
Chapter 2

Techniques Are Not Enough

MANY PEOPLE learning consulting skills look for techniques and procedural ways to be more
effective as consultants. But there are special demands of the consulting role that transcend any
specific methods we might employ and that contribute to our effectiveness no matter what our
technical expertise. A unique and beguiling aspect of doing consulting is that your own self is
involved in the process to a much greater extent than if you were applying your expertise in
some other way. Your own reactions to a client, your own feelings during discussions, your own
ability to solicit feedback from the client—all are important dimensions to consultation.

In acting as a consultant, you always operate at two levels. One level is the substance, the cognitive
part of a discussion between yourself and the client. The client presents a certain organizational
problem. Perhaps it's the need for training, improving the skills of people in an organization.
Perhaps it's how the organization makes decisions. The problem may be one of furnace design—or
financial controls.

The substance level is the problem-solving, rational, or explicit part of the discussion, where you
are working on what I call the technical/business problem. At the same time and at another level,
both you and the client are generating and sensing your feelings about each other—whether you
feel accepting or resistant, whether you feel high or low tension, whether you feel support or
confrontation. So, the relationship of the consultant to the client during each phase is a second
level of data that needs attention.

Beyond Substance

There is much more to the client-consultant relationship than the simple substance of the problem
or project the consultant is working on. Feelings are the affective side of the discussion and an
important source of data for the consultant—data about the client's real problems and what the
possibilities are for establishing a good relationship.
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A major objective of this book is to encourage you to focus on and value the affective, or
interpersonal, aspect of the relationship between the client and the consultant. Most of us have
a great deal of experience working at the cognitive or substance level of discussion. We come to
a meeting equipped with our expertise, and we feel quite comfortable talking about problems
we know something about. There should be equal balance in the attention given to the substance
of the client's problem and to the feelings you are having about the interaction that is taking place
as you are talking to the client.

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

There are four elements to the affective side of consultant-client interaction that are always
operating.

Responsibility

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

Just a small example: When you start a program, communication on the program is often
required—when it is, what the arrangements are, why you're doing it. It's important that the
client go to the trouble of writing the letter and doing this communicating, not because it's a task
that only the client can do—in fact, the consultant might be in a better position to do it—but it's
a way of visibly expressing to the organization that the client is taking at least 50 percent of the
responsibility for the program. If the client wants the consultant to write a draft of the letter and
to take care of all the administrative details, the client is saying that he or she wants to take a
limited amount of responsibility. As a consultant, it makes sense at times to resist taking on this
responsibility. This is a substantively small issue, but it's an example of what to look for in trying
to decide in your own mind whether the responsibility is balanced.

Feelings

The second element that's always an issue is to what extent clients are able to own their own
feelings. In a way, this is working on the responsibility. The consultant needs to constantly keep
in mind how much the client is owning feelings versus talking as if just an observer of the
organization. The consultant also has to keep in mind what his or her own feelings are about the
client. If the consultant is feeling that the client is very defensive or very controlling, or doesn't
listen or doesn't take responsibility, this is important data. However the consultant feels working
with that client, the people inside the client's organization are going to feel the same way. It is
equally important for you to pay close attention to your own feelings during the consultation,
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particularly during the early stages, and use these as valuable data on how the organization
functions and how this person manages.

Trust

The third element is trust. Most of us go into a situation as a consultant and bring with us the
prevailing image of the consultant as the expert and someone to watch out for. It is often useful
to ask the clients whether they trust your confidentiality, whether they trust you not to put them
down or to take things over. By doing this, you're working to build trust. The more the distrust
is put into words, the more likely you are to build trust.

Your Own Needs

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

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

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

To sum up my beliefs about learning consulting skills, the beliefs that are the foundation for the
rest of this book—pay close attention to your own style and your own feelings as important
dimensions to the consulting relationship. Skill in consulting is not only skill in providing a
program, a process, and procedures that respond to the client's needs. It's also your skill in being
able to identify and put into words the issues around trust, feelings, responsibility, and your
own needs.

The Consultant's Assumptions

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

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

You can begin by thinking about what your assumptions about good management might be.
There are countless models to choose from.

