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Preface

This resource book is designed ro provide the information we have gath­
ered, organized, and synthesized from experienced professionals and di­
verse written materials to assist early career consultants. For us, consulting 
work has been one way to stay connected with the schools and community- 
based organizations that help our communities thrive. Reflecting on our 
own experiences, reviewing the literature, and engaging in dialogue with 
practitioners who consult full time has given us an array of useful strate­
gies, tips, and advice to help readers get started with consulting, build a 
practice, and do effective work. Chapters 1-7 of the text delve into the nuts 
and bolts of building a consulting business. Chapters 8-16 cover the in- 
depth processes involved in consultation, challenges and benefits you may 
encounter, and advice about the consulting cycle from start to finish. All 
contributing authors have substantial consultation experience and have 
taken different paths to achieve success.

The intended audience for this guidebook includes all people seeking 
guidance regarding consulting in the public sector. Specifically, this may 
include students and professionals with a background in the social sciences 
(e.g., psychology [community, clinical, applied social, and industrial organi­
zational], sociology, social work, anthropology, policy analysis, evaluation, 
behavioral sciences), education, nonprofit management, urban planning, 
public health, human services, and public service, as well as government 
or nonprofit employees and a host of other allied professions. Regardless 
of your background, we hope our focus on discussing and illustrating the 
processes wich many examples will help you become an effective and suc­
cessful consultant with community-based organizations. There are not a 
large number of people doing this work; however, the consultants we have 
spoken with (more than 50) have found an untapped market that stretches 
far beyond the amount of work they can provide.

Although there are written resources available to beginning consultants 
(see Appendix 1-1, Annotated Bibliography), there are few guides that

xiii



xiv 1 Preface

incorporate the range of information needed to begin a consulting practice 
or start one’s own consulting business. Prior to this book’s publication, the 
information needed to start a sound consulting practice was spread across 
numerous government agencies (e.g., IRS, secretary of state, department of 
labor, chamber of commerce), private Web sites (e.g., private law or account­
ing firms offering services or advice), and books. There are books that are 
helpful for general business information (“how to” books about starting a 
business or working for oneself), texts that focus on the theory and practice 
of consulting/evaluation, and texts that focus on research methods. None 
of these written sources, however, are tailored to the specific niche of social 
science consultants desiring collaborative work with the nonprofit/public 
sector. We believe this book will help walk you through the steps of starting 
and building a consulting practice with nonprofit organizations, as well as 
provide you with the advice, examples, and tools to be successful.
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Introduction

Potential careers for professionals in the nonprofit sector and the social 
sciences are diverse and often untraditional. As community psychologists, 
we aim to use our training in the social sciences to help organizations 
evaluate and improve upon the services they provide to build safer, more 
connected, and healthier communities. We juggle multiple roles in an aca­
demic setting, including research, teaching, and service, and we also enjoy 
opportunities to connect with community-based organizations in consult­
ing roles. Working as consultants with nonprofits, social service providers, 
schools, churches, and/or government agencies can be fulfilling for those 
with aspirations to become agents of social change. However, few classes 
or textbooks guide potential consultants through the process of forming a 
sound practice with the proper foundation to succeed, both in being true 
to their values and achieving financial solvency.

The purpose of this guidebook is to share findings from our investiga­
tion of what it takes to get started, be successful, and chrive in the consult­
ing world. In addition, we hope to use the wisdom of today’s professionals 
to make it easier for beginning consultants to avoid unnecessary setbacks 
and face the necessary challenges with our eyes open. Learning from oth­
ers’ mistakes and successes may help us better serve the community as we 
become tomorrow’s consultants. However, before we go any further, it is 
important to understand what we mean by consulting.

CONSULTING: A WORKING DEFINITION
Consulting is a vague term often used but not always easily understood. 
Broadly stated, it involves using your expertise (in this case, your experi­
ence and understanding of experimental methods, statistics, and/or topi­
cal knowledge) to help clients (at times referred to as community partners) 
achieve their goals. Geoffrey Bellman, author of Consultant’s Calling (1990), 
described it as helping clients narrow the gap between what they now have

XVII



xviii I Introduction

and what they want or need. Peter Block (2000) distinguishes consulting 
from management by describing a consultant as a person in a position 
to influence an organization but who has no direct power to implement 
changes, whereas a manager has direct responsibility over the actions of 
other employees or organizational decision-making.

Consultants are often topical specialists, but the title of consultant does 
not identify the background of a professional as is connoted by the title 
accountant or lawyer. In contrast, internal consultants are permanent em­
ployees of a company and may conduct evaluation or research projects for 
different departments within the agency. For the purposes of this book, we 
are focused on the necessary steps to get started as an independent external 
consultant hired on a project-by-project basis.

While much of the thought processes and career preparation discussed 
here will be relevant for internal consulting as well, independent external 
consulting will remain the central focus of the text. We use the term “inde­
pendent” to emphasize the lack of institutional structure behind the work. 
In other words, we are not referring to consultants who are employed to 
consult as part of a university, think tank, or large business, even though 
some of the ideas presented are likely to be useful to consultants across a 
wide range of settings.

Becoming an independent external consultant is as simple as declar­
ing yourself one. There is no certification or accreditation required, and 
no board review (this may change, as there is an effort to create licensure 
requirements within some disciplines). However, according to Carol Lukas 
(1998), consultants who primarily focus on working with nonprofits 
(as opposed to profit-driven companies) tend to have a sense of mission 
about their work and are deeply committed to benefiting the community. 
Therefore, when working with or collaborating with nonprofits, one of the 
consultant’s main tasks is to try to add value and build capacity within the 
organizations with which they partner. For example, a typical service might 
be teaming with employees at a community clinic to write a grant to expand 
services for parenting classes for young expectant mothers and fathers. 
The consultant may also aid in designing and/or carrying out process or 
outcome evaluations of the parenting classes.

The reasons that nonprofits hire consultants can vary. They may wane to 
bring in someone with expertise that they lack on staff (for example, data 
analysis). They may want someone with experience to build capacity among 
their own staff (for example, evaluation). At other times even if they have ca­
pacity to conduct a project in-house they may choose to bring in an external 
consultant to provide some new fresh ideas or a more objective perspective 
that might hold more credibility with board members or funders.
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The role of the consultant can vary, such as helping organizations evalu­
ate existing services, develop new services, build infrastructure, adapt to 
organizational change, or gain funding. Consultants may work on issues 
such as food security, affordable housing, job training, education, disability 
services, substance abuse treatment and prevention, public health, immi­
grant advocacy services, or domestic violence. These are just a few examples 
of the variety of possibilities, and, if any of them sound compelling to you, 
then starting out as a consultant may be the right move for you.

Many independent consultants serve as independent contractors for 
other consultants or companies or subcontract portions of their projects 
out to others. Some find it useful to distinguish between contracting and 
consulting work. Alan Weiss (2004) does this as a starting point for his 
views on value-based fees. Contracting is based on prevailing wage/salary 
rates and the evaluative process of whether to “hire out” a project or do it 
in-house. Consulting is the professional skill chat marries breadth of ex­
perience with specificity of expertise thac is virtually impossible to find, or 
even cultivate, in-house.

HOW THIS BOOK CAME TO BE
Judah Viola: During the fall of 2003, while in the thick of my doctoral 
studies in community psychology, I was thinking hard about my poten­
tial career choices. I knew that my options included academic research, 
teaching college courses, or “applied work.” 1 also knew that one of the 
activities of an applied community psychologist or “practitioner” involves 
consultation with community institutions, nonprofit organizations, and 
government agencies. In fact, I had already done some statistical analyses 
for a local counseling cencer and teamed up with another graduate student 
to evaluate a school-based prevention program. However, I did not have 
a clear understanding of the processes involved in becoming a "bona-fide 
consultant.” So, one reason for starting this process was self-serving be­
cause researching this topic has allowed me to learn more about one of 
my career options. Over the past six years I have continued to learn from 
experienced professionals and to use my skills gained as a community 
psychologist to build my client base and maintain a steady part-time con­
sulting practice.

Susan Dvorak McMahon: When Judah proposed his idea to write a 
guidebook on consulting, I thought it was a creative and interesting proj­
ect that would provide a needed resource, especially for students and those 
new to the consulting world. Because I teach a graduate course in program
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evaluation and have engaged in several consulting and evaluation projects 
with schools and nonprofit organizations, I was excited about this project. 
It was a pleasure to guide Judah through the process of conceptualizing 
the guidebook, gathering information, analyzing data, and writing. Next, 
as we continued to work toward publishing the book, I moved from a 
supervisory role to a collaborative partner role. We decided to build upon 
Judah’s initial efforts of illustrating the detailed practical aspects of build­
ing a consulting practice (which became the first part of the book) to 
include case studies, projects, and stories from experts from a variety of 
settings doing different types of consulting work (which became the sec­
ond part of the book). We are pleased to have so many experts represented 
in this text, and we hope it provides a useful guide to you as you engage in 
consulting and evaluation work.

OVERVIEW

The first section of this book consists of seven chapters devoted to de­
scribing the nuts and bolts of starting and building a consulting practice. 
These chapters are based upon a review of books and Web sites, surveys of 
30 professional consultants, and in-depth inteiviews of 15 expert consul­
tants, conducted byjudah Viola. In Chapter 1, we discuss reasons why you 
should be a consultant as well as some of the challenges you may face. In 
Chapter 2, we discuss the resources, personal characteristics, knowledge, 
and skills you will need to be successful and how to prepare yourself to 
be an effective consultant. In Chapter 3, we elaborate on when to start an 
independent consulting business and the pros and cons of beginning at 
different points in your career. In Chapter 4, we describe decisions related 
to what kind of business you might want to build, such as different orga­
nizational structures, services, and strategic planning. Chapter 5 illustrates 
the necessary steps to make your business official, and Chapter 6, co-written 
with Shaunti Knauth and Courtney Cowgill, relates to marketing and net­
working. Finally, in Chapter 7, we discuss issues related to running your 
business, such as setting a pricing strategy and submitting proposals. Now, 
we would like to tell you a litde more about the surveys and interviews that 
provided the basis for the first part of the book.

Surveys and Interviews

Participants for both the interviews and surveys were identified through an 
Internet search of Web sites for consulting companies, professional societ­
ies (e.g., e-mail discussion lists for the Society for Community Research
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and Action, the American Evaluation Association, and the Society for 
Consulting Psychology), and advice from professors and colleagues.

Thirty professional consultants from 19 states responded to the survey, 
with information about their work, contracting methods, and perspectives 
on consulting. Sixty-three percent of respondents described their consult­
ing work as being full time, and 36% of them described their work as part 
time. They reported chat their company’s annual budgets ranged from 
under $100,000 to several million dollars. Their level of experience ranged 
from four to thirty-eight years. The rates they charged ranged from sliding 
scales as low as $25 (not including pro-bono work) to $275 an hour, and 
daily rates reported ranged from $500 to $2500. The surveys provided many 
of the useful tips and strategies found within this book.

Semi-structured (40-80 minute) interviews were conducted with 15 con­
sultants who serve primarily nonprofit or governmental organizations. The 
key informant interviews allowed in-depth responses to questions about the 
expert’s career progression, reasons for gecting started in consulting, de­
scriptions of recent projects, common challenges, the level of commitment 
required to build and sustain their consulting businesses, and advice for 
people entering the field. The interviews were audiotaped and transcribed, 
and summaries were presented to the interviewees as a means to “member 
check” or verify the accuracy of facts as well as interpretations.

The key informant interview sample consisted of eight men and seven 
women. They ranged in experience with their consulting practices from 
four to thirty-eight years, and are based in nine states across the United 
States. Interviewees consisted of two professors who consult as sole pro­
prietors on a part-time basis, three full-time sole proprietors, one graduate 
student, one member of a partnership, one member of a nonprofit foun­
dation, three proprietors of limited liability companies, and four owners 
of subchapter-S corporations (explanations of each business structure are 
included in Chapter 4).

In summary, the surveys provided an overview of a broad sample of consul­
tants and their practices, while the interviews provided more in-depth qualita­
tive information about every facet of starting out in consulting. Throughout 
Chapters 1-7, interview and survey responses are paraphrased and quoted.

The second section of this book (Chapters 8-16) includes a diverse array 
of informative contributions that illustrate the processes involved in con­
sultation, challenges and benefits you may encounter, and advice from scare 
to finish of the consultation cycle. All contributing authors are experts 
with substantial consultation experience who have taken different paths to 
achieve success. It has been a pleasure to review these contributions and we 
trust that you will benefit from their stories and words of wisdom as you
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refer to the chapters that are most relevant to your work. The contributing 
authors provide many specific examples from their work, and have gra­
ciously shared tools they use, which can be found in appendices at the end 
of each chapter. In the following pages, we briefly highlight each of their 
contributions to give you an overview of the issues, dilemmas, and advice 
that are discussed in each chapter.

Dale Rose and Elna Hall illustrate challenges that arise during the 
initial phases of a project, with particular emphasis on managing client 
relationships, in A Client-Centered Approach to Winning and Losing Deals: 
What to Do If You Get the Project (And What to Do If You Don’t). They provide 
concrete and useful strategies to turn lost deals into future wins, align 
project work with your values and professional vision, and create action 
plans for difficult situations. They outline reasons to begin planning 
the work when you land the job, rather than jumping right in, and give 
helpful tips regarding the contracting process. Rose and Hall also help 
you think through challenging situations, such as what to do if a project 
doesn’t fit perfectly with your expertise or interests, is too big, or doesn’t 
meet your financial standards.

Kathleen Dowell takes you through an entire project, step-by-step, using 
a real example from her own experience in From Start to Finish: A Typical 
Evaluation Project. Dowell describes getting the contract, planning the eval­
uation, collecting the data, reporting the results, and recapping lessons 
learned. Dowell’s participatory approach highlights the creation of an ad­
visory board, development of a logic model, and a multipronged approach 
that utilizes both qualitative and quantitative methods in assessing context, 
implementation, and outcomes. She provides many helpful tools, including 
an elaborate logic model of a large project, a table illustrating the connec­
tions among evaluation questions, methods, data sources, timelines, and 
several instruments that were used in the study (e.g., surveys, focus group 
questions, interview guides). Dowell also includes the executive summary 
of her report for this project as an example for your reference. Finally, she 
illustrates lessons learned at multiple stages of the process.

Gary Harper, Maureen Blaha, and Carlos Samaniego collaborated to 
write a chapter from both the consultant’s and the community-based or­
ganization’s perspectives in Developing and Maintaining Long-Term Consulting 
Relationships. They discuss benefits and challenges of long-term consulting 
relationships and the developmental stages of researching, selecting, and 
beginning relationships with clients/consultants. In addition, they describe 
essential elements in maintaining mutually beneficial consulting relation­
ships, such as relationship building, responsiveness, resource allocation, 
remaining focused, and re-evaluating.
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Doug Cellar, Gary Harper, and Leah Neubauer discuss the evolution and 
creation of a consulting center, from generating ideas to developing and 
submitting a proposal, gaining approval, establishing an advisory com­
mittee, and marketing in Consulting with Small Community-Based Nonprofit 
Organizations: Insights and Understandings. Cellar and colleagues describe the 
benefits and challenges of working within a university-based setting and 
provide a glimpse into graduate student experiences with consulting. They 
describe the passion of small nonprofit organizations, developing partner­
ships, streams of funding, boards of directors, project scope, new areas, and 
planning for the future. Cellar and colleagues highlight personal experiences, 
finding balance in doing work that you are really interested in and remain­
ing dispassionate enough to provide an external perspective to your clients.

As a consultant, you can specialize in specific types of work and use par­
ticular theoretical models to guide your work. In Capacity Building with Faith- 
Based and Community Organizations: Lessons Learned from the Compassion Kansas 
Initiative, Sarah Jolley, Scott Wituk, Tara Gregory, Maaskelah Thomas, and 
Greg Meissen describe a large-scale project using a capacity-building frame­
work. They describe the framework, working with small nonprofit organi­
zations, steps and strategies to assist faith-based community organizations, 
and lessons learned. They include helpful tips in getting funding through 
grants, contracts, foundations, and workshops. They describe a statewide 
initiative in which they enhanced knowledge, provided training and tech­
nical assistance, assisted organizations in seeking funding, and examined 
outcomes. Jolley and colleagues provide example tools that will assist you 
with organizing and tracking tasks, such as the memorandum of agree­
ment, meeting agreement form, organizational capacity assessment survey, 
organizational assessment profile, and technical assistance form. While 
their chapter is built upon their experiences working with small faith-based 
organizations, the tools and advice provided translate well to working with 
a variety of community organizations or nonprofits.

Pennie Foster-Fishman and Kevin Ford use a different theoretical per­
spective to guide their consulting work that they describe in Improving 
Service Delivery and Effectiveness: Taking an Organizational Learning Approach 
to Consulting. They discuss ways in which organizations change and develop 
to improve organizational effectiveness through iterative cycles of data 
collection, knowledge sharing, and collective action. Foster-Fishman and 
Ford also provide a case study, based on their consultation experiences, to 
illustrate how to drive change using an organizational learning frame. They 
describe a series of seeps and strategies in the context of this case study, 
including identifying problems, building team readiness, creating a vision 
of opportunities, developing strategies to overcome obstacles, planning
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group action, and building an active, vibrant membership. Tips for con­
sultants focus on systems thinking, participatory processes, and leadership 
development.

Jon Miles and Steve Howe take yet a different tack in Consulting in Public 
Policy Settings, as they found a niche in public policy consulting. They provide 
a map that may help you navigate through policy work. They describe the 
roles of advocacy and nongovernmental organizations that aim to influence 
public policy and how the consultant’s role differs depending on govern­
ment level, function, and process. Miles and Howe guide you through politi­
cal challenges and illustrate how issues such as timing and communication 
often play a more crucial role in policy consulting than the types of consult­
ing described in the rest of the book. They share numerous examples from 
their work to illustrate their points and lessons they have learned.

Andrea Solarz discusses her approach to grant writing and offers knowl­
edge, skills, and experiences that facilitate success in Grant Writing for 
Consultants 101. She describes the process of writing a grant proposal, from 
getting the job, mapping out che idea, and understanding what the funder 
wants to actually writing the grant. She highlights networks, knowledge, 
critical thinking, communication skills, and collaboration as important 
determinants that have contributed to her success as a grant writer.

In The Path to Independent Consulting, Dawn Hanson Smart describes 
her personal experiences in consulting from her graduate school years— 
through working with small nonprofits and government agencies and part- 
time consulting—to her current position as a full-time consultant working 
within a small firm. Smart speaks thoughtfully about her decision-making 
processes during each job transition, how her personal characteristics and 
work style contribute to the types of choices she made, and lessons she 
learned along the way with regard to consulting. Reading her chapter will 
help you in the self-assessment process and encourage you to think about 
what opportunities might be available and realistic for you.

Consultants use theoretical frameworks to guide their work, specialize 
in different niches, and take a variety of career paths, so there are a range of 
experiences to learn from and many options to create your own style, tools, 
and path to success. Although each chapter brings unique insights, there 
are also similar themes across chapters, such as che importance of building 
relationships, contracting, and setting clear goals and expectations. We 
encourage you to read about a variety of theories and guidelines, review 
the resources and tools provided, try strategies that fit with your style, and 
create your own niche as you begin or continue to develop your consulting 
practice with nonprofits.
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Chapter

Before You Begin
Judah Viola and Susan D. McMahon

WHY SHOULD YOU BE A CONSULTANT?
(FIVE REASONS)
There are many interesting reasons why people choose a consulting career. 
One of the appeals of consulting is that it allows people to learn about a va­
riety of topics and populations. One day you could be conducting research 
on access to health care, and another day you could be learning about 
employment barriers for immigrants. This variety keeps the work interest­
ing and challenging. Yet, there are many other factors that draw people to 
consulting. Elaine Biech in her 1998 book, The Business of Consulting, wrote,

I have always said it was because I am a lousy employee. I do not like to 
be told what to do; I like to march to the toot of my own saxophone;
I like to take risks; I want to work during the hours I choose, not on 
someone else’s time clock; I want to express my creativity; and 1 prefer 
to control my own destiny, (pg. 7)

When we asked today’s professionals why they became consultants, they 
each had lengthy, multifaceted reasons for choosing consulting for their 
current career. In this chapter, we present five themes that emerged from 
fifteen interviews as the most important reasons for becoming a consultant 
and sticking with it. See if they sound convincing to you.

1. Seeing the Impact of Your Work

There are few better professional rewards for consultants than observ­
ing organizations they’ve partnered with thrive during and after their col­
laborations. Consulting work feels worthwhile when you have a role in the
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improvement of organizations or their programs in the real world. Michael 
Morris, a professor and part-time independent consultant, explained that 
the draw of consulting for him comes from the opportunity to have a 
positive influence in a context outside of academics. He explained that 
consulting provides an opportunity to interact with people from a variety 
of organizations whose work he finds inherently interesting. He sees his 
consulting work as a way of contributing to the betterment of society. 
While progress is not always visible or quick, consultants across the board 
cite being able to make a difference as a key reason for getting into and 
remaining in the field.

2. Broadening and Enhancing Your Professional Life

In addition to being intellectually stimulating, consulting with a variety 
of organizations requires that you learn continuously. The work is too 
contextually based to just bring the same solutions to each new situation. 
Several consultants shared that consulting work forces them to look into 
and even develop expertise on topics they would not otherwise consider. 
While the job can be frustrating at times, it keeps your professional life 
from stagnating. In addition, it offers you a chance to grow and help others 
(students and clients) develop professionally. Morris finds that the practical 
experiences serve as valuable teaching resources, giving him greacer cred­
ibility teaching courses in consulting because he has a wealth of examples 
to draw upon when answering students’ questions.

3. The Flexibility to Work Wherever You Choose

A unique characteristic of consulting is that it offers you the opportunity 
to work on site with clients, from your own home, in an office, or in transit. 
Maryann Durland, who holds the full-time position of president for a small 
consulting company, made a choice to be available to take care of her chil­
dren and did not want to relocate the family for work. Due to this priority 
of spending time at home and the limited number of desirable academic 
positions available in the area, Maryann found that starting a consulting 
business was the best route for her. Now Maryann “loves life” being the 
boss, taking charge of work and life at home, feeling free to determine 
when, where, and how to go about getting the job done. Patricia Kelly, MPP, 
also the president of a small company, knew that she wanted to work from 
home; the office environment was not as conducive for her to complete her 
best work. She explained that she loves people but needs to unwind and 
replenish herself in her own space. Among consultants living in big cities,
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their choice to work from home means saving both the time and aggrava­
tion of having to fight rush hour traffic. About 60% of the consultants we 
heard from started consulting from home. Then, depending on how this 
option fit their lifestyle and workload, some chose to rent office space at 
various points during their careers.

4. Working for Yourself

Several key informants brought up a variety of benefits associated with 
working for themselves above and beyond working at home. They cited 
everything from choosing which projects to take on, to determining their 
hours and how much to bill. Consultants appreciate their ability to set their 
own work hours to fit their unique and complex lives.

Melanie Hwalek had envisioned from the outset that she could carve 
out a career as a full-time evaluation consultant. She finds the work free­
ing and challenging. Hwalek noted that she has found that stability and 
independent security increased for her with time, and she believes ic is 
ultimately better to work for yourself than work for someone else (e.g., 
“you know you won’t be fired tomorrow”). According to another full-time 
consultant, Michael Wyland, he and his business partner were not enjoying 
their positions and felt underutilized, so they decided to create a private 
consulting company. Several consultants reported liking the personal em­
powerment and control they have over basic decisions compared to when 
they were working for others. Even if you will be working long hours, there 
is a psychological and real advantage to being independent, making your 
own decisions, and setting your own schedule. There are other advantages 
as well, such as not needing to get permission or complete paperwork to 
order needed tools or supplies, or more importantly having the ultimate 
say over which projects to end up pursuing or passing on.

5. Clear Indicators of Success

As people with an appreciation for evidence-based decision-making, in­
formants discussed the benefits of clear markers of successful consult­
ing. Andrea Solarz, PhD, who works for herself, explained that another 
nice thing she appreciates about consulting is that you are not taken for 
granted. “If people want to utilize your services again, then you are probably 
doing okay,” she says. Every time a new client calls who has been referred 
from a recent client can be seen as an affirmation that the work you are 
doing is appreciated and has been found to be useful. In addition, some of 
the recommendations you offer clients can be implemented immediately
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and tested in the real world. This quickness and clarity is favored by many 
when compared to the pace of progress in other work environments.

For further inspiration and to learn about additional benefits of becom­
ing a consultant we suggest several of our favorite well-written and acces­
sible books on the topic of consulting in our annotated bibliography (see 
Appendix 1-1), as well as recommended reading from the many experts we 
spoke with in preparing this book (Appendix 1-2).

MAKE A COMMITMENT
In order to benefit from the full range of opportunities of working as a 
consultant, you will need to start the organizational setup of your indepen­
dent consulting practice. Starting your own consulting company requires a 
tremendous commitment! This task shares many similarities to the com­
mitment required in enrolling in graduate school, or starting any other 
sort of small business. In school, you make a monetary and time commit­
ment to complete the required tasks for classes once you have registered 
for them. After reading through the syllabi, you have a short time in which 
to decide whether you have chosen appropriate courses or whether you are 
in over your head. If you are starting a small company, once you file your 
papers with the state, you have already committed money and time to the 
process. Therefore, ic is wise to be certain that you have done the necessary 
research before filing government paperwork, to make sure you are in it for 
the long haul (or at least the short haul). This is not to say that if you lose 
interest or get a great job offer that you cannot “get out” unscathed. Good 
business plans include an exit strategy (see the “Strategic Planning/Business 
Planning” section in Chapter 4). You need to be honest about what you’re 
getting yourself into. It is important to consider the hours and the amount 
of work needed to run a business that is productive financially as well as 
programmatically.

THE MANY CHALLENGES AHEAD
Some people are “classic entrepreneurs,” who like the idea of starting a 
business and seeing it grow. Others are not that interested in business per 
se, but are looking for a chance to work for themselves and are dedicated 
to the actual work of consulting. If you are reading this book, you are 
probably already a focused and disciplined worker. People who are hard 
workers but not natural entrepreneurs may need to adjust to the ambiguity 
and flexibility of consulting, and leave behind the security and certainty of 
a regular paycheck (Edwards & Edwards, 1996). Ambiguity and flexibility
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can be perceived as challenges as well as benefits—in other words, two sides 
of the same coin. These characteristics allow consultants freedom to define 
their time and work in ways that are meaningful and convenient for them, 
yet they also lead to challenges with time, work flow, balance, and money. 
Thus, the very same factors that lead people to choose independent consult­
ing as a career (e.g., continual learning, flexibility, working for yourself) also 
lead to challenges inherent in the work.

Although consultants cited several benefits of the work, nobody said 
consulting was easy. Some of the most commonly discussed challenges 
of the consulting lifestyle included hard and, at times, exhausting work, 
managing time to meet client needs, inconsistent work (too much or too 
little), balancing work and personal life, lack of institutional financial sup­
port and benefits, isolation, and ensuring organizational utilization of the 
work. Furthermore, consultants often feel pressure to be perfect, because 
your next job may well depend upon the satisfaction of your current and 
past clients.

Challenges of Time and Effort

Starting your consulting practice will no doubt take a lot of time and effort. 
This can vary drastically depending on how quickly you would like to get 
“up and running.” All of the paperwork could be filed and registered within 
less than 6 months’ time, or you could stretch the process out to take a year. 
On average, those full-time consultants surveyed and interviewed reported 
that they worked 65 hours per week while getting the business up and run­
ning, and about 50-80 work hours per week during the first 3 years once 
the business was already going. Most of them work fewer hours now than 
when they started. Not one consultant said that the amount of time they 
put in over the years has increased since they began as full-time consultants. 
Among part-timers who do consulting on top of their full-time jobs, che 
amount of time they put in ranges from 1 to 50 hours per week. Regardless 
of full-time or part-time status, 80% of respondents said that they carry 
between 2 and 5 clients at a time. The bottom line is that you need to be 
invested in the work, and need to perform well in order to gain a reputation 
that will lead to more clients and additional projects in the future.

Time management is also difficult once you have committed to a project 
because it is hard to predict when you may have to devote added time to a 
given project. You can get a phone call at any time and have to spend several 
hours trying to solve an unexpected problem. Informants expressed how 
the job can be frustrating when clients do not appreciate the amount of 
time it takes to conduct a quality project (e.g., evaluation).
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Below are descriptions of four key informants’ time and effort commit­
ments when they began their practices, and how this has changed over time. 
You’ll notice that while the amount of time they put in at the start did vary 
quite a bit, each professional was able to reduce their workload over time:

1. Dale Rose, the president and founder of a consulting firm, described 
his level of involvement in his consulting business during graduate 
school as “fanatical.” He now takes a more balanced approach to the 
work, trying to leave the office by 6:00 pm rather than 10:00 pm. He 
still regularly works overtime, however, to deliver products as prom­
ised, and admits that on at least one occasion he has had to use his 
sleeping bag and toothbrush at work.

2. Maryann Durland says that she now works 45 hours per week on average 
(but this is a variable estimate; some weeks she works up to 80 hours). At 
any given time, Durland’s company maintains approximately 20 cliencs.

3. Michael Wyland and his business partner started out with each of 
them working about 60 hours a week. Now (12 years later) they work 
closer to 40-45 hours each, and see this as the result of multiple fac­
tors including their age, family, and a shift in their priorities.

4. Yet another informant said chat initially she worked 80-100 hours 
per week to get her business up and running. Three years later, she is 
averaging 55 hours per week of work (30-40 spent on projects, and an 
additional 20 hours looking for new projeccs and taking care of the 
business end of her praccice).

Not only do consultants work long hours, but the work is also hard. For 
example, although Bellman (1990) gives consulting the highest praise, he also
writes, “... and it exhausts me__ I need time to restore myself. I need the rime
off to re-create myself, to regain perspective, and co rest—physically, mentally, 
emotionally, and spiritually. The work consumes me at every level” (pg. 11). 
Without exception, every consultant interviewed said drat die work is intellec­
tually and emotionally challenging, and plain old hard work. One experienced 
informant put it blundy, “Make sure you understand chat for many years you’ll 
be working your ass off. For several years, I was always working—holidays, week­
ends, and late at night. If you’ve got a family, your partner is going to have to 
do more because you won’t be able to pull your share.” (Patricia Kelly)

TIP
Coping with Stress: When projects do not go smoothly, or deadlines 
approach, the stress can mount. To handle the stress, several key in­
formants emphasized the importance of scheduling in downtime to 
recharge and stay on top of their game. When you’re not swamped,
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take advantage of the downtime to better cope during busy periods. 
Summer is generally busier than winter. Therefore, taking time off in 
the winter may work better than summer vacations.

Challenges with Work Flow

Consulting involves continually contracting to do new, time-limited jobs, 
and because of this, the work is not always consistent enough to provide 
a steady income. While at times you may be inundated with more projects 
than you could possibly complete in several years, at other times there may 
be droughts (e.g., due to hard economic times, budget cuts, or funding 
cycles). Keeping the work flowing evenly over time was the most commonly 
cited struggle for full-time consultants.

Informants explained that contracts often cluster seasonally causing the 
workload to fluctuate between “unbearably busy” and "unbearably slow.” 
This can create a catch-22 in which you need to be able to commit enough 
time to each project to do a stellar job, but if you turn down a project be­
cause you are too busy, you risk losing that client for the future. Key infor­
mants repeatedly warned that, especially in the beginning, you should not 
expect to gain your primary income from consulting.

TIP
Work Flow Concerns: Consider seasonal patterns, short-term and 
long-term planning, and workload issues as you make decisions 
about which jobs to take when opportunities arise and when to seek 
new projects.

Challenges of Work-Home-Family Balance

The day-to-day operations of running the business (e.g., bookkeeping) 
are also time-consuming and challenging, often making it hard to sepa­
rate life from work. For many consultants, work is life and life is work. 
Distinguishing between work time and family time requires even more 
discipline if you are going to try to work from home. In addition, books, 
files, and office equipment or supplies can quickly invade and rake over 
more living space than you’d like if you are not careful.

For some, the distractions at home are hard to overcome. Cleaning, laun­
dry, the garage, and even the refrigerator can be difficult distractions to 
avoid (not to mention children, other family members, or the television). 
Keeping work from overwhelming their lives is also a concern for full- 
and part-timers working at home or in an office. In fact, one of the most
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commonly cited challenges was keeping che number of hours spent on their 
consulting projects to a manageable level so that it is possible to handle all 
other commitments.

TIP

Balancing Concerns: If you are going to try to work from home, 
Patricia Kelly suggests cordoning off part of your living space just 
for the office. In addition, you may want to set aside specific hours 
for working at home (similar to those who work outside of the 
home), try to minimize distractions during this time, and refrain 
from household responsibilities so you accomplish the tasks you set 
out to complete.

Money Challenges

Just over half of the survey respondents reported that they invested their 
own money to get their practices started (ranging from $200-$30,000 dur­
ing the first year). However, most of them stated that only a minimal initial 
investment was required. There are not a lot of start-up or operational 
costs in running a small consulting practice, but this does not mean that 
money is not an important issue. While there were few costs associated with 
equipment or resources for doing business, it is still crucial to have some 
savings to get through periods when there is a lull in paid projects. In addi­
tion, personal costs, such as health insurance or mortgage payments, were 
mentioned repeatedly as serious challenges.

The lack of excernal support in the form of an organization, a salary, a 
role, a direction—all of this has to be made up for incernally. When you are 
working for yourself you have to pay for your own health benefits, which is 
often much more expensive than the group rates large employers are able 
to obtain. Paid sick leave is nonexistent, so this can be an added challenge 
if your health is a concern. If you want to set aside money for retirement, 
you have to do this yourself, which can be time consuming (in terms of 
added paperwork) and costly. Andrew White, a full-time student, and self- 
employed consultant admitted,

The financial aspects of consulting represented an unforeseen chal­
lenge. Since I am working in the community with small nonprofits, I 
cannot charge as much as I would like and sometimes need. On top of 
that, getting paid in a reasonable amount of time has been a challenge 
as well. I’m making less money chan I expected.
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Another challenge expressed by several informants surrounds deciding 
how to bill clients, and deciding what rates to charge. Estimating how long 
work activities will take gets easier over time, and it is always difficult to find 
out what others charge. Market rates for consulting work are hard to pin 
down, and because each project can bring unexpected challenges, estimat­
ing the amount of time and fees required should be on the generous side.

If you’re not weary of entering the profession yet, and you’ve decided on 
a general rate to charge, you still have to go through the hassle of collect­
ing money from clients. Most key informants shared experiences of having 
to wait months to get paid for their services. Specifically, school systems 
and universities (whose funding comes from several government sources) 
were singled out as being particularly slow to pay. While large institutions 
such as schools are often slow to pay, they tend to be more reliable than 
smaller organizations with smaller budgets. Therefore, there may not be a 
perfect type of organization to target to increase your chances of getting 
paid on time.

Having back-up savings is helpful, as there is always a delay (at least 30 
days) in payment once an invoice is submitted. For example, within any 
quarter of the year it is not uncommon to complete projects and supply 
clients with invoices only to have to wait until the next quarter to be able 
to deposit the checks. Even if all of your clients are good about paying on 
time, banks often withhold deposits for a designated period of time until 
the organization’s check is cleared. The delay in checks clearing can be as 
long as 5 business days depending on your bank’s policy, and whether the 
check is local or from out of state. Also, consultants who subcontract small 
parts of their projects to colleagues are expected to pay their subcontrac­
tors once their work is completed, which may be before getting paid by 
the client. Lastly, monthly or quarterly taxes may need to be paid before 
payments are received from clients. Having some reserves to handle these 
lag times provides security and peace of mind to you and those with whom 
you contract.

TIP
Living with Uncertain Income: When asked about money, some 
consultants said things like, “Make sure you save up some money 
first,” or “Don’t dive in without a backup.” “Your partner or spouse 
may need to be the primary breadwinner for a couple years.” As a 
general guideline, some suggested that you ought to have enough 
money to support yourself for 3 months if you are jumping into full­
time consulting.
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The Challenge of Isolation

Loneliness is a concern for many independent consultants. The first few 
weeks away from the busyness and politics of a bustling workplace may 
feel like a refreshing getaway. However, after a short period of time spent 
in the same room without seeing anyone, independent consultants may feel 
isolated. You may feel disconnected without coworkers to bounce ideas off 
of, and to provide informational and social support. While you may have 
ample opportunity to interact with clients during the early stages of a proj­
ect, you are often expected to complete most of the report writing individu­
ally. Even if you are able to work collaboratively throughout all stages of 
the consulting process (e.g., using participatory action research methodol- 
ogy), you are still bound to spend many days between projects keeping up 
with paperwork on your own. Dawn Hanson Smart discusses her experi­
ence of isolation and loneliness in Chapter 16, “The Path to Independent 
Consulting,” and these factors directly influenced her career decisions and 
progression.

TIP

Avoiding Loneliness: The most common piece of advice to combat 
this type of isolation is to foster relationships with other indepen­
dent consultants with whom you share common interests and val­
ues. Networking is important for several reasons. For example, you 
will likely depend upon your professional network to increase your 
awareness of particular projects, and to refer you to clients when 
they are too busy or do not have the expertise to take on a proj­
ect themselves. Your professional network can also serve a useful 
resource for you to turn to when looking for technical guidance, 
advice on how to proceed with a project, or for more general social 
support. For an extended discussion of the benefits of networking, 
see Chapter 6, “Finding Work.” Try to arrange lunch at least once 
a week with a colleague or potential client. You may also consider 
establishing a partnership or small firm to work together on proj­
ects, either building a niche in a particular area, or broadening your 
expertise through adding people with different strengths to your 
consulting team.

