveries to be reprioritized with only
minor impacts on the other ordering projects. This action
minimized the potential delay in delivery to just two weeks.
The project manager then adjusted his own project plan
by rescheduling some planned training sessions for client
staff to earlier dates. Once the training sessions had been
completed, technical experts could be freed up to accelerate
final implementation and testing tasks. As a result of these
measures, the project delivered on time, yielding a success-
ful launch and a high degree of client satisfaction.
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In addition to the use of issue-handling procedures, contacts
and personal networks can play an instrumental role in the abil-
ity to facilitate effectively in large organizations. This was ech-
oed by a senior manager working at one of the South American
hubs of a major airline.

T have been based in South America for quite some years,
responsible for day-to-day operations as well as the imple-
mentation of any changes to our local procedures. Two years
ago I requested a temporary relocation for six months and
accepted an assignment at our headquarters in Europe.
The assignment was interesting, but what I really wanted
to learn was how decisions are made at headquarters, how
the different departments interact, and to meet some of the
departmental heads. Now back at my home location life is
much easier. I have a better understanding of how things
work in the company as a whole, and have a good network
of contacts to call on, in addition to our usual procedures, if
we need something to be approved quickly.”

External issues

The resolution of an external issue will often require an ele-
ment of client facilitation, particularly if the issue originates
from within the client organization. Client-driven issues often
fall contractually beyond the scope of consultants’ responsibili-
ties but can nevertheless affect the success of the project as a
whole. When these issues arise it is usually pertinent to engage
the client organization as early as possible, either to motivate
the required cooperation or to escalate the matter to client
decision-makers.

If the client team fails to provide a document containing
important inputs at an agreed project milestone, for example,
this may cause a subsequent delay in the consultants’ work.
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The consultants’ first course of action would be to contact the
responsible client team, emphasizing the importance of the
inputs and asking for the situation to be addressed with urgency.
If the client team still failed to respond then a second course of
action would be for the responsible consulting manager to esca-
late the matter to the project sponsor within the client organiza-
tion. The course of action that is generally least advisable when
dealing with a client-driven issue is to sit back and do nothing.
Good communication around the issue-handling process is
an important part of a partner-oriented relationship, as high-
lighted by the example below.

A consulting team was delivering a project for a leading
telecommunications company in Scandinavia. The proj-
ect was divided into three phases, each requiring design
activities to be carried out based upon specifications pro-
vided by client teams. The first and second phases of the
project were completed successfully, but when the third
phase began one of the client teams failed to provide their
specification on the agreed date. The consultants’ initial
position on this issue was to wait for the inputs to arrive.
Although the missing specifications were likely to cause
a delay, they felt that the matter was beyond their con-
trol and beyond their contractual obligation. They sent
reminders to the client team periodically but to no avail.
Finally, after three weeks, the project manager escalated
the matter to the client sponsor. His response was one of
frustration.

‘As a partner I expect you to make sure that your engage-
ment with my organization is successful, he said. ‘If my
people are not cooperating then I would expect you, as a
partner, to either push them or to contact me as early as
possible so that I can take action. A project delay of three
weeks due to a cooperation issue is unacceptable!’
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Escalation within the client organization is generally reserved
as a last resort as it can cause erosion to daily working relation-
ships. Whilst it is preferable to solve problems on the ground,
escalation will sometimes be required. The resolution of client-
driven issues may not be our primary responsibility but still
requires our vigilance. In a partner-oriented relationship the
goal is not simply for us to fulfil our contracted responsibilities,
but also to ensure that the overall project is successtul.

Issues that can be anticipated

Issues that can be anticipated are usually addressed through the
identification of project-related risks before the project begins.
A risk, in this context, is something that experience suggests
could go wrong during the project, but is not a certainty. When
planning a project it is usual for the consulting team to make a
list of risks and to identify corresponding actions that could be
used to mitigate them. Later if a risk comes to pass then it will
be reclassified as an issue.

‘When planning a walk on a particular day you may know
that it might rain. This brings with it a risk, although not
a certainty, of getting wet. But if you eventually do get wet
this is something that you may consider to be an issue. To
mitigate the risk therefore, you may decide to carry an
umbrella.’

Not all risks that are identified by a project team are likely to be
mitigated. This decision is based upon the probability associ-
ated with each risk, the cost of mitigation and the severity of
the impact if the issue transpires. In our simple example, if you
feel that getting wet has little consequence you may decide not
to carry an umbrella. For some risks several different mitigation
options may be considered. For others mitigation may be either
complex or impossible. The risk would then simply be moni-
tored and the issue handled if it arises.
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A consulting firm had been engaged to develop an industrial
automation solution. A small part of the project required
specialist knowledge and it had been agreed that this work
would be subcontracted to a small overseas vendor, able to
provide the specialist skills. Acting in a prime role, how-
ever, the consulting firm was responsible for the delivery
of the overall solution. The consultants recognized that any
delay in the work of the subcontractor would result in fail-
ure to meet the project deadline. Never having worked with
the vendor before, they defined this as a project risk and
considered their mitigation options.

The first option was not to mitigate the risk at all and to
hope that the vendor would deliver on time. Should the
vendor deliver late, however, they would have to deal with
the associated consequences.

The second option was to mitigate the risk by monitoring the
vendor with increased frequency, scheduling additional sta-
tus meetings and bearing the cost of the additional overhead.

The third and most elaborate option was to mitigate the risk
by flying one of their project managers overseas to work
alongside the vendor for the four-week duration of their
involvement in order to ensure on-time delivery, albeit with
the highest associated cost.

They evaluated these alternatives carefully and opted for
the second approach, bearing in mind the good reputation
of the subcontracted vendor.

Issues that are difficult to foresee

Issues that are difficult to foresee will have to be addressed as
they occur. Timely reaction and the attention of skilled staft
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are instrumental to expediting the resolution of such issues.
For this reason large consulting projects often dedicate a small
team of specialists to issue resolution during the delivery phase.
This team will prioritize the issues according to their business
impacts, focus on issue resolution, and in some cases identify
temporary work-around solutions if an issue cannot be resolved
immediately.

Most mature clients understand that issues are likely to occur
during a project and evaluate consultants carefully based upon
their behaviour around the issue-handling process. Consistent
with our earlier discussion of the 50:50 rule, this evaluation is
based upon not only the consultants’ ability to resolve the issues
but also the experience of working with them during the process.

A leading IT provider was engaged to implement a set of
business-critical systems for a large corporation in South
America. The project, lasting several months, was complex as
the systems under implementation were highly customised
and included a number of innovative features. Although the
project succeeded in delivering on time, there were a num-
ber of outstanding technical issues upon project comple-
tion. The most serious of these related to the performance
of the system, which was operating at only half the intended
speed. This issue was causing substantial inconvenience to
the people in the client organization who were forced to
manage backlogs and were unable to retire the older sys-
tems that had been replaced. A team of internal specialists
was brought in from the headquarters of the consulting
company to expedite the resolution of the situation. One of
their tasks was to meet with the client sponsor and attempt
to repair a client relationship that was likely to have been
eroded. On the morning of their meeting with the sponsor
they were prepared for a somewhat hostile reception. The
sponsor, however, was pleasant and surprisingly calm.
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‘We are indeed facing a number of technical issues, some
of which are quite serious. But we trust that these will be
overcome. What matters to us is that your people are tak-
ing the matter seriously. Every morning your project man-
ager comes to my office at 8.30 a.m. She notes down all of
my concerns and tells me how she plans to address them,
either using her local organization, or by contacting techni-
cal experts elsewhere. At 4.30 p.m. she returns and updates
me on the progress that has been made. In the IT business
you rarely see a project without issues. I would not hesitate
to work with you again on an innovative project with high
risk. This is exactly the way I expect consultants to behave
when there are issues in a project’

Despite the severity of the issue, a positive perception had
been maintained through the behaviour of the delivery
team and their approach towards issue resolution.