Most organizations currently operate from a variation of the military/church model. Structurally,
there is a great emphasis on the hierarchical pyramid and the clear separation of authority and
responsibility. The cornerstone of hierarchical management is strong leadership. Leadership is
seen as individual ability to plan work, organize people to do the work, maintain control of those
people and their results, and then delegate responsibility to the right people to achieve results.
The products of these leader-centered assumptions are individuals with an upward conforming
and downward controlling orientation toward their roles.

The traditional emphasis on control and leadership qualities has shifted in the past twenty years
(at least in the literature) to more collaborative or participative conceptions of organizations.
Participative management is a theme that runs throughout most current assumptions about
effective organizations.

Your assumptions about organizations determine in subtle ways your own consulting style and
the skills you should be working on. Here is the set of assumptions that underlie the consulting
approach presented in this book.1

Problem Solving Requires Valid Data

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

Effective Decision Making Requires Free and Open Choice

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

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

The Consultant's Goals

My assumptions about what contributes to effective consultant and manager performance lead
to a set of preferred goals for each consulting job. Achieving each of these goals may not always
be possible, but I can always be clear about my preference.

Goal Number 1. To Establish a Collaborative Relationship

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

Goal Number 2. To Solve Problems So They Stay Solved

It is possible to act in a way that only the immediate problem gets solved. If there is a problem
with employees coming late to work, for example, actions can be taken to prevent it—station the
boss at the door in the morning with a pencil and a black book, or have room checks at starting
time each morning, or issue a policy statement about lateness, or have meetings with employees
about the need for punctuality. This might reduce the problem of lateness. If internal (or external)
consultants are involved in making these kinds of recommendations, they might have contributed
to an increase in the present effectiveness of the organization. But this does not mean that the
managers have learned anything about how to solve similar problems and thus become more
competent.
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The consultant's alternative is to work with line managers at another level of analysis—the way
they handle lateness problems. For example, managers may not see lateness as being a symptom
of discontent, or a symptom of inexperienced supervision at the first level, or any of the other
possible root problems lateness could be signaling. Also, it is possible the consultant is being
asked to solve problems line managers should be confronting themselves. Teaching the managers
skills in solving the problem themselves next time requires that they understand that disturbing
employee behavior is a symptom of more basic problems, and that they should not ask others to
confront problems that belong to them.

Goal Number 3. To Ensure Attention Is Given to Both the Technical/Business
Problem and the Relationships

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

Developing Client Commitment—A Secondary Goal of Each
Consulting Act

Because consultants or staff people have no direct control over implementation, they become
very dependent on line managers for producing results. The line manager ultimately will decide
whether to take action, and this choice will be based on how internally committed the line manager
is to the concepts the consultant is suggesting. So the consultant needs to be very conscious of
building internal commitment all during the consulting process. Effective consulting skills are
those steps and behaviors that act to create internal commitment in managers. Each of us has
seen examples of consulting projects where the study or report ends up on a shelf, despite its
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cost and relevance. When this happens, it often means that somewhere along the line, the
consulting process lost the managers who had to decide to use the results of the study. In flawless
consulting, you move through the steps of a consulting process designed to build commitment
and reduce the chance of losing the client along the way.

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

We may cling to the fantasy that if our thinking is clear and logical, our wording is eloquent, and
our convictions are solid, the strength of our arguments will carry the day. Clear arguments do
help. But they are not enough. The client and his or her colleagues will experience doubts and
dilemmas that block commitment.

Roles Consultants Choose

Having leverage requires confronting the doubts at each stage of the consulting process—during
contracting, data collection, discovery, and while preparing for the feedback meeting. Waiting
until the implementation phase to “overcome resistance” is too late.

Ed Schein has identified three ways consultants work with line managers2: in an expert role, a
pair-of-hands role, or a collaborative role. The choice depends on individual differences in
management style, the nature of the task, and the consultant's own personal preference.

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

Expert Role

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

For example: In accordance with a corporate decision, cost accounting records are changed from
a manual to a computer system. After awhile, it becomes clear that the new system has not lived
up to expectations. The computer itself is OK; the problem is somewhere in the information flow
that is input to the computer.
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At this point, the manager calls in a staff computer specialist. After describing the difficulties,
the manager says, “I have neither the time nor the inclination to deal with this problem. You're
the expert; find out what's wrong and fix it. You have a free hand to examine the operation and
do whatever analysis is necessary. Keep me posted on your findings and what you intend to do.”