Stakeholder “Buy-in” and Utilization Challenges

One of the most significant challenges of consulting work is to balance the 
desires of different stakeholders in collaborative projects. One of the most
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frustrating experiences occurs when the client does not implement or use 
recommendations from your final reports. Lack of utilization can happen 
for a variety of reasons, including budgetary restraints, diminished client 
or key stakeholder buy-in, political impediments, organizational inertia, or 
poor presentation of potential action steps on the part of the consultant. 
In other words, after spending several months of long days and late nights 
working for and with an organization, you may realize that the organiza­
tion, which appeared motivated and ready for change when the project 
began, no longer has the resources nor commitment to implement your 
recommendations. When the organizations you work with are in transition 
or having financial difficulties, other more pressing needs take precedence. 
Staff turnover may also make it difficult to find a champion for your proj­
ect within the organization. Regardless of the cause, failing to maintain 
client ownership or implement recommendations is more common than 
professionals in the field would like, and this has been a motivator for some 
former consultants to change career paths. Chapter 8, “A Client-Centered 
Approach to Winning and Losing New Business: What to Do If You Get 
the Project (And What to Do If You Don’t),” discusses the concern of staff 
turnover and provides advice about how to handle such challenges.

TIP

Attain and Maintain Buy-in and Utilization Focus: Think about utili­
zation and buy-in from the beginning, and try to involve your client 
in all aspects of the project. Pose potential scenarios of different 
outcomes to help the client think through possibilities and invest in 
the process from the beginning (see Patton, 2008 for further detail 
on utilization-focused approaches).

CONCLUSION
The challenges mentioned above are real, and they only make up a portion 
of the difficulties you are likely to encounter along the way. Nonetheless, 
for students and professionals in the social sciences who have no desire to 
work in the private sector, consulting can be an ideal primary or supple­
mental career route. While everyone interviewed said they worked hard, 
they also said that they find the work rewarding. Carol Lukas, the presi­
dent of a national nonprofit and veteran consultant explained, “When 
your values, goals, and practice are all aligned, you have fun.” Mosc of the 
jobs we hear about these days aren’t described as both fulfilling and fun. 
In his book, How to Become a Successful Consultant in Your Own Field, Hubert
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Bermont (1997) has a simple and straightforward answer to the question 
of whether the life of an independent professional or freelancer is as great 
as it is cracked up to be. He writes, "Yes. Even greater” (pg. 25).

The more you are prepared for the challenges, the better you can antici­
pate and plan for them, so they become small bumps in the road, rather 
than detours or closed roads. Further, for many, the benefits of consulting 
with nonprofit organizations outweigh the challenges. Successful consul­
tant and author Alan Weiss (2004) puts it strongly, “.. . don’t believe any­
thing you hear about this being an onerous and difficult profession. It is 
actually one of the best in the world, provided you have the resources, the 
focus, the talents, and the passion for if’ (pg. 2). Consulting with nonprofit 
organizations creates many opportunities to guide your career, develop 
professionally, and make meaningful contributions to society. Geoffrey 
Bellman (1990) states, “[the work] is a most significant contributor to my 
growth; it gives me the opportunity to contribute to others. I continue to 
believe chat it is good for the world. I cannot think of anyching I would 
rather do” (pg. 11).
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Bellman, G.M. (1990). The Consultant’s Calling: Bringing Who You Are to 
What You Do. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass Publishers.
Bellman discusses consulting as a career from a person-oriented per­
spective as opposed to a business-oriented perspective. He covers less 
of the pragmatic details and more of the overall thought process (e.g., 
balancing work and life) involved in deciding to go into consulting full 
time. The book covers the role of the consultant in the world, and the 
author’s philosophy of the field.

Bermont, H. (1995). How to Become a Successful Consultant in Your Own 
Field, 3rd ed. Rocklin, CA: Prima Publishing.
Bermont tells the story of his own consulting business and includes 
sections on how to get your first assignment, how to operate your busi­
ness, rules for setting fees, advice on avoiding contracts, and several case 
examples.

Block, P. (1999). Flawless Consulting, 2nd ed. San Francisco, CA: Jossey- 
Bass Publishers.
This book is more about doing the work of consulting than getting 
started. However, we included it in this list because it was recommended 
by several survey respondents and key consultants. It uses case studies 
and personal examples to illustrate Block’s ideas about the best ways to 
interact with clients. He breaks down the consulting relationship into 
five phases and walks you through potential problems that may arise 
during each phase and how to overcome or avoid them.

Edwards, S. & Edwards, P. (1996). Secrets of Self-Employment-. Surviving 
and Thriving on the Ups and Downs of Being Your Own Boss. New York: 
Penguin Putnam Inc.
The authors of this book are like cheerleaders, encouraging you to go 
for it. Their intent appears to be to help you build confidence and mo­
tivation, and overcome self-doubt. It also has ideas for assessing your 
personal weaknesses and building on your strengths.

Greenbaum, T. (1990). The Consultant’s Manual: A Complete Guide to 
Building a Successful Consulting Practice. New York: John Wiley and 
Sons.
This manual focuses on marketing your services (e.g., developing a bro­
chure), writing a business plan, managing finances, and business growth. 
This book may be useful for those of you with less experience or talent 
in producing marketing materials.
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Illinois Department of Commerce and Community Affairs (DCCA). 
Starting a Business in Illinois Handbook. Retrieved June 1,2008, from 
http://www.illmoisbiz.biz/bus/pdf/SBIRrevl201.pdf.
As would be expected, the information in this government source is dry 
and specific to Illinois, however, there are likely similar guides in each 
state and the information should be reliable because it is coming from 
up-to-date, official sources.

Illinois Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity (DCEO). 
Step-by-Step Guide to Starting a Business in Illinois. Retrieved June 1, 
2008, from http://illinoisbiz.biz/bus/step_by_step.html.
Again, dry, specific to Illinois, but informative and likely there are simi­
lar guides in each state, and the information should be reliable because 
it is coming from an up-to-dace, official source.

Kishel, G. & Kishel, P. (1996). How to Start and Run a Successful Consulting 
Business. New York: John Wiley & Sons.
This book addresses issues involved with setting up the business, deter­
mining fees, and maintaining good client relations in order to get future 
referrals. They also discuss what insurance you should have.

Lukas, C.A. (1998). Consulting with Nonprofits: A Practitioner’s Guide— 
The Art, Craft, and Business of Helping Nonprofit Organizations and 
Community Groups Get the Results They Want. St. Paul, MN: Amherst 
H. Wilder Foundation.
This is an excellent and comprehensive guide for the practicing con­
sultant. It discusses what is unique about consulting with nonprofits, 
how to handle ethical dilemmas, and lays out the fundamentals of good 
practice. The guide also includes sample consulting proposals, work­
sheets for budgeting, and strategies for developing your marketing plan, 
evaluating your work, and working with clients. This guide also includes 
an extensive list of informational resources.

Patton, M.Q. (2008). Utilization-Focused Evaluation, 4th ed. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
While ic is not about starting a consulting company or working specifi­
cally with nonprofits, this is nonetheless a must read. Program evalua­
tion is probably the most common type of consulting that many of us 
do, and all consultants want their recommendations utilized. This is 
one of the few textbooks we have found to be a joy to read. Utilization- 
focused evaluation covers a vast array of topics, and clearly illustrates 
ways to produce first-rate evaluations that will actually be used.

http://www.illmoisbiz.biz/bus/pdf/SBIRrevl201.pdf
http://illinoisbiz.biz/bus/step_by_step.html


APPENDIX 1-1: Annotated Bibliography I 15

Shiftman, S. (1988). The Consultant’s Handbook: How to Start and Develop 
Your Own Practice. Boston, MA: Bob Adams, Inc.
We have used this handbook less than the others listed above, however it 
does discuss finding clients, writing proposals, determining what prices 
to charge, managing finances, and also includes sample proposals.

Weltman, B. (2000). The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Starting a Home-Based 
Business, 2nd ed. Indianapolis, IN: Alpha Books.
This guide provides a good overview of all the things you’ll need to con­
sider when starting a business. It is written simply and clearly. However, 
it tends to tell you where to look for information rather than actually 
giving you answers. This allows the guide not to get out-of-date too 
quickly, or provide poor legal advice. While several chapters are irrel­
evant for consultants, this is likely the case for most books written to 
such a broad audience.

U.S. Department of Treasury, Internal Revenue Service. Recommended 
Readingfor Small Businesses. Retrieved August 1,2008, from http://www 
.irs.gov/businesses/small/article/0„id=99083,00.htmi.
This reading list provides just what its title implies—a list of essential 
readings for small businesses. The list conveniently includes links so you 
can read or print most of the publications without much navigation 
from this page.

http://www
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erenced in the text of this book. Each book has been specifically recom­
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McGraw-Hill.
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Management. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers.
Howe, J.T., Mosher, M.P., McDonough, J.M., Mulack, D.G., Mills, E.M., 

Vanden Berk, K.M., & Walton, W.S. (2001). Not-for-Profit Corporations. 
Illinois Institute for Continuing Legal Education.

Mancuso, A. (2002). How to Form a Nonprofit Corporation, 5th ed. Berkeley, 
CA: Nolo Press.

Shenson, H., Nicholas, T., & Franklin P. (1997). Complete Guide to Consulting 
Success: A Step-by-Step Guide to Building a Successful Consulting Practice 
Complete with Agreements and Forms, 3rd ed. Chicago: Dearborn Trade 
Publishing.

Sitarz, D. (2002). Simplified Small Business Accounting Simplified. Lanham, MD: 
National Book Network.



APPENDIX 1-2: Additional Recommended Reading I 17
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Weiss, A. (1997). Million Dollar Consulting, New and Updated Edition: The 
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Chapter

Preparing for Success
Judah Viola and Susan D. McMahon

WHAT YOU’LL NEED TO START 
Internal Resources

Hearing chat you need to “get experience” is a common, yet vague and un­
helpful recommendation. Actually, there is much more to consider when 
contemplating a consulting career. There are specific internal resources 
that contribute to successful consulting. According to the experts, much 
of what is needed can be learned. However, a few informants felt that 
some important qualities can best be attributed to personality or innate 
talent. In other words, everyone may not be suited for a career in consult­
ing. Edwards and Edwards (1996), authors of Secrets of Self-Employment, 
insist that, “. . . you can make it on your own if you have a strong desire 
and willingness to become a goal-directed, self-motivated person.” If this 
is the case, then graduate school may be an excellent preparation for self- 
employment, because to successfully complete a graduate degree, you need 
to be goal-directed and self-motivated. In speaking with key informants 
about the prerequisite skills necessary to be an effective consultant, they 
consistently mentioned “people skills” or “social skills” as most important. 
For the purpose of gaining some clarity on what this really means, we’ll 
consider these general terms to be comprised of several specific compo­
nents, such as personal characteristics, knowledge, and skills/abilities.

Personal Characteristics

What type of person does it take to be a successful consultant with com­
munity-based organizations? When describing what is needed to succeed

19
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as a consultant, nine personal characteristics were cited consistently. It is 
arguable whether these traits are learned or innate. Moreover, these charac­
teristics were described by some informants as essential prerequisites and 
by others as the natural result of gaining experience.

• Authenticity
• Self-confidence
• Patience
• Flexibility
• Tolerance for ambiguity (and financial insecurity)
• Empathy
• Desire for continual learning
• Orientation toward service
• Interest in proving yourself time and again

Authenticity is a highly valued personal characteristic and helps to build 
trust with your collaborators/clients, which is one of the most important 
ingredients of successful consulting. Another commonly shared sentiment 
among informants was the need for the consultant to exude confidence in 
his or her ability to get the job done right. Organizations are looking to 
you as the expert, so they want to be assured that you know what you are 
doing. Nonprofits are not always well-oiled machines, and if they were, they 
would have little need for your assistance. Patience, flexibility, tolerance for 
ambiguity and financial insecurity are also frequently cited as necessary for 
consulting work. These personal characteristics make the challenges we 
discussed in Chapter 1, “Before You Begin,” more manageable. In addition, 
internal self-motivation and fortitude are essential characteristics of a suc­
cessful consultant who must often wade through projects that have been 
delayed due to circumstances beyond his or her control.

Furthermore, empathizing with clients and stakeholders is paramount 
when it comes to evaluating programs, providing useful advice, or find­
ing workable solutions co organizational problems. Those who desire to 
continue learning and improving their many essential skills are going to 
become more effective consultants than those who try to apply what they 
already know well to each new situation they encounter. A service orienta­
tion is useful for helping you relate to collaborating organizations and 
individuals. Lastly, thick skin and persistence are essential. With every new 
client, you will have to prove your worth. This can seem like a daunting 
and tiring process at times, but it is also a challenge you muse face with 
fortitude if you want to maintain success in the field.
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Knowledge
What do you need to know in order to be a successful consultant with nonprofits?

Knowledge... is the foundation on which abilities and skills are built.
[It] refers to an organized body of [information], usually of a factual or 
procedural nature, which, if applied, makes adequate job performance 
possible... . Possession of knowledge does not ensure that it will be 
used. (pg. 65, Goldstein & Ford, 2002)

The knowledge you’ll need prior to starting your practice falls within 
three categories: (1) “pure” consultancy, such as how to build and maintain 
relationships with clients; (2) topical or specialized knowledge; and (3) busi­
ness operations. None of this should be surprising, considering you’ll be 
running a business in addition to providing consulting services.

What you may find surprising, however, is that specialized knowledge 
was less emphasized and the least varied among the list of internal resources 
that key informants shared with me. Specific knowledge concerning human 
and organizational development was often cited. In addition, it is expected 
that you will either enter each new job with a greater understanding of 
the task at hand, or quickly gain knowledge about the unique strengths, 
challenges, and histories of the population and context within which you 
are working. More importantly, regardless of your specialty or consulting 
niche, you must develop a strong grasp of various key research methodolo­
gies. Qualitative and quantitative research design and appropriate technical 
knowledge (i.e., data analysis and analysis software) are fundamental. Even 
if you will not be conducting randomized trials or using an experimental 
design on a regular basis, in order to adapt the appropriate methods for the 
real world, you will need to understand and respond knowledgably to your 
clients’ evaluation or research questions. More commonly, you will need to 
assist clients in articulating questions to ask of data based upon the client’s 
implicit or explicit goals and objectives.

Action-research, or action inquiry, is a specific type of research that many 
consultants find useful. In comparison to traditional research, which is 
aimed largely at gaining information, action-research uses applied inquiry 
strategies involving cycles of data collection, evaluation, and reflection 
focused on generating genuine and sustained improvements in the quality 
of an organization (or program) and its performance (Lewin, 1958; Torbert 
& Cook-Greuter, 2004).

Some degree of expertise will also be required on collaborative and par­
ticipatory models of research and evaluation, which involve clients and
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other key stakeholders taking an active role, to varying degrees, in deter­
mining the nature (i.e., questions asked) and the process (i.e., data col­
lection, analysis, and write-up) of the project. In Chapter 9, "From Start 
to Finish: A Typical Evaluation Project,” Kathleen Dowell describes in 
detail her involvement in an evaluation consulting project that utilized a 
participatory approach. For more information on participatory research 
methods, a good resource is the International Institute for Sustainable 
Development (2008). In addition to making your work participatory and 
collaborative, you should be mindful of how to help your clients use the 
evaluation effectively. Patton (2008) gives excellent guidance in his book, 
Utilization-Focused Evaluation. During every step of the process, from initial 
planning to implementation and presentation of findings, you need take 
action to maximize the likelihood that your deliverables are useful to your 
clients.

1 Basic knowledge of operating a business is also very helpful, and some­
times, essential. For example, some understanding of budgeting will be 
necessary to translate project tasks into the actual numbers of days and 
hours needed to complete them, as well as the costs associated with each 
task. Even if you do not expect to file your own tax returns or maintain 
quarterly or annual reports, knowledge of basic bookkeeping and account­
ing principles, such as accounts payable, accounts receivable, and invoicing, 
are necessary for making sure you get paid, keeping track of your available 
cash flow, and reporting your earnings or losses to the government (i.e., 
income taxes). Basic business knowledge can also help you efficiently learn 
about the organizations you consult with. While personality traits such as 
authenticity and knowledge of research methods and business basics are 
essential, they are not sufficient to keep you afloat as a consultant. You 
must also know how to put those personal characteristics and knowledge 
together to work for you and your clients. Knowledge in action can be de­
scribed in terms of skills or abilities.

Abilities and Skills

Abilities and skills usually refer to the cognitive capabilities necessary 
to perform a job function, requiring the application of some knowledge 
base, and the capability to perform job operations with ease and precision 
(adapted from Goldstein & Ford, 2002). Most of the abilities and skills that 
informants and survey respondents listed as crucial to successful consul­
tants fit in three broad categories: (1) interpersonal communication, (2) 
strategic thinking, and (3) organization.
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Communication
Within interpersonal communication, the ability to quickly establish rap­
port and build trust is highly valued and can increase the likelihood of 
an effective and efficient collaboration. The most successful consultants 
have superior listening, reflecting, negotiating, dialogue facilitation, and 
conflict resolution skills. Being able to translate people’s questions or de­
sires into concrete tasks and ideas is important as well, as is the ability to 
communicate across disciplines, cultures, and styles. When consulting with 
nonprofits, it is not uncommon to interact with a varied set of stakeholders 
who straddle language, culture, and socioeconomic status.

Part of communicating across cultures effectively requires the ability 
to communicate technical information in layperson terms. But more con­
cretely, it is the ability to interact with various people at many levels of 
corporate, academic, or community positions. Lastly, formal communica­
tion, such as business writing, and presentation and networking skills are 
essential, as most work is generated via word-of-mouth. You need to be able 
to think on your feet and sell yourself at times. But you also need to know 
when co step back and ensure that your partners take ownership and are 
recognized for their roles and accomplishments. The ability to move fluidly 
between working in isolation to interacting with large groups of people 
must be learned quickly on the job.

Strategic Thinking
Favorable cognitive abilities for problem solving included analytic and 
strategic thinking, as well as organizational diagnostics. Several informants 
spoke of intangible talents such as an ability to quickly size up the power 
dynamics and politics that exist within an organization. Consultants enjoy 
the new challenges and unique nature of each organization with which they 
collaborate. However, the individuality of each project necessitates think­
ing on one’s feet because projects tend co change much more quickly in the 
public service sector chan they do in university or laboratory environments.

Good consultants also have the ability to focus on when and what the 
client needs while acknowledging internal and external barriers to success. 
Being aware of the range of interests involved in a project can be help­
ful, but at times consultants also need to be able to tune out issues that 
are beyond their control, or are outside the scope of the contracted work. 
Furthermore, attending to both the processes as well as the outcomes of 
programs is important when you value building capacity within the orga­
nizations you choose to work with. Often, clients get caught up focusing 
on outcomes, when they could benefit from reassessing their assumptions 
and processes they employ to try and attain their goals.
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Organization
In order to stay in business, it is necessary to begin new projects before 
completing others. Therefore, the ability to manage multiple projects ef­
fectively, as well as meeting stated deadlines, is a required internal resource. 
This ability stems from being organized and thoughtful about your own 
planning processes, so you are able to follow through with plans and don’t 
waste a client’s time. In addition, keeping track of your hours, records, and 
invoicing requires strong organizational skills. While you cannot always 
plan for the unexpected, running a well-organized project will reduce the 
frequency of having to work late into the night to meet deadlines, and help 
you conserve resources so you can step up when unavoidable stresses arise.

Self-Evaluation
How do your capabilities and development needs compare with the core 
competencies listed above? Don’t worry—nobody has all of these traits, 
especially prior to beginning the work. However, it may be wise for you

Checklist 2-1: General Traits and Skills Needed to Thrive in Consulting

□ 1 am comfortable speaking with people across disciplines and at all levels of an 
organization.

□ 1 have the authenticity, self-confidence, and patience to build trust in others.

□ 1 have excellent oral and written communication skills.

□ 1 have the ability to say “No” when it is in my best interest, even if it will 
disappoint someone.

□ 1 have the self-discipline, attention to detail, willingness to put in long hours, 
and drive to complete projects on time at the highest standards of quality and 
integrity.

□ 1 have thick skin and a willingness to learn from my mistakes.

□ 1 have an awareness of my weaknesses as well as my strengths.

□ 1 have strong organizational skills.

□ 1 have the flexibility and tolerance for ambiguity and financial insecurity to adjust 
project time lines as necessary.

□ 1 have a desire for continual learning.

□ 1 have an appreciation and openness to diversity of thought and culture.

□ 1 have a service orientation and value base that suits me to working with 
nonprofit organizations.

□ 1 have an interest in proving myself over and over again.
Adapted from E. Biech (1998). The Business of Consulting: The Basics and Beyond. San 
Francisco: John Wiley & Sons. Reprinted with permission.
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to engage in some self-assessments to obtain a clear sense of where your 
strengths are and what you have to offer clients. Then, you might compare 
your strengths with several of the important qualities discussed through­
out the chapter to assess your readiness for beginning a consulting prac­
tice. Which skills do you already hold, and which ones do you still need to 
develop? The Amherst H. Wilder Foundation has developed a worksheet 
for this purpose (see Lukas, 1998). Another set of quick activities you can 
use to see how suited you are for the profession is to complete Checklists 
2-1 and 2-2. The first list includes general traits and skills needed to survive 
and thrive in the profession. This checklist is adapted from Biech (1998) 
to use as a self-check for the characteristics that are ideal for you to have 
as a consultant. The second checklist includes more specific skill sets for 
doing the work of consulting, and is adapted from a “Core Competencies” 
worksheet designed by Lukas (1998).

Checklist 2-2: Specific Skill Sets Required co Consult Effectively

□ 1 have the ability to reflect and synthesize what clients tell me, and clearly 
articulate this back to them.

□ 1 have the ability to quickly diffuse resistance and resolve conflict with clients 
without getting defensive.

□ 1 have the ability to establish a safe, open learning environment in groups.
□ 1 have an understanding of organizational systems and the interrelationships 

between parts of the system.

□ 1 have the capacity to apply a variety of theoretical models of organizational 
behavior and performance to new settings.

□ 1 have an understanding of the process and dynamics of collaboration and the 
ability to facilitate collaboration with clients even when it is not on their radar.

□ 1 have an understanding of basic community organizing methods.

□ 1 have an understanding of adult learning principles and the ability to use them 
when facilitating workshops, trainings, or conducting presentations or writing 
reports.

□ 1 have the ability to design learning experiences to meet individual differences in 
learning and organizational styles.

□ 1 have skills in using a variety of data collection and analysis methods.

□ 1 have technological literacy and competence using current software packages as 
well as recording and presentation equipment.

D 1 have the ability to clarify and articulate the values and beliefs that guide my work.
Adapted from C.A. Lukas (1998). Consulting with Nonprofits: A Practitioner's Guide—The 
Art, Craft, and Business of Helping Nonprofit Organizations and Community Groups Get the 
Results They Want. St. Paul, MN: Amherst H. Wilder Foundation. Reprinted with per­
mission.
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If there are more than 3 out of the 12 items on Checklist 2 that you 
cannot honestly check off, you may not be ready yet to begin consulting 
independently. However, if you feel like you have a chance of developing 
the knowledge, skills, abilities, and personal characteristics listed above, 
then go ahead and read on. There are still many more ingredients needed 
for success.

External Resources

In addition to the necessary internal resources listed above, successful con­
sultants were also quick to mention external resources that allow for suc­
cess. An understanding partner, spouse, or family, as well as a community 
of other consultants, will most likely become your support system. A good 
network of professional colleagues and a strong, established reputation 
are necessary so that you can continue acquiring new clients. In order to 
be an effective resource that community organizations will seek out, you 
also need to be well-connected with colleagues whom you can refer jobs 
that you do not have the time or skills to complete. A good professional 
network is also crucial so that you can pull in needed expertise as required 
on the jobs that you do take on, or to just have someone to bounce ideas 
off of or commiserate with.

In addition, you need to have enough financial resources to rely on when 
you are getting started. Starting slowly, while maintaining your job, or 
making the transition by working part-time while building a network of 
clients, or having a cushion through the income of a significant other can 
all be potential options in the beginning. Space is another important ex­
ternal resource, and decisions about whether to rent office space or work 
from home should take into account your financial resources, workload, 
personal preferences, and home situation.

HOWTO PREPARE YOURSELF
Programs, Courses, Workshops, and Certificates

The most obvious place we turn to for building our knowledge is through 
formal consulting, evaluation, or social science programs or courses at col­
leges or universities. One foundational degree that prepares students to 
consult with nonprofits is community psychology. Community psychology 
focuses on understanding, preventing, and addressing psychological and 
social problems, and empowering individuals, organizations, and commu­
nities. Students in community psychology programs learn consulting and 
evaluation skills, as well as advanced skills in research methods. However,
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there are lots of degree options to pursue, and you should explore programs 
that provide a good fit with your interests. Given the cross-disciplinary na­
ture of consulting, courses in consulting may be offered through a variety 
of departments, schools, and programs, including, but not limited to the 
following: applied psychology, clinical psychology, community psychol­
ogy, applied social psychology, evaluation, education, social work, sociol­
ogy, urban planning, public service, public health, policy analysis, business 
management, or nonprofit management.

You probably cannot make it through graduate school without complet­
ing courses in quantitative research methods, statistics, and diversity. These 
classes will provide a good base; however, you can position yourself best 
by taking some elective classes that are most relevant to consulting. For 
example, classes such as program evaluation, consultation, qualitative re­
search methods, grant writing, community fieldwork/practicum, and small 
business accounting, will all provide you with knowledge and skills you 
can use as an independent consultant. Local community colleges typically 
offer affordable and effective courses in accounting and running a small 
business. Distance learning and Internet-based courses or webinars are also 
growing in popularity and respect.

Many professional organizations also offer courses, certificates, and con­
tinuing education credit workshops that are much shorter, less expensive, 
and more narrow in scope when compared to university-based courses. 
For example, the Evaluators’ Institute offers 1- to 4-day courses, as well as 
certificate programs in research methodology and a variety of topics related 
to program evaluation (e.g., data analysis, report writing, policy analysis, 
etc.). They even offer a course on “How to Build a Successful Evaluation 
Practice.” The American Society for Training and Development (ASTD) 
offers certificates for Professionals in Learning and Performance, such as a 
2-day course in “Consulting Skills for Trainers.” Other examples of training 
programs involve collaborations between government agencies, such as the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), and professional orga­
nizations such as the American Evaluation Association (AEA), who sponsor 
joint summer institutes that offer over SO different week-long courses on 
a variety of topics relevant to consulting with nonprofits and community 
organizations (e.g., community collaboration, survey design, interviewing 
techniques, project management, etc.)

You may also want to look into free or very inexpensive classes offered by 
your local Chamber of Commerce or Small Business Administration (SBA) 
office. The SBA is a federal agency that exists to help small businesses get 
started and survive. It is worth taking advantage of this valuable resource 
funded by your tax dollars.



28 I Chapter 2: Preparing for Success

Of course, there is also a plethora of related information available for 
free on the Internet. This information can serve as a great supplement 
to your existing knowledge base. However, when it comes to gaining 
skills , non-structured independent research and reading books on your 
own are inferior to taking classes or completing training programs that 
include guided practice and feedback, in addition to presenting new 
information.

Work Experience (Volunteer or Paid)

While much of the knowledge, abilities, and skills mentioned above can 
be developed at a university or in the workplace, many key informants 
mentioned the importance of having some guided, practical consult­
ing experience. A common suggestion was to complete a few years of a 
formal or informal internship in a practice where you will be mentored.

1 Having an understanding of the consulting cycle from beginning to end 
is helpful before you go out on your own or join a small firm. The more 
direct guidance you can receive, the better. Try to apprentice yourself to 
someone you judge to be solid in terms of ethics, competency, values, 
and philosophy.

Participating in real-world projects while under supervision is both 
challenging and safe. As you hone your observational and listening skills, 
you will learn how various nonprofits work. You will likely gain knowl­
edge of the strengths and needs of multiple organizations and commu­
nities with which you work. Obtaining related work experience will also 
allow you to show your commitment to an issue or population of interest, 
and build trust through developing personal relationships and learning 
the desires of various stakeholders. In addition, it will allow you to build 
contacts and a network of potential future clients.

Finding a senior consultant who has the commitment and resources to 
mentor you may not be realistic for everyone. In general, it is a good idea 
to look specifically for jobs that provide you with a chance to build skills 
related to consulting, such as project management, interviewing, commu­
nity organizing, report writing, presenting, and grant writing. In addition, 
if you are itching to be your own boss, another way to gain valuable relevant 
work experience is to volunteer (if funding isn’t available) on a few projects 
with an experienced consultant you respect before trying to market yourself 
as an expert. This will allow you to build a base of experience, as well as a 
resume of completed projects.
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Establishing Networking Relationships

Networking is about building relationships with people who share some 
of your goals and interests. Networking can be a great way to increase your 
knowledge. By interacting with various people, you will likely be exposed to 
a multiplicity of styles and opinions on the best ways to conduct research, 
evaluation, and development work. Start expanding your network early. 
An easy source from which to begin gaining knowledge, abilities, and skills 
for consulting are university professors who trust your skills and have an 
understanding of your strengths. Therefore, building a favorable reputation 
through working with numerous professors at your university is a good way 
to start creating a network.

While the mentorship model found in most doctoral programs is use­
ful for specializing and learning how to become an academic or top-notch 
researcher, it is not necessarily set up to expose you to the multitude of rela­
tionships that members of the university community have with the outside 
world. Partnerships and collaborative projects becween the university and 
businesses, government, and the local communities are on the rise. Try to 
learn about the work beyond that of your direct supervisors.

To summarize, consulting with nonprofits requires skills that are inter­
disciplinary. Take advantage of opportunities to learn from faculty outside 
of your specialty. Furthermore, expand your base by looking across disci­
plines to see the overlap and interrelatedness or contrasts of how differ­
ent social sciences frame and/or attempt to solve similar problems. Most 
professors are more than happy to discuss their work and their discipline 
with interested graduate students. Since you are likely spending several 
years at one institution, your graduate school experience can be an op­
portunity to build your own capacity to do the work, as well as establish 
relationships with people who can be stable sources for work in the near 
and distant future (see Chapter 6, “Finding Work,” for exercises to help 
you build your network).

Learn about Funders

One of the abilities that you likely already have is to digest information 
quickly. This is a good skill to hone in preparation for starting a consulting 
practice. Increasing your knowledge through the Internet and professional 
journals is a good habit to get into. It is also advisable to expand your 
knowledge base through learning the "ins and outs” of nonprofit and local 
government funding in your area.
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Determine the “who,” “what,” “where,” “why,” “when,” and “how” of 
the major funders in your area. What foundations are active? Learn about 
their missions, funding priorities, and funding cycles. You can call them 
and ask for annual reports and funding guidelines. This will be useful for 
understanding what they are looking for when you are working with an 
organization that they fund. In many areas, the United Way is a major 
funder of nonprofits. Find out how involved the United Way is in your 
area Foundations, government agencies, and institutional funders are ei­
ther potential clients themselves, or sources of funding for your clients. If 
you develop a relationship with a representative from a foundation or state 
funding agency, he or she can help you work through the grant process. In 
addition, sometimes funders hire consultants directly to do grant reviews 
or to help write Requests for Proposals (RFPs).

If you are able to build a reputation as a knowledgeable person in one or 
several substantive areas, you may be asked to help write an RFP, or review 
grant proposals. This can help you learn the perspective of funders , and 
may also provide ideas for ways to present your next grant proposal. Since 
many nonprofits are strapped for cash, coming to them with ideas about 
where they can get additional funding, or where the funding for an evalu­
ation you are proposing may come from, will make you more desirable as 
a consultant.

CONCLUSION
Getting starced in consulting may seem a more daunting process after con­
sidering all of the internal and external resources discussed in this chapter. 
However, we hope chat our suggestions provide you with a pathway to 
accomplishing this task. We recommend that you start by conducting a 
self-evaluation and exploring your internal resources, then building your 
knowledge and abilities in areas where you see gaps in knowledge or abil­
ity through coursework, increasing your skills and confidence through 
relevant work experience, re-evaluate for consulting skill secs, and then 
return for more training to fill in gaps when necessary. We also suggest that 
you work to build relationships with colleagues and potential clients, and 
learn as much as you can about funders. However, this process can happen 
over an extended period of time and does not have to strictly follow our 
suggested order.

So what would all of this preparation look like in practice? Well, Geoffrey 
Bellman wrote in his book, The Consultant’s Calling, chat during the 7 years 
prior to beginning his consulting career, he wrote and published an article 
each year, co-led about 3 to 4 public workshops a year, presented papers
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once or twice a year at conferences, spoke to a few civic organizations, and 
attended at least one public workshop a year. Presenting and publishing 
were important for building his credibility as an expert, as well as develop­
ing his professional network, while leading public workshops and speaking 
with civic organizations were helpful in developing a positive reputation 
and relationships in the community. Lastly, attending workshops was ben­
eficial for continued learning, as well as maintaining his network. These 
activities seemed to prepare him well for the career ahead of him. While 
the number and types of specific activities that are best for you to engage 
in will vary depending on your starting point, it will be helpful to keep in 
mind the various important domains raised in this chapter, and to consider 
your options as you prepare for success.





Chapter

When to Start a Consulting 
Practice

Judah Viola and Susan D. McMahon

START YOUR BUSINESS AT THE RIGHT TIME
"If I had it to do all over again, I'd still start my own business. It’s 
worth the cut in pay just to have control over my life. “ (Patricia Kelly,
The Kellidge Group)

“Go for it. It’s great to be your own boss. You just have to learn 
to enjoy the free falls when no money is coming in or is in sight!”
(Martha Henry, SPEC Associates)

It should come as no surprise that successful professional consultants 
are enthusiastic about the field and encourage others to follow suit (with 
eyes open to the challenges, of course). However, consensus does not exist 
among those attempting to answer the question of when is the best time 
to start consulting. Strong opinions abound as to the right time to start 
consulting or building an independent practice. Recommendations include 
beginning to build your practice and take on consulting projects while: a) 
you are a student, b) soon after graduating, c) after working in a private 
firm, d) after time in a nonprofit or public sector job, and/or e) after work­
ing under a seasoned independent consultant. While choosing the “cor­
rect” response to this multiple choice conundrum is something only you 
can answer, in this chapter, we describe some pros and cons that you may 
want to consider with regard to starting out as a consultant during each 
of these career phases.

33



34 I Chapter 3: When to Start a Consulting Practice

WHILE IN SCHOOL

Starting while you are in school (most likely graduate school) may be the 
perfect time to begin gaining consulting experience. With no professional 
experience as a consultant, it can be difficult to land a job as a consultant 
at an existing firm. And, if you do get hired, you will likely have to start 
as a low-level employee. While this may be a useful means to learning the 
trade and working your way up the chain of command, after many years of 
school, you may not feel like spending several more years doing data entry 
or being under multiple layers of supervision. In addition, existing compa­
nies may not be open to your suggestions or ideas for change. And most 
likely, you will not have a say in what projects are accepted and who gets 
credit for the work. Starting as a consultant while still in school provides an 
opportunity to build your skills, resume, and network all at the same time.

As a student, you likely won’t have time to commit to a full-time job. So, 
you might as well make your part-time job a consulting gig. If you start 
picking up part-time consulting projects as a student, you can build your 
experience and pick up some needed extra cash. You will have free access 
to what would otherwise be costly resources, such as university libraries, 
computers, and statistical software. You may be able to take advantage of 
advice from faculty or help from other students. You may even be able to 
have a consulting project serve more than one purpose. For example, you 
could gain valuable experience, earn money, and earn course credit for 
doing the work as a requirement for a fieldwork or service learning course, 
or independent study with faculty supervision. For two of the consultants 
I spoke with, working on a consulting project under faculty served as their 
graduate assistancships.

Although there are benefits to starting in the consulting business while 
in school, there are also cons to discuss. First and foremost is the time and 
effort given to your school obligation. It is hard enough for many students 
to complete their graduate degrees in a timely manner without moonlight­
ing. If you are able to earn money doing consulting work, your coursework 
or school-related research may seem less pressing, and may get stretched 
out further. Keeping school as your priority can certainly be challenged by 
contractual deadlines. In addition, some of the expectations of clients may 
be different for you as a student than if you were further along in your 
career. For example, you may be asked to do more work for less money. 
Your rates generally should be lower than consultants with their PhDs, for 
example, or those who are published and known as specialists in the field, 
but you want to set boundaries and think carefully about agreeing to do 
things outside the scope of the project. In addition, clients may assume
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that you will be supervised by a faculty member or someone who has more 
seniority than you do. Other expectations might include an assumption 
that, because you are affiliated with a university, the consulting work you 
are doing is supported and or sanctioned by the institution that you attend. 
Any of these assumptions may or may not be true, but it is important to 
have a clear line of communication open between yourself and your clients 
to avoid unmet expectations.

JUST OUT OF SCHOOL
After you have graduated from school, you will have much more time to 
devote to this endeavor. You will already have some credentials to back 
up your opinions, and will no longer be seen as “just a student.” However, 
you will likely need to begin paying off student loans soon, and thus feel 
pressure to earn a living. The pressure to earn enough money to support 
yourself, as well as pay back loans, can detract from some of the advantages 
of being a consultant, such as the freedom of choosing jobs chat are con­
sistent with your values, and the freedom to set your own hours. As with 
other fields, potential consultants may have difficulty getting hired without 
experience, or have difficulty gaining experience prior to getting hired. One 
potential fix to this problem is starting your own consulting business.

If you have been doing some consulting along the way, and feel confident 
in your ability co have enough work to pay the bills, then you may want to 
dive in headfirst and go full time. However, the majority of the key infor­
mants consulted for this book warned against taking the leap just after fin­
ishing school. The more experience you have before going out on your own 
in this field, the betcer prepared you will be to handle unforeseen challenges 
that arise within projects. Building up a steady client base takes time. It is 
safer to get a steady job with health benefits, and build up your experience, 
skills, and clientele before jumping co full-time independent consulting.