Issues and transparency

We have emphasized the importance of good communication
around the issue handling process, but the question arises as to
the level of transparency that should be demonstrated. Should
all issues, especially those that are internal, be raised with cli-
ents with the risk of damaging confidence?

Consider the following statements:

1. As consultants, our aim is to deliver both timely and
accurate project outcomes, and an excellent client delivery
experience.

2. ‘Raising an issue with a client demonstrates an honest
and open approach, but may also create concerns and nega-
tive perceptions. We would therefore generally prefer to deal
with internal issues behind the scenes.
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3. Clients expect a certain level of transparency, particu-
larly if they will eventually be affected by an issue. Often the
earlier that such information is communicated to the client
the better. A good relationship is a no-surprises relationship.

4. ‘In some cases the optimal resolution to an issue may
require client input. Without involving the client the use of
such information to determine the optimal course of action
would not be possible.

Whilst all of these statements are true, they illustrate that man-
aging client communication around issue handling requires
good judgement. A delicate balance must be achieved to avoid
communicating too much or too little. Whilst we have dem-
onstrated that a lack of communication or action can have
negative consequences, excessive communication may invoke
unnecessary concerns.

A commercial aircraft has many warning lights in the cock-
pit connected to the numerous technical systems operat-
ing on board. If every time a warning light illuminated the
captain made an announcement informing his 200 passen-
gers, there would probably be hysteria on flights every day.
A warning light in a cockpit tells the pilot that he needs to
take action. Minutes later the issue will usually have been
resolved through the adjustment of flight controls or through
the use of an auxiliary system. Only if the issue cannot be
resolved and it is established that it will affect the progress of
the flight is an announcement usually made.’

In the world of consulting a project manager has a similar
choice to make. An internal issue that can be resolved relatively
quickly and with high certainty can usually be handled as an
internal matter without alerting the client. This is, however, an
important judgement because later, if the consultants’ attempts
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to resolve the issue are unsuccessful, it may turn out to have
been advantageous to inform the client earlier in the process.
This is clearly illustrated by the comments of a senior project
manager working in the aviation industry.

‘Last year I was responsible for supervising a project con-
ducted by a consulting team for our organization. We had
a mixed experience working with them. Whilst the quality
of their work was good, their ability to make timely deliver-
ies was somewhat haphazard. During the project we would
ask them each week how the work was progressing and they
would say that “everything was OK”. At the end of the fol-
lowing week they would tell us again that ‘everything was
OK”. But then three days before the deadline everything
would suddenly “not be OK” and they would advise us that
we were facing a two-week delay. We found this frustrating.
As a client we understand that issues come up in projects but
we need better communication than this. If the consultants
had approached us earlier we could have adjusted our plans
to give them more time and also prepared our organization
to absorb the delay with minimal impact.’
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CHAPTER SUMMARY

The ability to deliver successful projects with a high degree of cli-
ent satisfaction defines the calibre of a consulting organization.

o The 50:50 rule suggests that equal emphasis should be placed
upon two elements: The provision of an accurate project
result; and the delivery of a positive client experience. Con-
sider the approach that you are applying in your work to excel
at each of these things. What differentiates you from others,
and in which of the elements is differentiation embedded?

o To produce accurate project results repeatedly and with high
efficiency, consulting methodologies are often employed. A
methodology generally consists of two components: A road-
map illustrating the steps required to navigate through the
assignment; and a set of tools and templates that may be
required along the way.

« A project organization will be required, tailored to the needs
of the project and with clearly defined interfaces. Delivery
resources may be located at the consultants’ offices, on site,
embedded in joint consultant-client teams or oft-shore. Each
of these approaches has its pros and cons.

o An internal launch meeting provides an excellent oppor-
tunity to assimilate the delivery team, brief them on the
intended delivery strategy, answer questions and secure their
commitment. Well-assimilated resources will make a more
credible impact when interacting with clients.

o All consultants working at the client interface should con-
sider themselves relationship managers and have choices as
to the types of relationships that they build with their client
counterparts. Once established, a partner-oriented relation-
ship brings with it an improved understanding of the client
organization, the potential for increased cooperation and
often a degree of additional flexibility.

o A good client relationship must be maintained over
time. Ensure that a consistent level of professionalism is
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demonstrated during day-to-day interactions, ensure that
clients feel at ease through their confidence in your delivery
approach, apply good judgement and keep clients updated at
suitable intervals, and ensure that any questions or concerns
are handled promptly.

o Dealing with issues during project delivery is a part of daily
life in consulting. It is also something that consultants should
be ready to approach with the correct mind-set and the
issue-handling process should not be a dramatic one. Issues
that arise may be internal and relate to processes within the
consulting organization, or external and relate to the client
organization or factors in the external environment. Some
issues can be anticipated, whilst others arise unexpectedly.
Depending upon the type of issue, different approaches can
be applied and related communication with clients should be
crafted carefully.



CHAPTER SEVEN

CLIENT INTERACTIONS AND
RELATED OBSTACLES

work with a wide variety of client personnel at differ-

ent organizational levels, representing different depart-
mental functions. This can be a very rewarding experience in
terms of personal growth, but also implies that consultants are
required to build working relationships with a wide variety
of people who have different personalities, backgrounds and
agendas. This will require a degree of flexibility.

g career in consulting brings with it the opportunity to

Clients can vary considerably in terms of style and approach:
some may be formal and others informal; some may be well
structured whilst others less structured; and some may be will-
ing to collaborate openly whilst others may be more reserved.
Clients may also have differing expectations of consultants,
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which will need to be understood and carefully managed. To
accommodate these variables our approach will need to be suf-
ficiently adaptable.

In Chapter 1 we described consulting as a helping relationship.
However, in reality some people may be easier to help than oth-
ers. Client-related obstacles can impact the value that we are
able to deliver and must therefore be handled carefully. Some
of the most common obstacles include poor client cooperation
during the progress of an assignment, resistance when attempt-
ing to effect any kind of change, and conflicts of interest between
stakeholders within a client organization.

Supported by examples, this chapter will explore practical strat-
egies for dealing with these challenges.

THE IMPORTANCE OF ADAPTABILITY

The ability to work effectively with a broad range of stakeholders is
an integral part of a consultant’s role, but the adaptability required
to achieve this is often underestimated. Small adjustments in one’s
own approach in response to the behaviours of client individu-
als or the culture of the client organization as a whole can result
in significantly improved interactions. Experienced consultants
know better than to walk in and do everything ‘their way’ Instead
they ask themselves how best to adapt their approach to succeed
in the given situation. Furthermore, the approach that works well
with one client may not work well with another. Figure 7.1 high-
lights some of the most common behavioural variables that may
need to be considered in the fine-tuning of our approach.

Mature clients have a tendency to behave in a formal, well-
structured manner and are concise in the way that they communi-
cate. They also tend to have high expectations of consultants and
expect us to be well prepared, well organized, and to deliver value
at every point. Such clients may be either forthcoming in the shar-
ing of information or reserved, sharing only limited need-to-know
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Formal Relaxed
Structured Unstructured
Concise Verbose
Forthcoming Reserved
Attentive Distracted

Figure 7.1: Common behavioural differences

facts. They may also put consultants to the test, expecting us to
direct the dialogue and know the appropriate questions to ask.