In this case, the computer specialist becomes, in effect, a member of the manager's staff with
delegated authority to plan and implement change programs subject to the same restrictions as
other members of the manager's staff.

Here is what is happening in this kind of relationship.

The manager elects to play an inactive role. He or she expects to hold the consultant responsible for
results. The consultant accepts the responsibility and feels free to develop and implement action
plans. The manager is expected to be responsive, to provide the assistance needed to solve the
problem.

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

Information needed for problem analysis is gathered by the consultant. The consultant also decides
what methods of data collection and analysis will be used.

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

Collaboration is not required. Problem-solving efforts are based on specialized procedures.

Two-way communication is limited. The consultant initiates and the client responds. The consultant
expects and is expected to initiate communication in a question-and-answer mode.

The consultant plans and implements the main events. Or the consultant provides detailed instructions
for implementation by the manager.

The manager's role is to judge and evaluate after the fact.

The consultant's goal is to solve the immediate problem. Neither the manager nor the consultant
expects the manager to develop skills to solve similar problems in the future.

Problems

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

Consider the consultant's ability to make an accurate assessment. Given a problem of a purely
technical nature, the consultant can use certain technical expertise to isolate the problem and
develop a solution. But problems that are purely technical are rare. Most problems have a “people
element” in them. And if the prevailing organizational climate is fear, insecurity, or mistrust,
essential information on the people part of the problem may be withheld or distorted. Without
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valid data, accurate assessment becomes impossible. Action programs based on faulty discovery
have little chance for success.

Consider the commitment of people to take the recommended actions. Studies done by “outside
experts” seldom carry the kind of personal ownership and commitment needed to deal with
difficult management issues.

Pair-of-Hands Role

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

Here are some of the clues that the consultant is acting as a pair of hands.

The consultant takes a passive role. The order of the day is responding to the manager's requests,
and the consultant does not question the manager's action plans.

Decisions on how to proceed are made by the manager. The consultant may prepare recommendations
for the manager's review and approval.

The manager selects methods for data collection and analysis. The consultant may do the actual data
collection in accordance with procedures outlined by the manager.

Control rests with the manager. The consultant is expected to make suggestions, but outright
disagreement is avoided as this would be seen as a challenge to the manager's authority.

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

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

The manager specifies change procedures for the consultant to implement.

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

The consultant's goal is to make the system more effective by the application of specialized knowledge.

Problems

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

To avoid the big trap, the consultant may ask for time to verify the manager's assessment. And
then the consultant may face other problems—managers who have a preference for consultants
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who take on the pair-of-hands role may interpret such requests as questioning their experience,
their authority, or both.

Collaborative Role

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

When consultants work through a collaborative role, they don't solve problems for the manager.
They apply their special skills to help managers solve problems. The distinction is significant.
The key assumption underlying the collaborative role is that the manager must be actively
involved in data gathering and analysis, in setting goals and developing action plans, and, finally,
in sharing responsibility for success or failure.

Here's what happens.

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

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

Data collection and analysis are joint efforts. The selection of the kind of data to be collected and the
method to be used is done by both the consultant and the manager.

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

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

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

Implementation responsibilities are determined by discussion and agreement. Assignments are made to
maximize use of available resources in line with responsibilities appropriate to each party.

The consultant's goal is to solve problems so they stay solved. That is, the consultant establishes a
helping relationship designed to broaden the competence level of managers to develop and
implement action plans that will make the system more effective. Next time the manager will
have the skills to solve the problem.

Problems

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

Collaboration and the Fear of Holding Hands

In a recent presentation on collaborative consultation, a person in the audience kept asking
questions about the nature of collaboration. “Can't it be a sign of weakness? Don't you have
expertise that you are denying if you operate too collaboratively? Clients want answers, not
questions, don't they?” Finally, with a lot of frustration, he said, “Well, I don't want my consultants
just sitting around holding hands with a client!” He was pointing to an area where there is
considerable confusion about the distinction between the expert role and the collaborative role.

The core transaction of any consulting contract is the transfer of expertise from the consultant to
the client. This holds whether the expertise is very tangible, such as skill in furnace design or
computer programming, or whether the expertise is very intangible, such as problem-solving or
team-building skill. Whatever the expertise, it is the basis for the consultant's being in business.