AFTER WORKING FOR A PRIVATE FIRM
Another ideal time to stare consulting on your own is after getting some 
experience working for a private consulting firm. However, it may be dif­
ficult to find an enjoyable job at a private firm. But if you are dedicated to 
learning the craft, and flexible in terms of the work you are willing to do, 
there are likely to be some experienced consultants who are looking to hire 
young people interested in the field. In addition, you will be better prepared 
as a consultant and a businessperson if you have the chance to learn from 
others who are more experienced than you. In effect, taking this route
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allows you to learn from your own and others’ mistakes without paying the 
consequences, such as losing contracts or letting down clients.

Gaining prior experience ac a large firm will allow you to focus primar­
ily on consulting and generating business because the firm will handle the 
contracting and administrative support. This is ideal for gaining pure tech­
nical skills and amassing experience. Smaller firms are more likely to need 
you to take on more tasks and responsibilities in a shorter period of time. 
Either setup can provide a good background for becoming an independent 
consultant. However, if your interests are in the nonprofit sector, there are 
fewer firms to choose from that do not work with corporate clients.

AFTER TIME IN A NONPROFIT OR PUBLIC SECTOR JOB
According to Carol Lukas, a consulting specialist and president of a non­
profit organization that does consulting, publishing, and research to 
strengthen the nonprofit sector, “You cannot come right out of school and 
start consulting. You need to build contacts, your reputation, and your 
business skills.” In fact, these were the sentiments of several key informants. 
Many experienced independent consultants concurred that the absolute 
best way to prepare yourself is to start working within a nonprofit orga­
nization where you can build specialized skills and knowledge, and get to 
know people in the field.

Working in service delivery and/or management positions within a non­
profit can be useful preparation for a consultant. You can gain a better 
understanding of how decisions are made, how the organization is func­
tional or dysfunctional, and hone in on key strengths and weaknesses. 
Furthermore, you can learn the cultural context of working within a non­
profit. Understanding the perspective of your future clients is invaluable. In 
fact, Carol Lukas suggested that working at multiple levels of a nonprofit 
is a necessary prerequisite for gaining credibility with clients and doing a 
good job as a consultant. Another advantage to working in the nonprofit 
arena prior to consulting is that when you meet with new clients, you can 
honestly tell them that you have been in their shoes, and know the types of 
issues wich which they are struggling.

There are several advantages to starting out as a consultant after work­
ing for a government agency. You will build an understanding beyond your 
education in terms of how municipalities or federal agencies work. You 
will be ahead of the game in terms of knowing how to maneuver within 
the political landscape and navigate the bureaucracy. Any knowledge of 
the government’s budget process, funding streams, and grants is helpful, 
as well.



Keeping It All in Perspective I 37

AFTER WORKING WITH A SEASONED PROFESSIONAL
Several experienced consultants suggested taking a mentorship or an ap­
prenticeship approach to the field. They recommended finding an expert 
who does the work you’re interested in to gain experience. You need to be 
willing to do trivial work initially to learn from them, and work your way 
up to gain increasingly advanced skills and knowledge of consulting. There 
are several advantages of training under the tutelage of an experienced 
consultant. First, you do not have to reinvent the wheel. Second, if you 
work on a team with a tenured consultant and can be included in phone 
calls and meetings, you will get a deeper understanding of the work than 
you would in the same amount of time figuring it out on your own. Being 
an apprentice may allow you to work on multiple complex projects at one 
time, whereas, if you are working on your own, you would likely be able to 
take on fewer, less complex projects at any given time. In addition, before 
your name is established, you will have to spend a portion of your time 
generating business.

TIP

Three Tips for Gaining the Necessary Experience and Contacts
1. Work for a research or consulting firm for at least 2 years before 

venturing out on your own.

2. Work your way up within a nonprofit agency, making sure to 
perform a variety of jobs, and serving on different boards so you 
can say, “I’ve been there,” to your future clients.

3. Find a consultant who will serve as a mentor for you or someone 
you can apprentice with to learn the ropes and build a reputation.

KEEPING IT ALL IN PERSPECTIVE
Choosing to be an independent consultant does not have co be a long-term 
decision. For example, Carol Lukas has noticed a cyclical process in which 
independent consultants tend to move back and forth between working 
alone, and forming groups or joining firms. They often go for a 4-5 year 
stretch independently, and then the urge to merge with others becomes so 
strong that they join some type of consulting group for 3-5 years. Then, as is 
common in the consulting crowd, they cannot stand to work in the system. 
They are constantly trying to change the system, and they prefer not to have 
an external authority over them. When being part of the “group” becomes 
intolerable, they go off and work independently again. Dawn Hanson Smart
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discusses how some of these types of cyclical dynamics influenced her career 
path in Chapter 16, "The Path to Independent Consulting.”

Sometimes, individuals even end up in consulting when they hadn't 
planned on it. In fact, several informants said they had landed in the con­
sulting business by accident—“Voluntary assistance turned into paid work,” 
"I didn’t plan on becoming a consultant,” “We started with no business 
plan, because we didn’t seek, or need, other people’s money.” So, there is 
some flexibility in the process, and even when you plan for certain things, 
other pathways can open up.

CONCLUSION
Many great consultants’ backgrounds vary. Regardless of what job you held 
prior to consulting, it is clear from key informants and the literature on 
the topic that building up some credibility is crucial for success. In other 

) words, the more experience you have, the better off you will be. Because 
most people believe that wisdom comes from years of experience, you and 
your clients will likely be more comfortable if you have been doing similar 
work for at least the past 5 years. Dale Rose, president of his own consulting 
firm, said, “Make sure you feel comfortable dealing with data and are not 
merely talking the talk.” In a similar vein, Andrew White, an independent 
consultant, said, “... know the ins and outs of what you are doing. I know 
some other consultants who are really just ‘face men’—they talk a good talk, 
but can’t do the actual evaluation to save their life (they usually contract 
me to do their analyses)...”

However, other successful consultants did start their practices right out of 
school (a few while they were advanced students). For example, Rose, whose 
training was in industrial organizational psychology, began doing contract 
work for a large company in his first year of graduate school. He also quickly 
gained a reputation among students in his graduate program for having a 
facility with statistics. He was not without experience, though, having com­
pleted several internships along the way, and even working as an internal 
evaluator for a few years while simultaneously building his consulting busi­
ness. Rose and the others whose first consulting jobs happened during gradu­
ate school all had some supervised consulting experience before trying to 
venture out on their own. It appears that the perfect time in one’s career to 
start a consulting practice is unique to the individual, his or her personality, 
skill sets, interests, and opportunities that arise. Whether you start consulting 
while in school, just out of school, after working for a private or public firm 
or seasoned professional, the common thread for success is obtaining some 
experience and mentoring prior to consulting on your own.
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What Kind of Business to 
Build

Judah Viola and Susan D. McMahon

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURES
Regardless of what business structure you choose, if you are going to start 
your own business, it will likely be a (very) small business. According to 
Kishel and Kishel (1996), more than 50% of consulting firms are one-person 
operations, and of those that have employees, 25% are made up of between 
2 and 10 people. There are many important considerations to make when 
trying to decide how to form your business, because your business structure 
affects how much you pay in taxes, the extent you can be held liable if sued, 
and how you can raise money if you want to grow. Most consultants usu­
ally make this decision based upon the vision that they have for their busi­
ness (e.g., Is it expected to grow quickly? Is there risk for legal troubles?), 
or their personal circumstances (e.g., Do you have assets that you'd like 
to protect?). The time it takes to start up different entities, the amount of 
paperwork involved, and the way you will be taxed are all common factors 
that influence this decision. Many consultants without much of a business 
background often trust experts, such as accountants or lawyers, to guide 
them through these decisions.

The short descriptions in this section are meant to be a broad overview 
to introduce some of the possible business entities that one could work in 
or start up as a consultant. The descriptions are not complete, and they 
are definitely not meant as legal advice. Four primary business entities are 
described from the most simple to the most complex, as well as some pros 
and cons of each.
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1- Sole proprietorship
2. Partnership (general, limited, and limited liability)
3. Limited liability companies
4. Corporations (for profit and not-for-profit)

Sole Proprietorship

Sole proprietorship is the simplest business structure. It basically means 
that you work for yourself. There is only one owner or boss of the practice, 
but you are allowed to hire employees or subcontract out business to other 
individuals or businesses. Therefore, depending on the demands of the cur­
rent project and your personal preferences, you can choose to work alone, or 
as a member of a team. You have flexibility to work for many different orga­
nizations or companies throughout the year, but you need to keep track of 
extra paperwork and file income taxes for your consulting practice together 
with any ocher personal income you may earn. Your clients are different 
than employers in that they do not withhold taxes or provide any fringe 
benefits (i.e., worker’s compensation insurance, health insurance, pension, 
or deferred tax savings plans such as a 401(k), etc.). Thus, the onus is on you 
to set aside an amount from the payments you receive from clients, and use 
it to pay taxes. An additional added cost is “self-employment tax,” which 
refers to having to pay both halves of Social Security and Medicare (over 
15% of adjusted gross income). Typically, an employer contributes to that 
tax (an employer covers one half and the employee covers the ocher half). 
However, as a sole proprietor your taxes are relatively simple to file because 
they are completed using your Social Security number, and your personal 
income is not separated from the business income. Clients are responsible 
for sending you 1099 forms (instead of W-2 forms that employers provide), 
and if you pay any independent contractors, you’ll need to complete a 1099 
form for each contractor, as well as a 1096 form for the IRS. The highest 
number of respondents in our consultant survey (57%) reported that they 
have sole proprietorships. Sole proprietors can use their own name (e.g., Jane 
Smith Consulting), or use assumed names for their business (e.g., Superior 
Consulting). However, if you do not want to use your own name for the 
business, you need to apply with your secretary of state’s office co register 
the name, and to make sure that no one else is already using the same name.

A major concern with sole proprietorships is chat there is no legal or eco­
nomic separation between you and the business. As the sole proprietor, you 
are liable for any business-related expenses or debts, and you are also vul­
nerable to be sued personally for a business-related problem. For example, 
if you are unable to complete a project that you had contracted to do, the
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Table 4-1 Sole Proprietorship

DisadvantagesAdvantages
1. You are the boss.
2. It is easy to get the business started.
3. You keep all of the profits.
4. Your income from business is taxed as 

personal income.
5. You can hire help as needed.
6. You can close up shop whenever you 

want or need to.

1. You have unlimited liability.
2. It is harder to raise money.
3. You often do all of the work, from 

working with clients, to marketing, 
and bookkeeping.

4. Your growth is limited, and the 
business ends when you stop.

client may be able to sue you for monetary damages. In other words, as a 
sole proprietor, your business-related errors or misfortunes could have a 
negative impact on your personal or family wealth (such as savings and/or 
property). In the worst-case scenario, if you are sued, you could lose your 
savings, house, or have to declare bankruptcy.

The most common reason that key informants cite for deciding to work 
as sole proprietors is that forming a more complex business structure is 
not worth the money, time, or effort involved. Record keeping for sole 
proprietorships is kept to a minimum, and government regulation is also 
relatively nonexistent. Furthermore, many believe the likelihood of being 
sued is so small that it is not worth the extra time and money to avoid this 
risk. Furthermore, for those who do consider a lawsuit to be a realistic risk, 
they can offset this risk by carrying business insurance (types of insurance 
are discussed at the end of Chapter 5, “Getting Official (Actions)”); this 
provides many sole proprietors with peace of mind.

Many consultants start as sole proprietors while their practice is small, 
part time, or just getting off the ground. Then, when they decide to go full 
time or expand by hiring full-time staff, or moving out of the house and 
into an office, they can choose to incorporate.

Different paperwork is involved for each type of business. Besides the sole 
proprietorship, each business type has a unique form you must complete 
through the secretary of state’s office, and each type of business is associ­
ated with individual Internal Revenue Service forms. Tax information is 
available on the Internal Revenue Service’s (IRS) Web site.

Genera! Partnerships and Limited Partnerships

General partnerships (GP) and limited partnerships (LP) are another 
business form that you can choose to create. Similar to sole proprietors,
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partnerships are not separate legal entities. Therefore, like sole proprietor- 
ships, the business income is reported on each partner’s personal income 
tax forms. However, if you choose any type of partnership, you will need to 
obtain a Federal Employer Identification Number (FEIN), and file a part­
nership tax return even though you pay no separate federal tax. Regardless 
of the type of partnership established, a partnership agreement is used to 
spell out how power and money are divided among the partners, and how 
the partnership can be dissolved when necessary.

In general partnerships, all partners usually have equal shares in the 
business, equal say in how the business is run, and are equally liable for 
business debt or legal suits. The upside of this is that you: 1) do not have 
sole responsibility for the business, 2) can accomplish more work than you 
could on your own, 3) can split up undesired tasks, and 4) can focus on 
your strengths. However, the downside is that you may not always agree on 
how to run the partnership, and one partner may have to pay for another 
partner’s mistakes or poor judgment. Only one of the key informants we 
interviewed was a member of a general partnership.

In contrast to general partnerships, limited partnerships have only one 
managing general partner and several “limited” partners who invest money 
but are not liable for more than the amount of money they invested. This 
is a good way to bring in capital, and to limit the number of people who 
are responsible for running the business. Limited partnerships are unequal 
partnerships in that the managing partner and the limited partners differ 
in their amount of influence on running the business. In some cases, senior 
partners will take on junior partners in their business, and then, over time, 
the roles and responsibilities of the junior partners will become more equal.

A registered limited liability partnership (LLP) is a more recent form of 
business in which the partners are not liable for most of the firm’s debts 
(you’ll need to check with an attorney about the exceptions to this). This 
business form is growing, but still constitutes a small percentage of consul­
tants. From speaking with a few LLP members who did choose this form, 
all said that their decision resulted from their lawyer’s recommendation.

If you are looking for some of the benefits of creating a partnership but 
want to avoid the negative aspects of partnerships, other options exist. As 
mentioned above, being a sole proprietor does not mean that you have to 
work on projects alone. In addition, some of the interviewed consultants 
have loose affiliations with colleagues, and they decide whether or not to 
team up on a project-by-project basis. Informal associations of independent 
consultants can also market services together and have a common brochure, 
and list each other on their Web sites while maintaining their own business
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Table 4-2 Partnerships (Both General and Limited)

Advantages Disadvantages
1. You can benefit from a greater 

knowledge base and broader expertise.
2. Partners will have a larger network to 

draw upon and attain business.
3. There is the potential for more 

diversity of thought.
4. Partnerships are easy to initiate.
5. You can likely raise more money than 

on your own.
6. Partners pay only personal income tax.
7. Good employees can be groomed to 

become partners.
8. It may be more fun to work with 

others rather than working alone.

1. There are more egos to manage.
2. Contrasting opinions can pose added 

challenges.
3. Team consulting often increases the 

cost for the client.
4. Partners have unlimited liability.
5. Profits must be shared amongst the 

partners.
6. Partners may disagree on how to run 

the business.
7. The business ends when the partners 

stop working.

entities. We’ve included a section in Chapter 7, “Running Your Business,” 
that discusses when team consulting is and is not most appropriate.

Limited Liability Company

A limited liability company (LLC) is also considered a “newer” type of busi­
ness entity, and legally, it fits somewhere in between the partnership or sole 
proprietorship and the corporation. Like owners of partnerships or sole 
proprietorships, LLC owners pay taxes on their share of profits, or deduct 
their share of business losses on their personal tax returns. Also similar 
to sole proprietors, LLC members are considered self-employed business 
owners. They must make their own contributions to Social Security and 
Medicare directly to the IRS. However, LLC owners also have the unique op­
tion of instead electing to have their LLC taxed like a corporation. This may 
reduce taxes for LLC owners who will regularly need to retain a significant 
amount of profits in the company.

Like a corporation, all LLC owners are protected from personal liability 
for business debts and claims. If the business owes money or faces a law­
suit, only the assets of the business itself are at risk, as long as the business 
owners did not do something illegal. You can be the sole owner of your 
LLC in all states except Massachusetts. However, some states, including 
California, prohibit professionals such as accountants, doctors, and other 
licensed health care workers from forming LLCs. You’ll need to check with
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Table 4-3 Limited Liability Company (LLC)

_______ ____ Advantages
1 • An LLC is easy and inexpensive to set 

up.
2. LLCs have no board of directors to tell 

you what to do.
3. You will have no stock to sell and keep 

track of.
4. Owners have limited liability.
5. LLC allow for flexibility in the number 

of owners.

Disadvantages

1. Not everyone is eligible to create an 
LLC.

2. LLCs have no board of directors to 
provide guidance or oversight.

3. Because there is no stock, it may be 
harder to raise money for an LLC than 
a corporation.

4. You may have to pay self-employment 
tax.

6. You can decide how you want to be 
taxed.

5. LLCs may have to pay a yearly state 
“franchise tax.”

a lawyer or scace-regulacing agency to determine whether this will affect 
your own possible choices.

Creating an LLC will take more work than forming a partnership, but is 
still easier than creating a corporation. To form an LLC, you are required to 
file articles of organization and an operating agreement. For a list of tasks 
you need to complete to form an LLC, see Appendix 4-1. Maintaining an 
LLC may also be more expensive than partnerships or sole proprietorships. 
Some states charge an annual fee that is not income-related. The fees differ 
from state to state, but range from about $100-$900 per year. You can find 
out whether your state charges a separate LLC tax or fee at the Web site of 
your state’s secretary of state, department of corporations, or department 
of revenue or tax.

For-Profit Corporation

The for-profit corporation (Corp. or Inc.) is the most complex business 
entity, but it is also the safest in terms of personal legal liability, and is best 
positioned to attract investors for raising capital. For-profit corporations 
must issue stock, have a board of directors, and an executive committee. 
Typically, for-profit corporations are expected to eventually turn a profit 
and benefit the shareholders. For-profit corporations are taxed differently 
than other forms. The corporate entity must pay a corporate income tax 
and replacement tax, as well as a franchise tax each year based on their paid- 
in capital and a corporate personal property text replacement income tax. 
Of course, people who are paid by the corporation must also pay individual 
income taxes on the same earnings.
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Table 4-4 Corporations

Advantages Disadvantages

1. Stockholders have limited liability. 1. Corporations are taxed twice.
2. Corporations can raise the most 2. Corporations must pay capital stock

money. tax.
3. The business continues even when you 3. Starting a corporation is expensive.

stop working for it. 4. Corporations require more paperwork.
4. Ownership is transferable. 5. Corporations are more closely

regulated by the government than
other business entities.

Besides tax differences, corporation owners enjoy limited liability, and 
for-profit corporations also have additional powers such as buying and 
selling other corporations or filing lawsuits. Two common types of corpora­
tions that consultants run are S corporations and C corporations. None of 
the consultants interviewed or surveyed for this book ran C corporations. 
Because of taxation issues, C corporations are usually reserved for larger 
businesses. Subchapter S corporations (for smaller corporations) provide 
owners and employees with liability protection, but allow the advantage 
of being taxed as an individual from the federal government. However, it 
is important to note that some states recognize the distinction between 
a subchapter S corporation and other corporations while some do not. 
Again, you’ll need to check with your state’s taxing agency, or a lawyer or 
accountant in your area for details.

Not-For-Profit Corporation

Not-for-profit corporations (nonprofits) are different from for-profit com­
panies in that their purpose for existing is to provide charity, education, 
scientific knowledge, or arcs, as opposed to making money for their stock­
holders. However, nonprofits can take in more money than they spend. 
In other words, your nonprofit can make a profit. Income can be used for 
operating expenses, including salaries for officers and staff.

Forming a nonprofit corporation is similar to creating a regular corpo­
ration, except that nonprofits may or may not be tax exempc (501(c)(3) 
status). Incorporating as a nonprofit does not guarantee that you will not 
have to pay taxes. You must take extra steps to apply for tax-exempt status 
with the IRS and your state’s tax division. Whether or not a nonprofit’s 
income is taxable depends on whether the activities are related to the non- 
profit’s purpose. All nonprofits must have a board of directors, bylaws,
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and an executive committee. Employees, executives, and board members 
all have limited liability. However, a board member may be held personally 
liable for unpaid taxes and penalties for failure to file returns, or failure to 
withhold and pay payroll taxes. Nonprofits are required to submit their 
financial statements and other information—including the salaries of di­
rectors, officers, and other key employees—to the IRS. The IRS and the 
nonprofits themselves are required to disclose this information to anyone 
who asks. Nonprofits must allow public inspection of these records during 
regular business hours at their principal offices. (See Appendix 4-2 for steps 
required to form a nonprofit.)

TIP

Researching Potential Clients and Funders: If you want to find out 
information about a potential client or funder that is a nonprofit, 
you may be able to find their annual reports online. If not, you can 
send a request to the IRS. The request should include the name of 
the organization, the year and the type of return requested, and 
should be submitted in writing to:

Commissioner of Internal Revenue 
Attn: Freedom of Information Reading Room 
1111 Constitution Avenue, NW 
Washington, DC 20224

WHAT SERVICES WILL YOU PROVIDE?
Building capacity within organizations with which you work is a value 
in community psychology. In ocher words, (you are trying to) enable or­
ganizations to do more and work yourself out of a job. If you teach or­
ganizations to improve their planning, implementation, and evaluation 
skills, you can work toward increasingly advanced improvements, or move 
on to assist other organizations. There are many ways to build capacity 
within an organization. Jolley, Wituk, Gregory, Thomas, and Meissen dis­
cuss some methods for capacity building wichin organizations in Chapter 
12, “Capacity Building with Faith-Based and Community Organizations: 
Lessons Learned from the Compassion Kansas Initiative.”

The roles available to a consultant at times seem boundless, but often 
fit the broad categories of planner, researcher, advocate, advisor, or evalu­
ator. You can help create a vision for the neighborhood, design a program, 
train a board of directors, or develop a fundraising strategy. Consultants 
also build capacity by providing structure throughout a planning process
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(e.g., strategic planning, operational planning, business planning, market­
ing planning, financial planning, fundraising planning, or crisis planning).

Many nonprofit service providers or government agencies are too busy to 
stop their day-to-day work and look at how others around the country are 
attempting to solve similar problems or provide similar services. You can 
do research and bring “promising-practice” ideas back co the organization. 
You can help gather information about changing trends in the needs of the 
populations they are trying to serve, or how current trends in public policy 
decisions are affecting the population they serve. Assessments of supervi­
sory practices, training programs, or service provisions are also common 
tasks carried out by independent consultants.

Of the consultants we surveyed, 96% said they provided program evalua­
tion services. However, the vast majority also said they had either fallen into 
or carved out a niche within the field of consulting for the public sector. 
These 13 niches are described as follows:

1. Grant writing: assisting or even taking the lead in writing founda­
tion or government grants to fund new or existing programs, staff 
positions, or services. For more information on grant writing for 
community-based organizations, see Chapter 15, “Grant Writing for 
Consultants 101,” by independent consultant, Andrea Solarz.

2. Asset mapping/needs assessments: helping organizations or commu­
nities determine the strengths or assets that they should be taking ad­
vantage of, and identifying specific challenges or needs that may exist.

3. Program development: activities directly related to either the estab­
lishment of a new program or service(s), or the improvement, expan­
sion, or integration of an existing program or service(s).

4. Strategic planning: aiding an organization to envision its future and 
develop strategies, goals, objectives, and action plans to achieve suc­
cess in the future.

5. Logic modeling: clearly determining the goals, objectives, inputs, and 
rationale for expected outcomes for a particular program or set of ser­
vices (for a sample logic model, see Chapter 9, “From Start to Finish: 
A Typical Evaluation Project,” by Kathleen Dowell).

6. Evaluation training: building capacity within organizations by train­
ing them how to systematically collect information to answer ques­
tions they have about the process or outcomes of their organization.

7. Process evaluations: focus on how programs are implemented and 
operate. They identify the procedures undertaken and the decisions 
made in developing the program. A process evaluation describes how 
the program operates, the services it delivers, and the functions it
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carries out. By documenting the program’s development and opera­
tion, it allows for an assessment of the reasons for successful or unsuc­
cessful performance, and provides information for replication.

8. Outcome/impact/summative evaluations: the systematic collection of 
information to assess the impact of a program, present conclusions 
about the merit or worth of a program, and make recommendations 
about the program’s future direction or improvement.

9. Policy research or topical area research: providing background infor­
mation or helping to establish expectations and planning based on 
current or proposed public or organizational policies (for more infor­
mation on policy consulting, see Chapter 14, “Consulting in Public 
Policy Settings,” by Jon Miles and Steven Howe).

10. Advocacy: including speaking or writing on behalf of an organization 
or community to government officials, funders, or other groups that 
could impact the health or success of the client.

11. Data analysis: systematically applying statistical and logical tech­
niques to describe, summarize, and compare data.

12. Report writing: often encompasses annual/quarterly reports, white 
papers, literature reviews, requests for proposals, or research reports.

13. Leadership training/executive coaching: helping to transform man­
agement and executives into better leaders, listeners, and learners.

As demonstrated by the list above, there are a variety of niches that con­
sultants can choose, depending on one’s interests, training, and expertise. 
Developing a niche helps you to become known for specific skill sets that 
can help you establish a client base and reputation in the field. In Chapter 
11, “Consulting with Small Community-Based Nonprofit Organizations: 
Insights and Understandings,” Cellar, Harper, and Neubaur discuss the 
importance of developing a niche.

PART TIME VERSUS FULLTIME
Consulting can be a big commitment, so it may be a good idea to try it first 
on a part-time basis to see if you like the work. Not everyone is cut out for 
a full-time consulting career. Even if you feel like this is your life’s calling, 
unless you are fortunate enough to have clients already lined up, it can be 
very difficult for the first few years to maintain a steady stream of contracts. 
The literature emphasizes that part-time consulting allows one to build a 
client base years before actually moving into full-time, external consulting. 
Established full-time consultants ofcen subcontract to graduate students 
and recent graduates (this saves them time and money). In addition, many
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consultants would like to find someone currently in or straight out of grad­
uate school who sincerely wants to learn about the business. Conventional 
wisdom on this question of part time vs full time indicates that you should 
take it slow, and build up to full time as your project offers, experience, 
skills, and desire increase over time.

WORKING FROM A HOME OFFICE VERSUS OFFICE 
AWAY FROM HOME

Available resources, the size of your business, and your working style will 
influence your choice to work from home or in an office. About half of 
the informants for this study reported that they run their practice out of a 
home office. There are pros and cons to both options of renting office space 
versus working from home.

Office space costs money but offers a place to see clients. However, most 
clients will be just as pleased or happier if you meet with them in their of­
fices. This will also allow you to learn a little bit about them through your 
observational skills on site. You can meet more people and be recognized 
when you return. To offset the high cost of renting office space, you may 
want to consider sharing space with one or more independent small busi­
ness people. For instance, clinical psychologists who are at the beginning 
stages of private practices often share office space while they build up their 
clientele. Working in an office also allows you to keep work and personal 
life separate.

On the other hand, working from home gives you a lot of flexibility, costs 
less, and may allow you to be more comfortable. You don’t have to waste 
any time or money commuting to and from an office. You don’t need to get 
dressed up, and you can easily step outside for fresh air whenever you like. 
You can walk che dog, take your kids to swim practice, or do other tasks at 
a moment’s notice. Depending on how separate and dedicated your home 
office is, you may be able to write off some of your expenses. However, all 
of the possible distractions while working from home will require a higher 
level of self-discipline, and home is often a more difficult space in which to 
keep your work and personal/family time separate. Your time is likely to 
be more interrupted, and you may risk getting less done or working longer 
hours to compensate for interruptions. Depending on your situation, work­
ing from home may or may not be worth it.

When considering working from home, you also need to see whether your 
city or county planning department has set up any zoning laws that restrict 
you from conducting business from your home. While residential zoning in 
most municipalities allow for small nonpolluting home businesses, there
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are enough exceptions that it is something worth looking into. You can get 
a coPy °f your local ordinances either through a link on your city’s Web 
page, or from your city or county clerk’s office, the city attorney’s office, or 
your public library.

TIP

Mailing Address: If you decide to run your practice out of your 
home, it is a good idea to obtain a post office box as a business 
address, as this is perceived as more professional than using your 
home address.

TIP

Liability Concerns: If you decide to run your practice from an office, 
you need to look into general liability insurance that will cover any 
injuries that may take place on the premises.

TIP

Increase Professionalism: Spend a little extra money for a higher 
quality printer and copier. To keep your documents looking pro­
fessional, clean your copier glass often with glass cleaner to avoid 
picking up dust or dirt specks from the glass on copies for clients.

You need to think through your options carefully regarding where 
you choose to focus on your work. If you have employees or part­
ners, you need to take into account your own preferences, as well 
as the working styles of others, in order to make the best decisions 
for your business. Figuring out what other questions you need to 
answer when considering starting a business can be done by going 
through the process of creating a strategic plan or business plan.

STRATEGIC PLANNING/BUSINESS PLANNING
Only 22% of survey respondents reported that they completed a formal 
strategic planning process or business plan. However, over half of chem said 
that it would have been useful, and they recommend that someone getting 
started in consulting go through this process. A strategic or business plan 
involves getting your vision for your consulting practice on paper. The 
more detail you can include, the better. If you are having trouble writing 
out a clear vision, this is a sign that you have more thinking and research 
to do before you start. One way to begin the process is to write a mission
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statement for your practice. Next, write down your answers to the follow­
ing nine questions. These correspond to different sections of a traditional 
business plan document.

1. What type of practice will I run? (Business Description)
2. Will I work out of my home or an office? (Business Description)
3. Will I have partners or go it alone? (Personnel Description)
4. How much time will I devote to my work? (Personnel Description)
5. What services will I provide at the start? (Product or Services 

Description)
6. Who will my clients be? (Marketing Plan)
7. Will I consult locally, nationally, and/or internationally? (Marketing 

Plan)
8. What will be the economic costs of doing business? (Operation Costs)
9. What if a partner or owner wants out? (Exit Strategy)

Once you’ve answered these questions, then you need to set goals and 
measurable objectives for the practice. Develop and write out your plan for 
achieving your objectives, including a time line and means to achieve suc­
cess. Thus, your written plan will help you think through the process at the 
start, but it can also be used as a tool in the future to measure success. See 
Appendix 4-3 for more details about the structure of a traditional business 
plan, and what information goes in each section.

CONCLUSION
The decision to start a business is significant. Deciding when to start the 
business and what type of business is dependent on your personal goals 
and capacity. For example, only you know whether it is better for you to 
start out on your own or with a partner. However, in most cases it is not 
necessary to incorporate until your business is more established. Operating 
a sole proprietorship is a lot simpler, and until the business is actually mak­
ing sufficient money, the extra record keeping and fees may not be worth 
the potential tax savings, liability protections, or air of professionalism 
that may come with forming a company. On the other hand, some clients 
may shy away from hiring a sole proprietor, and prefer an official and 
established incorporated company. In addition, as a sole proprietor, your 
personal assets are at stake (to pay debts or lawsuits), and for some, it is 
not worth risking property or savings for this new business, no matter how 
slim the chances seem of being sued or going into debt.

Consulting offers a lot of flexibility in terms of developing a niche that 
fits with your interests, guiding the decision-making process for your
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business, and working from home if you choose. Take some time to fig­
ure out the best type of company to form, and engage in some strategic 
planning. Consider the services you want to provide, marketing, operating 
requirements, and finances, so you can be well-prepared on your journey 
to becoming a successful consultant.
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APPENDIX 4-1 Five Steps to Forming a Limited Liability 
Company

1. Choose an available business name that complies with your state’s 
LLC rules.

2. File formal paperwork, usually called “articles of organization,” and 
pay the filing fee (ranging from $100 to $900, depending on the state).

3. Create an LLC operating agreement, which secs out the rights and 
responsibilities of the LLC members.

4. Publish a notice of your intent to form an LLC (if required by your 
stace).

5. Obtain licenses and permits required for your business.

See www.nolo.com for details on each step.

http://www.nolo.com
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APPENDIX 4-2 How to Form a Nonprofit Corporation 
and Receive a 501 (c)(3) Tax Exemption

1. Choose an available business name that meets the requirements of 
state law.

2. File formal paperwork, usually called “articles of incorporation,” and 
pay a small filing fee (typically under $100).

3. Apply for your federal and state tax exemptions.
4. Create corporate “bylaws,” which set out the operating rules for your 

nonprofit corporation.
5. Appoint the initial directors. (In some states, you must choose your 

initial directors before you file your articles, because you must list 
their names in the document.)

6. Hold the first meeting of the board of directors.
7. Obtain licenses and permits required for your corporation.

See www.nolo.com for details on each step.

For more information on forming a nonprofit, The Community Tool Box 
has great information on bylaws and standard operating procedures at 
http://ctb.ku.edu/tools/en/sub_section_main_1098.htm.

Also, the Ohio State University Information Extension provides a useful 
fact sheet on the topic of bylaws and standard operating procedures, which 
can be found at http://ohioline.osu.edu/cd-fact/co-bl.html.

http://www.nolo.com
http://ctb.ku.edu/tools/en/sub_section_main_1098.htm
http://ohioline.osu.edu/cd-fact/co-bl.html
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APPENDIX 4-3 Writing a Business Plan
The following recommendations for the core elements of a business plan are 
adapted from recommendations from the Small Business Administration 
(SBA), a government agency devoted to helping small businesses get started.

Cover Sheet:

Include company name and address, business contact information, includ­
ing phone, fax, email, Web site, names of owner(s), and the date.

Purpose:

Usually a one-page statement about why you wrote the plan. Consultants 
often write the plan to raise money, and if this is the case, be specific about 
how much is needed and why.

Table of Contents:

List the elements of the plan.

1. Executive Summary
This section is a short abstract of the entire plan. Try to include only a sen­
tence or two summarizing each section of the plan. It should include who 
you are, what you want, and what the reader should do (i.e., hire you, refer 
you to their clients, loan you money, etc.), and why. The executive summary 
is usually written after the rest of the plan is completed.

2. Business Description
Include the who, what, where, when and why, of the business.

Also include the resources of the business (in our case, the experience, 
knowledge, skills, and abilities of the consuitant(s)).

3. Product or Services Description
Describe the services you will provide. Describe what final products you 
can provide for clients.

Services and products may include:

1. A written report with suggestions for better service delivery, or ef­
ficiency

2. An evaluation portion of a grant proposal, or an entire grant proposal
3. A needs/assets assessment
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4. A program development or evaluation report
5. A portion of the organization’s annual report
6. Evaluation/research instruments

Describe the core of the business. Be specific, yet concise. Include your 
areas of interest and/or expertise. Even if you expect to work within a niche, 
don’t limit yourself too much in your description.

4. Marketing Plan
Describe how you stand out from the competition and why you will suc­
ceed. Take some time to think about this. The opinions of friends and col­
leagues may be helpful. Describe the market for consulting services in the 
geographic and topic areas you choose to work within. Find out informa­
tion about the size of the existing market. You can do this by answering a 
few simple questions. For example:

• What major foundations provide funding to social service agencies 
in your area?

• What foundations provide funding for new education initiatives, 
theater, arts, and public radio and television in the area?

• What price will you charge? How does this compare to others?
• What are the operating budgets of the nonprofit social service pro­

viders incorporated locally?
• How many consulting companies in your area already provide simi­

lar services to those you are planning to offer?

Some of this information is available through the Internet or yellow page 
searches. You can also find out from funders who they have hired in the 
past few years. University professors in the area and members of the local 
affiliate to your professional associations will also have lots of information 
about the market.

Within the marketing plan you also want to include a brief explanation 
of how you expect to get contracts.

5. Operating Requirements
List your general overhead or nondirect costs. Overhead is usually divided 
into two types: business-related expenses and client-related expenses. 

Business-related expenses may include:

• Rent and utilities (e.g., gas, water, and electric)
• Office equipment, furniture, and services (e.g., phone, fax, printer, 

photocopier, desk, file cabinets, paper, Internet service)
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• Travel costs (for commuting, site visits, and professional development).
• Yearly cost of professional support services (e.g., an accountant, 

lawyer)
• Any tools that you use (e.g., computer hardware and software)
• Health insurance and other insurance you carry

Business-related expenses are billed indirectly to the client through con­
sulting fees. Client-related expenses, on the other hand, are billed directly 
to the client in addition to consulting fees, and will vary depending on the 
particular project.

6. Personnel
List the people who will be directly involved in doing the work of the busi­
ness. Include bio-sketches with background and expertise of personnel. 
Strong words can be powerful. Check out how existing firms that do what 
you want to do describe themselves on their Web sites. What about their 
descriptions do you find appealing? Would you hire them? How can you 
be competitive?

7. Financial Data
This section is usually aimed at impressing potential investors so they are 
confident they will recoup their investments. However, even if you are not 
trying to raise start-up money, it is still useful to include a financial sec­
tion. This section should include projections of what doing business will 
cost, and how you can make it worthwhile. According to the Idiot's Guide 
to Starting a Home-Based Business, the financial data that are essential for a 
brand new business plan include: (1) projected start-up costs; (2) projected 
income statement; (3) statement of expected profit and loss; (4) projected 
monthly cash flow statement; and (5) personal financial statement(s). 
Lukas (1998) also provides useful worksheets on this topic.