A project conducted in the medical equipment industry
involved a global vice-president as a client stakeholder.
Meetings were always planned well in advance as it typically
took four months to get a one-hour slot in her diary. Good
preparation on all discussion points was essential, as the cli-
ent would always be well prepared and would expect good
answers to her questions. Meetings with this highly efficient
individual were extraordinarily productive, and a clear posi-
tion was generally achieved on each issue discussed.

Mature clients expect mature consulting behaviour. A casual
or informal approach would have jeopardized the relationship
with this client very quickly. During meetings it was impor-
tant for the consultants to match the client’s pace, to be well
informed and to note down agreements accurately.

Another meeting was conducted with a public relations
director in the pharmaceuticals industry. The client dem-
onstrated a friendly and cooperative attitude, but with a
highly verbose and social communication style. He loved to
talk about football and started the meeting with a lengthy
discussion about last night’s game. During the meeting he
provided good inputs based upon his specialist knowledge
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of the industry but with lengthy explanations, some of
which were only loosely relevant to the discussion at hand,
taking quite some time to get to the point.

In the fast-paced world of consulting, some consultants may find
this type of behaviour frustrating. It is fair to say that what could
have been accomplished in a 30-minute meeting with the first cli-
ent would most probably have taken a full hour with the second.
However, such variation is a reality, and a test of the consultants
ability to adapt. Being strict and to the point will not help you
establish rapport with this type of client. Instead some patience will
be required, as well as an ability to steer the discussion in a direc-
tion that will meet its objectives. Less relevant discussions about
football may have to be tolerated periodically, before the discussion
is diplomatically steered onto the next topic on the agenda.

Whilst some clients may be highly structured in their approach,
others may be quite the opposite. This is again a test of the con-
sultant’s ability to direct the dialogue.

A team was conducting a consulting project for a client in
South America. The principal client stakeholder was highly
skilled, passionate in her field and a creative thinker, but
had a tendency to conduct herself in an unstructured and
somewhat chaotic fashion. A short meeting scheduled with
her to discuss four specific issues could easily last for more
than an hour. During this time 20 different things could
randomly be discussed without achieving a useful conclu-
sion on any one of them.

The consultants considered how they should adapt their
approach to work efficiently with this individual. They
ensured that prior to any meeting the specific discussion
points had been agreed in the form of an agenda. Then as
additional topics came up during the course of the meeting
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they would respond: “We have not included that point on
the agenda for today. Is it something that should be added,
or should we postpone the matter to a later discussion?’ In
some cases it was pertinent to amend the agenda, but usu-
ally the additional points were taken off-line.

Clients generally demonstrate attentive behaviours during
meetings and presentations, but may sometimes be distracted
by other matters. To ensure that meeting objectives are achieved,
steps may be required to secure the required attention.

A consultant travelled from northern Europe to Italy to
deliver a presentation to four managers in a client organi-
zation. The principle reason for making the trip in person
rather than via teleconference was to build relationships,
ensure good buy-in on the topics discussed and address any
related concerns. As the consultant began his presentation
he noticed that two of the participants were paying little
attention, gazing into their phones, reading emails and send-
ing messages. Concerned regarding the need to engage the
managers, he adapted his approach by increasing the level
of interaction with his audience. After presenting the short
agenda he took his first check point. ‘It is important for me
to address your expectations, he said. Is this agenda com-
plete for everybody?’ Three participants nodded positively.
The fourth was tapping an email into his phone. ‘Mr De
Luca, is the agenda fine with you?” he asked politely. ‘Oh,
yes, replied the fourth client, looking up. The presentation
continued and a minute later the consultant engaged again
with his next question. As the minutes passed the clients
gradually put away their phones, realizing that this was not
going to be the kind of meeting where they could do other
work. In a one-way communication scenario it is easy for
the listening parties to disengage, but when communica-
tion is two-way this becomes more difficult.
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DEALING WITH CLIENT-RELATED OBSTACLES

Some of the most common client-related obstacles that we
encounter as consultants relate to poor client cooperation,
resistance to change and conflicts between stakeholders within
the client organization.

Poor client cooperation

Consulting projects generally rely upon a certain level of coopera-
tion with clients in order to achieve their outcomes. In some cases
the client organization may, however, fail to provide the expected
level of cooperation. This can arise for a number of reasons.

Client staff members may not appreciate the importance of the
project and may not therefore be inclined to prioritize it. The
managers within the client organization who engaged the con-
sultants will most often not be the same people the consultants
are required to work with on a daily basis. Client personnel may
be thinking “Why do we need to support this project? Why is it
so important? It just sounds like additional work’

One of the steps commonly taken to mobilize a client organiza-
tion is to conduct a joint project launch meeting to get coop-
eration off to a good start. Scheduled after the internal launch
meeting, this event is typically led by senior sponsors and the
project managers from the client and consulting organizations.
Senior sponsors present the business context of the project and
explain its importance. The project managers outline the pro-
ject approach, intended benefits and day-to-day working pro-
cedures that have been agreed. The meeting usually ends with a
social event to initiate the process of relationship building.

Any project launch meeting should be viewed as a good oppor-
tunity to get everyone on the same page. Some of the content
presented may be reused from the internal launch meeting, but
other topics related to client-specific responsibilities may differ.
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Give participants the opportunity to ask questions as it will be
most efficient to answer them in a common forum. The build-
ing of a joint project team is an important objective of the meet-
ing and this should be emphasized to the consulting team in
advance if necessary. The example of poor practice below illus-
trates the type of behaviour that should be avoided.

A project launch meeting involving 50 client and consulting
staff members was conducted at an off-site conference facil-
ity. The event comprised a project presentation of one hour, a
question-and-answer session of 30 minutes and a social activ-
ity where snacks and cocktails were served. When the social
activity began the consultants had a tendency to congregate
and chat on one side of the room whilst the client participants
gathered on the other side, neither group interacting with
the other. The sponsor within the consulting organization,
alarmed by what she observed, immediately approached a
number of her team members, leading them across the room
and introducing them to their client counterparts.

Poor client cooperation may also occur when clients appreciate
the value of the project but have insufficient time to support it
due to other commitments and workload. In such situations it is
important to make cooperation as easy as possible, demonstrat-
ing flexibility and a willingness to accommodate their schedules.

A consultant was responsible for collecting status infor-
mation from six client project managers at the end of each
week. One project manager always provided his inputs late,
delivered information that was incomplete and sometimes
failed to submit his contribution at all. The manager con-
cerned was responsible for a project that was running behind
schedule and he was working long hours to try to resolve
the situation. His time was in short supply and the report-
ing task ranked low among his priorities. The consultant
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engaged with him to see if a solution could be found. “Would
it be helpful if I came to your office for a short meeting each
week?” he asked. “You could brief me and I could note down
the status information. If your schedule is busy I could come
in early and meet you at 8 a.m’ With the provision of this
additional flexibility a working solution was agreed.

Client staff members may refuse to cooperate if they do not
welcome the intervention of external consultants. There can be
many reasons for this, including bad experiences that they have
had working with consultants in the past. Relationships will
be difficult to build with clients without willingness on both
sides. In the following section we will therefore explore the phe-
nomenon of resistance in some detail.