Part of the fear of holding hands seems to be that if you get too intertwined with the client, your
expertise will somehow be diluted and blurred. So when I encourage a collaborative approach
with the client, it can come across as implying that the consultant and the client have equal
expertise and are partners in technical matters. This might force the consultant to unconsciously
underplay his or her own expertise in order to maintain a 50/50 relationship. If this were to
happen, the fear of diluting expertise would become a reality. One consultant expressed this fear
and confusion by saying, “I have forgotten more about managing inventories than most of my
clients will ever know. They can hardly spell the word, and I am the corporate guru! How can I
be collaborative under those conditions?”
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The confusion is between collaborating on the technical aspects of the problem (which I don't
mean) and collaborating on how the stages of the consultation will be carried out (which I do
mean). Here's an example of where you draw the line between them.

Areas of ExpertiseAreas of Collaboration
Furnace designExpressing the wants of the client
Training designPlanning how to inform the organization of the study
Questionnaire designDeciding who is involved in data collection
Computer programmingGenerating the right kind of data
Systems analysisInterpreting the results of discovery
Pricing strategyDeciding how to make a change

Regardless of the area of expertise, the way the consultation process itself is managed (the left
side above) will greatly affect the client's utilization of even the most technical expertise. I believe
the more the consultative process can be collaborative, the better the odds for implementation
after the consultant has left.

Staging the Client's Involvement—Step by Step

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

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

Step 1. Defining the Initial Problem

Ask the client to state what the problem is. Add to this statement what you think might be
some more underlying causes of the problem.
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Example

Engineer Consultant

What do you think the problem is?Consultant:
The process equipment you guys designed is down half the time. I think the
design may be faulty. I want you to check the monitoring devices and make
sure the gauges are accurate.

Client:

I will check the gauges and devices. Also, as a potential part of the problem, I
think we should consider how well the operators understand the equipment.
Plus the kind of supervision the operators receive. Especially on the night shift.

Consultant:

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

Comment:

Step 2. Deciding to Proceed with the Project

In the decision whether to proceed, you also have some choice. If the project is set up in a way
that you think it won't succeed, this should be negotiated.

Example

Systems Analyst Consultant

Let's go ahead with the project to have a field sales reporting system to give
the figures by the fifth of the month. And let's have the system in thirty days.

Client:

Having a system where you get your figures by the fifth of the month is a big
order. To accomplish this in thirty days is almost impossible. We have a list of
projects that have to be reviewed by our committee. If those expectations of
yours are firm, we had better reevaluate whether we can give you what you
want.

Consultant:

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

Comment:

Step 3. Selecting Dimensions to Be Studied

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

Engineer Consultant

Starting next Monday I will begin studying the monitoring devices and the
gauges and examine the quality of the raw material being used. I will also
interview the operators and ask them several questions about certain operating
procedures. It would help if you and your plant superintendent would make
a list of the areas you would like investigated and also any questions you would
like the operators to answer.

Consultant:

It only takes a simple question to involve the client in deciding what kind of
data should be collected. Often the simple question is not asked. If a
questionnaire is to be used, you can have the client select some of the questions.

Comment:

Step 4. Deciding Who Will Be Involved in the Project

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

Example

Systems Analyst Consultant

To make this project successful, I would like two people from your organization
to work with me on the project. I will need five days of one of your regional
sales manager's time and eight days of one of your home office sales staff. The
three of us will be responsible for ending up with a system that will meet your
sales reporting requirements. I will be in charge of the project and make the
major time commitment, but two people from your group will help the project
immensely.

Consultant:

Doing the job by yourself is always simpler and faster. Having people from
the client organization takes more time and agony, yet directly encourages
commitment and promotes eventual implementation of the study.

Comment:

Step 5. Selecting the Method

The client has ideas about how the data should be collected. Ask.
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Example

Engineer Consultant

I will definitely look over the operating figures, look at the equipment, and
talk to the operators. Who else should I talk to? Should we meet with people
in a group or individually? What other areas of the plant should we look into,
and how should we approach them?

Consultant:

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

Comment:

Step 6. Data Collection

Have the client do it with you.