8. Exit Strategy
In this section, you need to consider the “what if” scenarios, and write 
down a plausible answer to the following questions: What will you or your 
partners do if you get a great job offer as the result of the work you have 
done? What happens if you decide to move away, or if one of you burns out? 
What about an unexpected illness or injury? Who will be responsible? Will 
the business cease to exist? How will money, assets, or clients be divided up 
among the investors?
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9. Supporting Documents/Appendices
Examples of past work and testimonials from past employers/clients/pro- 
fessors can strengthen your business plan. It is nice to have your work speak 
for itself, or have other people speak for you. The Idiot's Guide also states 
that including the personal tax returns of all owners for the past 3 years 
is necessary if you are trying to get a loan. Resumes and curriculum vitaes 
are also recommended. On the Small Business Administration’s (SBA) Web 
site, there is computer software that walks you through the steps of how to 
write a business plan. Some of the forms can be completed online for free, 
while others can be purchased. For more information, see: http://www.sba 
.gov/smallbusinessplanner/plan/writeabusinessplan/index.html.

http://www.sba
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Getting Official (Actions)
Judah Viola and Susan D. McMahon

STEPS TO TAKE
Once you have decided to become a consultant—prepared by building your 
internal and external resources, determined what type of business structure 
to form, and written your detailed business plan with time-oriented goals— 
it is now time co take action. While many consultants start getting official 
while working on consulting projects, ideally you can get the paperwork 
out of the way first. This chapcer will discuss many of the mundane steps 
you’ll need to take to get official, while avoiding legal or financial trouble 
before you begin.

Business Name and Logo

After you have created your strategic plan, it is time to create a name for the 
business. Many books on writing business plans or starting up a small busi­
ness discuss branding and name creation (e.g., Barrow, Barrow, & Brown, 
2008; Elias & Stim, 2007). This process can be as simple or complicated 
as you want to make it. In general, you want your business name to dif­
ferentiate you from others, as well as be descriptive so that your name will 
be associated with the services you provide, or at least an image you want 
to create. Of course, you also want your name to be memorable. Once you 
have found a name you like, you need co look up whether there are any 
other businesses already using this name within the state you reside. In 
most states, there are Web sices that provide this information, and they are 
typically run by the secretary of state’s office.

If you choose a name for your business that is different from your own 
name or you add a label such as “and Associates” to your business, you are

59
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required by law in most states to notarize, register, and publish a “fictitious 
business name statement” (the names for this document vary by state, but 
the process is largely the same). Regardless of the name you choose, once 
you discern whether ic is unique, you should register your name with your 
secretary of state’s office (registration usually lasts for 5 years). This will 
help ensure that someone else does not use your business name. Once you 
register the name of your business, you will be eligible to open a bank ac­
count in the name of the business. Banks typically require that you show 
proof of business name registration, as well as an Employer Identification 
Number (EIN), which you can obtain through the Internal Revenue Service 
(IRS) Web site.

You may also want to create a logo, slogan, or tag line for your business. 
Logos, slogans, or tag lines are less crucial for small consulting businesses 
that will not do much advertising. Nonetheless, they help establish your 
brand identity and make you more memorable to both potential clients and 
people who might refer business to you. Rather than hiring a design firm to 
create a logo for you, there are Web sites that allow you to hold an online 
“contest” for your logo (or business cards or Web sites, for that matter). 
The Institute of Management Consultants USA, in a recent “Consultant’s 
Tip of the Day” explained,

.. .You specify who you are, what kind of image you want, including 
preferred colors, shapes, backgrounds (only if you want), and how 
much of a "prize” you are offering for the design. Within a week, some 
of the 15,000 designers connected to the service will create a range of 
logos you can select from. You can also see what designs you find ap­
pealing by using the search feature, and then refining your “contest” 
request. Most recent contests are in the $200-$400 range.

Copyrights and Trademarks

Once you start writing reports for clients, you’ll want to understand the 
distinction between a few basic types of intellectual property protections. 
A copyright is a form of protection provided to the authors of “original 
works of authorship,” both published and unpublished. For the purposes 
of consultants, copyrights are most often used to protect your writing from 
being duplicated or sold by someone else.

According to the Illinois Secretary of State’s Web site, a trademark is a 
word, name, symbol, or device used to identify and distinguish the goods or 
a unique product of a person, from those manufactured and sold by others,
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and to indicate the source of the goods. The purpose of a trademark is to 
protect words, phrases, and logos used in federally regulated commerce, 
which identify you as the source of the goods or services. Basically, if you 
create a logo or slogan for your business, a trademark will help you prevent 
others from using the same logo or slogan.

The process of registering a copyright and trademark are entirely differ­
ent. The filing fee for a copyright is small (approximately $30), but can add 
up if you produce many reports, surveys, or other products you want to 
protect. Obtaining registration is relatively easy, requiring a short registra­
tion application. For a trademark, the filing fee is more substantial, and the 
time to obtain registration is longer. The Illinois Secretaiy of State’s Web 
site and similar sites for other states provide comprehensive information 
on registering a business, trademark, name, or symbol.

Licenses and Permits

It is important to receive information from your State Department of 
Revenue to find out permit requirements for running a business in your 
area. Most states’ revenue offices either provide business registration kits 
on their Web site, or will send them to you upon request. These kits will 
explain whether or not you need any licenses or permits to conduct busi­
ness within their jurisdiction. For example, if you are trained as a psycholo­
gist, social worker, or counselor but will not be working as a clinician or 
therapist, obtaining a license is typically not required. However, if you have 
been trained as a clinician and hold the appropriate credentials, from a 
marketing perspective, it could be to your advantage to keep your license 
up-to-date, because you are not allowed to market yourself as a psychologist 
or therapist without holding a license in the state in which you are working.

Become a Certified Woman-Owned or Minority-Owned Business

Once you are an official business encity and have taken care of any basic 
licenses or permits needed to conduct business, you may be eligible to be 
listed as an official small business enterprise, woman-owned, or minority- 
owned business. Similar designations include:

• Women’s Business Enterprise (WBE)
• Historically Underutilized Business (HUB)
• Disadvantaged Business Enterprise (DBE)
• Small Business Enterprise (SBE)
• Emerging Small Business Enterprise (ESBE)
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• Small Disadvantaged Business (SDB), with or without 8(a) certification
• Minority-Owned Business Enterprise (MOBE)

The benefits of such distinctions include:

• putting certification on marketing materials
• listings on Web sites
• eligibility for technical assistance/business support, such as train­

ing, and access to loans or bonds
• preference for local, state, or federal contracts or foundation grants

Typically, the requirements for certification include that the business be 
at least 51% owned, as well as have the daily operations overseen by a woman 
or an Asian Pacific American, Hispanic American, Native American, African 
American, and/or American woman who is a U.S. citizen. Furthermore, the 
business must operate in the state or local principality that is offering the 
certification. In addition to government certifications, there are private 
entities (e.g., The Women’s Business Enterprise National Council) that 
provide such distinctions/designations/certifications, each with similar yet 
independent requirements, fees, and time lines.

For many of the certifications, financial records from the business are 
required in the application, and for the Small Disadvantaged Business 
and 8(a) certifications, your personal financial information is requited 
(i.e., income tax returns and W-2 or 1099 forms). The 8(a) certification is a 
business development program. You are required to work with a mentor­
ing firm that will oversee and assist with your business planning. If you are 
not interested in oversight or being mentored, then this certification is not 
for you. (For more information on the 8(a) certification, see the SBA’s Web 
site.) While at first glance these programs may seem to be tailored to manu­
facturers or retailers, if you look a little further you will find that there are 
categories of business that choose to get these certifications that fit within 
the “Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services” area. The type of busi­
ness structure you set up may be relevant, as not-for-profit companies do 
not qualify for any of these certifications. Some certifications do accept sole 
proprietorships and others do not.

Getting on Vendor Lists

School districts and government offices sometimes have preferred vendor 
lists that allow members to receive Requests for Proposals (RFPs) or other 
notices about potential projects. Often, becoming a preferred vendor is 
just a matter of submitting the appropriate paperwork that can be found
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online, or by contacting an office directly. For example, “Fedvendor” is 
a federal government vendor directory that lists consultants and other 
vendors, as well as postings for RFPs. These Web sites typically provide a 
profile of each vendor with information about the services you provide, 
your credentials/certificacions, and your contact information. Some vendor 
directories even allow you to provide a link to your own Web site.

ACCOUNTING ISSUES
Since clients do not withhold taxes from your payments, you need to take 
care of withholding taxes for yourself or your business on a quarterly basis. 
To learn more about this and register with the federal government, contact 
the Internal Revenue Service at 1-800-829-3676, and request:

• Your Business Tax Kit (YBTK) for either a sole proprietorship, part­
nership, or corporation

• A Tax Guide for Small Business (Publication 334)
• Employer’s Tax Guide (Publication 15)

Depending upon what type of business entity your practice falls under, 
you will file your taxes differently. No matter what form you choose, it is 
advisable to employ an accountant (at least for the first filing). Accountants 
can help you design a system that is tailored to your specific needs. Among 
other things, they can help with budgeting, forecasting, preparing financial 
statements, obtaining loans, and preparing tax returns.

Surprisingly, only 40% of respondents to our consultant survey reported 
that they used an accountant when they first began consulting. However, 
many of those who didn’t seek an accountant in the beginning said they 
wished they had done so. Now, 90% of the full-time respondents reported 
they use accountant services to file their taxes. Overwhelmingly, they said 
this was a worthwhile expense. We suggest you meet with a few accountants 
before you select one you’ll work with. Your relationship with your accoun­
tant will remain important as long as you are in business. You want to make 
sure you are working with someone you trust, and you feel can give you the 
attention and expert advice that you will need. Many great consultants are 
not naturally savvy with bookkeeping, and may not be interested in keeping 
up with changing tax regulations.

Many informants also recommended getting QuickBooks, Peachtree, 
Quicken, or a similar type of accounting/bookkeeping software as a means 
to keep financial records organized. In addition to being a good business 
practice, keeping good records and being organized when it comes to 
your receivables and payables will reduce the amount of time you or your
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accountant will need to spend in order to complete your taxes, and thus, 
will save you money.

LEGAL ISSUES
Many consultants we’ve spoken to periodically use lawyers, but not ev­
eryone believes they are necessary, especially in the early stages of your 
business. As lawyer fees can add up quickly, there is not really a consensus 
on how worthwhile their services are for consultants to community based 
organizations. Here are some of the reasons why you may want to use a 
lawyer. The first thing that a lawyer can help you with is choosing the type 
of business organization that best suits your needs and objectives. An at­
torney can help you protect your assets, and advise you about local, state, 
and federal regulations that may affect your business. They will be familiar 
with all of the risks and regulations associated with each business structure, 

( and can advise you on what will be the safest or lowest cost form of busi- 
| ness you can build in your location, while still meeting the needs of your 

clientele. At different phases of business planning, your lawyer can assist 
with a variety of questions. For example, when you are getting started, you 
may want to ask a lawyer about personal and company liability issues. An 
attorney is also useful when it comes to filing paperwork in order to obtain 
licenses, permits, or getting incorporated. They can help you draft or re­
view articles of incorporation, business bylaws, or partnership agreements. 
When you are in the contracting phase with a client, you may want to ask 
about intellectual property issues, such as who owns the data, reports, and 
publications. A lawyer can prepare or inspect contracts, resolve tax ques­
tions, assist in obtaining financing, and help when dealing with financial 
institutions, or governmental bodies. For instance:

• You or the business may face collection problems with clients.
• You or the business may become involved in disputes with creditors.
• You or the business may have disputes with present or former 

employees.
• You may want to expand or restructure your business in the future.

Then again, there are many tasks that a lawyer would gladly do for you at 
his or her hourly rate, which you could easily and safely complete on your 
own. The following is a list of tasks that you can accomplish yourself with 
self-help resources rather than paying a lawyer:

• Research and reserve a trademark or trade name for your business.
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• File a fictitious business name statement if you will do business 
under a different name.

• Apply for and reserve a domain name for your Web site.
• Apply for your business Employer Identification Number (EIN).
• Apply for the required business licenses and permits.
• Lease commercial space.
• Complete the necessary IRS paperwork for hiring new employees.

One of the nice things about taking care of your own legal tasks is that 
if you educate yourself about basic legal issues, you can take care of a lot of 
the legal legwork yourself, and only involve your attorney when you have a 
specific question. For example, many consultants like to create their own 
contracts, and then ask their lawyer to look them over to make sure there 
aren’t missing pieces or legal issues, as opposed to asking a lawyer to write 
contracts for them. This “legal coach” arrangement can be one of the most 
cost-effective ways to use legal services.

If you do decide to hire a lawyer, there are several ways to find one. The 
most highly recommended option is to get a referral from a colleague who 
knows and has worked with the lawyer personally. Another decent option 
is to look into area law schools. Many of them offer discounted services or 
clinics for small businesses, nonprofits, or those who primarily work with 
nonprofits. The state bar association can also provide you with names of 
reputable lawyers in your area.

BANKING
Our advice for banking is rather simple. Establish a separate bank account 
for your business, whether it’s a sole proprietorship or a corporation. 
Opening checking and savings accounts for the business is inexpensive, 
makes bookkeeping easier, and is more professional than using your per­
sonal accounts. Once you are a bit more established, do not hesitate to 
get a business credit card, but make sure you pay off your balance on a 
monthly basis to avoid high rates of interest. A business credit card will 
help you separate your personal/business expenses, track your overhead 
costs, and establish a track record if you want to get a loan in the future. 
Business loans are not recommended for the novice consultant for a few 
reasons. First, initial start-up and operating costs are low, and second, land­
ing additional contracts is not guaranteed, and business tends to be more 
inconsistent when you are starting out. The experts in the field suggest 
waiting until business is booming to spring for the nice office equipment.
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INSURANCE
Health insurance may be the thing that you have the most difficulty af­
fording at first—it was the one most commonly raised concern during 
interviews. Health insurance is very costly for individuals, and maintaining 
other jobs with health benefits is a common reason why people choose to 
keep their consulting practices as part-time or side occupations. Choosing 
the proper health insurance is a veiy personal decision, and the costs and 
benefits of different options should be weighed carefully.

There are three main types of business-related insurance you will want 
to consider obtaining. The first is called business liability insurance, which 
is important for protecting against injury ac your offices or on the sur­
rounding premises (i.e., stairs, walkway, etc.). The second relevant business 
insurance is called errors and omissions insurance (E&O). Business-related 

, mistakes are covered by E&O insurance. Most of the consultants intetviewed 
stressed the importance of insurance; however, some of them explained that 
they do not carry these types of insurance due to cost (especially if they 
work out of their homes and already have homeowner’s or renter’s insur­
ance). The third type of business insurance is only relevant for consultants 
who hire employees. By law, if you have employees, you will need to pay for 
workers’ compensation insurance to cover wages in the case of employee 
absence due to injury on the job. Having to provide benefits such as work­
ers’ compensation insurance is cited as one reason why some consultants 
prefer subcontracting work instead of hiring employees. Accountants or 
lawyers can advice you about the legal implications of subcontracting, and 
when this is and is not a valid option.

One way to find business insurance or professional insurance at a re­
duced rate is to look for opportunities to purchase the insurance through 
a chamber of commerce or trade association. For example, if your work is 
within the fields of either psychological evaluation or educational research, 
you can look for insurance through your professional organizations such 
as the American Psychological Association (APA), the American Evaluation 
Association (AEA), or the American Educational Research Association 
(AERA). Specifically, through AEA, two types of insurance are currently 
available:

1. Professional liability/errors and omissions insurance is for evaluators 
and consultants whose services include assessing, evaluating, and/or 
advising on organizational structure, systems and procedures, em­
ployee relations, human resources, and/or other management-related 
issues. This insurance can protect policy holders against money lost 
in lawsuits.
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2. Business liability insurance covers financial obligations incurred 
through lawsuits, as well as the repair or replacement of a building 
and any equipment, stock, or furniture that are property of the busi­
ness owner, with an option to get extra coverage for cars.

Two other types of insurance you may want to consider are comprehen­
sive insurance, which protects the business against robbery, theft, burglary, 
and a variety of other hazards; and personnel insurance, which is relevant if 
your company is a partnership, and covers you if one of the partners dies, is 
disabled, or for some other health-related reason cannot continue to work. 
In this case, the proceeds are paid directly to the consulting firm.





Chapter

Finding Work
Shaunti Knauth, Judah Viola, and Courtney Cowgill

MARKETING AND NETWORKING
The besc thing you can do to find new projects is to provide useful and top- 
notch products for your current clients. In other words, do your work well. 
With quality work as your core strategy, however, there are other strategies 
you can and should use to build your consulting practice. In this chapter, 
we discuss marketing and networking. You’ll find some overlap between 
these two topics. Both involve creating exchanges and building relation­
ships, which are at the heart of building a consulting practice.

Marketing

Marketing is usually defined as actively selling your product. As the 
American Marketing Association puts it, “Marketing is the activity, set of 
institutions, and processes for creating, communicating, delivering, and 
exchanging offerings that have value for customers, clients, partners, and 
society at large” (AMA, 2008). The purpose is to create exchanges.

Most traditional components of marketing have not proven to apply 
particularly well in the small niche of consulting with nonprofits. 
Advertising, for example, is virtually nonexistent. Potential clients do not 
expect consultants to advertise, and they are typically not responsive to 
it. Cold calling potential clients is also not recommended. Even targeted 
mailings do not seem to be worthwhile. For example, when Andrew White 
was a motivated student attempting to build up his consulting practice, he 
gave traditional marketing a try. He sent a mailing out to all area hospitals 
and related agencies that he felt he could offer useful consulting services, 
but received absolutely no responses. He has since decided to join the rest
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of the consultants we spoke with and focus on gaining clients chrough 
word of mouth.

However, there are features of a marketing approach that are useful to 
building your consulting practice. The main one is developing promotional 
materials that are helpful when you do get the call to meet with a potential 
client. While most consultants in the nonprofit sector do not get clients 
through advertising, this does not mean you should not be prepared to 
showcase what you can do.

The first step in developing the materials is to spend some time defining 
for yourself, and what it is you have to offer. Before you can market your 
services, you must have something of value for potential clients. What are 
the knowledge, abilities, skills, and experience you offer to your clients? 
What are your unique strengths?

Promotional Materials
We recommend you compile these seven basic promotional materials:

1. Resume (two versions): Develop a top-notch resume and, curriculum 
) vitae. Different clients prefer different formats. Some clients are used

to scanning brief credentials, and want to see that you can convey your 
message in a concise manner, which is best illustrated in a resume. 
Others will be more interested in the credibility that comes with pub­
lications and professional presentations on the topic for which they 
seek your help, and this more extensive version of your resume is a 
curriculum vitae. Have your resume and curriculum vitae reviewed by 
experienced colleagues you trust.

2. Biographical sketch: A brief (two- or three-paragraph) narrative that 
focuses on your strengths, lists some of your clients or the industries 
you work in, and identifies your accomplishments. This document is 
listed as among the more useful marketing materials that consultants 
keep on hand and up-to-date.

3. Client lists: A list of satisfied clients that you can share with potential 
clients is a good tool to use with new clients who may not be familiar 
with your work. You might find it useful to have two versions of this 
document as well. The first can be a simple list of names and loca­
tions. The second, a more detailed lisc with more information about 
the client and a short description of the work (including the amount 
of money or time spent on the project), and successful outcomes of 
the project, such as how useful your training or research project was 
for them.



Marketing and Networking I 71

4. Business cards: These are often produced in sets of 500, so don’t be 
shy about handing them out.

5. Brochures or service descriptions: A brochure can be a fancy, sophisti­
cated marketing tool, or it can be a very simple one-page handout that 
highlights important information you want clients to know about 
you. If you are not ready to develop a brochure, it will be helpful to 
at least create a fact sheet that concisely explains the benefits of your 
services.

6. Web site: As we all spend more and more time on the Internet, having 
a Web presence becomes more important. The content of your basic 
Web site can be made up of the same promotional materials listed 
above, plus a mission statement. Look at other consultants’ Web sites 
for ideas. However, if you don’t have the time or skills to keep the site 
up-to-date, and you are not willing to pay for the service on a regular 
basis, do not set up the site. It is worse to have an old and poorly 
maintained site than no Web site at all.

7. Work product samples: It is always nice to have some examples of your 
work products to show clients. While every report, survey, interview 
protocol, strategic plan, grant, training manual, or presentation mate­
rials will be unique to each client, it can come in handy to show what 
some of your finished products have looked like in the past. Harper, 
Blaha, and Samaniego discuss materials they find useful from both 
a client and consultant perspective in Chapter 10, “Developing and 
Maintaining Long-Term Consulting Relationships.”

Tactics That Don’t Cost Money
It may be useful to examine other marketing approaches, such as those pre­
sented in The Business of Consulting (Biech, 1998), which includes 113 tactics 
for low-budget marketing. Biech’s book is not tailored to folks working in 
the nonprofit or public sector, and some of the tactics are merely common 
sense. However, we’ve picked 10 items that we think are particularly useful. 
You’ll find some overlap with other ideas in the section on networking that 
follows. Notice che importance of building relationships and exchanges.

1. Invite potential clients to a mini presentation to get an idea of your 
expertise and services.

2. Find reasons to call your current and past clients periodically.
3. Pass on your extra work to trusted colleagues. Sometimes the best 

way you can serve a client is to pass on a project that will require time 
and attention that you just don’t have at the moment. While some 
clients may be turned off, or not think of you first in the future, your
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reputation will be hurt more if you agree to take on a project for which 
you cannot deliver great services.

4. Help your clients or potential clients locate other consultants who can 
do work you are not qualified to do. Referrals of this sort will help 
you build trust with clients, and maintain reciprocal relationships 
with colleagues.

5. Share your expertise (e.g., advice, ideas, materials, instruments) freely 
with cliepts and other consultants. Remember why you do this work 
in the first place—to see your ideas in action, and building capacity of 
organizations whose work you value. Successful consultants argue that 
this makes business sense, because it allows you to be authentic with 
clients and doesn’t turn every interaction into a business transaction.

TIP

Some consultants suggest being more careful about setting limits 
with regard to intellectual property, and mentioned having prob­
lems they called “creeping freebies." This occurs when consultants 
meet with clients or discuss projects, and share their ideas about 
methodology or how to move forward with a project prior to con­
tracting. Then the potential client decides that they will take the 
ideas of the consultant, and attempt to complete the project inter­
nally and not compensate the consultant. While this is impossible 
to prevent completely, one way to reduce the likelihood is to discuss 
your plan as a suggestion in broad general terms, and then start 
discussing the scope of your role, and the client’s budget for the 
project prior to sharing a more detailed plan.

6. Write letters to the editor of your local newspaper or professional 
journal. Letters can serve multiple purposes. They force you to think 
through an issue, and provide exposure to a wide range of potential 
clients, colleagues, and organizations. Letters to the editor are much 
less time-consuming, and often more widely read than published re­
search studies in academic journals. Publications of any sort help you 
establish yourself as an authority on the given topic.

7. Write a book chapter or book. Similar to the reasons above, a book 
or chapter will force you to learn and organize your thoughts and 
experiences. A book or chapter can help you build your credibility 
and exposure. You can also give your book or chapter to existing or 
potential clients if you think it will address a concern they have, or 
demonstrate some of the knowledge or skill you bring to the table.
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Feel free Co contacc us in a few years, and we’ll let you know how this 
tactic worked for us!

8. Tactfully ask your clients to refer you to their colleagues if they are 
satisfied with your work. While this may happen naturally, a subtle 
reminder can help boost business.

9. Teach a course at a college or university, or lead a workshop for a 
professional society or community group. Much like writing forces 
you to dive in and think carefully about a topic, teaching forces you 
co learn or re-familiarize yourself with material in a deeper and more 
meaningful way than you have in the past.

10. Create a list of success stories you have had with past clients to share 
with potential clients. Being able to articulate the value you bring to 
an organization through narratives is a powerful tool. While clients 
may be impressed by who you have worked with or how much you 
have published, those things will only get you on their radar. Hearing 
stories of concrete instances when your work has benefitted others can 
really help you win business.

Networking

Time and cime again, we hear from the experts in this field chat they sur­
vive and thrive on word-of-mouth business. Your first clients will likely 
be, or be referred from, people with whom you have already worked as an 
employee or student, or already have some existing relationship. All of the 
consultants interviewed said they already knew the person who got them 
their first consulting job prior to starting their practice (i.e., either their first 
client or the person who referred them to their first clienc). Your network is 
more likely to lead to consulting work than traditional marketing activities, 
or responding co official calls for proposals. We cannot stress enough how 
essential networking is co your consulting practice.

In this section, we begin by discussing how to think about networking as 
part of your everyday work, and the opportunities opened up by that perspec­
tive. Next, we describe two exercises that can help you get a clear view of your 
own network, and then practice successful networking approaches. We apply 
those approaches to further strategies for networking, and discuss how to over­
come challenges to networking, and being comfortable with your own style.

Reframing Your View of Networking
A commonly held view of networking is that it is merely accumulating 
new connections that will get you work. Instead, we recommend thinking
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of networking as connecting further through your work with the people 
you already know. When viewed in this light, you are more likely to see op­
portunities such as:

• Connectingyour clients to others in their field: An evaluation consul­
tant had clients who wanted to become part of the national policy 
conversation around their work. The evaluator suggested and then 
organized a panel at a research conference, and arranged for her 
clients to serve as members on the panel. This brought both the cli­
ent’s and the evaluator’s work to the attention of others in the field.

• Bringing in other consultants and professionals: There are many means 
beyond full partnership to bring others in your field onto a project. 
For example, you can budget in reasonable amounts to offer an 
honorarium for an external review of a report. This strengthens the 
work you submit to clients, and connects you with professionals in 
your field.

To turn this view into a definition of networking: Networking is the 
process of forming linkages, making connections, expanding resources and 
bringing people and ideas together in a reciprocal manner for mutual ben­
efit. Three components are inherent in this definition: trust and reliability, 
generosity, and continual building. The following exercises will help you 
experience the value of these components.

Getting Some Practice: Two Exercises
These two exercises will clarify existing connections in your network, and 
help you practice building your network. The first one, the circle exercise, 
gives you a clear picture of who is currently in your network. This exercise 
should take about 1 to 2 hours to complete; it’s best done with a partner, 
or in a class session. The second exercise, networking with a purpose, gives 
you practice in working with your network to build information. This can 
be done over the course of several days.

[ Exercise 1 j

The Circle—Getting a Clear Picture of Your Current Network

We suggest you work with at least one partner. Start with a sheet of blank 
paper and put a stick figure in the middle—that’s you. Draw a circle around 
the figure, and label it family/housemates. Now think of how you spend 
the largest amount of time besides home time—it may be with friends, at 
school, at work, or working on a hobby. Draw another circle around the
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' Current Internship: My bosses, Andrew and Judy; all board members, 
my team: Denise and Cheryl; other team: Ann, Dick and Luis

Past internship: Community Bank design: Dr. Beck, John, Maryann, and 
Rajeev; the client

Past work settings: John at the nonprofit; my boss Rick at the tutoring 
center, Shelley and Karen at tutoring center

Figure 6-1 Example network display

first, and label it according co where you spend the most time. Think of 
where you spend the next greatest amount of time, draw another circle, and 
give it that name. Keep going until you feel that you’ve accounted for the 
majority of the spheres where you spend your time. Don’t forget transit 
time, volunteer time, hobby time, or children’s activities if you’re a parent. 
Though this exercise is about networking, don’t hesitate to put down any 
kind of “alone time”—the point is to get an accurate picture.

Now look at each of the circles, and see if they could be subdivided into 
“past/present” categories. For example, are there past workplaces, or past 
school settings, or past social groups? If you work or have worked in a large 
organization, consider whether a former department or job position within 
the agency could counc as a “past” setting for you. Put labels in your circles 
that capture these categories. If your history is a long one, and you’re crying
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to think of how far back to take this, at this point, more is better—list all 
you can remember.

If you’re working with others, stop when everyone has had time to com­
plete the steps above, and take a look at what everyone has done so far. 
Notice if there are any circles that someone else has that you may have 
forgotten, and add those.

Next, do a quick count of the number of people you know (not are close 
to, but know) in each circle, and write the number of each circles. Add up 
the numbers.

The picture and number show your current network. If you’re working 
with a partner or a group, see how many in the group can provide an ex­
ample of how a person in their network helped them out this month, or 
even this week.

If you listed names in each circle, instead of a number, you would be 
amazed at the size, depth, and breadth of your network. And that is the 
next step for this exercise: list all names behind the numbers in your circle. 
Though it may take some time, the result is worthwhile, and your list will 
be the basis for the next exercise.

n Exercise 2 __

Networking with a Purpose

Networking is often seen as a process of gathering connections, with the 
end result being a list of names. This next exercise lets you instead use the 
list you made in Exercise 1 as a starting point to expanding your resources 
and strengthening relationships. The key is to network with a purpose—get 
in touch with people you know to gain something you genuinely need. We 
suggest five steps to this process:

1. Define your need.
2. Identify resources in your current network.
3. Contact your network.
4. Snowball—grow your network.
5. Follow up.

We’ll lead you through these five steps in the exercise that follows. 
Throughout the process, we think you’ll find three principles that make it 
work: generosity, trust, and reliability.

There are two stages to the exercise. First, you’ll do some networking 
that is specifically not about work or consulting. This gives you the oppor­
tunity to carry out and reflect on networking without the weight of having
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it connected to your professional growth. It also may give you a fresh view 
of connecting around useful information. Second, you’ll network again, 
focused on work.

First Stage

• Step 1: Define your need. For this exercise, generate a specific, clear, 
and answerable question. Think of an informational question you 
genuinely need answered in your life within the next couple of 
weeks, a question that is NOT about your current or future pro­
fessional life. It may be anything from suggestions for a good me­
chanic, to views on a particular course you’re thinking about taking 
next semester, to possible better routes for your commute. We’ll use 
asking for views on a course you’re thinking of taking as an example 
as we go chrough the steps. Specify your question. For example, 
rather than just asking if someone liked the course, ask: What about 
this course was most useful to you? Would you recommend it?

• Step 2: Identify resources in your current network. Look at the net­
work list you built in Exercise 1. Choose at least two people that you 
think might have the answer to your question, or whom you think 
can put you in touch with someone who has information. With 
your question specified, think of who could really answer it, and 
give you information that is genuinely useful to you. If, for example, 
a good friend cook the course but you find you often have differ­
ent views on your school experiences, ask someone else with whom 
you’ve found you tend to agree with on coursework, such as a for­
mer study group partner.

• Step 3: Contact your network. Take the time to ask the question 
specifically of the people you’ve identified. Over the next couple of 
days, have a conversation or send an e-mail that is specifically about 
your question. The main point here is to let the person know that 
this information is valuable to you.

• Step 4: Snowball/grow your network. If the original people you 
target don’t have the full answer to your question, ask if they know 
who might have helpful information, and look at your network list 
to see who else you might ask. Contact additional people from your 
network list or those whom your existing network member recom­
mended until you find the information you need.

• Step 5: Follow up. As soon as possible, follow up with each person 
you spoke with to provide them with an update since your conver­
sation. This step is essential to your future success in networking. 
While thanking the people you talked to is essential, follow-up
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should include more than thanks. The follow-up conversation 
should continue to build the exchange chat is part of networking by 
letting people know how you used the information. If the outcome 
will be indefinite for quite a while, let them know the process is 
under way (e.g., “I’m still deciding what classes to take, though I’m 
leaning towards the one we talked about.”). Do this step for every­
one you ended up contacting, so that if someone gave you a name, 
you can let them know that you talked to their suggested contact. If 
you learned anything new that would be useful for others (e.g., you 
now have a list of good mechanics), report back this information, 
as well. Just as you asked the question specifically, make the time to 
let them know the outcome specifically, and share any additional 
knowledge you gained through the process.

Reflection on the Process and Outcome of Networking with a Purpose 

Once you have the information you wanted to obtain, and have followed 
up with everyone you talked with to let them know the outcome, take time 
to reflect on the experience. One question to ask yourself is, “What felt dif­
ferent about searching for specific information, rather than merely having 
asocial conversation?” We suggest three interrelated components to focus 
on during this networking activity process:

a) Generosity: Anyone willing to give time, help, or information, is being 
generous with their own time and thought; there is a real generosity 
inherent in networking.

b) Trust/reliability: Most people who complete this exercise talk first to 
people they trust at some level, whether it be the reliability of their 
information, or that they would take the time to answer the question. 
Starting with one’s known network allows for relying on others with 
whom we have developed relationships.

c) The importance of follow-up: Letting someone know how their time and 
thought helped you acknowledges their generosity, and contributes to 
building and sustaining connections. Being specific about results in the 
follow-up process, rather than just saying “thanks,” leads the members 
of your network to keep their mind on the question you raised, and lets 
them know their contribution was genuinely valuable to you.

A useful question to ask yourself at the end of this process is, “If you 
didn’t follow up fully, how would you begin your next conversation if you 
wanted to approach chat person for something else?” If you imagine this 
scenario, you may note that it is easier and feels more natural to start by
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acknowledging how much you appreciate the last time they were helpful to 
you. Your gratitude will sound, and will be, far more genuine if you express 
it sooner rather than later.

Second Stage
For the second stage of the exercise, you’ll go through the five steps again, 
this time focusing on your professional development.

• Step 1: Define your need. Just as in the first stage, the question 
should be specific and something you genuinely need or want to 
know. As you network in your professional life, you’ll find that hav­
ing a purpose for contacting someone is likely to lead to a focused, 
comfortable conversation. If what you want to know right now is 
general (e.g., Should 1 go into consulting?), specify the question: 
What traits do you think are necessary to be a consultant? What do 
you wish someone had told you before you started consulting?

• Step 2: Identify resources in your current network. After the ques­
tion is specified, look again at your network. Pick at least three peo­
ple whom you will ask your question. One should be outside your 
work sphere—a family member or friend. If you do not see anyone 
in your network you think could offer the information you’re look­
ing for, asking for ideas about other sources is the next step to take. 
Remember how often information comes from various sources, and 
continue to turn to various spheres as your professional life devel­
ops. Reaching beyond your own work sphere can be particularly use­
ful when considering sensitive questions about professional issues. 
For example, if you want to know how much consultants charge in 
your area, asking in your social network may help put you in touch 
with someone willing to discuss fees, but who might not have been 
as comfortable sharing this information if contacted professionally.

If possible, move beyond your comfort zone and choose at least 
one of the three people as a “stretch”; someone who is very likely to 
have information that’s useful to you, but whom you might not be 
in touch with regularly.

• Steps 3 and 4: Contact your network and snowball. Again, as in 
the first stage, keep asking your question of different people until 
you get the information you need, and whenever appropriate, also 
ask members of your network for suggestions for anyone else who 
might have answers to your question. It can be highly useful to 
find a contact in a particular organization or field in which you 
have a strong interest. Current networks are often rich resources
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for finding the most appropriate contacts to help you gain much 
needed information. If, for example, you’re interested in working 
for a consulting agency, your current network might know someone 
at one of the agencies who would be willing to give you an informa­
tional interview.

• Step 5: Follow up. As before, make sure to follow up with every per­
son you spoke with. If your question is exploratory, you might find 
your follow-up sounds more like a traditional thank you (e.g., I ap­
preciated your time, etc.), because you don’t have a result to report 
back yet. Specify as much as you can, letting your informants know 
you talked to others, and where you are in the process.

Reflecting on Your Networking Experience

Was what you learned genuinely useful to you? If not, can you reframe your 
question and ask again, going to others in your network? This networking 
activity is a continual learning process. Think again about generosity, reli­
ability, and follow-up. You may find that as you move further from your 
social circle, the generosity of others is more visible to you in the network­
ing process. For example, you might be more conscious of taking up their 
time. This is partly because your relationships have less reciprocity and 
trust. Building up reciprocity and trust is achieved through the follow-up 
process, and looking for opportunities to help others.

Networking Strategies
Apply what you learned from the exercise outlined above, and incorporate 
generosity, reliability, and follow through into the networking strategies 
described below:

• Expanding your professional circle
• Connecting through your current work
• Mentors
• Connecting to colleagues
• Maintaining relationships with past clients

Tailor the strategies for your career stage—we give some suggestions 
throughout.

Expanding Your Professional Circle
Going through the networking process will help show how all your network 
circles—family, friends, and ochers—can provide meaningful connections 
to your work. However, focusing on expanding your professional circle is
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important. Take a look at the network circles that encompass your profes­
sional life. Before, you defined these circles according to where and how 
you currently spend your time. Now, think of how you can expand your 
professional circle.

Professional conferences: One way to ensure you meet others with shared 
interests is by attending professional conferences. Better yet, presenting at 
conferences helps you develop your resume and your reputation. Not all 
conferences are created equal. Find the ones where you feel most comfort­
able. Look for conferences that offer opportunities to interact informally 
with people who have more experience than you. Find people who are where 
you want to be in 5 years, and ask them about their story. Again, almost ev­
eryone in this field loves to talk about themselves and their work. Everyone 
we’ve spoken to is passionate about their work. They have told us that they 
enjoyed passing on their knowledge, and hope that others can learn from 
their experiences. We have been pleasantly surprised with the generosity of 
time and advice we’ve received from busy professionals.

Professional organizations: Another way to get linked up with other con­
sultants and find out what they are doing is to join local professional orga­
nizations. These organizations can be built around the fact that everyone 
does independent consulting. For example, the Institute of Management 
Consultants USA (IMC USA) is often cited as a useful resource for inde­
pendent consultants. Other organizations bring together professionals who 
work within a discipline or subject area in which you specialize or have an 
interest. For example, the Chicagoland Evaluation Association (CEA), a 
local affiliate of the American Evaluation Association, is made up of evalu­
ators in the Chicago area. CEA provides a forum for professional evaluators 
in the area to network, exchange ideas and knowledge, and participate in 
professional development activities that promote excellence in the field of 
evaluation. Some of the members are internal evaluators, some are univer­
sity based researchers, and others are independent consultants. Members’ 
specialty areas vary from education, health care, and criminal justice to the 
environment. Joining and participating in the local chapter of a profes­
sional organization can be very valuable for an independent consultant. For 
example, Carol Lukas, president of Fieldstone Alliance, explained that the 
American Society for Training and Development (ASTD) was critical for 
her in building a professional network and establishing her reputation. She 
joined her local chapcer by attending meetings and getting involved with a 
subgroup that worked with nonprofits. She ended up chairing the group, 
and was very involved for years. This became (and is still) her primary pro­
fessional network. When she was freelancing as a consultant, 60-70% of her 
work came from referrals from professionals in her local ASTD chapter.
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When you join an association, apply networking with a purpose—at 
meetings and using membership lists, search for and share specific in­
formation and opportunities, with generosity, reliability, and follow-up. 
Many avenues are available through universities, such as alumni groups, 
workshops relaced to your areas of expertise, and discussion groups. We 
strongly recommend making use of these.