Resistance

Many consulting assignments are contracted to support the
implementation of change within a client organization. The suc-
cessful achievement of a client’s vision may require changes to
the organizational structure, the redesign of business processes,
the implementation of new ways of working or the deployment
of new support systems. Not everyone working in the client
organization, however, may be open to change. Staff may not
believe that the proposed changes will result in favourable out-
comes; they may like the status quo and strive to preserve exist-
ing ways of working; conflicts of interest and political agendas
may play a role; the use of external ideas may be resented, com-
monly referred to as not-invented-here syndrome; or some may
believe that as a result of the changes their leverage within the
organization will be compromised.

These feelings translate into resistance and a situation where client
staff either refuse to cooperate during a project, or, even worse,
take blocking actions to prevent progress within the assignment.
The skill of dealing with resistance is important to any consultant



CLIENT INTERACTIONS AND RELATED OBSTACLES | 181

and may, in some projects, make the difference between success
and failure. In some situations we may encounter resistance that
cannot be overcome, and the only way for a project to proceed is
for client management to remove an individual who is blocking
change from his or her position. This, however, is the extreme
case, and the skilled and tactical handling of resistance is usually
sufficient for project outcomes to be realized.

The approach for handling resistance does not have to be a
complex one and begins with asking oneself the simple ques-
tion ‘Why?’" Resistance is a natural human reaction and can
have many possible causes. If we can identify the most probable
causes then bringing down what is commonly referred to as the
wall of resistance becomes a systematic process of addressing
concerns. The better the concerns can be addressed, the lower
the wall of resistance will become, but we must always start by
attempting to establish the underlying cause. Consider the fol-
lowing example.

A consultant and his team were tasked to manage the imple-
mentation of a workflow system and associated business
processes within a medium-sized company in Germany.
The system would allow departments to exchange infor-
mation electronically, eliminating a number of manual,
paper-based processes and providing improved efficien-
cies. During the first week of the project the consultant
arranged meetings with each of the departmental heads,
important stakeholders whose people would be the users
of the new system. His first meeting was with the head of
the human resources (HR) department, a woman reputed
to have strong opinions and little patience. He arrived at
her office and knocked cautiously on the door, which was
ajar. The manager glanced up. ‘Oh!’ she said in a stern voice.
“You must be the consultant, here about this new workflow
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thing that people are talking about!” The tone in her voice
indicated clear disapproval.

‘Yes, responded the consultant politely. ‘I wondered if I
could discuss the project with you. Could I have a few min-
utes of your time?’

‘No, replied the manager without hesitation. “We don’t need
a new workflow system here. We're doing just fine. Look at
the pile of work on my desk. I am busy and we have plenty
to do here. Go and talk to the people in the accounting
department. All of the problems in this organization are in
the accounting department. Goodbye!’

Consider how you would respond in this situation. Consultants
have been known to react in a variety of ways, and with varying
degrees of success:

« Some have simply argued, insisting, based upon their analy-
sis, that a new system is required, but to little avail. No pro-
gress has been made and anything of a relationship that could
have been built with the client has been eroded in the process.

« Some have attempted a selling exercise with words such as
‘If you give me five minutes of your time I'm sure that I can
explain how the new system will make your life much eas-
ier’ This approach is rarely successful with clients who are
resistant and therefore unwilling to listen in the first place.

« Some have asked if they can make a new appointment at a
more convenient time when the client is less busy. Sarcastic
clients have told consultants on more than one occasion that
they should come back next year, or in the next life!

 Others have emphasized the mandate for the project from
senior client sponsors. “We are sorry that you feel that
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way; however, this initiative has been endorsed by your
management and the project is already under implemen-
tation. Be wary that even when management has made
their endorsement, strong political influence many lie with
other individuals in the organization. The client may sim-
ply respond: ‘It’s going to be implemented, is it? Well, we’ll
see about that!’

Let us now return to the fundamental question: Why?
Answering this question is not an exact science and may
even involve some guesswork. We do, however, have some
clues to work with.

The statement “‘We're doing just fine’ implies ‘Leave us alone. We
don’t want a new system forced on us. The manager does not
appreciate being told what to do in her department.

The statement “‘We have plenty to do here’ suggests that workload
is already high and that staff have no time to worry about addi-
tional tasks, particularly if no associated benefit is perceived.

The most likely causes of resistance are therefore:

o An unwanted or forced intervention

o The prospect of additional time spent without tangible ben-
efit. The solution to be implemented is probably perceived as
a waste of time.

Any approach for handling the resistance will therefore need to:

« Acknowledge rather than challenge the client

o Associate value with the proposed system that is relevant, but
without entering into selling mode.
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The consultant did some quick thinking and responded.
‘Very well, he said. ‘T am new to your organization, whereas
you have been running this department for eight years, so
I am sure that if anyone should be the best judge of whether
or not you need a new system in HR it must be you!

The client paused for a moment, having expected the consul-
tant to argue. She responded in a more pleasant tone. “Thank
you! The consultant sensed the invisible wall of resistance low-
ering slightly and felt the mood of the dialogue begin to soften.

He continued: ‘But I have heard that in HR you do have a
heavy workload, considering the number of people in your
team. Workflow aside, would you have a few moments to
share any other issues that you are facing, particularly ones
that involve communication with other departments? I will
be meeting the other departmental heads and an under-
standing of your views would be helpful’

The client paused again, glancing at the pile of work on her
desk. T really am very busy. But I suppose that just five min-
utes wouldn’t hurt. Sit down; she said, and began to explain.
‘It’s those people in the accounting department! They never
send their figures to us on time. They are due by 4 p.m.
every Friday and we usually get them at around 6 p.m. It’s
unacceptable! Then there are the backlogs. People do not
fill out forms correctly. Everything has to be done twice and
HR is blamed for the delays’

The client continued to air her concerns for a few minutes
before reaching a natural close. The consultant noted them
down diligently.

“Thank you, he said. “This is helpful information. Tomorrow I
will meet with the accounting department. Just out of interest,
if they implement the proposed system in their department
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it will mean that you will always get the figures at exactly 4
p.m. The report will be produced by the system, irrespective
of their actions. Would that be of help to you and your team?’

The client responded with a look of surprise. ‘Can a work-
flow system really do that?’

A meeting that had started only minutes earlier with a poor
outlook had resulted in a good consulting dialogue through
the tactical handling of resistance. The client did not change
her position on the workflow system overnight, but in con-
tinued discussions during the following days and through
the strong commitment of the consultant to address her
department’s concerns she eventually become a strong sup-
porter of the project.

As the example illustrates, the successful handling of resistance
relies upon our ability to establish the most likely contributing
causes. These causes clearly differ on a case-by-case basis. Con-
sider a second example.

A manufacturing company in London had decided to
replace its ageing accounting system. The system had been
developed by the IT department within the company many
years ago based upon an old technology. Mr Giles, the head
of the IT department, and his team were responsible for
maintaining the system and had customized it many times
in response to changing requirements. Every time the mar-
keting department wanted to implement a new invoice for-
mat or change the payment terms for a customer, his team
would make the necessary changes.

The replacement of the system had now been agreed at
management level. The two main drivers for this decision
were to leverage some of the functions available in the
latest accounting systems, and to enable integration with
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some of the other systems being used. Mr Giles had been
put in charge of the project and a consulting firm had been
engaged to support the selection and implementation of the
replacement accounting system.

