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Preface  
Companies hire consultants for many reasons.  Sometimes there is a knowledge 
gap with a product or technology that can be quickly filled with a consultant 
(which we define as being an expert with both specific depth of knowledge in a 
few areas, and an overall breadth of knowledge that allows them to see the “big 
picture”) or contractor (i.e., someone with skills or expertise in one area and 
less overall breadth who may cost less and be more appropriate for staff 
augmentation work).  Sometimes there is the need for more capacity. There are 
many reasons, each with different requirements and goals.  What is common is 
that you are paying a premium over a staff resource and demand results to justify 
that premium. 

 

Your choice of the right consultant or consulting company can mean the 
difference between “success” or “failure” (defined many ways by many people) 
of your project.  This white paper will suggest ideas to consider when going 
through this process. 
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Overview 
The following are a few tips on the selection of a consultant or consulting 
company.  A good consultant can add a significant amount of value to a project 
and is well worth their fee.  Conversely, selecting the wrong consultants can cost 
a lot of money, may lead you in the wrong direction, could alienate your team 
members, and may not help you achieve your overall goals.  We believe the 
ultimate goal for good consultants is to work themselves out of a job (or at least 
finish the job at hand and begin the next major project or task).  

Many consultants and contractors look at an engagement as “their next job”, and 
not “a set of tasks that needs to be completed.”  The difference in mindset will 
make a big difference in their performance and approach.  For example, 
documentation, training, and knowledge transfer are all areas that help position a 
company to handle things on their own once the consultant leaves.  A good 
consultant realizes that companies will recognize this, and there will likely be 
additional work for this person or company at a later time.   

What do you need?  
When looking for a consultant, the first step is to determine what your most 
important criteria are in selecting a consultant for the project or work you need 
to have done.  Is cost / budget the primary concern?  Is there a deadline (time) 
that must be met?  Is there a particular functionality, technology, or product 
(scope) that is required?  In project management terms these are the “triple 
constraints.”  These goals need to be prioritized.  If there are budgetary 
constraints, a low hourly rate may appear to be the most important 
consideration.  If there is a tight deadline, having multiple people might be the 
most important consideration.  If it is a difficult and/or high visibility project,  
having a true expert help might be most important.  While all of these aspects 
are important, one will usually be the driving factor for selection. 
 

The next step is to determine what type of person is needed to achieve your goal, 
based on what is important.  Maybe a call to vendor Technical Support would 
suffice (it's almost free and if they can solve your problem, this is a good value).  
Maybe a contract programmer (who is limited in breadth, but good at what you 
need done and is reasonably priced) is all that is required.  Maybe a top-notch 
expert is required.  Will the person be required to speak to upper management or 
to a large group of people?  If so, presentation skills are important.  Being able 
to identify the type of resource required will assist in finding the ideal help.   
 
Look for recent accomplishments (maybe over the past 2-3 years) and references 
(which should always be checked).  Also, look at white papers and case studies 
from the consulting company.  We truly believe this is a simple and effective 
way to determine a baseline level of competence within an organization. 
 
While you always want to find the best consultant to suit your needs, it is 
important to look at the consulting firm as well.  Are you investing in a single 
person, or in a team?  Having a strong team that stands behind your consultant 
can make all of the difference in the world on difficult projects.  Even on easy 
assignments, it helps when the consultant has assistance for doing things like 
background research to offload some of the workload. 
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Finally, when you start dealing with a consultant, it is important to let them 
know what type of timeframe you are looking at.  If the prospective client asks 
for the world and says it has to be done in a week, a good consultant will let 
them know the request is probably not reasonable.  Conversely, if a prospective 
client lists a few simple tasks and says they think it will take 6 months, a good 
consultant will let them know if that seems too long.  A good consultant has as 
much honesty and integrity as they do skill. 

Value   
What a client needs to look for is overall value relative to their goals.  An 
experienced consultant (i.e., not just someone who became a consultant because 
they have been using a product for several years, but one who has worked in 
many environments, under various circumstances, for several years) will 
generally deliver higher quality services in less time, than a less experienced 
consultant.   
 
