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Consider tackling challenges with
outside expertise

Today, multiplying demands and a changing
environment challenge even the most capable leader.
Sometimes the right consultant can help meet this
challenge. When selected and used well, consultants
can make a significant contribution to an organization.2

Here is a practical approach to thinking
through your organization’s needs and
deciding to Go! with a consultant

The Hartford Foundation for Public Giving3 says that
consultants can:

• supplement staff time;

• supplement staff expertise; 

• bring objectivity; and 

• bring credibility.

Before you begin your search for the right
consultant, critically think through the
following issues:

• Why do you need a consultant? 

• What needs are you trying to meet?

• What are your expectations about the
work process?

• What products and organizational changes
do you want?

• What skills will this work require? 

• Will a board and/or a steering committee
be involved? 

• What timeframe is optimal?

Consider writing an RFP
Once you have this information, consider
creating a Request for Proposal (RFP) to
solicit consultants. In the RFP, give basic
information about your organization and 
the project you want the consultant to
tackle. Note deadlines for submitting
proposals, selecting the consultant and
completing the project. You will simplify

comparing and evaluating proposals by asking for 
a specific format in the consultant’s response. 
For example,

• an anticipated work plan and/or deliverables to
address the situation described in the RFP;

• the agency’s responsibilities for the project, i.e., 
staff time, access to information or equipment;

• the consultant’s fee and payment schedule;

• the identities and qualifications of the consultants
who will manage the project and complete the 
work; and

• references with contact information.

Explain how you will evaluate competing proposals.
For instance, your criteria might include consultant
qualifications, the work plan, clarity of proposal 
and cost.

In the RFP, offer as much useful information as
possible. Ensure that readers can grasp your situation
and know your requirements well enough to develop
relevant proposals and accurate bids. 

Realize, however, that requiring excessive 
work out-front may deter qualified prospects. 

Finding qualified consultants
Once you’ve developed your RFP, compile a list of
potential candidates or find places to publish the RFP.
Your best resource for identifying consultants will be
associates and colleagues. You might also check with
professional and technical associations. 

Screening potential candidates
Design a screening process to evaluate the consultants’
qualifications and the soundness of their plans. Does
the proposal address your needs, provide the requested
information and demonstrate an understanding of the
problem and your field? Look at the proposed actions.
Does the consultant’s strategy make sense? Is it
individualized to your situation or does it offer a
cookie cutter approach? If you want additional
clarification, it is appropriate to ask for it.

Once you’ve narrowed down the potential consultants,
arrange in-person interviews. This may be the time to
involve other key leaders. 

Meeting the candidates
In an interview, you will be able to see the important
but less tangible issues of fit between your
organization and the consultant. Also consider:

• how well the consultant listens;

• what questions they ask;

• how well they analyze the situation;

• what solutions they present; and

• if you will be comfortable sharing confidential
information with them.

You will gain additional insights when checking the
consultant’s references. Is the person dependable? 
Are they capable of delivering as promised? Was their
service individualized?

Remember, that while cost is important, don’t allow
price to eliminate a bid too quickly. You may be able
to negotiate an acceptable fee or adjust the work plan.
It may be counterproductive to eliminate a good plan
based on cost alone. 

The agreement or contract
Once you have conducted all your interviews and made
your choice, ask for a letter of agreement to include:

• services the consultant will provide;

• specific reports, deliverables or benchmarks expected;

• the timeframe;

• the fee for service or hourly/daily rate;

• whether a retainer is to be paid; and

• the payment schedule. 

For long-term projects, a more formal contract may be
needed. This protects both parties and can include:

Work plan - tasks, expected outcomes, timetables;

Fees - hourly or daily rate, retainers, billing;

Expenses - travel, long-distance phone, materials;

Workplace - workspace, administrative support,
equipment;

Contract dates - when contract begins and ends;

Termination - how can the relationship be ended; and

Rights - who owns data and materials created. 

What are the client’s responsibilities in
the consulting process?4

Remember the client/consultant relationship is collaboration.
You will reap better results when you participate fully. 

Honesty. Be forthcoming about your organization and
the situation you face. This will bring the consultant up 
to speed faster and helps to establish a more constructive 
working relationship.

A commitment to follow-through. Over time, agency
staff will be asked to complete tasks related to the
consultant’s work. Keeping these commitments is critical 
to keeping the project on time and on track.

A willingness to learn. Look for suitable ways to
incorporate the consultant’s best insights into regular practice.

Willingness to change. Remember, “If you do what you
always did, you will get what you always got.” Consider
the consultant’s suggestions seriously, and then take the
steps to initiate change and see it through. 

Ending the unproductive relationship. Sometimes, the
collaboration with a consultant simply does not work out.
You have a responsibility to end such relationships. While
endings are never pleasant, consultants value their
reputations; they have everything to gain by making the
termination as painless and private as possible. 

However, if you expect top performance, remember that
consultants are not mind readers. Be clear about expectations,
provide feedback, and offer an opportunity to address any
problems in the relationship. Only then will you be able
to get the most value for your consulting fees.
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