Following a structured methodology, the consultants
collected requirements from both the IT and marketing
departments, which were subsequently analysed. They
then evaluated different systems available on the market
and formulated a solution proposal. Finally, they arranged
a meeting to present their recommended approach to the
client. On the day of the meeting the marketing represen-
tatives were enthusiastic, but Mr Giles and his colleagues
were not. They attacked the proposal at every opportunity,
challenging assumptions, adding additional requirements
and asking questions that the consultants would clearly
not be able to answer without further investigation. The
consultants acknowledged these concerns professionally
and agreed to return the following week with an updated
presentation. At the second meeting, however, Mr Giles
and his team had come up with a list of new concerns.
During subsequent meetings this continued and the con-
sultants were forced to deal with additional points of criti-
cism, time after time. As the weeks passed the marketing
representatives became increasingly impatient as progress
was slow and the new accounting system seemed to be a
distant reality.

The manager responsible for the work in the consulting firm
called an internal meeting with his team to discuss the situ-
ation. A lot of time and effort had already been expended,
yet unless they were able to win the favour of Mr Giles it
seemed that the project could not progress. The team gath-
ered and asked themselves the fundamental question: why
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was this stakeholder so resistant to the proposal? During
their discussion they reached the following conclusions:

o Mr Giles had been responsible for the development of
the existing accounting system. He knew the system
inside out, which was the source of great personal pride
and made him something of an authority.

o The IT department was sitting on large budgets for
the operation and maintenance of the existing system.
These budgets would be reduced significantly once a
new system had been implemented as support would
be provided externally.

o The IT department were sitting in a powerful position.
Each time marketing wanted to make a change they
had to present a request to the IT department. They
would evaluate the request and typically say “‘We can
do this, but it will take two weeks. A new system would
allow marketing to change invoice formats and pay-
ment terms themselves through a simple interface with
little dependence on the IT department. ‘Why did this
used to take two weeks?’ they would probably think.

In summary, whilst a new system would bring new features,
lower costs and introduce integration possibilities to the
IT department it also meant a dent in their pride, reduced
budgets and loss of leverage within the organization. The
most likely causes of the resistance had been established.
An approach to address the resistance would need to:

o Acknowledge the merits of the existing approach, and
ensure that the recommendation of a replacement sys-
tem was not perceived as an attack on the work of the
IT department
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o Reinforce the importance of a replacement system to
the business and the need to move ahead quickly, pref-
erably with facts that would be hard to contradict

o Most importantly, put the IT department in the driv-
ing seat and demonstrate that the project could create a
position of leverage for them.

Instead of scheduling another presentation for the follow-
ing week, the consulting manager called for a meeting with
Mr Giles and some of his senior team members.

‘Mr Giles; he said, ‘your team has been responsible for an
accounting system that has served your organization well
for many years. The proposal now to replace the system is
intended to enable your company to compete more effec-
tively in today’s marketplace. A new system will allow you
to offer customers flexible payment options, electronic
invoicing and a number of other attractive features. Some
of your competitors already have these capabilities, which
underlines the need to act quickly. But it is your depart-
ment that will own the new system, and it is ultimately your
team that will make this a success. How can we as consul-
tants support you in the best way?’

The discussion that followed during the meeting was much
calmer in nature than those that had preceded it. The con-
sultants emphasized their willingness to listen to concerns
and discuss how they could be addressed. The role of the
client’s IT team and the importance of their involvement
were also emphasized. It was a turn-around meeting that
finally enabled the project to move forward.

Stakeholder conflicts

Conflicts between client stakeholders can create obstacles at
various stages during a consulting engagement. Introduced
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earlier in Chapter 6, two approaches are commonly applied to
address these conflicts: facilitation and escalation.

Facilitation

Assuming the role of a facilitator towards stakeholders within
a client organization can help to navigate around obstacles and
add value to the relationship as a whole. Consider the following
example.

A conflict of interest existed between two client depart-
ments in Latin America concerning the definition of the
scope and timeline for a project. The client’s operations
organization was pushing hard for an elaborate solution
with many features to serve the company well in the long
term. The client’s marketing organization, on the other
hand, wanted a lean solution that could be implemented
quickly in order to support the launch of a new prod-
uct. In discussions, each party complained that the other
was unreasonable and a deadlock had resulted. The con-
sultants responsible for collecting the requirements and
providing the solution stepped in and attempted to facili-
tate. First, they engaged with the operations organization
and persuaded them to divide the project into smaller
phases with benefits delivered to the business incre-
mentally. This meant that an elaborate solution could be
delivered, but would also speed up the fulfilment of mar-
keting requirements. Then they engaged with the mar-
keting organization, explaining that certain operational
requirements should be addressed early and it would be
advisable to extend their requested timeline by 20% for
the first delivery in order to accommodate this. The con-
flicting views of each department were facilitated into a
window of reasonable agreement, and the project moved
ahead.
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In large corporations it is not uncommon to encounter depart-
ments with differing views, and that operate in a largely isolated
manner. For matters where a common view is required, consult-
ants are often in a good position to facilitate provided that they
have established good relationships with the parties concerned.
Clients often appreciate the value of such facilitation, particu-
larly in long-term consulting relationships. This was echoed by
a senior client manager in southern Europe:

‘Our consulting provider has demonstrated the ability to
engage with the different departments here, helping us to
reach agreement and therefore speed up the decision-making
process. It could be argued that we should not need this type
of support from an external partner, but in practice we do,
and it adds a lot of value.’

Escalation

In some conflict-related situations facilitation may not be an
option, or we may try to facilitate but without success. Agendas
may be too diverse when figuratively one party wants black, one
wants white and there is no grey, or lapses in cooperation may
occur during project delivery that are beyond the influence of
the consultants. In such situations escalation procedures will be
required to engage stakeholders within the client organization
who have sufficient authority to act and agree upon a resolu-
tion. When appointing a project organization it is important
to define what are commonly referred to as escalation paths to
ensure that these people can be accessed.

In the late 1990s a consulting team was engaged by the
IT division of a telecommunications operator in eastern
Europe to carry out systems development work. Whilst the
team worked with the people in this organization on a daily
basis they were required to obtain approval on all design
documents by the client's marketing division. These two
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divisions worked in a somewhat isolated manner, communi-
cating infrequently, and were physically located in buildings
some distance apart. It was rumoured that the relationship
between the two division heads was somewhat political.

As the first phase of the work drew to a close the consultants
submitted their design documents for marketing approval
but received no response. Reminders were sent, phone calls
were made but days passed without progress. Finally, they
escalated the matter to their client sponsor, the head of the
IT department, asking for immediate action to avoid an
inevitable project delay. His response came as something of
a surprise. Tm sorry, he said, ‘but I can’t help you. If I call
the head of marketing and he sees my number he does not
pick up the phone’

In this example two stakeholders with equal authority were
unable to cooperate, but no escalation point had been defined
one level higher in the organization with suitable rank to
address the matter. The CEO of the client organization had not
been defined as a project sponsor. It would have therefore been
difficult and perhaps inappropriate for the consultants to try to
involve him. Several weeks of delay resulted until the project
could move ahead.

This situation is avoided by nominating senior sponsors as part
of the project organization. These people will not necessarily
attend regular project meetings, but their names will be listed on
the project’s organization chart. For strategic and high-visibility
projects this is good practice from a leadership perspective but
also creates an important safety net in case senior-level escala-
tion is required.

Always ensure clear escalation paths are defined within the pro-
ject organization. You may need them quickly in the event of
poor cooperation during project delivery.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY

Interactions with clients that are both efficient and effective are
important enablers for the value that we can add as consultants.

o Successful consultants are expected to have the skills to work
well with a wide range of clients. These clients may represent
different organization levels, from top management to day-
to-day operations, and bring different agendas. The impor-
tance of our ability to adapt to different behavioural styles
and client expectations should not be underestimated.