Is the consultant skilled with the tools you will expect them to use?  If not, they 
will probably learn to use those tools at your expense.  This is not always bad, as 
long as you are aware it is happening.  Does the consultant have a vested interest 
in recommending a product that may not be in your best interest?  It is hard to 
determine the true cost of a consultant (not hourly rate) due to these types of 
issues.  A low rate for an inexperienced consultant can be much more costly in 
the long run, than having a more experienced consultant complete the project in 
less time (and probably with better quality).  Choosing a consultant based on 
lowest daily/hourly rate is generally not the best way to go.   
 
Some companies may initially have a prospective client speak with a senior 
person, bid at a low rate, and then send in a junior person (bait & switch).  
Resumes are also not a good way to select consultants.  There are too many 
consultants who have a Ph.D., 15 years "industry experience", or something else 
just as impressive, who turned out to be less than ideal consultants.  By the same 
token, we have seen many resumes that appeared to be less than impressive, but 
the Consultant was very impressive when being interviewed.  Technical 
interviews are helpful when screening consultants – just like they are helpful 
when screening a potential employee.  Always insist the consultants being 
presented and/or interviewed, be the ones working on your project. 

Specific Traits and Goals   

Discovery, Assessment, and Identification    
A good consultant need have the technical prowess and business savvy to 
understand the environment; identify broad issues; isolate specific issues; and 
get a realistic view of where things are and what is needed.  From there the 
consultant should quickly assess the situation and identify several possible 
solutions to meet the specific goals, requirements, and limitations for this client 
or project.  This is where the client benefits from the IT consulting firm’s 
experience, exposure to various environments and technologies, and ability to 
collaborate to identify creative yet viable options. 
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Each of these three areas presents their own set of challenges and requires 
specific expertise.  Each area is also key to providing a true solution to a 
problem, or making the best recommendations.  Individual expertise and team 
collaboration are two ways consultants can add value for their clients. 

Recommendation     
A common problem is that some consultants will tend to recommend things they 
know, regardless of whether or not it is the best solution for that project or 
problem.  Or worse yet, they will recommend something that does not meet the 
required business and technical objectives, or is impossible to implement. 
 
Our approach comes from long experience showing there is usually more than 
just "one right answer" to a problem. Each, however, presents different risks and 
benefits.  We determine, and present to you, the best solution for your specific 
issues and environment – the solution that balances both current and future 
needs, carefully accounting for, and mitigating risk. A solution is only 
comprehensive if it accomplishes all of these goals.  

Implementation      
A good consulting firm can manage a project end-to-end.  People typically think 
of the design and development aspects of a project, but often forget about 
testing, integration, and complete implementation (rollout) of the project.  When 
the project is complete, the consultant should be able to "walk away", leaving 
the client in a position where they can easily support their own environment.  
Job security and repeat business comes from doing a good job, not from being 
the only person who understands a system! 

Certification       
This is an interesting and sometimes controversial topic.  We have seen the best 
and worst of both worlds.  The presence of certification does not ensure that 
person will be good or qualified, and the absence of certification does not mean 
that the person will be unqualified.  It can be an indicator – but not much more. 
 
The value that a consultant adds depends on their ability to “see the big picture” 
and understand how technology relates to business, their organizational skills, 
their ability to logically decompose and analyze a problem in a quick and 
efficient manner, etc.    What do they know?  Can they actually apply what they 
know in a way that will help you achieve your goals?  Can they take data and 
information, and turn it into knowledge, specific recommendations, or a plan?  
Can they communicate this effectively and convincingly? 
 

When asking a consultant questions about their experience, drill down into their 
specific role and involvement.  Ask questions about problems, milestones, and 
decision points.  Take the answer and ask for more detail.  If they are being 
honest and can really understand the process, they should be able to quickly and 
effectively convey the relevant points.  Provide a complex scenario and see how 
they approach it.  That will provide insight into their thought process. 
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Contract       
Once you have selected a consulting company and consultant, spelled out the 
goals and deliverables, and agreed to terms and conditions, it is time to begin 
work.  It is also good to monitor the progress of a consultant on at least a weekly 
basis.  If the consultant is not accomplishing the stated goals or is not working 
up to expectations; be prepared to send the person home.  While it is always 
better to select the best consultant for the job the first time, it is almost as 
important to know when to "cut your losses" and look for someone better.  It is 
far better to lose a few weeks than to go six months before finding out there are 
problems.  If you are happy with a company then stick with them.  There is 
nothing better for either a client, or a consulting company, than a mutually 
beneficial ongoing relationship. 
 