Opportimities outside of your specialty: In expanding your professional circle, 
be willing to look outside your specialty. Consulting with nonprofits re­
quires skills that are interdisciplinary. Take advantage of opportunities 
to learn from professionals outside of your specialty. Furthermore, ex­
pand your base by looking across disciplines to see the overlap and inter­
relatedness or contrasts of how different groups frame and/or attempt to 
solve similar problems. Most professionals and academics are more than 
happy to discuss their work and their discipline with people who are truly 
interested.

Community work: Getting involved with community activities can help 
you stay in touch with your neighbors, and can help fill a social void when 
you start your consulting practice that would otherwise be filled by cowork­
ers. A common denominator in all of these community activities is that 
they all provide you with knowledge of existing issues, and the ability to 
build a reputation as someone who is a leader and a problem solver.

Connecting Through Your Current Work
As mentioned earlier, there are many opportunities for building your net­
work by connecting with others through your current work. This can be 
true regardless of your career stage, whether you are currently in school, 
in your first job, or an established consultant. For example, if you are in 
school, look for opportunities through research papers, projects, and in­
ternships. Is there any professional source you can call as a resource for a 
research paper? Shaunti, while doing a paper in graduate school on a rela­
tively new policy and its implications, identified authors of recent reports, 
and then called and asked for their views. This led to discussion on research 
that needed to be done—she later proposed and obtained summer work 
with one of the organizations to help them fill a research gap.

If you are currently working at a nonprofit or other work setting, con­
sider ways in which you can bring in other consultants, others in the field, 
or even colleagues in other departments of your organization, when appro­
priate. For example, while working in the evaluation section of an education 
consulting firm, Shaunti built strong connections with colleagues on the 
program side of the organization; that is, those people offering direct ser­
vices to clients. Some of the connections came naturally through projects
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she was involved in, while others came from asking for advice and expertise 
whenever possible. Her program network led to her first contract when she 
began consulting on her own.

The key here is to look for a genuine need to be addressed, whether it is 
for information, a review, comments, assistance, sharing the work of clients, 
or other help. In the example of the research paper above, the newness of 
the policy led to a genuine need for further information—the author was 
not calling about literature that could have easily been found through a 
literature search. The connection should always strengthen the work being 
done.

Mentoring
Being mentored can be a very helpful way to enter consulting. Effective men­
toring is often done through having several mentors, rather than through a 
singular relationship. This allows access to an array of expert opinions, and 
builds several supportive relationships. It can also help mitigate what can 
become overdependence on a singular source of expert support. Developing 
your own network of mentors is something worth undertaking for any new 
consultant.

Finding an “information mentor” can be one way of building a relation­
ship without the time commitment or need for a close match that working 
together might require. This type of mentoring can be developed through 
networking with a purpose, and can start by asking experienced consultants 
and professors for advice.

Connections to Colleagues
To start a consulting practice, one needs a network of associates, connec­
tions to people and places who will use your services, and a background of 
expertise to offer. Your colleagues from all workplaces will form the core of 
that network, and are one of your most important resources. To grow and 
maintain this network, do your work well, and build trust and reciprocal 
generosicy. Stay connected when you leave a workplace. This is a part of 
your networking that does not always need a purposeful approach—check 
in, have lunch, keep in touch.

Working with other consultants'. An effective yet challenging method of pre­
paring yourself to work in consulting on your own, is to team up with 
established consultant(s) to gain experience. These consultants can act as 
mentors or guides for the present time, and can become referral sources in 
the fucure. Working with or for an established consultant is difficult be­
cause the right match is not always easy to find, but it may be a good way 
to start, providing you with experience and eventually referrals.
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Maintaining Relationships with Past Clients
The length of time between a first meeting and an actual job can be quite 
variable. It can take any amount of time, from 1 month to over a year, 
from the day you first speak with an organization until the day you begin 
a project. Use this time for keeping in touch with old clients, going to 
lunch with friends, and getting plenty of rest and relaxation. Be patient 
while waiting for new clients. Keeping in touch with old clients may mean 
sending thank you letters and referral sources, or calling them to check in 
every few months. Several successful consultants we interviewed said they 
keep themselves in front of their clients by stopping by their offices when 
they are in the neighborhood, or sending them interesting articles or notes 
about recent news that is relevant to their organization.

EXHIBIT 6-1 Challenges to Networking

Courtney Cowgill, one of the authors of this chapter, works in the infor­
mation technology world, yet her challenges, and those of many of her 
colleagues, will be familiar to those in the nonprofit world. Following is a 
speech that Courtney often gives at association meetings.

Excuses for Not Networking
My excuses for not networking seem very similar to the excuses that I use for 
not exercising and being out of shape. The Excuse: I am an Introvert.

“Networking is embarrassing, painful. You want me to talk to someone 
I barely know? You want me to walk into a room of people/women/ 
men who I barely know, and start talking? You want me to drive to a 
meeting after a long day to talk to a bunch of people that I haven’t met 
and probably won’t remember?” Yes—Ido!

How many of you have ever done the Myers Briggs? How many of you 
start with the letter “I” for introvert? Well, I do. But—I have become a trained 
extrovert. I don’t have the money or luxury of being “shy.” In fact, being shy 
and introverted is a luxury for the young and very rich. We are probably not 
either! Sometimes, I have to just take a deep breath and plunge in.

The Excuse: Not Enough Time
I don’t have the time to network. My schedule is already packed.

You are right—building a network takes lots of time. It is much easier to 
say no! Yet, when you are saying no, you are ignoring your opportunities to 
help your friends, families, clients, coworkers, and clients. Participating in
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these groups (the same ones you drew in your circles) helps you form rela­
tionships, develop alliances, keep abreast of current issues and solutions, 
and represent the interests of your clients. Expanding your contacts makes 
you and your network a future benefit.

Where do I find the time to create and maintain a network? Well, that 
changes. When I was working full time, I used breakfasts. At school, it de­
pended on my class schedules. But, regardless of where I find myself, I spend 
at least 5 hours a week networking. I also use Saturday mornings, and I can 
be home by 8:30—when the rest of the house is starting to wake up.

The Excuse: Cost
Yes ... all these breakfasts can be expensive. But you can do it cheaply! 
Eating a bagel at LePeep with coffee can cost less than $4. And, every sixth 
breakfast is free! You can earn a free breakfast every other week on that plan! 
Now I even have a great network of LePeep employees, too!

You will not build a network if you are the last one to enter a meeting and 
the first one to leave. You must make a commitment to get involved, make a 
contribution, and spend the time needed to get to know people personally.

The Excuse: Fear of Rejection
Someone gave me this reason as an excuse for not networking, saying, “I 
don’t have anything to offer. I don’t have special information or contact to 
add to the network.”

I agree—networking is an exchange of favors. But you cannot anticipate 
what another person wants or needs. You just don’t know about what, or 
who you know, that may benefit another person!

Networking is the exchange of information for mutual benefit—it is not 
just the potential job contact or client. It is the referral of a doctor, babysit­
ter, or attorney, or the suggestion of a solution. I have worried a lot about 
how I could pay back a rich or famous contact—until I realize that there is 
always time and/or a way. Sometimes having one of my contacts call another 
contact is enough benefit. Sometimes you can’t return a favor for a year or 
more!

Have you heard of the concept that there are “only six degrees of separa­
tion between any two people”? Well, I have found this to be very true. I think 
that everyone is only six people (or fewer) from anyone in the world. The 
larger your network, the fewer links separate you from anyone else, and the 
more people you can be linked to.

What reasons do you have for not networking?
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Places to Look for Projects and Support

Joining professional associations (e.g., American Evaluation Association, 
The Society for Community Research and Action) often open doors to 
multiple avenues to look for work. Many associations host electronic mail 
discussion lists as a way to communicate with others who have similar in­
terests and or expertise, and are places to post questions or answers related 
to your work. Jobs are often posted on e-mail discussion lists before you 
see them in print. A formal Request for Proposal (RFP) is the most com­
mon way that federal and state agencies, as well as large foundations, solicit 
research and evaluation investigators. Topical RFPs are often distributed 
through e-mail discussion lists, as well. Otherwise, RFPs can be found on 
government and/or foundation Web sites.

However, Melanie Hwalek, President of SPEC Associates, says,

In our practice, we seldom respond directly to RFPs for three reasons:
1) RFPs are often a poor way to solicit the most appropriate consultant 
‘fit’ with the client and the client’s needs; 2) RFPs are sometimes used 
in situations where the preferred consultant is already selected, but 
documentation of a selection process is required; and 3) RFPs often 
focus too closely on the cost of the work rather than the quality and 
value of the work. Clients focused on cost are less likely to be satisfied 
with the consulting experience, less likely to refer other clients, and less 
likely to add to the consultant’s stock-in-trade—their body of work and 
their marketable professional reputation.

Many foundations keep consultant banks that you can add your infor­
mation to by contacting them or posting your information directly via 
the Web. For example, the Rhode Island Foundation maintains a non­
profit consultant directory, and Works in Progress Inc., a Minnesota based 
nonprofit, also houses a consultant directory. Other consultant banks are 
kept by professional organizations or universities. For example, Western 
Michigan University has a directory of evaluators you can find online.

Sometimes getting on a foundation’s referral list is as simple as going on 
their Web site, or calling them up and providing them with your resume 
and a list of past projects and clients. A simple Google search revealed al­
most 700 nonprofit consultant directories to choose from.

Politicians are often looking for volunteers in their districts to serve 
on committees or task forces to help inform them about problems and 
potential solutions. For folks who are even more highly motivated to be 
involved with local issues, serving on the PTA, school board, or even city 
council should be considered. Greenbaum (1990) makes many suggestions
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when ic comes to consultants doing volunteer work in the community, 
and three seemed particularly relevant. First, only get involved with causes 
to which you have a personal commitment. Second, aspire to leadership 
positions. Merely being a “joiner” is much less effective than becoming a 
leader. Finally, when doing community work, keep a low profile about your 
consulting practice. It is always better to have someone ask you about what 
you do rather than to go around pushing yourself on others.

Other referral sources can be found at local universities:

• Professors (in and out of your discipline’s department, school, or 
college).

• Alumni who do consulting work themselves.
• Community relations offices may be able to connect you with orga­

nizations looking for assistance.
• Service-learning offices where they send students can often use pro­

fessional help, as well.
• Community research centers often have to turn away requests that 

do not fit into their focus areas.
• Grants office/office of sponsored programs and research—while 

they are geared toward assisting faculty and staff of the university, if 
you develop a relationship with the officers in these offices, they can 
provide you with a heads-up when new opportunities are available.

• Reference librarians are some of the most helpful people on Earth 
when it comes to looking for obscure information.

CONCLUSION
Some people are natural social butterflies and have a flare for marketing. 
However, for the rest of us, these are activities that require quite a bit of 
effort. Nonetheless, being able to clearly articulate the value you add for 
clients is an essential piece of maintaining a successful consulting practice. 
The exercises and resources discussed in this chapter can be applied to many 
disciplines, but are of particular importance to independent consultants. 
Simple marketing materials can help you communicate your strengths to 
potential clients and colleagues, and effective networking combined with 
quality work can provide you with a steady stream of community and non­
profit partners.





Chapter

Running Your Business
Judah Viola and Susan D. McMahon

WHEN TO SUBMIT A PROPOSAL
Clients hire consultants to identify and/or solve stated or unstated prob­
lems in their organizations. Before you decide to submit a proposal for a 
consulting project, you should decide whether the probability of a suc­
cessful collaboration outweighs the cost of putting together a first-rate 
proposal. This decision of whether or not to pursue a job should rest on 
essential information about the client and your ability to respond to the 
client’s need. As adapted from Staggs (2004), here are nine steps to follow 
to ensure you make a thorough assessment of whether or not to pursue a 
project:

1. Determine whether your values and background coincide with the 
values and viewpoints of the client.

2. Determine whether the client is willing and able to take ownership 
and responsibility for his or her role in a collaborative process.

3. Determine whether the organization is in a position to benefit from 
advice by implementing change. Does the organization have the re­
sources necessary for change?

4. Determine how the client would potentially benefit from your solu­
tion.

5. Consider whether you have the knowledge and skills to meet or exceed 
the client’s expectations.

6. Assess contractual issues, such as who will have ownership and/or 
rights to the data or any other tools (e.g., measurement tools) that 
may be created during the contract.
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7. Determine whether the working environment will be suitable for you.
8. Determine whether the client is willing and able to pay enough for 

you to meet your own financial obligations.
9. Consider how likely conducting this project will provide you with 

meaningful experience or future referrals in an area of interest to you.

Once you decide the project is a good fit with your interests and skills, 
you may then consider whether you have all of the appropriate skills, and 
whether the job will require one or more partners or subcontractors to 
complete it within the requested time frame.

WHETHER TO TEAM UP OR GO IT ALONE
Team consulting may be appropriate when:

1. The personal styles or technical backgrounds of partners/subcontrac­
tors are complimentary.

2. The nature of the project suggests the need for more than one person, 
or you are convinced chat having more than one person carry out the 
tasks of the project would be more efficient than attempting to have 
one person complete the consultation. For example, if there is a short 
window of time in which to collect data in multiple locations, this 
would usually be completed more efficiently with multiple consul­
tants or staff.

3. Training or development of one of the consultants is a goal. Team 
consulting is a way to mentor beginning consultants or enhance your 
own development (this can be done behind the scenes).

Team consulting may be inappropriate when:

1. The job is small, and a second consultant would add too much cost.
2. Adding a second consultant may puc too much distance between the 

client and the consultant.
3. It is inefficient to subdivide required tasks.

DECIDING WHAT TO CHARGE
When deciding what to charge, the first step is to try to figure out what 
the marketplace will allow you to charge. Several key informants suggested
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that ideally, prices should depend on what the market will bear. You will 
need to estimate the number of hours a project will require to be com­
pleted, and also take into account the amount of money you need to earn. 
However, as a businessperson you need to pay attention to the marketplace 
in addition to how much time a task will take. As mentioned above, this is 
not an easy task because clients and competitors are seldom going to tell 
you what they have proposed to charge for a specific project. One reason 
why others are hesitant to share their pricing strategies, especially in open 
forums such as email discussion lists (which are great places to get advice 
on almost all other topics), is that they are advised by legal counsel not 
to do so, or prohibited by the rules of the group from discussing pricing. 
There is a fear among professional associations that they will be suspected 
of breaching the U.S. antitrust laws and be accused of price fixing. There 
is less fear about prosecution than expensive inquiries that will entail 
legal fees.

Email discussion list policies often state that users can discuss ap­
proaches to pricing, reasoning behind pricing, and thoughts about what 
works and what does not work in the decision-making process. However 
the discussion of “I charge this, what do you charge?” is off limits. While 
many new consultants are frustrated by these policies, other more experi­
enced consultants sometimes support these rules for reasons other than 
risk aversion. They argue that the more important issue for the growth 
and success of a consultant’s practice is not the dollar amount they charge, 
but the thinking behind the pricing—the value you believe you bring to 
the client. Learning what to consider in setting fees gets a consultant to 
determine whether: a) what you do is something you need to set the price 
for in your own way, or b) if it is simply a commodity and its price is de­
termined by the market. If it is determined by the market to be merely a 
commodity, you don’t need an email discussion list or message board on 
a Web site to tell you what it costs—you will learn this through communi­
cating with clients over time.

We will give you some ideas about how to figure out what to charge and 
how to estimate what to charge clients for your services. Billing and con­
tracting is contextually based. It is important to get as much information as 
possible from clients up front in order to understand what they need, and 
to identify the required steps in the project. Start by estimating the number 
of hours needed to complete the project.
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COST AND LENGTH ESTIMATION
Many early career consultants create estimates by working backwards from 
an end date. This is not advisable because it does not produce an accurate 
assessment of the work required to complete a project. Try to utilize the 
information you have about what the project will entail, and use your best 
judgment based on past experience as to how long tasks will take. If you 
are heading into new territory, use your network of experts to get some es­
timates for specific tasks for which you are unfamiliar. Then add a cushion 
to account for delays that are not within your control (e.g., limited access 
to the client during a busy season). Finally, do not forget to add in your 
overhead costs of doing business, such as income taxes, insurance, unem­
ployment taxes, workers’ compensation, vacation time, professional ser­
vices (e.g., lawyers and accountants, office space, office equipment, utilities, 
furniture, computer hardware and software, printer, photocopier, Internet 
and phone service, project supplies, time to keep records for taxes and bill­
ing, time for preparation, and professional development). Additionally, if 
this is your full-time work, you will need to consider the amount of money 
you need to earn in about 120 billable working days per year. Even if you 
are only taking 2-3 weeks of vacation per year, you still will only be able to 
complete about 120 billable week days after accounting for holidays, ad­
ministrative and professional development/marketing days, and difficulties 
matching your availability with clients’ availability (Biech, 1998).

Many of these costs can be projected for the year, and then assigned to 
each project depending on the percentage of time you believe the project 
will take. Experts suggest that approximately 60% of what you bill should 
cover overhead costs, and the rest should go toward salaries and profit (if 
your business is fortunate enough to turn a profit).

Elaine Biech (1998) offers the "3x rule” to determine how much to bill 
clients. The idea is that in order to bring in enough money to cover over­
head, salaries, and generate a profit for the company, you will need to bill 
3x your salary.

Once you have estimated the number of hours you think it will take to 
complete the project and any overhead costs, then ask yourself these five 
questions:

1. Does this price look reasonable on its face?
2. Is the client likely to pay this much?
3. Is this price close to competitors’ prices?
4. How much do I/we want the contract?
5. Would it be useful for me/us to do this project regardless of earnings?
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If your time line or price does not appear to be consistent with what the 
client is looking for, then you may need to reconsider the project scope 
(smaller scope = quicker delivery) and staffing (more people = quicker de­
livery) (Staggs and Shewe, 2004).

SETTING A PRICING STRATEGY
There are quite a few different ways you can choose to bill clients for your 
work. We will outline the advantages and disadvantages of several of the 
more common pricing strategies below.

Hourly Rates

Charging hourly is simple and safe. You get paid for your time. If the proj­
ect takes longer than expected, your rate does not change. This is advanta­
geous for small projects or projects that require you to work with clients 
directly because there is transparency. The client sees you doing the work 
and knows what they are paying for. If you are doing discreet tasks such as 
conducting trainings, interviews, or focus groups, at first glance charging 
hourly makes sense. However, you still need to build into your hourly rate 
the preparation time as well as overhead costs. While almost all the key 
informants for this study estimated the amount of time tasks would take 
when creating their proposals, and some calculated hourly rates they were 
hoping to earn, few consultants to nonprofits recommend charging clients 
hourly. When tasks take longer than either the client or you expect they 
should take, it can be difficult to keep clients happy and wanting to work 
with you again in the future. Nonprofit clients may also cake umbrage with 
what they see as an exorbitant hourly rate when they do not consider your 
overhead costs or taxes, and assume the dollar value is equivalent to your 
earnings. When comparing their own salary to what looks like an inflated 
number, this can create resentment or reduce the likelihood of them hiring 
you. Also, for a consultant who is just starting out, it may be difficult to 
obtain a high hourly race. When determining fees for her clients, the owner 
of an S corporation and a veteran consultant calculates an hourly rate of 
$135 for her services, $85 for Masters-level staff, and $50 for support staff.

Daily Rates

Charging daily rates is similar to the hourly rate in that you are guaranteed 
to be paid for your time. However, there is a little more wiggle room. You 
can determine how many hours a day that you actually work, and this will
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not change the rate. Thus, if the project is taking longer than expected, you 
can absorb some of the overruns along with the client. In addition, there is 
more incentive to get your work done quickly and efficiently as the time you 
save within a day is yours, and will not reduce your bottom line for the day.

When calculating daily fees as opposed to hourly fees, Bermont (1997) 
suggests charging seven times your hourly fee as opposed to eight. This 
gives the client one hour free, and guarantees you more hours of work. The 
most highly esteemed, experienced, and published consultants in the field 
charge up to $5,000 per day, which includes all expenses, including national 
or international travel. This type of rate gives you an idea of the potential 
and need in the field, although most consultants working with nonprofits 
do not earn this level of income.

Fixed Project Price

Most consulting projects will involve many tasks and more than one de­
liverable. Providing one fixed price for che entire project may be tempting 
because it provides you with an incentive to complete the project in a timely 
manner and allows for flexibility.

However, Requests for Proposals (RFPs) often have specific dollar 
amounts attached to them, along with a list of specific tasks the client 
would like accomplished. Some consultants warn against responding to 
RFPs at all because the cost is usually based on the budget of the organiza­
tion or funder as opposed to the scope of the project. This inconsistency 
can create headaches. In addition, responding to RFPs is time consuming 
and can take a lot of work, and you often don’t know your chances of land­
ing the project. Furthermore, many consultants have had the experience of 
responding to an RFP only to find out later that the organization already 
knew the consultant they would hire before sending out the RFP, but sent 
it out to follow requirements of their board or their bylaws. Some have been 
on the other side when organizations have said they really wanted to hire 
them, but needed to put out a public RFP first so they could turn down a 
few bids. If you do choose to respond to RFPs, one challenge is to create a 
strong proposal without overextending yourself for the money available. 
You want to find out the price range prior to writing your proposal, even if 
it is not listed (i.e., you don’t want to write a proposal that costs $75,000 if 
only $25,000 is available). You can often do this by contacting the organiza­
tion that is putting out the RFP, and asking questions about the project. 
Understanding the context beyond the scope, cime line, and budget that 
might be outlined on paper is crucial to appropriate estimations of time, ex­
pertise, people, and other resources required to complete the task at hand.



Setting a Pricing Strategy I 95

Deliverable

Several consultants Interviewed said they prefer to use a set fee based on 
a detailed estimate of the amount of time and effort the project will take, 
as opposed to charging clients hourly. They recommend using an Excel 
spreadsheet to meticulously determine the costs and hours it will take to 
complete each task required for all aspects of the proposal. You can then 
provide the client with a summarized version with budget lines such as: 
“Instrument Development (x dollars).” Some consultants also find it help­
ful to provide information in the initial proposal about which sections of 
the proposal are flexible and which are not. When providing more detailed 
accounts of hours, clients are more likely to ask you to cut down on the 
length of time spent on specific tasks. This can lead to distrust or resent­
ment, or even harm the quality of the project.

You can choose co make your fees all inclusive, or to separate out the 
charges for your work and for other charges, such as travel expenses, special 
services (e.g., food at events, translations, data entry, transcriptions, etc.) or 
materials (e.g., copies of surveys, reports, transcripts, data files, etc.). It may 
be helpful to separate the charges, so you can become better at estimating 
the actual expenses for each area, and from the client’s perspective, they get 
a better idea of what services their dollars are covering.

TIP

Tip 1 for Negotiating Your Fee: When dealing with a client, Geoffrey 
Bellman, author of The Consultant’s Calling, suggests using the state­
ment, "I want x dollars a day for my services,” as opposed to, "My 
fee is. . . .” This approach creates a starting point, which then al­
lows for negotiation. But also try not to take the price negotiations 
personally. Your personal worth should not be on the line with every 
negotiation. Rather than determining your worth, you are determin­
ing what clients are willing to pay for your services at this point in 
time, taking into account a myriad of factors.

Once you have estimated your costs involved in completing a project, 
then you need to determine whether the project is worth x dollars to the cli­
ent. If your estimated costs and your estimate of the project worth to the cli­
ent are similar, you can comfortably move forward on the project. However, 
if you determine the worth to the client is higher than the amount you 
estimated based upon the number of hours you think it will take, then you 
can charge what it is worth to the client (in this case, the higher price). On
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the other hand, if the expected hourly costs will outweigh the benefit to the 
client, you may need to: (1) Work at a fraction of your break-even hourly 
rate, otherwise known as “buying the business.” If you are a new consultant, 
this can help you build your experience and reputation, thereby earning a 
glowing reference for the future. However, you risk having to justify your 
new rates when you want to be adequately paid for your services, when 
this client and others may want the same great rate for the next project. 
(2) Explain to the client that you cannot do the project as budgeted and 
still make it cost effective. Then suggest either coming up with an altered 
project to meet their needs, or providing a reference of another consultant 
who may be more appropriate to carry ouc the project they are looking for.

Several informants emphasized that you do not need to reduce the num­
ber of hours you were planning to spend on any tasks to fit within the 
budget of the project, but rather, it is better to change the scope of what 
you are going to do for them. If you try to do the same job in less time, 
you’ll end up losing money, resenting the client, and struggling to meet 
your own quality standards.

TIP

Tip 2 for Negotiating Your Fee: Dale Rose recommends negotiating 
on the scope of the work to be done instead of the fees you charge. 
In other words, deliverables should be sold at fixed prices, and the 
price should be determined based on the value of the product to the 
client and the amount of time and effort involved on your end. Rose 
has found that clients prefer not to have hourly billing, and only 
resorts to this when his company is already engaged with the client 
(e.g., you may request additional services for the hourly rate of x).

Ninety percent of those surveyed and interviewed stated that they used 
some sort of sliding scale when charging their clients. Most often, this 
means taking into account the resources of the client. But sometimes the 
scale is dependent upon the type of organization with whom consultants 
contract. For example, some consultants charge less for schools than they 
do for businesses regardless of their resource availability. It is helpful to be 
clear and consistent with your pricing methods. Since many of your jobs 
will come from word-of-mouth referrals, your clients may share informa­
tion about what they paid you in the past. In order to maintain a fair and 
ethical practice (as well as image), you will want to be able to simply and 
quickly justify why you may give a particular nonprofit one rate and an­
other nonprofit a lower rate for a similar service.
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Some consultants have upper and lower limits of what they will charge. 
For example, as a graduate student and sole proprietor, Andrew White used 
a sliding scale, but kept his bottom limit above $25 an hour.

Elaine Biech (1999) argues that “pricing services too low is the biggest 
mistake that new consultants make” (pg. 43). Lower rates mean that you 
have to take on more projects to make ends meet (an overwhelming task 
for a newcomer). Taking on more projects also means you'll have less time 
to devote to any individual project or interacting with clients. She recom­
mends charging a price that will allow you to do the job with “superior 
quality.” Some consultants have also found that similar to other products 
and services, higher prices are equated with higher quality and lower prices 
are equated with lower quality. Very low prices may make you attractive to 
some clients, but may keep others away. For an example of a pricing work­
sheet and sample costs, see Appendix 7-1.

In addition, when negotiating fees you will want to avoid providing one 
price and then lowering that price to land the project. This implies that 
your first rate was padded and unnecessarily high. This will set a precedent 
for your negotiations with this client in the future (as well as potential 
clients referred by this client). Once you have established your credibility, 
either through great recommendations or based upon the initial meetings, 
then you are less likely to have potential clients try to talk you down in fees. 
Nonetheless, in the nonprofit arena, making exceptions based on available 
funds comes up much more chan in the for-profit or government worlds.

TIP

Tip for When to Talk About Money: During exploratory meetings 
when a potential client is feeling you out, wait until it seems like you 
will work together, or the client asks you to tell them your fee. Many 
prospective clients will not like the idea of paying you an hourly rate 
before they know whether or not they want your services. But cer­
tainly do not wait until you are putting the proposal or statement of 
work together to discuss your prices. You do not want to waste your 
clients’ or your own time if they cannot afford or are unwilling to 
invest in your services at the level you feel is appropriate or needed 
for your work.

TIMING OF PAYMENTS
In terms of the timing of the payments, often payment is spread out across 
the length of the project, but most informants explained that getting paid
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up front is both the most desirable and most difficult arrangement. With 
medium-sized contracts, Martha Henry requires one-third up front, one- 
third in the middle, and one-third at the completion of the project. With 
larger contracts, she requires monthly payments, or 75% up front. For small 
businesses, handling larger contracts can lead to a large tax burden if it 
comes at the end of the year, so it is best to negotiate a partial payment 
prior to year’s end, and then spread out the rest of the payments after the 
first of the year.

Do not hesitate to renegotiate payment triggers in the contract when the 
project expands in time and/or deliverables. As clients can become friends, 
there is a tendency towards informality. However, if you expect payment 
upon completion of the project and the project expands, then you are 
further delayed in payment. Thus, project delays can quickly eat into your 
cash reserves.

PROPOSALS AND CONTRACTS
Proposals

A proposal is a common step in competing for a project and/or determining 
the scope of a project. The proposal should include what tasks and deliv­
erables will be included in che project, roles and responsibilities to ensure 
tasks get done, a time line for completion of tasks and deliverables, and che 
costs or investment required to complete the project (monetary, manpower, 
time, materials, ecc.). Often, consultants choose to include a background or 
purpose statement that provides an overview of the organization and their 
needs for the project.

TIP

Tip for Keeping the Proposal and Contracting Process Moving For­
ward: Some consultants suggest including effective dates in propos­
als so you are not kept waiting for an inordinate amount of time to 
Hear back from a client. For example, you could insert a short clause 
stating the terms of this proposal are effective through July 1, 2010.

Writing Contracts

There are many good resources for deciding what to include in a consulting 
contract. However, a good contract is specific to the topic area and the proj­
ect to be completed. Ask colleagues for templates from which to build a con­
tract that is comfortable for you. There are two general types of contracts
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in common use. The first type of contract is the informal, “Memorandum 
of Understanding” (MOU), or “Memorandum of Agreement” (MOA). 
MOUs/MOAs are often stripped down versions of project proposals, and 
are usually prepared by the consultant. Jolley, Wituk, Gregory, Thomas, 
and Meissen describe using MOUs with local organizations (and include 
a sample MOU) in Chapter 12, “Capacity Building with Faith-Based and 
Community Organizations: Lessons Learned from the Compassion Kansas 
Initiative.” Peter Block (2001) provides a good description for the essential 
parts of this type of consulting contract. Block’s template includes nine 
sections:

1. The boundaries of the analysis
2. Objectives of the project
3. The type of information you seek
4. Your role in the project
5. The product(s) you will deliver
6. What support and involvement you need from the client
7. Time schedule and costs
8. Confidentiality
9. Provision for post-project feedback

The ocher type of contract is a formal, legalese-rype documenc. The for­
mal contracts are mosc often prepared for consultants or clients by a con­
tract lawyer. Often, clients will have standard contracts for all consultants 
or vendors chat they will want you to sign. While most of these contracts 
are built co create clear guidelines for your working agreement, they are 
also designed to meet the needs of the client first and foremost. Contracts 
that are created by lawyers are often long and difficult for non-lawyers to 
understand. You’ll want to check to see if there are any clauses that protect 
the client without protecting you. For instance, chere may be language that 
caps che amount of money paid in case of project overrun, regardless of the 
increased amount of time or costs co you. Data ownership is another issue 
to examine carefully in client contracts. Susan Staggs (2004) recommends 
trying to have clients sign your contract, and if they won’t, read theirs care­
fully before signing it. If you do not understand their contract, ask ques­
tions, and if you still feel uneasy, consult with a lawyer.

Additional Parts of Proposals and Contracts

Roles and responsibilities of consultant and consultee (clienc) need to be 
clearly established. Effective consultation requires that che clients and con­
sultants define their respective roles and responsibilities prior to beginning
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the project. The client should clearly articulate information priorities, fa­
cilitate the consultant’s access to information and personnel if needed, and 
be invested in the use of the consultant’s findings. In addition, issues such 
as ownership of data and/or intellectual property should be articulated in 
the contract. Andrea Solarz explained that for her projects, “They buy it, 
they own it.” If she wanted to publish from the data, she would write it 
into the contract

WORKING THROUGH INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARDS
When consultants put on their researcher hats for their clients and collect 
data, they need to consider proper ethical conduct with human subjects. 
When working on a federal research grant with a university or with an or­
ganization that has a review board, consultants will need to determine the 
process and guidelines for submitting their protocols to their Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) for approval. Under the federal guidelines, research 
is defined as a systematic investigation, including research development, 
testing, and evaluation, designed to develop or contribute to generalizable 
knowledge. Research that is used only for the purpose of improving an 
organization may not require review, unless it is designed to contribute to 
generalizable knowledge. Indicators of generalizable knowledge include, 
but are not limited to, the intent to extend conclusions beyond the program 
of interest or the intent to present or publish the information. Furcher, 
research that is organizational in nature, and does not involve data collec­
tion or information about individuals, may not require IRB review. You 
need to become familiar with IRB policies. Federal guidelines related to 
human subjects research can be found at the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services Office for Human Research Protections (http://www 
.hhs.gov/ohrp/).

Some social service agencies, such as departments of health and human 
services or child protective services, may have their own internal IRBs. 
Schools also sometimes have formal research review boards with particular 
guidelines related to consent processes and content, as well as research 
approval. If you are not affiliated with a university and the organization 
you are working with does not have a review board, formal institutional 
review is not required. However, if you wish to publish the work, some 
journals require studies to have undergone IRB approval. Independent 
IRBs do exist and reviews can be obtained through paying a fee. In any 
case, if IRB approval is required, you should be well aware of the processes, 
procedures, time lines, and fees (if any), as these factors will influence your 
consulting project.

http://www
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All key informants stated they utilize an informed consent process (i.e., 
assent or consent forms) for every project that involves collecting data from 
human participants. Consultants ensure their consent process is consis­
tent with the ethical guidelines of the professional associations to which 
they belong, such as the American Evaluation Association or the American 
Psychological Association. Examples of consent forms can be found on uni­
versity IRB Web sites. Participants need to be informed about the purpose of 
the study, risks and benefits, and how the data will be used. When possible, 
individual records are held in confidence, and reports only provide infor­
mation in the aggregate. In addition, confidential records are archived in a 
safe and secure manner (i.e., locked file cabinets, password protected files), 
de-identified when possible, kept for 3 years, and then destroyed (e.g., shred­
ded). However, if the data does not contain any identifying information, it 
can be kept indefinitely. Other regulations that may need to be considered 
include the privacy and record-keeping guidelines outlined in the Health 
Insurance Portability and Accountability Acc of 1996 (HIPAA), a federal law 
that protects the privacy of patients’ health care records, and the Family 
Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) (20 U.S.C. § 1232g; 34 CFR 
Part 99), a federal law that protects the privacy of student education records.

Some universities also offer their IRB services to private companies, but 
costs and time lags are often prohibitive. Furthermore, businesses typically 
take a stance thac is different from government or educational institutions. 
Their perspective leads them to focus more on gaining useful information 
rather than protecting the rights of individuals. See these IRB Web sites for 
more information on the topic: Western Institutional Review Board (WIRB) 
http://www.wirb.com/; Shulman Associates IRB http://www.sairb.com/; 
a guidebook from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services is 
also available online at http://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/irb/irb_guidebook.htm.

Most informants explained that they often do not utilize review boards 
unless required. Reasons for this included excessive time added to the proj­
ect and the high cost of non-university review board companies. Several 
informants stated they tried using state IRBs, but found that it took too 
long. A few even mentioned using private companies, but found this to be 
very costly. If the end goal of the consulting project is to serve the client’s 
needs, rather than to create generalizable knowledge, use of an IRB is not 
needed, but of course, you must still treat participants ethically.

GETTING PAID
Make every attempt to track all of your time on each task. This helps keep 
you focused, ensures that all non-paid time is documented, and will help

http://www.wirb.com/
http://www.sairb.com/
http://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/irb/irb_guidebook.htm
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you plan more accurately for future projects. Set up a system to keep track 
of invoices before you get busy with multiple projects. This system will also 
come in handy when it is time to report earnings for taxes. Developing a 
good and trusting working relationship is important in every phase of the 
consulting process. The billing process is no exception. While it is natural 
to assume that you won’t have a problem getting paid each time you sign a 
contract, delays in payment are common. While it is rare that clients refuse 
to pay for services rendered, funding problems and related delays are com­
mon in the nonprofit, educational, and government sectors. As an employee 
of a company, you can complain to your union or your state labor depart­
ment if you do not get paid on time, and businesses are wary of heavy fines 
and bad morale among employees. However, as a self-employed consultant, 
there is no governmental agency that will help you get paid. Therefore, you 
need to be proactive and act as though your livelihood depends on getting 
paid for your work, because it does.

Make sure to send your bill immediately. Just as it is frustrating not to 
get paid in a timely manner, it can be troublesome for clients not to receive 

) invoices when they are expected. Clients may procure (set aside) money 
ahead of time to make sure the money is there when they need it. However, 
procurements often have time frames, and can cause difficulties for your 
client if they are not closed out on time. For example, some budgeted ac­
counts are frozen at the end of each fiscal year for accounting purposes, or 
for the purpose of determining how much money needs to be budgeted for 
the following year. In addition, the value of your work may be very clear a 
few weeks after the project is completed, but this apparent value may not 
be as clear several months later when there are other more pressing issues 
being dealt with. Thus, it is good practice to send invoices out as soon as 
you complete the task, provide the deliverable, or reach che agreed-upon 
point in the project when the next payment is due. Furthermore, many 
larger agencies, including the federal government, wait 30 days between the 
date they receive the invoice and the date they cut the check. So, if you wait 
a few weeks before sending the bill, it could be 45 or 60 days between when 
you complete the work and when you receive the check.