« Poor client cooperation has been an issue that has negatively
impacted many consulting projects at some point during their
execution. Clients may be insufficiently motivated to provide
the required cooperation, may have insufficient time available,
or in some cases may simply be unwilling. Take steps to ensure
the readiness of the client organization before a project begins
and be ready to address any cooperation issues that occur.

« Consultants are engaged to effect change within client organ-
izations, but those who do not support the changes are likely
to view us as the enemy. In Chapter 1 we referred to con-
sulting as a helping relationship, which suggests that when
viewed as the enemy, a constructive consulting dialogue will
be difficult to conduct. Our skills in handling resistance will
therefore be instrumental to our ability to engage effectively.

« Resistance is a natural human reaction that requires a tac-
tical approach. Take a step back and ask yourself the ques-
tion: ‘Why would this person feel resistant?” Use any available
background information, but carefully observe client reac-
tions during discussions. Handling resistance successfully is
highly dependent upon your ability to address concerns.

o Conflicts between client stakeholders can create obstacles at
various stages during a consulting engagement. Client facili-
tation can play a valuable role and can expedite the process of
reaching practical agreements, but in some cases escalation
may be required. Ensure that suitable escalation paths are in
place as a safety net before project delivery begins.



CHAPTER EIGHT

THE SKILL OF ADVISING

here are many occasions during a consulting engagement

when we advise our clients. Advice may be provided regard-

ing the scoping of a problem and the definition of priorities;
it may relate to the formulation of strategy, the design of a solution
or an implementation approach; advice is shared on a daily basis
as we provide answers to questions; it also has an important role
to play internally within a consulting firm as we work in teams,
supporting and sometimes challenging our colleagues.

The quality of the advice that we provide is driven by a num-
ber of factors. Our expertise, experience and ability to collect
and analyse information play an important role, but we must
also be skilled in combining these ingredients in the formula-
tion of recommendations, supported by good arguments. These

193
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arguments must be defensible as clients often test our recom-
mendations by challenging them. An argument that can be well
defended is generally considered to represent good advice.

This chapter will explore techniques for building, presenting
and defending arguments, supported by examples from real
consulting engagements. The two most common systems of
argumentation, deductive and inductive reasoning, will be intro-
duced. We will also consider how arguments can be embedded
in written documents and presentations.

THE DEDUCTIVE METHOD

The deductive reasoning method builds an argument using
an analytical approach. Working from an initial basis, it elimi-
nates sets of answers systematically until a unique conclusion is
reached.

Building the argument

Consider the example below.

Sebastian has decided to buy a new car, specifically a sports
utility vehicle (SUV). He consults a friend for advice who
is familiar with the automotive industry, presenting the fol-
lowing requirements for the new vehicle:

o The car should run on diesel fuel.

o The car should have a sideward-opening rear door.
Sebastian often needs to transport his golf clubs and
wants the rear door to be easy to operate.

o He needs the car to be delivered within six weeks.

The friend carries out some analysis and presents the fol-
lowing recommendation shown in Figure 8.1.
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Of these 5
10 SUVs Only 5 of vehicles, And of these 3,
are current! these vehicles only 3 feature only one can The Toyota
- Y - v >~ bedelivered >~ Ravéisthe
available on the offer a diesel a sideward e ]
] ; within best choice
local market variant opening
6 weeks
rear door

Figure 8.1: A deductive argument

A deductive argument builds from a solid basis or starting point.
In practice this should be either a fact (something that can be
observed or measured) or a point of firm agreement (something
that has been agreed and will not be disputed by the receiver
of the argument). The fact in this case is that only ten different
SUVs are available in the local market. This is something that
could be easily verified.

The argument then uses a funnel-type logic as illustrated in
Figure 8.2. Having established ten possible options from its
basis, each step in the argument uses information or premises to

Basis

Nt
N/

i

Figure 8.2: Deductive elimination process
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eliminate sets of possible options and narrow down the number
the potential choices.

A high-priority requirement for a diesel operated vehicle imme-
diately reduces the number of possible options from ten to five.
Upon further evaluation of these vehicles, two further models
are eliminated due to the rear door opening mechanism. Finally,
of the three vehicles that meet all other requirements only one
can be delivered within the desired time frame. Provided that
Sebastian agrees with the basis of the argument, hence its impor-
tance, and the reasons why other options have been eliminated,
he should also agree with the final recommendation.

This is a simplistic example of a deductive process, and the
elimination of options is rarely so clear-cut. Consider the fol-
lowing example, which requires the weighing of pros and cons
prior to the elimination of options.

An on-line book retailer intends to implement a new order
management system and has engaged consultants to iden-
tify a suitable choice. A workshop has been conducted to
discuss the client’s requirements. These requirements have
been documented, verified and signed off by the client.

The consultants have conducted a quick look analysis, com-
paring the ten leading systems on the market with the client’s
requirements. A short list of three systems (A, B, C) has been
defined, all of which are suitable choices to some degree.

Further evaluation has revealed that whilst system C meets
all mandatory requirements, it offers lower performance
than systems A and B and it has therefore been eliminated.

Systems A and B are both attractive choices and are priced
at similar figures. System A offers more functionality, whilst
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system B offers greater expansion capability. The additional
functionality offered by system A could be of interest in the
future. Both systems offer adequate capacity and further
expansion is unlikely to be required. System B is therefore
eliminated and system A recommended as the optimal choice.

Whilst this example demonstrates the same type of logic, it uses
as its basis a point of firm agreement with the client, instead of
a fact. The client had reviewed the documented requirements
and approved them.

Defending the argument

So far we have demonstrated that a deductive argument:

o Requires a solid basis
« Embodies a funnel-type logic

« Presents a unique conclusion through the elimination of
alternatives.

Returning to our first example, now consider how the argu-
ment could be contested. There are two ways that a deductive
argument can be overturned:

o The statements in a deductive argument act like links in a chain.
If any one statement in the argument can be disputed and proven
false, the chain will break and the conclusion may no longer hold.
For example, if it can be proven that more than ten SUV options
are available, and other options have not been considered; if in
fact more than five vehicles offer diesel variants; if more than
three vehicles feature sideward-opening rear doors; or if other
vehicles can be delivered within the desired time frame.

o If any relevant information has been omitted, the argument
could also be overturned. For example, another vehicle has
an electrically operated tailgate, which would achieve the
same convenience as the sideward opening rear door; it also
complies with all the other requirements.
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Two safety tests should therefore be applied before presenting
a deductive argument:

o Can each premise be proven or reasonably substantiated?
 Has all relevant information been included?

If the answers to both of these questions is yes, then the argu-
ment can be considered robust.

THE INDUCTIVE METHOD

The deductive method of reasoning is analytical in nature, pre-
senting a set of premises in a logical order to derive its conclu-
sion. As the examples in this chapter suggest, analysis is often
conducted to develop each premise within the argument and to
ensure that it can be suitably substantiated.

The inductive reasoning method offers an alternative approach,
which is more persuasive in nature. If anyone has ever said
to you ‘Give me five good reasons why..., you have probably
responded with an inductive argument. Rather than present-
ing a chain of premises whose logical dependencies lead to a
conclusion, the inductive method aggregates premises to dem-
onstrate that its conclusion is likely to be true.