Be very specific in the Statement of Work as to what the agreement is, relative 
to tasks and deliverables.  Some companies will list very vague tasks and 
deliverables, but have a very specific period of performance (in effect they are 
just selling days of consulting, not results and deliverables based on specific 
tasks).  Make sure you know what you are getting from your IT consulting 
dollars.  Look for a satisfaction guarantee and review the stated remedy.  
Everyone benefits from a clear understanding of the problem, expectations, and 
goals! 

Travel Costs      
A hidden cost of Consulting is travel and living expenses.  A lot of consulting 
work can be performed remotely, thus saving the Client money without 
sacrificing results.  This should always be investigated, if appropriate for the 
particular need and/or problem.  Always try to quantify the costs and contain 
them as much as reasonably possible (e.g., Why stay at a $200/night hotel when 
a $99/night hotel is across the street?). 
 
Does this mean you should only look for local consultants?  No!  The best 
consultant for your project may live across the country, or even across the ocean.  
While travel and living costs may be required, the goal is to keep them as 
reasonable as possible, while maintaining reasonable living conditions and a 
reasonable travel schedule. 

Summary        
These are a few key areas to address when selecting a new consultant or 
consulting company.  When things go right everyone is happy at the investment 
that was made.  When things go wrong people question the value of consultants 
altogether.  By setting expectations early and then monitoring the progress and 
results of the consultant, your chances for success are higher.  And, if it turns out 
that the person selection was not the best choice don’t hesitate to replace them.  
Ultimately, what matters most is your own success. 
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About the Author        
Chip Nickolett, MBA, PMP is the President of Comprehensive Solutions.  He 
has been a consultant (Technical and Management Consulting) since 1994, and 
started Comprehensive Solutions in 1999.  He understands the ways that 
consultants can add value for an organization, and also is aware of the many 
pitfalls that companies can encounter when using consultants.  
 
Read another related article about consultants published in TechRepublic. 

Let Us Help You Succeed! 
Call today to discuss ways that Comprehensive Solutions can help your 
organization save money and achieve better results with your IT projects.   We 
provide the confidence that you want and deliver the results that you need. 
 
Download our “Confidence” Brochure

 
Back to CCSI White Papers 
Back to CCSI Services
 
Comprehensive Solutions 
4040 N. Calhoun Road 
Suite 105 
Brookfield, WI  53005 
U.S.A. 
 
Phone:  (262) 544-9954 
Fax:     (262) 544-1236 
 
Copyright © 1999-2008 Comprehensive Consulting Solutions, Inc. 
All Rights Reserved 
 
No part of this document may be copied without the express written permission 
of Comprehensive Consulting Solutions, Inc., 4040 N. Calhoun Rd., Suite 105, 
Brookfield, WI 53005. 
 
This document is provided for informational purposes only, and the information 
herein is subject to change without notice.  Please report any errors herein to 
Comprehensive Consulting Solutions.  Comprehensive Consulting Solutions, 
Inc. does not provide any warranties covering and specifically disclaims any 
liability in connection with this document. 
 
All product names referenced herein are trademarks of their respective 
companies.  Use of these names should not be regarded as affecting the validity 
of any trademark or service mark. 

http://articles.techrepublic.com.com/5100-6331-5059462.html?tag=search
http://www.comp-soln.com/Confidence_brochure.pdf
http://www.comp-soln.com/whitepapers/
http://www.comp-soln.com/services/

	Suggestions on how to Select a Consultant or Consulting Company 
	Contents
	Preface 
	Overview
	What do you need? 
	Value  
	Specific Traits and Goals  
	Discovery, Assessment, and Identification   
	Recommendation    
	Implementation     

	Certification      
	Contract      
	Travel Costs     
	Summary       
	 About the Author       




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [1200 1200]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