Remember that it is a lot harder to withhold payment from a person that 
you know as opposed to a company thac sends letters. Therefore, calling cli­
ents usually works better than sending additional invoices. If you have con­
tracted with a large institution or company, you may have to first contact 
someone in the accounts payable or purchasing department. But do not 
hesitate to let the person you contracted with know of the problem. If this 
doesn’t work, www.nolo.com recommends speaking to management, or 
even the president of the institution or company. If you are not successful

http://www.nolo.com
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with phone calls, make an appointment to personally visit whoever is in 
charge of paying you.

TIP

Tip for Tracking Time Spent on a Task: Use timesheets for yourself 
and any employees you have. Your client(s) may want to know how 
much time you spent on various tasks. This information is also valu­
able to you so you can do a better job of estimating how much it 
costs to accomplish tasks for your next project.

TIP

Tip for Appreciating the Importance of Context: A common pit- 
fall of the novice consultant is the tendency to stick with what has 
worked in the past. Try not to overuse pet solutions. Even if strate­
gies have worked in the recent past, treat each project as something 
novel, and derive plans based on their unique situation, not on the 
skills you are confident in.

STAYING IN BUSINESS

Once you’ve got your business up and running, and you are busy, keep two 
things in mind. First and foremost, make sure you do an excellent job and 
provide top-notch service for your clients. This will likely make them satis­
fied with your work, seek your services in the future, and recommend you 
to colleagues. You will have pride in your work and feel comfortable taking 
on new and exciting projects. Second, don’t forget to continue to build your 
network and market your skills. Staying in business requires chat you have 
a continuous flow of clients.

CONCLUSION
In this chapter, we have identified several decisions and skills that are re­
quired as you contemplate which projects to engage in, set a pricing strat­
egy, develop proposals, and navigate getting paid. Many of these initial 
decisions and planning skills will evolve as you gain more experience, yet 
each project will require you to think through the entire process up front 
in order to make the most appropriate plans for the projecc. It is important 
to keep crack of your time on various types of tasks throughout the project 
so you can improve your efficiency, have accurate expectations of the work 
required to do a high quality job, and achieve your financial goals.
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APPENDIX 7-1 Sample Billable Cost Estimates for a 
Consulting Project

Budget Assumptions:

1. Consultant time will be estimated at $150/hr. Billable time includes 
meeting preparation, meetings, planning sessions, workshop time, 
presentations, data analysis, report writing, and travel time. Billable 
time does not include background reading on content or methodol- 
ogy to prepare for the project, or any time associated with completing 
the project proposal, scope of work, or contract.

2. Administrative support time will be billed at $40/hr for data entry. 
All other support time (e.g., brief phone calls, email correspondence, 
mailings, billing, etc.) will not be billable.

3. In-town travel and any office equipment or supplies, or business- 
related expenses (e.g., insurance, taxes, professional development) are 
not billable.

Task Hours Fee
Billable

Expenses
Total

Billable Fee

1. Meetings with primary contact 
and organization leadership to 
determine scope of project and 
create agreement.

4

2. Project planning/strategy 
sessions (two)

4 $600 $600

3. Literature review and information 
gathering specific to the project 
(post contract)

6 $900 $900

4. Design or find data collection tools 
(two meetings and research time)

10 $1,500 $1,500

5. Collect data (e.g., observations, 
focus groups, interviews, archival 
research, etc.)

15 $2,250 $300 $2,550

6. Data entry (support staff) 10 $400 $400

7. Preliminary data analysis and 
summary, and draft report

20 $3,000 $3,000

8. Review results with client, 
conduct additional analyses, and 
revise report as necessary

10 $1,500 $1,500

9. Produce 10 copies of report 
(support staff)

2 $80 $100 $180

10. Present report to executive 
administrators or board of directors

4 $600 $600

Totals 85 $10,830 $400 $11,230



Chapter

A Client-Centered. 
Approach to Winning 
and Losing New Business: 
What to Do If You Get the 
Project (And What to Do If 
You Don't)

Dale S. Rose and Elna Moore Hall

INTRODUCTION
For any consultant, winning a new project is a reason to celebrace; it is often 
the culmination of a great deal of hard work, time investment, and creative 
thought. It is an opportunity to do the work you have trained and prepared 
to do, and ideally, to be well compensated for doing so. Clearly, getting new 
business is a goal of your networking and marketing efforts, and the start 
to building a profitable business. For the new consultant, however, your 
reaction to winning project work can be a mixture of elation, uncertainty, 
and utter panic. What had seemed like a far off goal is now achieved, and 
you are faced with a critical decision: What do I do next?

For new consultants, a natural first reaction is to dive headfirst into 
the work, but this is not necessarily the best course of action at this stage 
of the project. Building a successful consulting practice involves more chan 
the delivery of good technical work. It simultaneously requires cultivating 
solid partnerships with clients, and building their trusc in you. This phase
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of the project cycle—the time period between winning the deal and starting 
the work—is the ideal phase to invest heavily in solidifying the client-con­
sultant relationship, and this should begin before the actual work gets 
started. A strong relationship is likely to produce a steady book of business 
from that client organization over the long term.

This chapter will focus on common challenges faced at this stage of the 
project cycle, with a priority placed on strengthening the client relationship, 
and making decisions that balance short-term needs with the long-term 
vision for the consultant’s practice. We will explain that how you present 
yourself as a client-focused consultant at this early phase sets the tone for 
this and future projects going forward. If you have won the opportunity to 
work with a client organization, this phase sets key expectations for how 
you will do the work, the type of partnership you will create, and whether 
each of you can ultimately view the completed project as a success.

We asserc that there is a critical step—contracting—that must occur be­
fore project work begins in order to ensure its success. This step will be 
outlined in detail. We will also provide action plans for those difficult situ­
ations where winning a new project may not turn out to be a clear-cut vic­
tory for the consultant. In fact, not all wins are desirable for the long-term 
strategy of your business, and not all losses are detrimental. Alignment of 
your project work with your vision for your consulting practice should be 
a foremost consideration.

Finally, we will propose a strategy for turning a lost deal into an op­
portunity to maintain and cultivate that client relationship for possible 
future work. The new consultant who is turned down for a project may 
struggle with not knowing how to proceed after the loss. Not only is it 
disappointing to be turned down, but the pressures of cash flow and daily 
operations management can amplify that feeling of concern. Your initial 
reaction may be to withdraw from that client relationship in awkwardness 
or embarrassment, and to critique your proposal and sales efforts for pos­
sible shortcomings. It is important to consider winning or losing project 
work in the context of a much broader relationship with that prospective 
client organization, however, and to handle that win or loss accordingly. 
In fact, the consultant’s response to winning or losing a project is a pivotal 
point in the life cycle of the client relationship that has the power to define 
it for the future.

The principles in this chapter hold true regardless of the size of the 
project or client organization. Realistically, all consultants will face both 
wins and losses in the pursuit of client work, so it is important to navigate 
each interaction artfully. The themes presented here borrow from an im­
portant business management process known as “Customer Relationship
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Management,” or CRM. CRM is a process that allows an individual or 
firm to remain highly connected to the interests, concerns, and purchase 
habits of their current or prospective customers. The information cap­
tured through the CRM process can be easily analyzed to create solutions 
to directly target those customers’ needs. Many authors (cf. Dyche, 2001; 
Freeland, 2002) have described the CRM process in exhaustive detail, and 
it may be useful for the new consultant to review more literature specific 
to this topic. Our approach builds on CRM’s basic concepts, but is tailored 
specifically to professional consulting services. While typical CRM methods 
tend to be software-dependent sales tools, our method simply builds on 
its generalized people-oriented approach to achieving authentic win-win 
relationships between clients and consultants.

CLIENT-CENTERED CONSULTING
Building a successful consulting business requires, among other skills dis­
cussed in this book, seeing every interaction with your client organization 
as an opportunity to enhance or deteriorate the quality of your relationship 
with them. While many people begin consulting because they are techni­
cally proficient in their specialty, technical skills alone are not enough to 
sustain a successful consulting business over time.

If you plan to grow a business, rather than simply operating as a hired 
gun, then projects are not a series of unrelated events, but rather milestones 
on a continuum of a long-term partnership. Successful consulting busi­
nesses operate from the premise that winning or losing a particular project 
is just a temporary state in the ongoing consultant-client relationship. 
Hence, the best consultants work on building and maintaining relation­
ships, regardless of whether they get a particular deal. Often, clients will go 
months or years between projects, but if you maintain the relationship and 
continue to be a resource for your clients, when they do have work in your 
specialty you will be the obvious choice.

As Figure 8-1 illustrates, managing client relationships is something that 
should be considered at all phases of a consulting engagement. It is tempt­
ing to focus on relationship maintenance only during the phases before or 
after the project work is done. Many consultants are very active “network- 
ers” and spend considerable time relationship building during the first few 
stages of the time line in Figure 8-1.

When a project is completed, consultants may re-engage in attending to 
the client relationship by conducting debriefing meetings, sending thank 
you cards, and other similarly focused activities. While this is important, the 
client-centered consultant understands that attending to the relationship
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Figure 8-1 Managing consultant-client relationships at each phase of che consulting 
engagement.

is just as critical during che actual project delivery. Your clients will not 
remember how friendly you were at the cocktail party where they first got 
your business card nearly as much as they will remember how well you 
supported them and helped them to stay on task during the project. Focus 
on how to succeed by bringing a client-centered approach to che “win/ 
lose” phase of this continuum. An engaging client relationship will almost 
certainly lead to future project work.

THE CLIENT-CENTERED RESPONSE TO WINNING 
THE PROJECT
If your hard work and dedication have resulced in getting hired for project 
work, it is a cause for celebration. Winning projects is a major milestone 
for a new business, and on a personal level, it validates that you can instill 
confidence and potentially add value to a client organization. Celebrating 
your win is important. Building a business, consulting or otherwise, re­
quires endurance, and you need to celebrate these moments of success to 
energize and motivate you during periods of difficulty. If you work with 
a team of support professionals, include them in your celebration—their 
motivation and enthusiasm is just as necessary as yours. Even a symbolic 
action like framing the email from the client organization, or a simple
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champagne coast is something your whole team can look back upon with 
pride. We actually have a bell in our office that we ring when we receive a 
signed contract so the whole company knows every time we win a new deal.

When celebrating is done, it is time to plan the project, not to start the 
work. Seasoned consultants learn that even with the best-researched and 
best-written proposal, at this point you do not know everything you need to 
know about the problem situation or the client organization. In the selling 
phase, the client had to keep you at a certain distance and maintain for­
mality. Now you are “on the team,” and your client’s disclosure to you can 
and should be different. Invariably, once you gain this entry, you will learn 
much more about the presenting situation, and it will no doubt influence 
how you will approach the work. There are many reasons why “jumping 
right in” to project work at the beginning of the relationship is ill-advised. 
Four of these reasons are outlined below:

• The consultant cannot presume that all of the project objectives are 
clear and have been discussed. For instance, what may appear to be 
a simple employee survey project may be intended to set in place 
broader changes in the organization chat have not been previously 
discussed wich the consultant. You need to be keenly aware of these 
broader objectives.

• The consultant and client roles during che project may not yet be 
clearly defined. It is important to keep in mind that you are a full 
partner with the client, not a subordinate, and you must negotiate 
with your client how that partnership will work.

• Time and dialogue are required to create che climace of openness 
and full disclosure that will help the consultant throughout the 
project. The client organization has shown confidence in you by 
hiring you for che work, but you are still a newcomer, and you must 
demonstrate that you are a trustworthy confidante.

• The consultant needs to be aware of concerns or fears the client has 
about the project. Depending on the nacure of the work to be done, 
your client contacc may have concerns about how che results of che 
study will affect their own job or their repucation, or whether your 
involvement in their organization reflects poorly on them (i.e., by 
completing a project they could not). If these concerns are noc ad­
dressed before starting the work, you will face resistance from your 
client chat you will not fully understand.

Consultants often project their own enchusiasm onco their clients and 
assume chat the client shares their motivation co do the work. In fact, this 
is often not the case. Keep in mind that alchough you are being given an
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opportunity to demonstrate your expertise, your client is there because his 
or her organization has a problem it cannot solve independently—because 
they lack some specific skill or expertise. That deficit may or may not be 
a source of sensitivity for the client. Your client may share your interest 
in getting the project done, but the reasons behind it are likely quite dif­
ferent from yours. A consultant needs to clearly understand the client’s 
motivation.

Start by engaging in an honest self-assessment of your own expectations 
and desires about the project. Ask yourself some cricical questions about 
how you intend to work with your client, including the following:

1. Besides delivering strong technical work, do you have other goals you 
would like to accomplish during this project (i.e., broadening your ex­
pertise in a new area, building exposure within a client organization’s 
industry, getting exposure to a specific leader in the organization, 
securing a solid clienc reference, etc.)?

2. Will you work on this project exclusively, or will you be engaged in
I other clients’ projects concurrently?

3. Will you limit your involvement to the work listed on the proposal, or 
are you open to expanding che project scope if the client requests it?

4. Do you expect access to certain organizational leaders or experts, or 
invitations to key meetings and events in order to accomplish your 
work?

5. Do you plan to work on site at the client organization, or bring the 
work back to your office?

6. How will you define success for this project, and what is its end point 
(i.e., how do you know when you’re done)?

Once you have clarified your own goals and assumptions, you must 
align them with the goals and assumptions of your client. This process of 
setting expectations, clarifying roles and responsibilities, and addressing 
any outstanding concerns before the start of project work is called con­
tracting, and it is a pivotal trust-building exercise between consultant and 
client chat cannot be overlooked in a successful partnership. Contracting is 
often thought of in legal terms, but in this context, the process goes beyond 
simple legal implications. Peter Block (1981) has described this phase of the 
client relationship extensively. In his view, contracting does not imply an 
obligation in the formal and legal sense, but refers to the act of: 1) creating 
shared expectations, and 2) documenting those shared expectations as an 
agreement. This document should be as detailed as is necessary co provide 
clarity to both the consultant and the client organization about how the



The Client-Centered Response to Winning the Project I 111

work will be done, and ic should serve as a self-contained roadmap for the 
remainder of the project. If done well, this agreement will also cement your 
client’s role as your sponsor within the organization, which is likewise criti­
cal to your project’s success.

As a client-centered consultant, you will attend to two objectives dur­
ing the contracting stage: 1) gaining mutual agreement from the client 
about how the work will be done, and 2) continuing to build your client’s 
reliance on you as a trusted advisor. Ed Schein, originator of the Process 
Consultation model of consulting (Schein, 1988), explains that these first 
few meetings with the client organization are in fact the beginning of the 
intervention, as you are already gathering diagnostic information about 
their organization’s culture. You are also shaping how the client perceives 
you and your ability to address these challenges.

Your contracting meeting should include your project’s sponsor, and this 
person may not necessarily be the same as your day-to-day client contact 
within the organization; if not, both people should attend. Ideally, other 
key individuals can attend the contracting meeting, particularly those who 
have the power to influence the outcome of your project and/or those 
whose active participation will be critical to its success. The meeting will 
serve as a valuable opportunity to learn more about how your client orga­
nization works. During this meeting, you will be able to judge the client 
organization’s “degree of openness, spirit of inquiry, and authenticity of 
communication” (Schein, 1988).

After the contracting meeting(s), prepare an agreement that documents 
all decisions and commitments discussed. Generally, your agreement with 
the client should clarify:

• The client contact (the person who monitors your daily operations)
• The sponsor (the person who controls your funding)
• All project objectives to be accomplished
• The time line for all project phases, and estimated timing for deliv­

ery of final results
• The consultant’s resource needs (i.e., access to data, people, meet­

ings and activities, etc.)
• Communication between the client and consultant (how and when)
• A communication plan for the rest of the organization about the 

project (if appropriate)
• The billing model for the consultant’s work (though it is assumed 

that the overall project cost has already been agreed upon)
• A method for handling out-of-scope requests
• Contents of the final work product/deliverables
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There is no “standard” length ro a contracting agreement. Their length 
and format vary, based on the type of client organization and scale of 
the project being conducted. We have seen effective agreements ranging 
from a clearly written 1-page email to a 65-page document. A good rule of 
thumb is to be concise but also comprehensive, and from that framework 
the consultant can determine the necessary length. Over time, however, if 
you find that you are conducting many projects of similar type and scale, 
you may choose to develop a contracting template that can be moderately 
customized for each client organization.

The contracting process will also allow you an opportunity to surface 
and address any inaccurate perceptions the client may have developed dur­
ing the proposal process. Make sure that you have not been miscast as 
being an expert in an area where you are not. Lack of experience does not 
preclude you from taking on the work, but the client should have an ac­
curate perception of your ability. Your client should also have a realistic 
perception of what your consulting approach will offer or solve. A well- 
designed job-training program, for example, can result in better informed 
employees, but it may not guarantee that all employees will become betcer, 
more motivated performers on the job. As an external consultant, you can 
generate tremendous results for your client organization, but it is unlikely 
that you will single-handedly rescue it from its various woes. Setting fair 
expectations for your involvement is key.

The contracting process also provides a window for the consultant to 
surface other non-project-related expectations that the client may bring 
to the partnership, so they do not derail the work later on. For example, 
many clients hope to have the consultant available as an external confi­
dante, and intend to use the project as an opportunity to request informal 
feedback on their own effectiveness and professional reputation. The client 
may also ask the consultant for ad hoc opinions of their subordinates, or 
to mediate conflicts within the organization. These may or may not be 
appropriate expansions of the client relationship, and as a consultant you 
must measure whether these will lead to individual and organizational 
client relationships that are of benefit to you.

Some of these client expectations can be particularly challenging, and 
may test your comfort zone as a professional. For example, you will want 
to determine whether the client organization is hoping for legitimate, 
rigorous analysis, or simply a rubber stamp on decisions the organiza­
tion has already made. You also want to know what will be done with 
the work product you provide to the client, and whether the data will 
be used for more than one purpose. We were once asked by a large client
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organization to create a performance review system that required man­
agers to rank employees’ performance into one of three categories: low, 
acceptable, and superior. At the end of the project, we found out that this 
ranking system would be used to justify layoffs of hundreds of employees, 
many of whom had not previously received negative performance reviews. 
Despite our objections, however, it was too late to stop that process from 
moving forward. It is always valuable to ask ahead of time how your work 
will eventually be used. If the response makes you uncomfortable, you 
have every right to respectfully decline to participate. All project work 
that you accept should make a positive contribution to the reputation 
of your business.

Your attention and sensitivity to these issues, as well as your candor in 
discussing them with your client, will do a great deal toward increasing 
your client’s confidence in you. It demonstrates your integrity, that you are 
organized and strategic in your planning, and allows che client to have the 
comfort of knowing exactly what to expect over the course of the project 
work. Likewise, the dialogue will leave you with a much better understand­
ing of the client organization you are preparing to support.

The amount of time needed to reach a solid contracting agreement will 
also vary widely from project to project, given not only the discussion time 
needed with the client, but the added delays of scheduling availability, 
review of draft agreements, and internal consensus building that may be 
necessary. Consultants should build allowances for these delays into their 
project planning. Reaching agreement in a large governmental agency may 
require a much different contracting process than doing so with a small, 
community-based nonprofit, and as a result the timing would look much 
different. While we encourage you to aim for a period of days or weeks 
instead of weeks or months to reach an agreement, it is worth investing 
as much time as necessary to ensure that your project begins with clear 
expectations for all involved. A thorough contract, supported by a detailed 
discussion, will prevent countless obstacles during your project work, and 
will keep you well-aligned with your client.

SPECIAL CIRCUMSTANCES IN WINNING PROJECTS
In consulting, few bits of wisdom are truer than the words, “even the best 
laid plans will go awry.’’ This section addresses four special situations con­
sultants may face after winning a proposed project. As with other situations 
described in this chapter, the consultant’s response benefits from a long­
term perspective on the client-consultant relationship.
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Si tuation: You are offered a project that doesn ’tfit what you want to do, or the 
kind ofwork you are best suited to do.
One of the hardest decisions in the business of consulting is deciding which 
projects to accept and which ones to pass on to someone else. Even the 
biggest consulting firms make this choice, and it comes down to two basic 
considerations: 1) How well does the work fit with your core skills? 2) Can 
you afford financially to pass on the project? Both of these considerations 
are on a continuum, and Figure 8-2 can provide a framework for thinking 
about these issues when examining the viability of a project.

While most consultants early in the life of their business will tend to feel 
the pressure of cash flow issues first, a mutually critical point to consider 
is che extent to which the work fits with your skills and interests. What do 
you do best, and what type of work do you want to continue to do?

If you cannot imagine turning down business, you might consider mak­
ing all of the boxes in this diagram “Yes,” but doing so is ill-advised. Many 
inexperienced consultants take this approach by accepting every project 
they can; often, this choice is grounded in real concerns about cash flow 
because, at the start of their consulting careers, they may find themselves 
cash-strapped. Ironically, saying "no” to projects that do not fit your mis­
sion will likely generate more cash flow in the long run, because it will give 
you time to say "yes” to other work that will build a reputation certain to 
generate referrals.

If you still can't believe that it could be a good idea to turn down busi­
ness, two examples may be helpful. Early in our career, when cash flow was 
a concern, we accepted a project evaluating a program for a small nonprofit 
that specialized in arts-based education. The project was sponsored by the 
organization’s development director, whose primary concern was fundrais­
ing. She had secured a sizable sum from the client organization’s biggest 
funder to “prove” the effectiveness of their program. Though we tried to 
involve the executive director to introduce the idea that the evaluation 
would also be a useful self-study for ongoing program improvement, she 
did not make herself available to discuss it. The study came to us in August 
with school starting in September, so we felt tremendous pressure to work 
quickly. Our study found no significant improvements in those students, 
and as a result, our client was furious—we had actually provided strong, 
scientifically credible evidence that their program wasn’t any more effective 
than a typical curriculum! As it turned out, the development director was 
more interested in getting marketing material to secure more funding than 
trying to objectively understand and improve their program (which could 
have naturally led to more funding). The director of development and the 
executive director were so upset at the results, they actually hired another
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What we do best

Can do, 
but not a strength

Subcontractors
required

Low High Urgent

Yes! Yes! Yes!

No! Maybe Yes!

No! Maybe Maybe

Figure 8-2 Balancing cash needs with skills fit when considering which consulting 
projects to accept.

consultant to write a brief stating that the results of our study (a random­
ized controlled experiment with over 600 students!) could be interpreted 
many different ways. Though we never worked with that client organization 
again, it served as an important early lesson about verifying shared expecta­
tions. Fortunately, we received consistent feedback that those who heard 
about the incident understood the high quality of the study, and felt that 
it illustrated our integrity more than anything. We would have had a much 
better chance of success wich the client relationship if we had invested the 
time up front with both the sponsor and the executive director to clarify 
their expectations about the possible outcomes.

In another example, a consultant just starting his business (with cash 
flow concerns) was offered and eagerly accepted a project running statisti­
cal analyses for the human resources department at a large retail industry 
corporation. He was good with statistics and could do the work at a very 
high quality, so this became a fine—and safe—way co stay profitable. Sure 
enough, this led to many referrals and he soon found himself doing almost 
nothing but statistics for client organizations. After a while, short-term 
cash was less “urgent,” and he began to realize that he had built a company 
with a reputation for number crunching, but he was noc known for what 
he cared about most (leadership and organization development). It took
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almost 6 years of diligent effort for him to “undo” that reputation and start 
doing more of the work that he truly loves.

The best way to decide whether or not to accept a project is to ask the 
question, “Do I want more projects like this one?” The most common way 
consultants generate new work is by referral, so the projects you take today 
will beget you similar projects tomorrow.

Situation: You get a project that is too largefor you to do on your own. 
First-time consultants often start as a one-person firm, which can pose 
some challenges when it comes to winning larger projects. Often, one- 
person firms pursuing larger projects will cobble together a group of like- 
minded professionals, and rely on an existing client relationship to secure 
a larger than usual project. Perhaps the project is out of scope for you 
personally because of the volume of work in relation to the time frame for 
doing it, the range of locations where the work will be done, or because 
it requires multiple skill sets, only some of which you possess. In all of 
these circumstances, you must keep in mind that as far as your client is 
concerned, each subcontractor represents your firm, and their actions 
have a direct impact on your relationship with the client organization. If a 
subcontractor slips up, you have slipped up, and it is your client relation­
ship that suffers.

When choosing how to involve subcontractors, make sure the main 
points of contact for the client relationship are always clearly in your hands. 
If you find that the core objective of the project is in a skill area outside 
of your expertise, you should consider passing on the project to the sub­
contractor whose skill is most in need. For example, if the project involves 
building an interactive Web site where you need to provide one section of 
the content but you will hire a programmer to create the Web site, you may 
not be the best point person for the project. Perhaps your client would be 
better served by allowing the programmer to run the project, and subcon­
tract out to you for content. Your client will be grateful to you for recom­
mending a high quality programmer, and your relationship will strengthen 
because they will see that you are interested in the client’s well-being, not 
just in securing a large project. Good faith efforts, such as referring projects 
beyond your area of expertise, help your client see that you are genuinely 
interested in their well-being.

Using colleagues as subcontractors is tempting, but can be a risky way 
to deliver larger projects. Clients want a consultant they can trust who is 
focused on adding value through their services. When a consultant patches 
together a group of other professionals for large-scale work, it can make 
the client nervous to think that a loose collection of individuals, each with
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their own agenda, will be working on the project. The client trusts you, but 
they do not want to be in a situation where a long series of subcontractors 
is pointing at each other saying, “it was their responsibility to do that.” Not 
unlike home construction, you may be able to act as a “general contractor” 
of sorts and pull together the efforts of others, but keep in mind that the 
buck stops with you. You need to have control of the project, and take 
absolute responsibility for every action taken. If, due to the nature of the 
project, you cannot guarantee to your client that you will take full respon­
sibility, you risk jeopardizing the long-term relationship by pursuing the 
project. Effective contracting with the client becomes even more critical in 
these situations.

In our experience, the most effective way to use subcontractors is to 
build a small network of trusted and reliable colleagues that you work with 
regularly so you can assure clients (and yourself) that these professionals 
will do work you can stand behind personally. By working with the same 
individuals, you can also list each other on your Web sites as “affiliates,” 
which adds to your credibility. No matter how often you have worked with 
a colleague, you still need to be the primary contact point for the client so 
thac your management role is clear. Many friendships among colleagues 
and client-consultant relationships have been lost due to poor role clarity 
in these situations.

Situation: Immediately after you get a project, your sponsor leaves.
It is surprisingly common to have your primary client contact and/or proj­
ect sponsor leave the organization or take on new roles within it during the 
course of your project. The project-oriented consultant sees this moment 
as a complete disaster. Often, the new person assigned to monitor your 
project will revise or reinterpret its parameters. In the worst case, you may 
find the new sponsor was against your project while you were proposing 
it. The client-centered consultant, however, sees these circumstances as 
pregnant with opportunity.

The client-centered consultant has built a solid relationship with the 
organization, not just with one individual. In nonprofit organizations, 
this often means making sure that the executive director is, at the very 
least, aware of your work, if not actively involved in contracting. Having 
established a clear and effective working relationship with the executive 
director, you can use the departure of your sponsor to influence the deci­
sion about who the new sponsor will be to assure a smooch transition. Also, 
because you have built solid relationships within this organization, you will 
undoubtedly make sure that you have exchanged contact information wich 
the outgoing sponsor. It may be years before a new project comes up in the
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new organization, but hopefully this person will continue to use you as a 
resource and as a source of advice in their new position.

As for the immediate project at hand, the possibility of losing your spon­
sor highlights the importance of clear contracting, as discussed earlier in 
this chapter. When a project contract is clear and assumptions about che 
work are written rather than “unspoken,” the new sponsor is likely to for­
mulate realistic expectations. The contract will provide a clear guide along 
with a time line and expected deliverables. Approach this transition period 
by empathizing with the new sponsor, who is likely overwhelmed with new 
and unexpected responsibilities. Set aside the time to meet with the new 
sponsor, and listen openly to his or her concerns, thoughts, and expecta­
tions. While the temptation may be to tell the new sponsor what the project 
“should be,” the client-centered consultant approaches these meetings as an 
important opportunity to understand the new sponsor’s concerns, and to 
build a new relationship within the organization. As much as you may want 
to start the project right away and not miss any milestones on your time 

. line, you need to allow the new sponsor to feel complete ownership for the 
project, and you need to be open to the possibility that he or she may want 
to change some things. If your focus is on the long-term relationship, then 
you will see that it is critical for che new sponsor to value the project. You 
should feel a strong sense of urgency to explore the impact of this transition 
on your relationship (and, as a by-product, your project). Changing project 
sponsorship is a critical incident in any client-consultant relationship, and 
this situation requires a timely response, preferably in person. For those 
procrastinators among us, meeting with this client is far more important 
than organizing your messy desk or cleaning up project files for recently 
completed work!

Situation: You are offered a good project butfor substantially discounted (or 
pro bono) rates.
Eventually, every consultant will face the situation where they are offered 
a project they eagerly want to do, but the client organization wants to 
pay little to nothing for the work. This presents a very difficult decision, 
particularly for new consultants trying to establish themselves and build a 
reputation. Often the consultant’s internal debate and indecision is further 
complicated by the cause that the organization supports. How can you turn 
down an organization that is helping eradicate hunger, for example? You 
may be tempted to ask yourself, “How many people could they feed with 
the fees I would usually charge?”

The airlines have this conundrum figured out when they remind us to 
“please put on your own mask before helping others.” You need to take care
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of your own needs so you can maximize the benefits of your expertise for 
your clients. It may be easy Co justify giving some time away if you chink 
about a given project as a one-time event, but when you focus on building 
long-term client relationships, you quickly realize thac doing free work is 
not a good long-term strategy for building your business. You must also 
realize chat the client who is asking for a deep discount now will never be 
comfortable paying you market rates for your work in the future. Consider 
that by doing work for free, you have defined the relationship around your 
discounted price. You have established a pro bono mode of operating as ac­
ceptable, and have built a client relationship with this as one of the critical 
assumptions. Don’t expect a client who gets something for free to be just 
as happy with the same work product when they have to pay for it.

Often, consultants who give their work away do not understand the value 
of the services they provide. Consider the value of a rigorously designed 
and implemented program evaluation study that demonstrates conclu­
sively that a particular AIDS prevention program works far better than 
three popular and more costly alternatives. The organization implementing 
this program will be able to use your study to secure significant funding, 
expand its services, and garner broad public support. How much is thac 
worth? Keep in mind that your work product in this case has a useful shelf 
life of perhaps 5 years. The client organization can continue to reference 
your study year after year during its fundraising and outreach efforts. If, 
for example, you charged $50,000 for the project and it led to $1 million 
in funding, the client will likely realize thac your services were pivotal to 
securing chat extra funding. At this point, you have established a healthy 
relationship where both you and che client organization understand the 
value of your work, and the client willingly pays you for your efforts. If 
you do this well enough, your client organization will begin to write your 
services into their annual budget as a de rigueur investment in their future. 
They will no longer view your services as a cost.

When a client asks for a discount, you should fearlessly articulate the 
value of your work. Ultimately, the client organization is most concerned 
with the benefics that your work will provide, and if those benefits are clear 
to them, cost will be a secondary and manageable concern. If they can get 
$1 million in funding out of a $50,000 investment in research, their deci­
sion will be easy. The important point is chat you should not expect your 
client to know the value of your work unless you do. If you cannot articu­
late the specific and concrete benefits the client organization will receive 
from working with you, go back to the drawing board until you can. Good 
consultants are happy to explain the value of what they are providing; less 
successful consultants avoid chis conversation.
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Why do clients ask for pro bono work? Any consultant working with 
nonprofits must realize that the most popular metric for assessing the 
legitimacy of a nonprofit service agency is the percentage of funds that go 
to services, instead of “administrative overhead.” Typically, agencies strive 
for less than 10% of their budget to be overhead. In almost all cases, con­
sultants fall into the undesirable part of this equation. Hence, nonprofit 
agencies may actually have plenty of financial resources, yet they are heavily 
motivated by donors to pay you (as a member of the dreaded “overhead” 
class) as little as possible. If you are effective at articulating the value of 
your services, however, your client will have a very hard time NOT paying 
you what your services are worth because you are giving them something 
of value. If you cannot articulate the value that your services provide, find 
new services to offer.

THE CLIENT-CENTERED RESPONSE TO LOSING 
PROJECTS

Candor and active dialogue with the client are just as necessary when the 
consultant’s proposal is not accepted as they are when you win the project. 
We have established that your agenda as a consultant and businessperson 
is to build mutually beneficial long-term relationships. Those relationships 
are much more significant than any individual project, and a “no” from a 
client organization at one point in time may lead to a “yes” at a later point. 
You can still present yourself as being a valuable advisor in the context of 
losing the deal—the key is to be authentic in your efforts. Being authentic, 
at any stage of a client relationship, is much more important than being 
smart or clever, and authenticity strengthens your credibility with the client 
(see Block, 1981, for an extended discussion of authenticity).

If you are interested in a long-term relationship with the client and have 
genuine concern for their needs, you will want to know why your proposal 
was turned down. Contact the client immediately after hearing their deci­
sion, and request a conversation (ideally in person) to find out the reason(s) 
behind it. Assuming this is a project you really wanted, and gave significant 
preparation and attention to winning, a formal, technical approach to this 
client conversation (such as the one below) is not authentic:

We appreciate your notification of the decision you’ve made about 
consultant support for the scenario planning project. I realize you had 
many choices in whom to work with, and I am sure that ABC Firm will 
serve your needs effectively. We certainly hope we can work with your 
organization in the future, and we wish you success with the project.
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Why is this approach insufficient?

• It ends the conversation. There is little motivation for the client to 
call you again.

• It doesn’t show the client that you are genuinely concerned about 
their issues.

• You have created no opportunity to learn about their decision and 
why you were declined.

From a conversation like this, it will be hard to reinvigorate this client 
relationship going forward. By contrast, an authentic response allows you 
to put the relationship first and the project second:

We are disappointed that we won’t be working with you on this proj­
ect. We have been enthusiastic about partnering with you, and felt 
that we had a great understanding of your needs and had proposed a 
powerful solution. Though I realize the decision is made, I would like 
to understand what was missing and what you preferred about the 
consultant you chose so that we can better match your needs the next 
time an opportunity arises. I’m quite eager for your feedback—can we 
meet over lunch to discuss it?

Why is this approach effective?

• It demonstrates a sincere interest in the client.
• It assumes there will be a long-term relationship and possible future 

work together.
• It opens the door for future meetings.

At the debriefing meeting with the client, your role stays the same: to 
listen well and to be responsive, and to show genuine concern for their 
needs. Demonstrate through your words and behavior that you are open 
to your client’s feedback about your work, even if it is difficult to hear— 
you are modeling the trust that you eventually hope this client will place 
in you. New consultants often assume that when they don’t win work, it 
must be due to a deficit in their technical skills. Ofcen, this is not the case, 
and che decision may have very little to do with technical ability. Purchase 
decisions can be driven by multiple factors, including firm location, pre­
existing internal relationships, or decisions handed down by leaders with 
very little involvement in the actual proposal review, among others. It is 
important not to personalize the feedback, but to use it as a helpful way 
to gain experience and information. In fact, it is valuable to ask, “What 
should we have asked you about, but didn’t?” (Beich, 2001). You may be 
surprised by the client’s willingness to share information with you. As the
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client shares feedback, read between the lines and listen for clues about 
what this organization values, and for possible other project opportuni­
ties that may exist. End the meeting by showing your appreciation for 
their feedback, and affirming your interest in partnering with them in 
the future.

After the meeting, continue to keep the client’s interests and concerns 
active in your mind. Stay on top of trends in their industry. Clip a maga­
zine article or send a book that has relevant information for them. Alert 
the client to conferences and workshops on this topic area, and ideally, 
offer to attend the event with them. Check in periodically to see if their 
issues are getting adequately resolved. Clearly, you do not want to become 
a nuisance co the client, but you want to maintain sufficient rapport that 
they view you as a valued resource and confidante. The key is to demon­
strate that your interest in them goes far beyond the scope of the project 
that you proposed. Loss of a single deal does not equal the end of the 
relationship.

\ We recendy lost a project with a utility company where we had built a 
strong relationship based on delivering a very high-quality training evalu­
ation. During the initial engagement, we spent considerable time teaching 
the client’s staff about evaluation and answering questions about how 
to use the information within the organization. When they requested an 
evaluation of a public outreach program about gas lines in residential areas, 
we happily wrote a detailed proposal, which was accepted. We were wait­
ing for the initial payment before beginning the work when the director of 
training (the sponsor) called in a panic, having realized there were many 
legal and regulatory implications for the project. We immediately visited 
the client to discuss the project. In the first 5 minutes, the director shared 
with us that he had found several firms who specialized in this particular 
type of program (including legal support services). Realizing we were not 
the best firm for the job, we quickly shifted to helping the client think 
about how to select among the handful of specialists they had discovered. 
When we left the meeting, the client repeatedly thanked us for our help 
and asserted that they would be looking for the next opportunity to work 
together. While our initial intent with our visit was to “save” the deal, the 
fact is that when we walked into the meeting, we had lost the deal already. 
No amount of persuasiveness would have changed the client’s mind, and 
rightfully so. The client had already found a better solution, and our best 
option was to reinforce the relationship and find a way to add value in the 
meeting. We lost the project, but we kept the relationship and are far more 
likely to get the next one!
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When you are new to consulting, all marketing activity, whether it results 
in wins or losses, yields teaching moments and opportunities to gain ex­
perience that will make you more effective the next time you sell a project. 
These activities allow you access to past, present, and future clients, and 
the chance to enhance your relationship with them. We have reviewed 
some of the different paths a project can take after the consultant wins it, 
as well as a productive path to take when your proposal is declined. What 
all of our examples have in common is the emphasis on keeping the client 
relationship at the center of the agenda, and creating a 50/50 partnership 
with the client based on trust, authenticity, and mutual agreement on what 
will happen next.