Building the argument

Consider the example in Figure 8.3. Unlike the deductive
method, an inductive argument can accommodate the use of
more subjective information, such as the statement ‘It is popu-
lar’ in Figure 8.3. Just because others like the car, there is no
certainty that Sebastian will like it. The strength of an inductive
argument relies upon the selection of good reasons that are well
aligned with the receiver’s priorities or decision-making criteria.
The reason ‘It is spacious’ would, for example, carry no weight if
the receiver was indifferent regarding the size of the car.
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The Toyota Rav4
is an excellent
choice

Itis economical
Itis spacious
Itis popular

Itis affordable

Figure 8.3: An inductive argument

Consider a second inductive example.

We recommend that you implement this system because:

« It meets all of your mandatory requirements

o It has strong references, thus minimizing risk

o The supplier can provide a local support team

« Itis compatible with your existing environment
o Itis within your budget.

This argument could be presented to a client, provided that each
premise is valid and the premises are aligned with the clients
decision-making criteria. In this case, minimizing risk and the
local provision of support would need to be priorities for the
client concerned.

Defending the argument

So far we have demonstrated that an inductive argument:
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o Is built by aggregating multiple premises to support a
conclusion

o Should contain premises that are relevant to client priorities

« Can accommodate information of a more subjective nature.

Returning to our first example, Sebastian could potentially con-
test any one of the statements:

 He may claim to know of other, more economical cars.

« He may need more space for additional luggage.

o The car may be popular elsewhere, but it is unfamiliar to him.
« The car may not be within his budget.

Consider the impact in each case. If the first statement in the
argument holds, that is, Sebastian knows of other, more eco-
nomical cars, then the recommendation would be weakened,
but not necessarily destroyed. The argument has three other
premises to rest upon, which together may still carry sufficient
weight for the receiver. The same could potentially apply to the
second and third statements. ‘Given the other benefits of this
car, is the luggage space really a deal-breaker?” one could ask.
Sebastian may be willing to make a compromise. If the fourth
statement holds, however, it would be quite likely to overturn
the recommendation. Each premise is likely to have a different
weight or priority to the receiver. If premises carrying sufficient
weight can be disputed, or a fundamental criterion has been
overlooked, then the argument is likely to fail.

When building an inductive argument we aim to identify a set
of defendable premises that demonstrate completeness and are
well aligned with the client’s decision-making priorities.

COMPARING THE METHODS

Two styles of reasoning have been introduced that differ both
in style and in the quantity and quality of information required
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to build them. The greatest difference between the techniques,
however, relates to the conclusions that they deliver:

o A deductive argument delivers, through analytical means, a
conclusion that is unique. The first example in this chapter
suggested that having analysed the available alternatives and
the client’s requirements, a particular vehicle was the best
choice.

o Theinductive argument, on the other hand, was simply build-
ing a case for a particular choice. Based upon the information
presented, it argued that the vehicle was an excellent choice
for the client, but it is not exhaustive.

This important distinction affects the application of the argu-
mentation methods in practice, as illustrated by the example
below.

A global engineering group comprised five businesses with
facilities in different locations, dedicated to the manufac-
ture of specialist automotive equipment. At each facility
a system was used to manage inventory in a large warehouse
where parts were stored. A different system was in use at
each location, which had been identified as a source of inef-
ficiency by management. A decision had therefore been
taken to purchase a common system so that all facilities
could benefit from shared operational costs.

A team of consultants had been engaged to support the
selection of the replacement system and began their assign-
ment by collecting requirements from each of the five busi-
nesses. As expected, whilst some of their requirements
were similar, others were not. Some businesses insisted on
the inclusion of requirements that would be redundant to
others, and some other requirements were very specific
to working practices within a particular facility.
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The consultants evaluated a number of commercially avail-
able systems to identify an option suitable for group-wide
use. Whilst a system was identified that represented the
best fit overall, it could not be described as an ideal fit in
each individual case. Three of the businesses would be the
greatest benefactors as all of their requirements would be
satisfied. The other two businesses would lose some fea-
tures existing in their current systems. These features were
non-critical but would require certain working processes
to change, and the consultants anticipated some resis-
tance when presenting their proposed solution. It could be
argued that these two businesses would have been better
off continuing working with their existing systems, but this
would defeat the objective of the initiative as a whole. The
consultants considered how they would approach the pre-
sentation of their recommendation.

The stakeholders in each business had agreed to move to a
common system provided that their requirements were sat-
isfied. For the first three businesses this objective had been
achieved. A deductive line of reasoning could therefore be
used, as illustrated below:

o Our analysis has identified three systems that are com-
pliant with your mandatory requirements: X, Y, Z.

o System X has lower performance than Systems Y and Z.
It has therefore been eliminated.

o Of the two remaining systems, System Y would take
more time to implement due to poorer compatibility
with the other systems that you are currently using. It
has also therefore been eliminated.

We have therefore identified System Z as the best option for
you to proceed with.
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For the other two businesses, however, this line of argumen-
tation would not hold. System Z was not the best choice for
them and their stakeholders would recognize this immedi-
ately. An inductive line of reasoning was therefore used to
recommend the implementation of System Z:

o It satisfies most of your mandatory requirements.

» For requirements that are not satisfied we can recom-
mend work-arounds through changes to your working
processes.

o You will benefit from reduced operational costs.

o Itisin the interest of the group as a whole to use a com-
mon system.

The last premise in this argument uses what is referred to
as the greater good argument. In cases where the needs of
all stakeholders cannot be satisfied by a recommendation it
refers to overriding benefits to the organization as a whole
as the basis for making a compromise.

COMBINING THE METHODS

When addressing complex situations, several arguments may be
needed to support different parts of a recommendation. These
parts could include the definition of priorities, the selection of
solution options, the choice of deployment approach, and so
forth. To support this, arguments can be combined in the form
of layers, each contributing to the strength of the overall recom-
mendation. Consider the following example.

TransCom is a company working in the media business.
Already operating in four countries, it has stated a vision
to be ranked as a leader in its local markets within three
years. Having engaged with TransCom in several meetings,
Dasser Consulting is preparing a proposal to help bring this
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aim about. The proposal will focus on the client’s vision,
current position and the contributions that Dasser could
provide as consultants. The main argument to be embed-
ded in the proposal is illustrated in Figure 8.4.

Dasser Engage Dasser

TransCom To succeed Consulting can -

X y A number of Consulting to
recognizes the changes will obstacles must support the conducta
opportunity to >~ be required to > >~ transformation >~ "

become a various parts of be successfully based upon business
P managed n transformation

market leader the business proven

. programme
experience

Figure 8.4: The proposal: main argument

The style of deductive reasoning employed in this argument
differs somewhat from the examples presented earlier in this
chapter, yet with many similar characteristics.

o The argument begins with a basis that must be solid.

o Each premise either draws a conclusion from the pre-
vious one, or makes a comment that will help to reach a
conclusion.

o All relevant information must be included for the argument
to be intact, and each premise must be substantiated.

Having formulated the main argument, the Dasser team adds a
second layer of arguments, based upon analysis that they have
carried out (Figure 8.5). Here, inductive arguments have been
added to substantiate each premise:

« The opportunity for TransCom to become a market leader
is substantiated by new opportunities created by changes in
regulation, rapid growth in TransCom’s markets, business
opportunities presented by emerging customer segments,
opportunities to partner with other firms, and the potential
leverage their existing customer base.
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Figure 8.5: The proposal: second-level arguments

 The main changes that will be required to the business are
summarized and relate to service innovation, the need for
new pricing and business models, additional functionality in
business support systems and the need to optimize opera-
tional processes.

o The actions proposed to manage obstacles relate to the for-
mulation of strategies to deal with competitor responses, the
management of existing customer perceptions, the consoli-
dation of legacy products and a structured approach towards
internal change management.

