  Five Common Myths about Engaging a Management Consultant
                                         By Jack Hoffmann
One myth is that only large companies and organizations use management consultants. 

A second myth is that companies only use consultants when they are having problems.

A third myth is that once contracted, a consultant will often move quietly through the organization stirring up concern with employees.

A fourth myth is that small and medium sized companies cannot afford consultants.
A fifth myth is that consultants just skim the surface and advise but they don’t do anything.
The realities:
Myth #1 - Only large companies and organizations use management consultants

There is and has been a growing trend for small and medium companies to use consultants. Savvy business owners are utilizing consultants as temporary and unbiased resources in a variety of ways: 
·  to conduct market research;
· to guide in the recruiting and development of a professional and effective sales organization; 

·  to identify and resolve human resource issues; 

·  to assist in designing an ongoing training process; 

· to guide the strategic planning exercise;

· to facilitate team building and team performance activities;
· to assist in all aspects of financial performance; 
· to help navigate through organizational restructuring;
· to assist in developing an effective succession planning process.
An experienced consultant can be a valuable temporary or continuing resource for a small and medium sized company to handle issues that the company has been unable to identify and/or correct.
Myth # 2 – Companies only use consultants when they are having problems.
“Don’t wait until you are thirsty to dig your well.” Successful business owners “Know what they don’t know” and they anticipate issues that will come up in the future. Be pro-active, let an experienced professional give you an external perspective on where you are now and help you determine where you want to be.  

Myth # 3 – Once contracted a consultant will move quietly through the organization stirring up concern with employees.

A professional consultant will need to fully understand the depth and breadth of the problems facing your organization and sometimes that can seem like stirring up concern. Just as a doctor can not expect to treat an illness without first diagnosing the disease, neither can a consultant heal your issues without first knowing the problems. Once your consultant fully understands the issues at hand he or she will prove to be a positive and guiding influence to help navigate your organization to a healthier state of performance.
The message to everyone will be that your company is looking for better ways to serve their customers as well as better ways to conduct their business and grow profitably. The message will be conveyed that you are taking the next steps to be a successful and well run organization.
Myth # 4 - Consultant fees are only affordable by large companies.

Professional, experienced consultants can be contracted based on your needs. It could be for one week, one month, six months or a year depending on what you need to accomplish. In most cases the investment in a consultant is far less than what you would pay to hire an inexperienced, unknown employee. With a seasoned consultant you are receiving many years of successful management experience and implementation skills. 
Myth # 5 – Consultants just skim the surface and advise, but they don’t really do anything.

When looking for the right consultant for your organization, look for professionals who have real-world experience walking in the shoes of  business people like you and have wrestled with similar challenges. The best consultants are those with many years of operational experience who are skilled in clearly identifying the problem and solution areas that are important to you. This breed of consultant can not only provide expert advice, but can also roll up their sleeves and help you confidently implement the solutions.
Jack Hoffmann is the President and Founder of Milestone Solutions a consulting firm assisting companies of all sizes in maximizing their business and people performance. 

To arrange a meeting on how a consultant can be a good investment in the growth and profitability of your company, call Milestone Solutions at 636 536 3846 (or visit our website at www.milestone-solutions.com) and we will meet with you to explain our processes. There is no obligation on your part.

Practical Questions to Ask Before Engaging a Management Consultant
    By Jack Hoffmann

How can you tell if you can benefit from a consultant?
There are no hard and fast rules for deciding when to bring in a management consultant. Common situations suggesting that a consultant may provide help include:

· Management believes that performance of the organization could be better but is not sure what to do to gain improvement.
· Management does not have the specific knowledge and skills necessary to solve the problems it has identified.
· Management has the necessary knowledge and skills but not the time or personnel to solve the problems.
· Management’s efforts have not produced the desired long-term improvements.
· Management requires an independent third party opinion, either to confirm a decision or to provide alternatives.

How do Management Consultants charge for their services?
Various fee arrangements may be made but they will be thoroughly reviewed and explained based on what services are being provided. The important consideration is that the fee is in writing and both parties agree.
Some consultants may charge a portion of the total fee when the project begins and throughout the project until completion and/or acceptance of the final report. Management consultants who have previously engaged in projects that resemble yours may quote a flat fee. Regardless of the fee structure, the simple rule of a “quality” experience applies – meeting or exceeding mutually agreed-upon expectations.
Sometimes the consulting arrangement will involve a not-to-exceed figure or a figure that when reached triggers a joint evaluation of results-to-date and an estimate of the additional time needed to reach a satisfactory conclusion.

Management consultants generally bill separately for expenses (reasonable out-of-pocket, travel, communications and special services) as they accumulate. Again this also is agreed upon upfront by both parties.

What kind of an agreement should I make with a consultant?

The consultant’s proposal should spell out in as much detail as needed such things as:

· The objective and scope of the assignment.
· What the consultant will do, what the client should do and what they will do jointly during and following the project to assure its success.
· The nature of completion or agreed upon evidence of delivered value.
· The anticipated charges, basis of charges, expenses and the terms of payment.
· The conditions under which the client or the consultant may cancel the agreement.
· An agreed upon time table, i.e. when will it start and when will it conclude.
     How do I get the most value from the consultant client relationship?

How a consulting engagement begins is a key factor in assuring a beneficial outcome. Your situation should have been defined carefully and you should have a clear agreement with the consultant regarding objectives, deliverables, timetables, fees and responsibilities. Moreover, keeping an open and ongoing communications between client and consultant helps to assure the project’s success. 
After the start date is set, the management consultant should meet again with you, your key associates and anyone else who will be involved with the assignment. Consultants generally use kickoff meetings like this to introduce the consulting staff, frame up the work to be done and describe the plan of action. After this meeting your consultant will work with you and your designated team to begin the process of gathering as much relevant information as possible in the time period you’ve designated for the initial discovery process.
Throughout this process your consultant should provide you with continuous, informal feedback so that you understand what is being done and why. Once the diagnostics are complete you should receive a final written document of the findings and recommendations. At that time your consultant should provide you with clear guidance on how to proceed either with or without further assistance from him or her. The continuation of any further activities will be your choice.
How do you evaluate the success of the project?

When the consultant presents his or her findings and recommendations, ask yourself these questions:
· Has the consultant delivered on the agreed upon objectives?
· Have the real issues been addressed, as well as others that will benefit your business?
· Do you understand the steps to take and are they spelled out?
· Have our employees learned from this project and do they understand the issues of implementation?
· Will our company be stronger as a result of this engagement?
· Is our company prepared to make the changes necessary to pursue the recommendations being made?

· Is the consultant available and able to help us in the implementation of these recommendations?

If you are satisfied with your answers to these questions, make sure you get maximum benefit from the efforts of your organization and the consultant, implement the consultant’s recommendations before they are lost in the organizational inertia of your company. Set up a priority list and time tables to insure that all the actions are taken. 
Most importantly, don’t underestimate the reality that many people and many organizations are resistant to change. Consultants play a valuable role in being facilitators of the change process to ensure that

recommendations are implemented and acted upon in a timely manner.

The value of the improvements to your organization and processes should far outweigh the investments made in the consulting engagement. Ask yourself these questions:
1) What will happen and what will it cost if I don’t address these issues?

2) If this engagement is successful, in what ways would the organization be different?

3) What would be the value of this project? How would the changes it brings benefit the organization?
4) What will I know of the organization from the perception of our employees, customers, our suppliers and our potential customers that will help me improve in the future?
           ________________________________________________________
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