In the case of a project win, contracting is the necessary next step before 
beginning the work. Though the consultant should engage in careful self­
reflection, contracting discussions should happen promptly, while client 
focus and attention is high. And while the contracting discussion may seem 
to entail a daunting number of contingencies co consider, years of success­
ful consulting experience suggest that these considerations are mission 
critical. Consulting work is dynamic; issues rarely stay the same over the 
course of a project. Therefore, establishing safeguards and clear boundaries 
around the project work allows the consultant and client to stay on task 
and work efficiently. Ideally, it will let you exceed client expectations, which 
will almost certainly lay the path for future project work.

Whether you win or lose a project, however, let your response to the situ­
ation reveal how you will support the client as their partner and trusted 
advisor in the future. Remember that much of your marketing will not 
originate from you. It will come from word-of-mouth communication 
about you within the client organizations and industries you pursue. If 
you have managed client relationships favorably and keep communication 
active, this favorable word-of-mouth recognition will yield many dividends 
over the life of your business.





Chapter

From Start to Finish: A 
Typical Evaluation Project

Kathleen Dowell

INTRODUCTION
This chapter provides an overview of how a typical evaluation projecc might 
proceed, from getting the contract to reporting and communicating final 
evaluation results. While the project described in this chapter is a good 
example of a typical project, it is important to note that not all evaluation 
projects proceed in this manner. This chapcer presents just one of many 
possible project scenarios.

THE PROJECT
Overview and Description of the Program

The Healthy Schools for Healthy Students (HSHS) Piloc Project was a 3-year 
youth development project for an independent, not-for-profit public foun­
dation in Maryland that focuses on enhancing health and wellness. The 
project was aimed at improving the social and emotional well-being of 
school-age children, and was fueled by the foundation’s view chat health is 
“much broader chan merely the absence of disease or infirmity, but rather 
a state of optimal physical, mental, and social well-being.” This philosophy 
influenced the foundation to consider the many aspects of young people’s 
lives that contribute co their health and well-being, including family, peers, 
schools, and community.

The foundation initiated che HSHS Pilot Project by partnering with a 
local school system. The first phase of che project was an adolescent and 
youth wellness projecc. During the initial years of this phase, local leaders,
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parents, educators, and students were brought together to discuss the dif­
ficulties in maintaining relationships at the family, school, and community 
levels. Many of the participants in that process expressed concern about the 
many threats (risks) facing today’s young people. These discussions led the 
foundation to implement an integrated approach to coordinate schools, 
families, and communities to assist children in becoming effective, caring, 
and productive adults. These efforts focused primarily on staff wellness, 
character education, and parent/community involvement in children’s 
education.

The vision of the partnership between the foundation and che school sys­
tem was that students, staff, parents, and extended families would achieve 
their maximum health and wellness potential. Healthy Schools for Healthy 
Students grew out of this partnership and was the name of the second phase 
of the original adolescent and youth wellness project. This phase incorpo­
rated a more systematic approach to the concept of whole school wellness 
by focusing on school culture, and it was during this phase that the founda- 

] tion decided to incorporate an evaluation into the project.
To complement the foundation’s broad definition of health that in­

cludes “a state of optimal physical, mental, and social well-being,” the devel­
opmental asset model designed by the Search Institute in Minneapolis, MN, 
was chosen as the core strategy for the project. This framework is a positive, 
strength-based approach that supports the entire community’s engage­
ment in the healthy development of youth. It is grounded in research and 
has the capacity to mobilize parents, business, faith-based organizations, 
and schools in working together to build assets or “building blocks” to 
empower and sustain growth over time. There are 40 developmental assets 
grouped into 7 categories (support, empowerment, boundaries and expec­
tations, constructive use of time, commitment to learning, positive values, 
social competencies, and positive identity). Research suggests that youth 
who possess more of these assets are less likely to engage in risky behaviors 
and more likely to engage in positive behaviors than youth who possess 
fewer of these assets. Research also suggests that developmental assets help 
students achieve boch personally and academically (Scales, 2002; Epstein, 
1994; North Central Regional Educational Laboratory, 1996; Catalano, 
Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak, & Hawkins, 1999). The foundation anticipated 
that the application of the Developmental Assets model would result in 
improved school climate, and ultimately, to improved student achievement.

The HSHS program was piloted in three schools—one elementary school, 
one middle school, and one high school. The schools were chosen to partici­
pate by the foundation because of their willingness to incorporate the de­
velopmental assets approach in cheir schools. Within each school, a school
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culture committee (made up of teachers, staff, students, and parents) was 
responsible for coordinating and overseeing the implementation of asset­
building activities. In addition, the foundation had a grant facilitator who 
assisted the schools in developing and implementing these activities.

Each school was given leeway to select the types and intensities of activi­
ties and services that supported the developmental assets way of thinking 
into the everyday culture of the schools. Activities chosen by the schools in­
cluded: assets education targeted toward students, staff, and parents; ongo­
ing recognition of asset behaviors; promotion of adult-child relationships; 
leadership development; professional development; wellness-promoting 
activities; tools for communicating with parents; and outreach to parents. 
These activities were expected to be effective ways of “infusing” the schools 
with the asset development mindset and were thought to also foster the 
development of youth assets and improve school culture.

The Evaluation Context

The foundation had two primary goals for the evaluation. The first was 
to determine if the developmental assets approach to youth development 
would lead to: 1) positive youth outcomes, including improved academic 
achievement, decreased negative behaviors, and increased positive behav­
iors; 2) improved outcomes for teachers, including increased job satisfac­
tion and retention; and 3) increased involvement of parents in schools. 
Ultimately, the evaluation was to focus on whether these outcomes would 
lead to improved school climate.

The second major goal of che evaluation was to determine if it was fea­
sible to expand the project to other schools within the same school system. 
The foundation hoped that the evaluation would demonstrate positive 
outcomes associated with the project, which would, in turn, make other 
schools eager to adopt the same youth development strategy. Ultimately, 
the hope was that all schools in the school system would adopt the program 
and that school climate would improve across the board.

GETTING THE CONTRACT
Our company, Partners in Evaluation & Planning, LLC, is an independent 
evaluation and program planning consulting company. We had been in 
business for approximately 5 years when this project came along. We have 
two partners who own the company and who work full time in the business, 
and, at the time this project started, we also had a part-time research as­
sistant who worked 20 hours per week. The bulk of our business is focused
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on evaluating programs that address family and children’s issues (e.g., teen 
pregnancy prevention, education, early childhood development), and this 
project appeared to fit well with our areas of interest and expertise.

The foundation released the request for proposal (RFP) for this project 
to the Baltimore Area Evaluators, one of the local affiliates of the American 
Evaluation Association. The affiliate passed the RFP on to all members, 
including our company. The foundation was unknown to us, but because 
the project focused on youth development, we were particularly interested 
in responding to the RFP.

For our company, only about 10-20% of our work is the result of an 
RFP process. As with many consultants, most of our work comes to us 
through networking and from word-of-mouth from one client to another. 
Furthermore, we only choose to respond to a limited number of RFPs be­
cause of the time and effort required to prepare and submit proposals. Our 
success rate with RFPs varies, but generally we win approximately 40% of 
the proposals we submit.

Choosing to respond to RFPs takes careful consideration since the time 
for proposal writing is non-billable. We chose to respond to this RFP be­
cause the HSHS project fit nicely with our experience and interests, and we 
felt that we had a very good chance of getting the job. In the end, we decided 
that it was worth the risk (cost) to go for it.

Besides the risk/cost issues associated with RFPs, there are some other 
things to keep in mind if you choose to respond to an RFP that may in­
crease your chances of success:

• First, be realistic about your experience and qualifications, and 
make sure that you are qualified to do the work; don’c waste time 
responding to an RFP for work that you can’t realistically perform.

• Highlight your unique qualifications to perform the work in order 
to set yourself apart from all of the other evaluators who may also 
be submitting proposals.

• Be sure to provide all of the information asked for in the RFP, even 
if it sounds unimportant or irrelevant.

• Neatness and organization count because how you prepare the pro­
posal is a reflection of how you will do the actual work if you were 
to get the job.

Ultimately, you need to think strategically about responding to RFPs, 
and focus on those for which you have a reasonable chance of success.

For the HSHS project, the foundation wanted an evaluator to perform 
three major tasks:
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• Assess how the HSHS project functioned in the school setting.
• Monitor how, and to what degree, the project activities were imple­

mented.
• Determine the short- and long-term results of the project for stu­

dents, staff, and families.

The RJFP also specified a theoretical framework for the evaluation de­
sign (developmental assets), as well as specific data collection tools that 
needed to be used. In particular, the foundation requested that the major 
outcome of the evaluation—school climate—be measured by the Profile of 
School Social and Learning Climate Survey, a school climate survey that had 
been developed by the Search Institute. Use of this instrument was required 
by the foundation.

Unlike many other RFPs, this one included a specific budget amount 
($60,000) for the 3-year project. Having an explicit dollar value made pre­
paring the proposal much easier because we could determine exactly what 
tasks we could perform with the given budget. When we know the budget 
of a project at the proposal stage, we typically estimate how many hours 
each specific cask will cake and, thus, how much each task will cost. We 
then adjust our proposed approach based on whether or not the budgec 
can adequately cover the cosc of the proposed tasks. For this projecc, we 
wanted to include contextual, process, and outcome evaluation compo­
nents, and we also warned to use both quantitative and qualitative data 
collection methods. The challenge was figuring out specific methods that 
we could employ for each component of the evaluation while staying within 
the available budget. We did this by weighing the pros and cons of various 
approaches, dismissing chose in which the cost outweighed che benefits 
that would be achieved, and including those that would yield the data we 
needed while keeping us within the budget limitations. It is not unusual 
to have to make concessions regarding methodology so that you can stay 
within the budget amount.

In preparing our response, we proposed the following:

• The formation of an Evaluation Advisory Team, which consisted of 
three foundation staff members, project staff, the principals from 
each of the three participating schools, the grant facilitator, and an 
administrator from the school system. The team was to meet quar­
terly to discuss progress and provide input into the evaluation.

• The creation of a project logic model chat specified the expected 
short-term, intermediate, and long-term outcomes for che project
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• A three-pronged evaluation approach that included: 1) a contextual 
evaluation to assess the environment/context in which the project 
was being implemented; 2) an implementation evaluation to as­
sess how well and to what extent the project was implemented as 
planned; and 3) an outcome evaluation to assess project outcomes

• Both quantitative methods (surveys of students, school staff such 
as teachers, principals, and school culture committee members, and 
parents) and qualitative methods (on-site observations, student 
focus groups and interviews with school principals, school culture 
committee members, school system administrators, foundation 
staff, and project staff) to collect data

• Interim and final reports

We proposed using a participatory approach to the evaluation. That is, 
we emphasized participation of project staff and other stakeholders in all 
phases of the evaluation, from developing the logic model, co designing 
the data collection tools, to helping to interpret the findings. The specific 

' ways in which project stakeholders were involved are described throughout 
che chapter.

As with all proposals we submit, we included a cover letter that essen­
tially introduced our company, highlighted our qualifications to perform 
the work, and expressed our appreciation for their consideration of our pro­
posal. The only attachments we included with the proposal were resumes 
for key evaluation staff. We did not attach any examples of our past work 
because this RFP did not ask for that type of information. In our experi­
ence, though, this is quite unusual, as most RFPs typically ask respondents 
to include samples of previous work.

The final proposal was 10 pages long and took about 2 weeks to prepare 
and submit. The proposal itself was detailed enough to give the foundation 
an idea of how we would perform the work, but general enough so that it 
was clear that the proposed advisory team would play a major role in the 
evaluation design process. For example, we did not propose any specific 
measures to be used for data collection because we typically develop or 
decide upon data collection tools in collaboration with the client. Also, 
we typically can’t propose data collection tools prior to the development 
of the project logic model, which specifies the expected project outcomes 
(see Appendix 9-1 for a copy of the proposal). We were contacted by the 
foundation approximately 2 weeks after submitting the proposal and were 
invited for an interview with staff from the foundation. To prepare for 
the interview, we read through the proposal several times so that we could
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present our approach without having to read directly from the proposal. 
The interview lasted about an hour and was fairly typical in that we gave 
a presentation of our proposed approach to evaluating the HSHS project, 
and the interviewers asked questions to further clarify how we would ap­
proach the project. During the interview, the foundation staff described to 
us their expectations for the evaluation. Most importantly, because of the 
desire to replicate the project in other schools, the evaluation needed to be 
technically sound, providing the foundation with reliable data, based on 
scientifically sound data collection methodologies.

The proposed qualitative data collection approaches proved to be a stick­
ing point—one of the foundation staff members was very skeptical of the 
use of qualitative data collection methods, believing chat qualitative data 
was nothing more than “anecdotal” information that was not “scientific.” 
Concerns were expressed that qualitative data would not be “scientific” 
enough to help determine if project outcomes were achieved. At the time, it 
became apparent thac he held this view because he was not knowledgeable 
about the different qualitative methods that can be used to collect reli­
able data. He often referred to qualitative data as “anecdotal” data, and he 
did not want the evaluation to use anecdotal information to demonstrate 
changes in project outcomes. So, much of the interview was spent educating 
the staff on the various qualitative data collection techniques, the value of 
collecting qualitative data, and the reliability of such data. In the end, this 
issue did not seem as though it would cause problems, as the person who 
questioned the qualitative approach was open co hearing about how we 
could use thac type of data to help inform che evaluation.

At che conclusion of the interview, the foundation told us that they 
would contact us in a few days with their final decision. We were very happy 
with how the interview went—we got the impression chat they were leaning 
coward hiring us for the project, and we were very interested in continuing 
to work with them based on whac we learned in che interview. As promised, 
the foundation called us within a couple of days and offered us the job.

For most projects, we have a standard concract that we ask clients to use 
(although in some cases client organizations have their own contracts that 
they want to use or must use, and we will defer to that). For this project, we 
drew up the concract after being offered the job, and sent it co che foundation 
for review and final approval. There are times when a client will make changes 
to our standard contract and we are usually willing to make such changes. 
In this case, che foundation did not request any changes to the contract. The 
contract was finalized and signed before we began work on the project.
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PLANNING THE EVALUATION
As with most projects that we work on, the HSHS evaluation began with 
a kick-off meeting of the Evaluation Advisory Team. The length of a kick­
off meeting varies from project to project and depends largely on what we 
want to accomplish during the meeting. For this project, we wanted to 
incorporate the development of the logic model into the meeting, mainly 
because the members of the team were extremely busy and getting chem all 
together for an additional logic model meeting would have been extremely 
difficult. Because the development of the logic model was on the agenda, 
the kick-off meeting was an all-day meeting.

At the kick-off meeting, the team:

• Finalized the project work plan and established time lines for com­
pletion of various tasks

• Established a communication protocol between the project staff 
and the evaluators

• Created the program logic model

The Project Logic Model

Creating the program logic model was the first step in designing the HSHS 
evaluation. The bulk of the project kick-off meeting was devoted to devel­
oping the logic model, with evaluation team members working collabora- 
tively to identify and agree upon the expected short-term, intermediate, and 
long-term outcomes for the project. While the ultimate outcome (improved 
school climate) had already been identified as such, the group worked 
on identifying the other outcomes that would lead up to achievement of 
improved school climate. As with most projects, development of the logic 
model was a long and arduous process; however, the value of having the 
model outweighed the effort involved in putting the model together. In 
addition, the team members all believed in the usefulness of having the 
model so they were enthusiastic about creating the model. Team members’ 
passion helped the process go more smoothly.

When we work with clients to create a program logic model, we typi­
cally begin by showing a short PowerPoint presentation about logic mod­
els—what they are, how we use them in evaluation, what components are 
included in the model, how we define short-term, intermediate, and long­
term outcomes, and how we distinguish outcomes from outputs. Taking 
the time to make this presentation is critical, as most clients are not fa­
miliar with a logic model or the terminology we use in creating a model.
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Educating clients about logic models helps them better understand the 
process of creating a model.

When creating the actual logic model, we use a consensus process in which 
we encourage all stakeholders to ultimately agree not only on the activities 
and outcomes for the project, but the linkages between the activities and out­
comes. As with any process involving a fairly large group of people, disagree­
ments occur and need to be discussed. This project was no exception. Part of 
the advantage of having a diverse group of people making up the evaluation 
team is that they all bring different perspectives to the project. This, however, 
can also be one of the drawbacks. For the HSHS project, principals had dif­
ferent perspectives than the project staff, who had different perspectives than 
the school system administrators, who had different perspectives than the 
foundation staff. The key to developing the logic model is getting all partici­
pants to see and understand others’ perspectives, and to have an open mind 
about including chose perspectives in the logic model.

We used a systematic approach with this group. Starting with program 
activities, we asked everyone to identify the activities that made up the 
HSHS project. Everyone was asked to share their ideas without regard to 
what others may have been thinking. Once that list was developed, we then 
went through each activity one by one and asked for agreement on whether 
the activity was a component of the project or not. Participants were en­
couraged to disagree or reword che activities and to discuss their opinions 
with the group. Ultimately, we would reach consensus about what activities 
to keep in the model and which ones to exclude. This process proceeded 
in the same manner for each remaining component of the logic model- 
short-term outcomes, intermediate outcomes, and long-term outcomes. 
Once these components were all agreed upon, participants worked together 
through long discussions to determine che exact pathway of outcomes.

The logic model created a visual display of how the project was expected 
to work and provided an easy way for team members, as well as other stake­
holders who were not as closely associated with the project, to understand 
the theory behind the program. The final logic model was completed about 
2 weeks following the kick-off meeting. During those 2 weeks, we pre­
pared an initial draft of the model, distributed che draft to the Evaluation 
Advisory Team members for comments and suggestions, and then made 
changes to the model based on their suggestions. We believe it is critical 
to allow participants to comment on the model because it helps them to 
understand the model better, and it also increases their “buy-in” to the 
model since they had a hand in its development. The HSHS logic model is 
displayed in Figure 9-1.
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The Evaluation Plan

The next step in planning the evaluation was the development of the evalu­
ation plan. The plan was based on the logic model drafted at the project 
kick-off meeting. The evaluation plan specified the final evaluation ques­
tions for the contextual, implementation, and outcome evaluations; data 
collection methods and data sources for collecting data to address the re­
search questions; and a time line for implementation of the plan. The plan 
also specified the data collection methods, data collection time points, and 
data sources for each of the outcomes specified in the program logic model. 
The evaluation plan served as the guide for implementing the HSHS evalu­
ation. The plan was very useful for the stakeholders who were involved in 
the evaluation, as it served as a “road map” for the evaluation team, and let 
them know what they could expect as the evaluation unfolded. Table 9-1 
contains selected excerpts from the HSHS evaluation plan and shows the 
types of data collection strategies planned.

As with all evaluations that we conduct, the evaluation plan served as 
a guide for the Evaluation Advisory Team. The plan was reviewed at each 
quarterly meeting of the advisory team to determine if we were on track 
with the evaluation. Because evaluations never run as smoothly as planned, 
the goal was not to strictly adhere to the plan. Instead, the goal was to make 
sure all evaluation tasks outlined in the plan were completed in a reason­
able time frame.

Data Collection Tools

Once the evaluation plan was finalized, the next step was the creation of 
data collection tools. The process of developing data collection tools varies 
from project to project—sometimes, tools exist that measure the outcomes 
in which we are interested, and, other times, we have to develop our own 
tools because appropriate ones do not exist. For this project, it was a mix­
ture of both.

The major outcome of interest for this project was school climate. This 
outcome was measured both quantitatively and qualitatively. For the quan­
titative measure, an existing tool was available (the Profile of School Social 
and Learning Climate, developed by the Search Institute). The existing 
tool was developed for high school and middle school students; since the 
HSHS project also included an elementary school, we adapted the tool for 
the elementary school.

In addition to the questions already on the school climate survey, we 
added questions that would provide us with data to measure the other
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outcomes of the project. To come up with these questions, we spent several 
days researching existing tools from which we could draw questions. Most 
of our search for existing tools was conducted via the Internet, although 
we also had to make several library visits to get copies of some tools. The 
elementary school survey is included in Appendix 9-2.

Finally, we created staff and parent surveys that included questions about 
school climate, as well as other project outcomes. Staff surveys were admin­
istered to teachers, teachers’ assistants, administrators, and other support 
staff at the three participating schools. Copies of these surveys are included 
in Appendix 9-3.

For the qualitative data, we developed: 1) focus group protocols for students 
and school staff; and 2) interview protocols for the principals, school culture 
commictee chairs, the project’s grant facilitator, and the foundation staff.

The student focus group interview questions explored their feelings 
about school, how school helped them, how being in school made them 
feel, and the extent to which their parents were involved in school (see 
Appendix 9-5). Staff focus groups explored their impressions of the devel­
opmental assets framework, activities they implemented at their schools, 
the types of support they received from school administrators to imple­
ment the project, and perceptions of staff satisfaction (see Appendix 9-6). 
Interview protocols included questions regarding the receptiveness of 
school staff to implementing the HSHS project, staff satisfaction with 
training that was provided on the developmental assets, barriers to imple­
menting the project, the capacity of the schools to implement and sustain 
the program, and what other schools should know about implementing 
the project.

In keeping with our participatory approach to this evaluation, the 
Evaluation Advisory Team was very involved in helping to develop both 
the surveys and the qualitative protocols. Drafts of surveys and qualitative 
protocols were reviewed by team members several times before they were fi­
nalized and ready for use in the field. Involving the team at this stage helped 
to ensure that the right questions were asked, and that they were asked 
in the right manner. This improved our chances of obtaining the data we 
needed. The school staff was integral to the data collection process, as well.

Some team members were concerned that parents would not take the 
time to complete a lengthy survey and that students would not have enough 
time during class to complete the surveys. However, the issue was discussed 
among the team members and they decided that getting the data we needed 
to adequately measure the project outcomes was important enough to keep 
the surveys as they were. In the end, it took about a month and a half to get 
all of the surveys and qualitative protocols finalized.
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Student data were collected in two ways. First, the Search Institute admin­
istered the Profile of School Social and Learning Climate Survey to the middle 
and high schools because the foundation already had a contract with the 
Search Institute to do so. Once the surveys were administered to these two 
schools, data were entered by the Search Institute, and the raw data files 
were sent to us for analysis.

The process that the Search Institute used for student surveys presented 
a problem for us—they did not use ID numbers or other types of codes to 
identify student surveys, so we were in a position of not being able to track 
individual students over time. Instead, we would only have school-level 
data. This, unfortunately, was not the approach we wanted to take, but 
we were unaware of this until we began the data collection process. After 
much discussion about ways we might track surveys over time, the evalu­
ation team decided chat we would have to abandon that idea and simply 
a8Sregace the data at each time point, and compare overall findings from 
one time point to another.

Since we had additional questions for the middle and high school stu­
dents beyond what was asked on the Profile of School Social and Learning 
Climate Survey, we were responsible for administering another survey to 
those students to ask the additional questions. The processes we used to 
administer these surveys, as well as the surveys for the elementary school, 
are described below.

School personnel, in particular the teachers and principals, were an in­
tegral part of helping to collect the studenc data. For the survey data, we 
enlisted the help of the principals and teachers to administer the surveys 
during the regular school day. This gave us the advantage of getting a high 
response rate, since the students were a "captive audience,” and the teachers 
were able to get the vast majority of students to complete surveys. Surveys 
were administered at the beginning of the project and then every spring for 
the remainder of the project. Thus, we ended up with a baseline and several 
follow-up surveys for each student.

We also enlisted the help of the principals to complete the student focus 
groups. At each data collection time point, we conducted one focus group 
at each school. Principals selected the students who would participate, and 
helped with the logistics, such as reserving a room and scheduling the rime. The 
groups typically included 8-10 students, and were held during the students’ 
normal lunch time. Often, the groups ran slightly longer than the half hour 
allotted for lunch, but the teachers were very cooperative in leering students out
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of class for the additional rime (usually about 15 extra minutes). We provided 
pizza and drinks. This worked out well, as it didn’t take students away from 
class time, and the kids were happy to talk and be fed at the same rime.

Staff Data

The staff surveys were left in each teacher’s mailbox and a collection box 
was left in each school’s main office. Staff members were asked to com­
plete their surveys and then simply drop their completed surveys into the 
collection box. While many staff members were responsive to the initial 
request, the principals, once again, were very helpful in nudging along and 
persuading those who had not yet completed the survey to participate on 
time. Because the principals were so highly invested in the project and the

------ evaluation, they assumed this role for us, and were just as anxious as we
were to have their teachers respond in a timely fashion. Teacher response 

\ rates at all three schools exceeded 90%.

Parent Data

We mulled over several options for administering the parent surveys. For 
example, we discussed doing phone interviews, but this option was too ex­
pensive given the budget available. We also considered using a Web-based 
survey, but there was a substantial portion of parents who did not have ac­
cess to the Internet at home. After much discussion, we finally decided to 
send the survey home with students. This also had its drawbacks, including 
the possibility, especially among the middle and high schools, that the stu­
dents would not deliver the surveys to their parents/caregivers. Despite this 
challenge, the team felt that this approach was the best option available.

In each parent survey packet we included a letter explaining the purpose 
of the survey, the survey itself, and an envelope for returning the survey to 
the school. Parents completed the surveys anonymously. Collection boxes 
for the parent surveys were also left in the main offices of the schools, and 
students were instructed to give the surveys to their teachers, who were 
asked to put the completed parent surveys in the collection boxes. Response 
rates for parents were low to moderate, ranging from 11% for the high 
school, to 67% for the elementary school.

REPORTING THE RESULTS
We established a schedule for submitting preliminary evaluation reports, as 
well as a final evaluation report. Towards the middle of the first year of the
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project, foundation staff members were very eager to begin learning about 
the findings from the evaluation. This was a change from our original plan, 
but we have found that a request like this is not unusual. Clients are often 
eager to hear about evaluation findings as soon as data have been collected. 
Usually, we try to accommodate these requests if it is reasonable to do so. 
In this case, we had enough data to provide the foundation with some very 
preliminary results, and so we granted their request.

At the time of their request, we didn’t have enough outcome data col­
lected to determine what impact the program was having. So, we decided to 
provide the foundation with a preliminary report that focused solely on che 
contextual and implementation evaluations. This allowed the foundation 
to get some feedback about the project while giving us more time to collect 
enough outcome data to be able to report on project outcomes. Although 
the foundation would have liked to receive more information at that point 
in time, we explained to them why we couldn’t provide them with anything 
more, and they reluctantly accepted that decision.

The first preliminary report was submitted approximately 7 months 
after beginning the evaluation. Most of the first preliminary report focused 
on implementation issues, such as the extent to which: 1) the schools had 
adopted the principles of the asset development model, 2) teachers and 
other school staff were helping to implement the program, and 3) school 
leadership was supporting teachers’ efforts to implement the program. In 
addition, we described the effectiveness of training that school staff had 
received abouc asset development, barriers and challenges encountered, and 
school staff perceptions of changes in students’ behaviors.

Once adequace outcome data had been collected, we began to provide the 
foundation with yearly reports. These reports provided updated data on the 
contextual and implementation evaluations, as well as preliminary outcome 
findings. The final report was submitted approximately 21/2 years after the 
start of the project. The final report included recommendations for pro­
gram improvement (see Appendix 9-8 to view the executive summary). Staff 
at the foundation, as well as other members of the Evaluation Advisory 
Team, spent several weeks after the submission of each report reviewing 
the findings and the report drafts. They were very helpful in interpreting 
findings, and many of their suggestions were incorporated into the final 
drafts. Foundation staff also helped to further craft the recommendations.

While evaluation findings were presented in report format, results were 
also presented in person at debriefing sessions with the Evaluation Advisory 
Team. Presenting the findings in person was helpful for two reasons. First, 
it gave us the opportunity to present the major findings of the evaluation 
to the team, some of whom did not have time to read che full reports.
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Many times, the people who make decisions about the fate of a project 
do not have time to fully read and digest a full evaluation report, but they 
would benefit from knowing the highlights of the evaluation. Debriefing 
sessions make up for this by providing project staff with the important 
information they need to make informed decisions about their programs. 
Second, it provided the opportunity to dialogue about the implications of 
the findings as plans for program expansion went forward. We have found 
that these types of in-person debriefings are invaluable in getting clients to 
understand and ultimately use the results of an evaluation and are a very 
useful supplement to written reports.

The evaluation ended prematurely and quite unexpectedly. At the end 
of the second year of the project, the foundation started to move forward 
with plans to initiate a community-wide asset building campaign that 
would encompass the entire geographic area served by the school system 
that participated in the HSHS Pilot Project. The desire to take the asset 
building model to a community level shifted the foundation’s focus from 
completing the pilot to establishing the broader program. Thus, the foun­
dation decided to end the pilot evaluation early, and spend its resources on 
planning and implementing the community project.

LESSONS LEARNED
Every evaluation project is an opportunity for learning and growth. 
Challenges, problems, setbacks, etc., are all part of the normal evaluation 
process. The HSHS project was no exception, as we faced a number of chal­
lenges and learned a number of lessons over the course of the project.

Evaluators Need to Be Educators

As described earlier, one of the foundation staff members was very skeptical 
about the use of qualitative data collection methods. The skepticism was 
so great that throughout the entire evaluation process (from the initial 
interview to the final report), our role became that of educator—educating 
project staff on qualitative data collection and its usefulness in evaluation. 
Many times, even though our job title is “evaluator,” we are often educa­
tors as well, informing project staff about the evaluation process so they 
gain an understanding of what evaluation is all about. Educating project 
staff about evaluation is crucial, as they are more likely to understand and 
support the evaluation if they understand how the process works, and how 
the process will benefit them in the end (i.e., by demonstrating the impact 
of their program).
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You Have to Sell Your Services

The evaluation business is getting more competitive every day, with more 
and more consultants going into business and competing for work. To 
get a contract, you have to really sell yourself as an evaluation “expert'’ by 
emphasizing your strengths, experience, and credentials. For this project, 
we took this approach in both the proposal and in the initial interview with 
die foundation staff. It was important for us to distinguish ourselves as 
better than other applicants by emphasizing what we could do better than 
our competition. At both points in time we emphasized our experience 
working with youth of all ages (which was important for this project), and 
in evaluating outcomes over the long term (also an important component 
of this evaluation).

Participatory Approaches Make a Difference

Engaging the HSHS project staff and other stakeholders in the evaluation 
proved to have huge benefits. It was clear from the beginning that the evalu­
ation would not run smoothly without the full support and involvement of 
the principals from the three HSHS schools. Having to work through school 
systems to get evaluation data can be a tough job, but having the principals 
support the evaluation process made data gathering much easier. In the 
end, the principals were eager to make the evaluation successful because 
they had helped with the planning and design from the very beginning. It 
gave them a sense of ownership.

While the participatory approach often has huge benefits, there are also 
drawbacks to this approach, including:

• Additional rime spent sorting out differing stakeholder opinions 
and perspectives

• Potentially less scientific rigor if the theoretical model and tools 
are too “homegrown” and not based on valid theories and reliable 
evaluation tools

• Less objectivity on behalf of the evaluator if the "partnership” is 
taken too far

However, if care is taken to minimize these challenges, the benefits of the 
participatory approach outweigh the challenges. Benefits include:

• Stronger logic (theoretical) model development that is based on 
opinions and perceptions of a variety of stakeholders, including ad­
ministrators, funders, participants, and, most of all, those who work 
with the program on a daily basis
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• Better buy in from all stakeholders in the evaluation process be­
cause they have been consistently involved in the process of design, 
implementation, and debrief of results

• Cleaner data, especially if data collection is based on program level 
staff administration of tools. Since staff have been included in the 
entire process of developing the plan, they are more likely to put the 
necessary effort into getting good data.

• There is a higher likelihood that data will be used to benefit the 
program at both the program director level and the administrative 
level. When stakeholders understand (and have been part of) the 
process of the evaluation, they are more likely to feel closer to the 
results, and to find the results useful to them.

For this project, the participatory approach was well accepted, and the 
Evaluation Advisory Team’s members thoroughly enjoyed being a part in 
the process.

Nothing Is Written in Stone

When the HSHS evaluation began, the project was expected to last for 3 
years. Due to unforeseen circumstances and the changing priorities of the 
foundation, the project was terminated after 2 years. There will be times 
when projects don’t follow the expected course. For this project, the early 
termination was due to the foundation being extremely anxious to move 
onto the next phase of the project, which was a community-wide adoles­
cent health and wellness promotion initiative. Not wanting to wait until 
the planned conclusion of the evaluation to move forward, they made the 
decision to move forward as soon as some positive results were found. This 
was a political decision rather than a decision based on problems with the 
evaluation. At the time the evaluation ended, the foundation expressed 
interest in having us work with them co evaluate the larger initiative, but 
that never came to fruition. To our knowledge, the community initiative 
has not been evaluated.

CONCLUSION
Overall, the HSHS evaluation was a positive experience for us. We got the 
opportunity to work with a diverse group of people who were enthusiastic 
about the evaluation component of their project, and who were invested 
in making sure the evaluation was conducted as rigorously as possible and 
ran as smoothly as possible. We were also able to expand on our experience
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working with youth, and we gained valuable experience in designing surveys 
for a wide age range of students. Finally, we learned effective ways of collect­
ing and analyzing long-term data from different populations.

The HSHS evaluation was by no means perfect. We faced a number of 
challenges over the course of the project, including:

• Documenting the “program” was difficult because the activities that 
could be included as an HSHS activity varied from school-to-school, 
and were not always clearly defined.

• Because of the constraints of data collection and the existing rela­
tionship of the foundation with the Search Institute, all survey data 
collected by the Search Institute was school-level versus individual- 
level, and that restricted the types of analyses we could conduct.

• The selection of the participating schools was suspect since there 
was no definitive selection criteria.

• Premature use of evaluation data for political purposes resulted 
in the early termination of the evaluation so that the client could 
move forward with their new initiative.

• Client expectations were (too?) high, and this is not unusual, but it 
did make pleasing the client difficult at times.

If the budget for this project had been larger, we would have made several 
changes to the evaluation design, including:

• More qualitative data collection, particularly more on-site visits to 
the schools to observe and document program activities

• The inclusion of control or comparison schools so that we could 
better associate changes in program outcomes to the actual pro­
gram

• Additional efforts to collect data from parents, including telephone 
interviews

These changes would have made the evaluation stronger, and would have 
provided the foundation with a more rigorous methodology.
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APPENDIX 9-1: Proposal for Evaluation of the Healthy 
Schools for Healthy Students Pilot Project
Partners in Evaluation & Planning, LLC (Partners), proposes to work with 
the Horizon Foundation and Howard County Public Schools co evaluate 
the Healthy Schools for Healthy Students (HSHS) Pilot Project. In this capacity, 
Partners will provide leadership in the development and implementation 
of an evaluation protocol that examines the context, implementation, and 
outcomes of the program. Specifically, Partners will:

• Assess how the project functions in the school setting.
• Monitor how, and to what degree, project activities are implemented.
• Determine the short- and long-term results of the project for stu­

dents, staff, and families.

Partners is dedicated to ensuring that the evaluations we design and 
conduct are scientifically strong, user friendly, and realistic. It is our goal 
to build programs and organizations that integrate data into ongoing 
program operations and decision-making processes. Therefore, it is vitally 
important to us that staff and stakeholders are involved in many phases 
of evaluation, and that they understand the results of evaluation. In the 
end, we believe this creates better services. To support this participatory 
approach, we will include the Healthy Schools for Healthy Students Evaluation 
Advisory Team in planning and implementation of the evaluation, as ap­
propriate. The team’s knowledge and expertise will be essential in the de­
velopment and implementation of the evaluation, and the utilization of 
the evaluation findings.

This proposal describes the tasks to be completed during the 3-year 
pilot project. Ultimately, the project will provide the Horizon 
Foundation and Howard County Public Schools with evaluation re­
sults that may be used in decision-making about the program, so that 
services are provided at an optimal level, and the program is achieving 
desired results for students, staff, and families.

1. EVALUATION DESIGN

The evaluation study will include the following tasks:

• Design a plan for evaluating che 3-year project.
• Develop key evaluation questions with input from the Evaluation 

Advisory Team.
• Identify data techniques and data sources.
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• Create a work plan with a time line that indicates key data collec­
tion and reporting activities.

• Collect and analyze qualitative and quantitative data.
• Prepare and present annual interim reports and a final reporc.

Partners’ approach for accomplishing each of these tasks is described 
next. An estimated time line for completing each of these tasks is displayed 
in Exhibit 1.

1.1 Design Plan for Evaluating the 3-Year Project

Designing a sound evaluation plan for this project will be the key to its 
success. The evaluation plan will form the foundation of all activities to 
be performed during the 3-year project period. Partners proposes to work 
collaboratively with the Evaluation Advisory Team in the development of 
such an evaluation plan. Initially, Partners will meet with members of the 
Evaluation Advisory Team to discuss the goals and objectives of the project 
and identify the key components of the 3-year project. Based on this pre­
liminary meeting, and in conjunction with review of relevant Healthy Schools 
for Healthy Students materials and documents, Partners will prepare a draft 
evaluation plan. The draft plan will include final evaluation questions for 
the contextual, implementation, and outcome evaluations; data collection 
methods and data sources for collecting data to address the research ques­
tions; and a time line for implementation of the plan. The draft plan will 
be submitted to the Evaluation Advisory Team for review and comment. 
The plan will be revised as appropriate, and a final evaluation plan will be 
submitted to the team for approval.

To ensure that the evaluation plan continues to meet the needs of the 
Horizon Foundation and Howard County Public Schools, Partners pro­
poses to hold quarterly meetings with the Evaluation Advisory Team. These 
meetings will provide Partners and the team with opportunities to discuss 
progress on the evaluation, identify barriers and potential solutions to 
those barriers, share findings, and determine if the evaluation plan needs 
to be revised.