« Finally, to justify Dasser’s suitability as a partner, material has
been prepared concerning their references, the calibre and
geographical placement of their consulting resources, their
proven transformation methodology, and the assets that they
could contribute for reuse.
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Inductive arguments are well suited for use at the detailed level.
If any detailed finding came into dispute, the argument would
be weakened but is less likely to be overturned, enabling it to

continue to support the main deductive argument.

DOCUMENTING THE ARGUMENT

The Dasser team intends to embed the argument into a written
proposal document. The structure of the argument lends itself
well to this, as illustrated in Figure 8.6. The document’s execu-
tive summary is created by elaborating on the premises of the

main argument in the following way:

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Engage Dasser
Consulting to
conduct a business

customer hase

transformation
programme
CHAPTER 1 CHAPTER 2 CHAPTER 3 CHAPTER 4
TransCom To succeed Dasser Consulting
X . A number of
recognizes the changes will be obstacles must be can support the
opportunityto  |>-{ required to various > > transformation
successfully
become a market parts of the based upon proven
. managed -
leader business experience
e Change_s in 210 New innovative 31e Competitor 1@ Experience and
regulation services responses references
1.2 Market growth 220 Pricing/business 320 Exnstmg‘customer 126 Highly qualified
models perception team
New customer Enhanced business Consolidation of Presence in all
130 230 43@ )
segments support systems legacy products TransCom locations
P Partnerst_n_p 246 0pt|m|_zat|0n 340 Internal change 446 Proven
opportunities of business management methodology
Existin processes
150 9 4.5 @ Reusable assets

Figure 8.6: The proposal: document structure
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Executive summary

TransCom has recognized an opportunity to become a
leader within the next three years in the markets in which
it operates.

The successful achievement of this will require changes
in several areas of the business: New innovative services
will be required to create differentiation from competitors;
flexible pricing and business models will be required to
attract, in particular, profitable enterprise customers; busi-
ness support systems will need to be enhanced to provide
new capabilities; and operational processes must be opti-
mized in order to deliver the required levels of speed and
efficiency.

A number of obstacles must also be successfully managed:
strategies to deal quickly with competitor responses will
be required; existing customer perceptions will need to be
influenced to prevent customer churn; legacy products will
require consolidation; and internal changes must be facili-
tated skilfully.

Dasser Consulting brings substantial experience of sup-
porting business transformations in the media industry,
illustrated clearly by our references and the testimonials
of our clients. We have teams of specialists located at all
TransCom locations, employ a highly developed method-
ology to ensure the success of our projects, and can bring
a number of reusable assets to bear. These, among other
factors, position us as an ideal consulting partner for this
assignment.
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The table of contents outlining the remainder of the docu-
ment is also derived from the argumentation structure, and is
illustrated in Figure 8.7. Each main premise is translated into
a chapter within the document, whilst premises of the second-
level arguments become sections within each chapter. Through
the addition of good documented content within each section,
supported by analysis, charts and diagrams, a strong proposal is
developed that is well argued at every point.

A similar approach is employed when preparing a set of pres-
entation slides to be presented to the executives at TransCom.
Figure 8.8 illustrates the outline of the presentation.

Each premise in the main argument has been translated into
a presentation slide or group of slides to cover the content of
the second-level premises. The number of slides required in

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
CHAPTER 1 - A Potential Market Leader: TransCom’s Opportunity

1.1 Changes in Regulation

1.2 The Market Forecast

1.3 Emerging Customer Segments

1.4 Opportunities to Partner

15 Leverage of Existing Customer Base
CHAPTER 2 - Proposed Activities: A Focused Approach

2.1 New Service Innovation

22 Pricing and Business Models

23 The Role of Business Support Systems

2.4 Speed and Efficiency through Process Optimization
CHAPTER 3 — Obstacles to e Managed

3.1 Anticipated Competitor Moves

3.2 Existing Customer Perceptions

218 Consolidation of Legacy Products

34 Organizational Change Approach
CHAPTER 4 — Dasser: A Transformation Specialist

4.1 Success through the Application of Experience

4.2 A Team of Specialists for TransCom

43 Engagement at Global and Local Levels

44 Our Proven Methodology

45 Reusable Assets

Figure 8.7: The proposal: table of contents
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TOPICS:
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Figure 8.8: The proposal presentation structure
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each group varies according to the amount of content to be
presented. As the slides are presented, the logic of the overall
argument will therefore be maintained.

PRESENTING AN ARGUMENT

Before presenting an argument in the form of a presentation,
good preparation will be required. Pay particular consideration
to the following points:

1. Make sure that you have a clear understanding of the
arguments in your presentation and the information that
supports them. This will help you to deliver a clear and
convincing message.

2. Decide on your approach for narrating your presentation
slides. Select any supporting examples or anecdotes that you
plan to use during your delivery.

3. Anticipate the questions that your audience is likely to ask
and prepare good answers. Often, additional presentation
slides are prepared if needed to support the answering
of specific questions. These slides are only shown if the
questions arise, but demonstrate a robust and well-prepared
approach.

4. Think about damage control. The recommendations that
consultants present may represent bad news to some stake-
holders, and they may raise objections when the presentation
is delivered. Decide how these objections will be handled
and how concerns will be addressed.

A well-presented argument should develop the understanding
of the audience incrementally as it is delivered. To ensure that
this is achieved, select appropriate points to check in with the
audience and ensure that everyone is on board. Any questions
or concerns should be addressed before proceeding to the next
step in the argument, and generally the sooner this is done,
the better.
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Consider also the composition of the audience that you are
addressing. Consultants have made the mistake of delivering
the same presentation slides to several different departments
within an organization and have had greater success with
some departments than others. Your presentation will need to
be adjusted to address the specific needs and interests of each
audience that you engage with, in order to secure a high level
of commitment. This may require the addition of details for the
benefit of some audiences that will not be presented to others.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY

The skill of advising is fundamental to a consultant’s role. Good
advice supported by clear argumentation will win the respect
of clients and colleagues alike. This chapter has introduced the
two fundamental building blocks for building arguments, the
deductive and inductive reasoning methods.

o The deductive method is analytical in nature and presents
a set of premises that act like links in a chain arriving at a
therefore-type conclusion. Two safety tests should be applied
when validating this type of argument: Has all relevant infor-
mation been included? Can each statement be substantiated?

o The inductive method is more persuasive in nature and
aggregates premises to suggest that its conclusion is likely to
be true. For an inductive argument to be strong, ensure that
the selected premises are well aligned with client priorities
and decision-making criteria.

o When formulating more complex recommendations, several
arguments may be needed and are subsequently layered. The
main argument creates the backbone of the recommendation
and often takes the most time to perfect. Supporting argu-
ments are built based upon information and analysis that
justify each premise in the main argument, ensuring that
the recommendation is intact. A well-structured argument
should be easy to embed in a report, proposal or presentation.

« Once an argument has been prepared it must be presented
to the client, and in many cases defended. In preparation for
strong presentation delivery, review the main arguments,
prepare a suitable narrative, anticipate potential questions
and consider damage control in advance if necessary.



To the reader, good luck in implementing the ideas contained
in this handbook!

Samir Parikh and his team regularly conduct seminars on the
topic of consulting for corporations that aim to transform
themselves into consulting-based organizations in order to

improve their competitive edge.

For more information consult www.spconsulting.se
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