Example

Engineer Consultant

I would like one of your supervisors to work with me as I go through the plant
and talk to people. Perhaps the supervisors could interview a sample of the
operators to determine what they think could be done to better maintain the
equipment.

Consultant:

There are two main risks in having the client do some of the data collection:
(1) People may withhold information because they are talking to people who
have some power over them, and (2) some of the data may be distorted because
the line organization has a stake in making themselves look competent and
guilt free.

Comment:

These are risks you can be willing to take. You will get your own data, and
usually you have enough experience to know rather quickly what is really
going on. If need be, you can go back to the people a second time, alone. The
advantage of having the line people do some of the data collection is that
whatever information is shared up the line, the right people are hearing it—the
people who can do something about it. It does no good if the consultant hears
the “truth,” but the line people don't believe it. Above all, though, the process
keeps beating the 50/50 drum.
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Steps 7, 8, 9. Funneling the Data, Data Summary, Data Analysis

Funneling a huge amount of data into a manageable amount of information and then
summarizing and organizing it takes a lot of time. You also get a real feel for what you have
by suffering this through. Urge the client to be with you at certain points in this procedure.
Analyzing what the data means is more fun—involve the client in this too.

Example

Systems Analyst Consultant

Spend three days with me organizing the data and figuring what its implications
are for the reporting system we are developing.

Consultant:

Again the simple, assertive request, giving up some of the efficient use of your
own time in trade for a client who has more invested in the outcome. On a
highly technical project, the client may just not have the background to
meaningfully contribute to this stage of the project. In that case, you have no
choice but to do it alone. Be careful though; the client's lack of background is
our favorite excuse for excluding them at various stages.

Comment:

Step 10. Feedback of Results

More of the same. Have the client share in presenting the data analysis in the feedback meeting.
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Example

Engineer Consultant

For this meeting, I am going to report what we learned about the monitoring
devices and the accuracy of the gauges. George, the plant supervisor, will
report what we learned about operator skills and attitudes toward maintenance.

Consultant:

When line managers have the experience of reporting negative findings, their
defensiveness goes down and the feedback step is less likely to become an
adversary conversation.

Comment:

Step 11. Making Recommendations

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

Example

Systems Analyst Consultant

We know that the sales reps' dislike of paperwork is a major obstacle to getting
timely field sales figures. What can we recommend that would reduce our
dependency on them to get us the information?

Consultant:

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

Comment:

Step 12. Decision on Actions

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

Systems Analyst Consultant

Thank you very much for the reporting process you have developed and the
program to support it. We will think about it and let you know when we think
the organization will be ready for this.

Client:

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

Consultant:

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

Comment:

Each step leading up to the implementation of a solution can be viewed as a series of opportunities
to engage the client, reduce resistance, and increase the probabilities of success. Taking advantage
of these opportunities entails giving up some consultant prerogatives and freedom of action in
the service of the longer range goal of having a real impact.
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Checklist #1. Assessing the Balance of Responsibility

On the scales below, rate who is taking responsibility in an important project you are now
engaged in. Put a mark where it currently balances out. (The points listed in the left-hand
column are described at the beginning of Chapter 11.)

I Have Major
Responsibility, Client

Has Little

Client Has Major
Responsibility, I

Have Little
50/50

| | |1. Defining the Initial Problem
| | |2. Deciding to Proceed with the Project
| | |3. Selecting Dimensions to Be Studied
| | |4. Who Is Involved in the Study
| | |5. Selecting the Method
| | |6. Data Collection
| | |7. Funneling the Data
| | |8. Data Summary
| | |9. Data Analysis
| | |10. Feedback of Results
| | |11. Recommendations
| | |12. Decision on Actions
| | |13. Planning How to Involve Others in

Implementation
| | |14. Convening the Implementation Meetings

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

1 Chris Argyris has been at the leading edge of organization and consulting theory since the
1960's. I believe his clear way of defining what makes for an effective management process
holds up a standard for effective consultant performance as well.

2 These roles were first formulated by Ed Schein in the 1960s. He was one of the first to see
the limitations of the expert role for consultants and defined and opened the door to the
collaborative potential in the helping process. His recent book, Process Consulting Revisited:
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Building the Helping Relationship, more fully describes the power of Process Consultation as
a vital capacity for those in a helping position. It is a book I would strongly recommend.
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