1.2 Develop Key Evaluation Questions

There will be three levels of evaluation included in each of the three school 
settings: context, implementation, and outcome. Therefore, three sets of 
key evaluation questions will be developed relating to each of the three 
types of evaluation. The evaluation questions already developed by the
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Horizon Foundation will serve as die starcing point for generating a final 
and comprehensive list of questions. The preliminary sets of questions are 
identified below.

The contextual evaluation will be guided by the following preliminary 
evaluation questions:

• What are the demographics (and characteristics) of the pilot 
schools?

• How receptive were staff members to using the developmental as­
sets framework as a vehicle to change school culture?

• What types of support/training activities were provided for school 
staff?

• How satisfied were staff members with the support/training?
• What action plans were developed for implementing specific initia­

tives?
• What barriers were evident that restricted efficient and effective 

planning?
• How were these barriers addressed and overcome?
• What types of orientation programs were provided for parents?

The implementation evaluation will be guided by the following prelimi­
nary evaluation questions:

• To what degree were the strategies/approaches learned in the train­
ing implemented throughout the school community?

• How receptive was the school community to the programs/activi- 
ties/events that were conducted?

• To what degree were the activities in each school’s action plan im­
plemented?

The outcome evaluation will be guided by the following preliminary 
evaluation questions:

• What changes occurred for students in: support and empowerment; 
commitment to learning; positive values; social competencies; posi­
tive identity; and boundaries, expectations, and constructive use of 
time?

• What changes occurred for staff in: working relationships, working 
environment, and collaboration with families and the community?

• What changes occurred for families in: connection to school and 
staff; involvement in school activities; and knowledge and use of 
school and community resources and services?
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These secs of preliminary questions will be discussed during Partners’ 
initial meeting with the Evaluation Advisory Team (described in Section 
1.1). Ac chat meeting, team members will be asked to participate in a discus­
sion about additional evaluation questions that should be included. These 
additional questions will be incorporated into the draft evaluation plan. In 
assisting the Evaluation Advisory Team in developing a final set of evalu­
ation questions, Partners will focus on the needs and interests of the team 
members, and will attempt to ensure that all key evaluation questions are:

• Appropriate to the pilot project’s goals and objectives
• Focused on addressing issues that other stakeholders may be inter­

ested in
• Measurable

Evaluation Advisory Team members will have the opportunity to review 
and comment on the final set of evaluation questions when they review the 
draft evaluation plan. Changes to the evaluation questions will be made 
based on their comments, and the final, revised list of key evaluation ques­
tions will be included in the final evaluation plan.

1.3 Identify Data Collection Techniques and Data Sources

Based on preliminary information, we anticipate that a variety of both 
quantitative and qualitative data collection techniques will be used for this 
evaluation. The specific data collection techniques to be used will depend 
heavily on the type of evaluation (contextual, implementation, or outcome), 
and the key evaluation questions for each type of evaluation. Preliminary 
approaches to collecting data for each of the evaluations are described next.

Contextual Evaluation
Based on the preliminary set of questions for the context evaluation, 
Partners will use two primary methods of data collection: 1) interviews with 
key stakeholders from the Horizon Foundation and from Howard County 
Public Schools; and 2) focus groups at each of the three participating 
schools with staff involved in the HSHS project. During Year 1, interview 
and focus group protocols will be developed to gather in-depth information 
as to how sites received training and support regarding the developmental 
assets framework, whether action plans were developed, how action plans 
were implemented, and barriers and strengths of the process. The purpose 
of the investigation will be to provide a picture of the larger context in 
which the HSHS program is operating. We will explore differences across 
schools to determine if the three schools are having different experiences.
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Additional data collection methods will be used as necessary to address 
any new evaluation questions identified by the Evaluation Advisoiy Team.

During Years 2 and 3, follow-up interviews and focus groups will be 
held with key stakeholders and staff included in Year 1. Questions will be 
developed based on Year 1 data and will likely be targeted at ascertaining 
changes in program operation and contextual factors during Years 2 and 3.

All interviews and/or focus groups will be tape-recorded, and the tapes 
will be transcribed. Hard copies of the transcripts will be analyzed for 
themes and content related co the evaluation questions. Presentation of 
the findings from Years 1 and 2 will be included in the interim annual re­
ports. The final project report will include a summary and analysis of the 
contextual evaluation data across all 3 years of the evaluation. Staff and 
stakeholders will be debriefed on the results of the context evaluation prior 
to submission of the interim reports or final report for strategic improve­
ment purposes, as necessary.

Implementation Evaluation
To address the preliminary implementation evaluation questions, Partners 
proposes to implement a case study approach to learn how the HSHS proj­
ect is being implemented at each of the three schools. The case study ap­
proach is very useful for the in-depth study and comparison of events across 
different groups. As such, a case study approach will allow us to gather 
detailed information about the implementation of the HSHS project in the 
elementary, middle, and high school settings, and identify similarities and 
differences in implementation, and the faccors that affect implementation 
for each of the schools.

The case study will involve several methods of data collection. First, ob­
servations of each school will be used to document the implementation of 
the program. As possible, during Year 1, a researcher will spend 2-3 days 
at each school participating in activities, and interviewing staff, students, 
and parents. This will allow us to gather firsthand documentation about 
the implementation and operation of the program at each school. During 
Years 2 and 3, follow-up observations will take place to document changes 
in operation over the course of the project.

Second, interviews will be conducted with stakeholders from the Horizon 
Foundation and the Howard County Public Schools, and with school staff. 
The interview and focus group protocols developed for the contextual pro­
cess evaluation (described previously) will include questions pertaining to 
the implementation evaluation. During Year 1, questions will focus on che 
integrity of project implementation throughout the school community, 
and how activities were integrated at the local site. During Years 2 and 3,
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questions will be targeted at ascertaining any improvement in program 
operations during Years 2 and 3. As appropriate, additional interviews will 
be held with key community collaborators to gather information from their 
perspective. Other data collection techniques will be used as necessary to 
address any additional evaluation questions identified by the Evaluation 
Advisory Team.

All interviews and/or focus groups will be tape-recorded, and the tapes 
will be transcribed. The transcripts will be analyzed for themes and content 
related to the evaluation questions. Presentation of the findings from Years 
1 and 2 will be included in the interim annual reports. The final evaluation 
report will provide a summary and analysis of the data across all 3 years 
and across the three school settings. Staff and stakeholders will be debriefed 
on the results of the context evaluation prior to submission of the interim 
reports or final report for strategic improvement purposes, as necessary.

Outcome Evaluation
Prior to determining the data collection methods and sources for the out­
come evaluation, the Evaluation Advisory Team and other stakeholders will 
be asked to participate in a process to develop a logic model (or program 
theory). The purpose of developing this model is to clarify the outcomes 
and contributing factors of the HSHS program. Logic models are useful 
tools for both program administrators and evaluators for establishing 
the linkages between what a program does, and the outcomes ic expects 
to achieve. Using the logic model design established by United Way of 
America (see Figure 1), Partners will facilitate the group of stakeholders in 
identifying the resources that go into the program, the types and amounts

Resources
• Money
• Staff
• Volunteers
• Equipment & 

supplies
Constraints
• Laws
• Regulations
• Funders' 

requirements

Activities
• Shelter
• Training
• Education
• Counseling
• Mentoring

Products
• Classes taught
• Counseling 

sessions 
conducted

• Educational 
materials 
distributed

• Hours of service 
delivered

• Participants served

Benefits for People
• New knowledge
• Increased skills
• Changed attitudes 

or values
• Modified behavior
• Improved condition
• Altered status

Figure 1. Sample United Way Program Logic Model
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of services that are provided, and the initial, intermediate, and long-term 
outcomes expected of the program.

Once the logic model is created, Partners will develop a measurement 
plan that will identify indicators for measuring each outcome (measure­
ment statements), and instruments proposed to collect data to track each 
outcome. A data collection schedule will be established in the measurement 
plan for staff and site leaders and will include an explanation of procedures 
for implementing consent procedures, establishing client confidentiality, 
and submitting data. The logic model and associated measurement plan 
and data collection schedule will be incorporated into the evaluation plan.

The Profile of School Social and Learning Climate Survey, created by the Search 
Institute, will be used to establish a profile of the middle and high school’s 
social and learning climate, and to measure changes that occur throughout 
the pilot. Partners will work closely with the Evaluation Advisory Team to 

\ identify appropriate means of measuring changes in social and learning cli­
mate at the elementary school. One option is to modify the Profile of School 
Social and Learning Climate Survey to be applicable to the elementary school 
secting. Other options will also be explored.

Once the measurement plan has been finalized, Partners will conduct a 
1-day training for all appropriate staff on the implementation of the plan. 
The training will include a review of data collection instruments, proce­
dures for collecting data, procedures for informed consent, and processes 
and schedule for submitting data to Partners for analysis.

1.4 Create Work Plan and Time Line

Once Partners has completed tasks 1-3, we will develop a final work plan 
and associated time line that depicts, in detail, key data collection and 
reporting activities. This work plan will be submitted to the Evaluation 
Advisory Team and to the Horizon Foundation no later than 2 weeks fol­
lowing approval of the final evaluation plan.

1.5 Collect and Analyze Qualitative and Quantitative Data

The work plan and time line described in Section 1.4 will form the basis for 
all data collection activities. Partners will follow the established time line 
for the collection and reporting of all data. Partners anticipates that data 
collection will begin in February and will continue for the duration of the 
3-year evaluation.
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1.6 Prepare and Submit Interim and Final Reports

At the end of Year 1, Partners will submit an interim report that summa­
rizes findings from the contextual, implementation, and outcomes evalua­
tion from Year 1. The report will include summaries of all data analyses and 
will highlight overall evaluation findings, key findings for each of the three 
schools, and comparisons across schools in terms of implementation and 
preliminary outcomes. A similar report focusing on Year 2 findings will be 
submitted at the end of Year 2. The Year 2 interim report will also include 
a comparison of Year 1 and Year 2 findings. Both reports will highlight the 
implications of the findings for various groups of stakeholders.

Within 30 days of the end of the contract, Partners will submit a final 
evaluation report. This report will provide a synthesis of findings from all 
3 years of the evaluation and will include cross-school comparisons, as well 
as comparisons across years. The report will include a discussion of the 
implications of the findings for project improvement, understanding what 
works and what does not work, and possible expansion to other schools.

2. BUDGET

2.1 Budget Summary

BUDGET SUMMARY

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

Personnel

Dr. Christy Lynch $12,240 $8,640 $8,640

Dr. Kathleen Dowell $10,800 $7,920 $7,920

Administrative Assistant $800 $400 $400

Contractual Services

Data Entry Assistant $1,060 $490 $490

Other

Copying $100 $50 $50

TOTAL $25,000 $17,500 $17,500

2.2 Year 1 Budget Narrative

Dr. Lynch will provide 136 hours of consulting time @ $90/hour. She will 
be responsible for overseeing the implementation and development of all 
products of the contextual and process evaluations. She will also serve as 
the main contact for the project.
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Dr. Dowell will provide 112 hours of consulting rime @ $90/hour. She will 
be responsible for consultation on outcome evaluation, instrument devel­
opment, and will conduct outcome analyses and provide end-year reports.

Administrative Assistant will provide 32 hours of time @ $25/hour. She 
will be responsible for all administrative functions, such as document prep­
aration, mailings, copying, etc.

A subcontractor/research assistant will be hired by Partners to complete 
data entry.

2.2 Years 2 and 3 Budget Narrative

Each year, Dr. Lynch will provide 96 hours of consulting time @ $90/hour. 
She will be responsible for overseeing the implementation of and develop­
ment of products of the contextual and process evaluations. She will also 
serve as the main contact for the project.

Each year, Dr. Dowell will provide 88 hours of consulting time @ $90/ 
hour. She will be responsible for consultation on outcome evaluation, in­
strument development, and will conduct outcome analyses and provide 
end-year reports.

Each year, an Administrative Assistant will provide 16 hours of time @ 
$25/hour. She will be responsible for all administrative functions such as 
document preparation, mailings, copying, etc.

Each year, a subcontractor/research assistant will perform data entry.

3. PROJECT TIME LINE

Exhibit 1 displays a Year 1 proposed rime line for completion of tasks 1-6, 
as described in Section 1 of this proposal.
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During Years 2 and 3, data collection will continue for the contextual, 
implementation, and outcome evaluations. A Year 2 interim report will be 
submitted in August of year 2. The final evaluation report will be submitted 
no later than September 30 of year three.

4. KEY TEAM MEMBERS

Staff of Partners in Evaluation & Planning have extensive experience and 
proven capabilities in evaluation design, research methods, data collection, 
data analysis, report preparation, and dissemination of evaluation results. 
Partners is a consulting company, founded in 1995, that provides high 
quality program planning and evaluation services to nonprofit, govern­
ment, and private social service and health organizations. Partners’ services 
include, but are not limited to, program evaluation design and implemen­
tation, needs assessments, data collection, tool development, data analysis 
and reporting, strategic planning, and grant writing. Partners also provides 
training and technical assistance to programs and organizations that desire 
assistance in carrying out program evaluation and strategic planning activi­
ties. A select list of Partners’ past clients include Delaware HIV Consortium, 
Delaware Division of Public Health, Youth Crime Watch of America, 
The Family Tree (Maryland Child Abuse Prevention Agency), Maryland 
Department of Human Resources (Social Services), Maryland Department 
of Transportation/Highway Safety Office, Family and Children Services of 
Central Maryland, Baltimore City Head Start, and the Baltimore City Police 
Athletic League. Partners’ staff has over 20 years of combined experience in 
program evaluation, program planning, and grant writing.

The project will be under che direction of Christina Olenik Lynch, MSW, 
PhD, the Founding Partner of Partners in Evaluation & Planning. She 
will be responsible for coordinating and overseeing the project, preparing 
data collection tools, facilitating the collection of data, analyzing data, and 
preparing reports. Dr. Lynch has been working with human service and 
health organizations for more than 15 years. Starting out in direct service 
and moving to program management and evaluation, she has worked in 
a variety of service areas, such as juvenile justice, child abuse prevention, 
homelessness, youth development, teen pregnancy, and job training and 
placement. Since 1995, Dr. Lynch has provided consulting services to gov­
ernment, nonprofit, and private agencies in the areas of program evalua­
tion, strategic planning, and grant writing. Dr. Lynch’s expertise includes 
process and outcome evaluation, focus groups, developing measurement 
tools, and writing research reports. Dr. Lynch has a Masters of Social Work 
degree, and a PhD in Social Work.
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Kathleen Dowell, PhD, a Parmer with Partners in Evaluation & Planning, 
will be involved with development of data collection tools, data collection, 
data analysis, and report preparation. Dr. Dowell has more than 12 years 
of experience in all phases of evaluation, including research design, data 
collection, data analysis, and report writing. Dr. Dowell's areas of expertise 
focus on issues related to children and families, and include adolescent 
pregnancy prevention, HIV prevention, sexuality education, substance 
abuse treatment, and child abuse and neglect prevention. Dr. Dowell has 
conducted numerous evaluation projects, involving the collection and anal­
ysis of both quantitative and qualitative data. From 1993 through 1997, 
Dr. Dowell was responsible for research and evaluation activities in the 
Maryland Governor’s Office for Children, Youth and Families. From 1997 
through 2002, Dr. Dowell worked as a consultant for Caliber Associates, 
where she managed a large multisite evaluation of substance abuse treat­
ment programs for women and their infants and children. Dr. Dowell has a 
Masters of Arts degree in Clinical Psychology, and a PhD in Policy Sciences.
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APPENDIX 9-2: Survey of School Social and Learning 
Climate Elementary School Student Survey
We are asking you to take this survey to find out what your school is like. 
This survey is voluntary. You do not have to take this survey, but we hope 
you will. We need your help!

DO NOT write your name on this survey. No one but you will know how 
you answered these questions.

Please mark only one answer for each question. Fill in the bubbles neatly 
with a #2 pencil. Do not make any other marks on the survey.

Please read each question carefully. Select only one answer for each ques­
tion. Please be as honest as you can. Even though some of the questions 
may sound the same, it is very important for you to answer all the questions 
carefully.

HOW TO MARK YOUR ANSWERS

■ Use black lead pencil only (#2).
■ Do not use pens or markers.
• Make marks that fill the whole circle.
■ Erase any answers you want to change.
■ Do not make any extra marks on the survey.

EXAMPLES

RIGHT WRONG

oo«o OOXO

Thank you for taking this survey!
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PART ONE. Please answer the following questions about yourself.

1. How old are you?
0 7 years old, or younger than 7 
O 8 years old 
O 9 years old 
O 10 years old 
O 11 years old
O 12 years old, or older than 12

2. Are you a boy or a girl?

O Boy
O Girl

3. What grade are you in?

O 3rd grade
O 4th grade 
O 5th grade

4. How long have you been at this school?

O Less than 1 year 
O 1-2 years 
O 3 or more years

5. How would you describe yourself? (Check all that apply)

O White
O Black/African-American 
O Asian or Pacific Islander 
O Hispanic or Latino/Latina
O American Indian/Native American/Alaskan Native 
O Middle Eastern/Arab
O Other: _______________________ ______________________

6. What language do you speak most of the time?

O English 
O Spanish
O Other:______________________________________________

7. What language do you read most of the time?

O English 
O Spanish
O Other: ________________ ___________________________
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PART TWO. Mark how much of the time you feel the following 
statements are true.

The teachers at my school . ..

Never
Some of 
the Time

Most of 

the Time

1. care about me. o o o
2. tell me when 1 do a good 

job.
o o o

3. listen to me when 1 have a 
problem.

o o o
4. expect me to do well in 

school.
o o o

5. listen when 1 have 
something to say.

o o 0
6. treat students fairly. o o o
7. expect all students to follow 

the rules.
o o o

8. only notice me when 1 do a 
good job.

o o o
9. help students learn new 

things.
o o 0

Keep on Trucking
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Students at my school . . .

Never
Some of 
the Time

Most of 
the Time

10. are expected to work hard 
to get good grades in 
school.

o o o
11. treat other students from 

different backgrounds the 
same.

o o ° }
12. do well if they try hard. o o o
13. treat each other with 

respect.
o o o i

14. do not let other students 
bully someone.

o o o
15. think that school is 

important.
o o o

3
16. don’t work very hard. 0 o o
17. try to get good grades. o o o
18. listen to what I have to say. o o o

You ore doing "IT* OK!
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How true are these statements about your HOME?

In my home, there is a parent or some other adult. . .

Never
Some of
the Time

Most of 
the Time

19. who thinks that school is 
important.

o o o
20. who wants me to do my 

best.
o o 0

21. who cares about my 
schoolwork.

o o o
22. who asks me about my 

homework.
o o o

How often are these statements about your FRIENDS true?

My friends at school . . .

Never
Some of 
the Time

Most of 
the Time

23. encourage me to work hard 
in school.

o o o
24. work hard so they will do 

well.
o o o
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How often are these statements about your SCHOOL true?

Never
Some of 
the Time

Most of
the Time

25. My school is a safe place 
to be.

o o o
26. Most students follow the 

rules.
o o o

i

27. Other students bother 
me when I am doing my 
schoolwork.

o o o
28. Teachers here respect me. o o °
29. Teachers let students bully 

other students.
o 0 o

30. My teachers help me when
I need it.

o o o
31. My teacher cares about me 

even when I don’t do well 
on my schoolwork.

o o o
32. I can count on other 

students to help me.
o o o

'

33. Some students don’t have 
to follow the rules.

o o o

You’re doing greet!
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How often are these statements about YOU true?

Never
Some of 
the Time

Most of 
the Time

34. I feel like school is a waste 
of time.

o o o
35. I get to help make 

decisions in my classroom.
o o o

36. I can be successful even if I 
don’t do well in school.

o o o
37. I like to learn new things at 

school.
o o o

38. I would like to go to a 
different school.

o o o
39. I work hard at school. o o 0
40. I can do well in school even 

if the work is hard.
o o o

41. I am afraid I will be hurt at 
school.

o o o
42. I can figure out things if I 

really try.
o o o

43. I can really be myself at this 
school.

o o o

Pleo/e turn (he page ... almo/( done!!
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How often are these statements about YOU true?

Never
Some of 
the Time

Most of
the Time

44. I think most of my 
schoolwork is too easy.

o o o
45. I get to help make class 

rules or choose activities to 
do at school.

o o o
46. I believe that doing well 

in school will help me be 
successful.

o o o
47. I am confident that I can 

do all of my schoolwork 
this year.

o o 0 I
'1

48. I feel like I am an important 
part of this school.

o o o
49. I can share my ideas and 

ask questions at school.
o o o

i

50. I just give up when my 
schoolwork gets hard.

o o o
51. I get to choose the reward 

for being good at school.
0 o o

52. I feel like I make a 
difference at my school.

o o o

Yeah!!! You reached the fini/h line!!!

Thank you.
Please give your survey to your teacher.
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APPENDIX 9-3: Healthy Schools for Healthy Students Staff 
Survey

Deep Run Elementary School is participating in a pilot project called 
Healthy Schools for Healthy Students. We are conducting this survey to 
obtain feedback from teachers and staff of Deep Run Elementary School. 
Completing the survey will only take a few minutes of your time. The sur­
vey is anonymous, so please do not put vour name on it. Your responses will 
be combined with those of other staff, and your name will not be used 
in any reports that are written about this survey. We will use the results 
of this survey to make this school the best it can be in helping children 
succeed.

PART ONE. Please rate your opinion of the following statements by circling 
the number that best represents how you feel about each statement. In the 
"BEFORE” column, think back and indicate how you felt at the very begin­
ning of the school year (last September). In the “NOW” column, indicate 
how you feel now.

1 indicates you strongly disagree with the statement
2 indicates you disagree with the statement
3 indicates you agree with the statement
4 indicates you strongly agree with the statement
If you don’t know if you agree or disagree, please circle the “don’t know” 

option.
Remember: Circle one number in the “BEFORE” column AND one number 
in the “NOW” column.

How you felt BEFORE How you feel
STATEMENT (in September) NOW

1. I am knowledgeable about 1 2 3 4 DQntln0~ 1 2 3 4 0on''kr,ow
developmental assets.

2. I understand the 1 2 3 4 Don''lm°w 1 2 3 4 Oon'tl‘now
relationship between
developmental assets and 
children’s attitudes and 
behavior.

3. I understand my role in 1 2 3 4 Oon’iimow 1 2 3 4 Don l ^ow
developing/nurturing assets
in students. _______________

4. I am knowledgeable about 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 Dcn: ’nDW
students’ emotional needs.

5. I respond appropriately to 1 2 3 4 n°n': 1 2 3 4 Don cLnow
students’ emotional needs. ___



APPENDIX 9-3: Healthy Schools for Healthy Students Staff Survey I 169

STATEMENT
How you felt BEFORE 

(in September)
How you feel

NOW

6. Most students care about 
doing well in school.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

7. Most students complete 
homework assignments.

1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

8. Most students feel positive 
about their friendships.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

9. Most students are sensitive 
and empathetic to others.

1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 3 4 Don’t know

10. Most students are aware of 
the impact of their actions 
on others.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

11. Most students try to solve 
conflicts in a peaceful way.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

12. Most students get 
along with people from 
different cultures or ethnic 
backgrounds.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

13. Most students avoid 
situations that might place 
them in danger.

1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

14. Most students feel good 
about themselves.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

15. Most students feel positive 
about their future.

1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 3 4 Don't know
i

16. Most students treat one 
another with respect.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

17. Most students treat 
teachers with respect.

1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

18. I spend too much time 
dealing with student 
discipline issues.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don’t know

19. I have a good relationship 
with most students.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

20. I feel optimistic about our 
students.

1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

21. Our school has a good 
relationship with parents.

1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 3 4 Don't know 1

22. Our school treats parents 
with respect.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don’t know

23. Our school involves parents 
in a meaningful way.

1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 3 4 Don't know
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STATEMENT
How you felt BEFORE 

(in September)
How you feel

NOW

24. In our school, parents 
and staff are able to work 
collaboratively.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

25. Our school is respected by 
the community.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don’t know ’

26. Our school involves 
community members in a 
meaningful way.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

27. I have a good working 
relationship with most of 
my colleagues at Deep Run 
Elementary School.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

28. I feel supported by my 
colleagues.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

29. I am treated with respect by 
my colleagues.

1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 3 4 Don’t know

30. My role within the school is 
meaningful.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

31. In this school, my opinions 
are taken seriously.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don’t know

32. In this school, I have the 
opportunity to provide 
input on a regular basis.

1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 3 4 Don’t know

33. I am excited about coming 
to work each day.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don’t know

34. I am satisfied with my job. 1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don’t know

35. Compared to the first 3 months of this school year, do you think students 
at this school now are exhibiting more, fewer, or about the same amount of 
positive behaviors toward other students?

a. Exhibiting more positive behaviors toward other students

b. Exhibiting fewer positive behaviors toward other students

c. Exhibiting about the same amount of positive behaviors toward other 
students

36. Compared to the first 3 months of this school year, do you think students 
at this school now are exhibiting more, fewer, or about the same amount of 
positive behaviors toward staff?

a. Exhibiting more positive behaviors toward staff

b. Exhibiting fewer positive behaviors toward staff

c. Exhibiting about the same amount of positive behaviors toward staff
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37. Compared to the first 3 months of this school year, do you think students 
at this school now are exhibiting more, fewer, or about the same amount of 
negative behaviors toward other students?

a. Exhibiting more negative behaviors toward other students

b. Exhibiting fewer negative behaviors toward other students

c. Exhibiting about the same amount of negative behaviors toward other 
students

38. Compared to the first 3 months of this school year, do you think students 
at this school now are exhibiting more, fewer, or about the same amount of 
negative behaviors toward staff?

a. Exhibiting more negative behaviors toward staff

b. Exhibiting fewer negative behaviors toward staff

c. Exhibiting about the same amount of negative behaviors toward staff

PART TWO. Using the same scale as in PART ONE, please rate your cur­
rent opinion of the following statements. Again, if you don’t know if you 
agree or disagree, please circle the “don’t know” option.

HOW YOU FEEL NOW

STATEMENT
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree Agree Strongly
Agree

Don’t
Know

39. Focusing on asset 
development 
among students 
is a good idea.

1 2 3 4 Don't know

j

.4

40. The Healthy
Schools for Healthy 
Students project 
has improved our 
school culture.

1 2 3 4 Don't know

41. There has been 
an appropriate 
amount of 
communication 
about
developmental 
assets among 
school staff 
members.

1 2 3 4 Don’t know

i

!
.1
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HOW YOU FEEL NOW

STATEMENT
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree Agree Strongly
Agree

Don’t
Know

42. The
communication 
about assets that 
has taken place 
among staff has 
been productive.

1 2 3 4 Don't know

43. I have been able 
to apply asset­
building strategies 
in my classroom.

1 2 3 4 Don't know

44. I have been able 
to build assets in 
students through 
my relationship 
with them.

1 2 3 4 Don't know

PART THREE. Please help us improve our efforts by sharing your thoughts 
and suggestions with us.

45. Thinking about the Healthy Schools for Healthy Students Pilot Project, what do you 
feel has worked well so far?

46. What do you think could be done differently?

47. Do you have any additional comments or suggestions?
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PART FOUR. Please tell us a little about yourself.

48. What is your current position?

□ Teacher What grade(s) do you teach?_______________________

□ Teacher’s assistant

□ Other support staff

□ Administrator

□ Other, please describe___________________________________________

49. How long have you been employed by Deep Run Elementary School (including 
this year)?

□ Less than 1 year

□ 1-2 years

□ 3-4 years

□ 5-9 years

□ 10-14 years

□ 15-19 years

□ 20 years or more

50. How long have you worked in the field of education, in general (including this 
year)?

□ Less than 1 year

□ 1-2 years

□ 3-4 years

□ 5-9 years

□ 10-14 years

□ 15-19 years

□ 20 years or more

51. What is your gender?

□ Male

□ Female

52. How old are you?

□ Under 20

□ 21-30 years old

□ 31-40 years old

□ 41-50 years old

□ 51 years old or older
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53. How would you describe yourself? (Please check all that apply)

□ White

□ Black/African-American

□ American Indian/Alaskan Native

□ Hispanic/Latino/Latina

□ Asian

□ Middle Eastern/Arab

□ Pacific Islander

THANK YOU FOR YOUR TIME!
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APPENDIX 9-4: Healthy Schools for Healthy Students 
Parent/Caregiver Survey

Deep Run Elementary School is participating in a pilot project called 
Healthy Schools for Healthy Students. We are conducting this survey to ob­
tain feedback from parents/caregivers of children enrolled at this school. 
Completing the survey will only take a few minutes of your time. The 
survey is anonymous, so please do not put vour name on it. Your responses 
will be combined with those of other families, and your name will not 
be used in any reports that are written about this survey. We will use the 
results of this survey to make this school the best it can be in helping your 
child succeed. When you have completed your survey, please place it in 
the return envelope, seal the envelope, and return the survey to school
with your child.

***ln this survey, the term “child” refers to any child residing in your 
home who attends Deep Run Elementary School, whether you are the 

child’s parent, stepparent, foster parent, guardian, relative, 
or other caregiver.

PART ONE. Please tell us a little about your child or children.

1. Did your oldest or only child who attends Deep Run Elementary School attend 
Deep Run for 6 months or more during the school year?

□ Yes —» Please continue

□ No —» Please skip to PART FOUR (question #34) of the survey.

PART TWO. Thinking of your oldest or only child attending Deep Run 
Elementary School, please answer the following questions.

1. CHILD’S AGE 
(Circle one)

2. CHILD’S 
GENDER 
(Circle one)

3. CHILD'S 4.
GRADE 
(Circle one)

# OF YEARS
AT DEEP RUN 
ELEMENTARY 
(Circle one)

5 6 7 8 9 10 11 Male Female K 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

5. What is your relationship to this child? (Check one)

O Parent

□ Stepparent

□ Grandparent

□ Other relative

□ Foster parent

□ Other, please describe
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Again, thinking only of this child (your oldest or only child attending Deep 
Run), please complete items 6-19. These questions ask you to think of 
this child and respond to several statements about the child. Please circle 
the number that best matches how you feel about each statement. In the 
“BEFORE” column, think back and tell how true the statement was at the 
very beginning of the school year (last September). In the “NOW” column, 
please tell how true the statement is right now.

1 indicates the statement is never crue
2 indicates the statement is rarely true
3 indicates the statement is sometimes true
4 indicates the statement is almost always true
If you are unsure about a statement, please circle the “don’t know” 

option.
Remember: Circle one number in the “BEFORE” column AND one number 
in the “NOW” column.

MY CHILD . ..

How true was 
this statement 

BEFORE 
(in September)?

How true is 
this statement 

NOW?

6. Cares about doing well in school. 1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

7. Completes his/her homework 
assignments.

■J2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 3 4 Don’t know

8. Likes reading books or magazines for 
pleasure.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

9. Feels good about his/her friendships. 1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don’t know

10. Tries to make others feel better. 1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don’t know

11. Tells others how s/he is feeling. 1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 3 4 Don’t know

12. Gets along with people from different 
cultures or ethnic backgrounds.

1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 3 4 Don’t know

13. Avoids situations that might place 
him/her in danger.

1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

14. Tries to solve conflicts in a peaceful 
way.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

15. Feels good about him/herself. 1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

16. Feels positive about his/her future. 1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 3 4 Don't know

17. Feels that school staff cares about 
him/her.

1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 3 4 Don’t know
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18. Compared to the first 3 months of this school year, do you think your child now 
is exhibiting more positive behaviors, fewer positive behaviors, or about the 
same amount of positive behaviors?

a. Exhibiting more positive behaviors

b. Exhibiting fewer positive behaviors

c. Exhibiting about the same amount of positive behaviors

19. Compared to the first 3 months of this school year, do you think your child now 
is exhibiting more negative behaviors, fewer negative behaviors, or about the 
same amount of negative behaviors?

a. Exhibiting more negative behaviors

b. Exhibiting fewer negative behaviors

c. Exhibiting about the same amount of negative behaviors

PART THREE. The following questions ask about your own experiences 
with and opinions of Deep Run Elementary School during this school year. 
Please answer each question by circling the number that best corresponds 
to your feelings or experiences. Again, in the “BEFORE” column, think back 
to the very beginning of the school year (last September). In the “NOW” 

column, please answer thinking about right now.

1 None 2 A little bit 3 Some 4 A lot

Remember: Circle one number in the “BEFORE” column AND one number 
in the “NOW” column.

BEFORE?
HOW MUCH DO YOU KNOW ABOUT ... (in September) NOW?

20. the Healthy Schools for Healthy Students 1234 1234
project at Deep Run Elementary School.

21. developmental assets for children and 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4
youth.

22. the relationship between developmental 1234 1234
assets and children's attitudes and
behaviors.

23. services available through Deep Run 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4
Elementary School.

TO WHAT EXTENT . . .

24. Do you use services available through 1234 1234
Deep Run Elementary School?

25. Are you involved in Deep Run school 1234 1234
activities?
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For questions 26-33 in the table below, please use the following answer 
choices. Please circle the number that best represents how you feel about 
each statement.

1 indicates you strongly disagree with the statement
2 indicates you disagree with the statement
3 indicates you agree with the statement
4 indicates that you strongly agree with the statement
If you are unsure about a statement, please circle the “don’t know” 

option.

Again, in the "BEFORE” column, think back and indicate how you felt at the 
very beginning of the school year (last September). In the “NOW” column, 
indicate how you feel right now.

STATEMENT

How you felt 
BEFORE?

(in September)
How you feel 

NOW?
26. 1 feel as if 1 am a part of Deep Run 

Elementary School.
1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 2 4 Don’t know

27. 1 respect the staff of Deep Run 
Elementary School.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 2 4 Don’t know

28. 1 feel respected by the staff of Deep
Run Elementary School.

1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 2 4 Don’t know

29. 1 have a good relationship with the 
staff of Deep Run Elementary School.

1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 2 4 Don’t know

30. The staff of Deep Run Elementary 
School values my opinion.

1 2 3 4 Don't know 1 2 2 4 Don’t know

31. The staff of Deep Run Elementary 
School encourages me to be involved 
in school activities.

1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 2 4 Don’t know

32. The staff of Deep Run Elementary 
School encourages me to be involved 
in my child’s education.

1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 2 4 Don’t know

33. 1 am glad my child attends Deep Run 
Elementary School.

1 2 3 4 Don’t know 1 2 2 4 Don’t know

PART FOUR. Please tell us a little about yourself (OPTIONAL).

34. What is your gender?

□ Male

□ Female 

How old are you?

□ Under 20

35.
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□ 21-30 years

□ 31-40 years

□ 41 or older

36. How would you describe yourself? (Check ah that apply)

□ White

□ Black/African-American

□ Hispanic/Latino/Latina

□ American Indian/Alaskan Native

□ Asian

□ Middle Eastern/Arab

□ Pacific Islander

37. What is your marital status?

□ Married

□ Divorced/separated

□ Single, never married

□ Widowed

□ Living with a partner

38. What is your level of education?

□ Some high school

□ High school graduate/GED

□ Some college or technical school

□ College graduate or beyond

□ Other, please describe: ______________________

39. How long have you lived in your current neighborhood?

□ Less than one year

□ One to three years

□ Four to six years

□ Seven to nine years

□ Ten years or more

40. What is your total household annual income?

□ Less than $2,500

□ $2,500 to $4,999

□ $5,000 to $9,999

□ $10,000 to $19,999
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□ $20,000 to $39,999
□ $40,000 to $99,999
□ $100,000 to $199,999
□ $200,000 to $499,999
□ $500,000 or more

41. Do you have any ocher thoughts or comments that you would like to share?

THANKYOU!
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APPENDIX 9-5: Healthy Schools for Healthy Students 
Contextual Evaluation Interview Protocol

1. What is your role in the Healthy Schools for Healthy Students initiative? 
How did you first become involved in the project, and how do you see 
your role evolving over time?

2. How did the idea first come to the Horizon Foundation and the school 
system to integrate the Search Institute’s framework? What is your ob­
servation of the relationship between the Healthy Schools project and 
the Search Institute? What has been exchanged in the relationship?

3. How receptive were staff members to using the developmental assets 
framework as a vehicle to change school culture? Was it positive/nega- 
tive? What examples can you share of their reactions?

4. What types of support/training activities were provided for school 
staff? When were they provided? And were school staff able to make 
suggestions on the training they were interested in?

5. How satisfied have staff members been with the support/training? 
What has been the best part of the support/training? What could use 
improvement?

6. Were action plans developed for implementing specific initiatives at 
the schools? What process was used to develop the plans? What stake­
holders were involved? How will plans be updated?

7. What barriers were evident that restricted program planning across 
the three schools and within each school, specifically? Have these bar­
riers been addressed? If so, how?

8. What are the strengths and challenges to incorporating the ideology into 
the school systems? How has it taken shape as a program in each school?

9. What differences have there been to incorporating the program in an 
elementary, middle, and high school? What are some of the character­
istic differences of the schools?

10. What has the capacity been for the schools to build the program? 
What resources were in place, and what new ones were needed to 
implement the program? How does leadership and vision impact on 
its incorporation?

11. Describe the relationship between the school system and the Horizon 
Foundation. Has it been positive or difficult? What examples can you 
share that help describe what you have seen?

12. In your opinion, how sustainable is the program? What are the con­
tributing factors to making it a long-term program?

13. Overall, how satisfied have you been with the development and imple­
mentation of the Healthy Schools project?
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APPENDIX 9-6: Healthy Schools for Healthy Students 
Student Focus Groups

1. What do you like best about school? What are some of your favorite 
things to do at school?

2. What don’t you like about school?
3. What are your favorite things to learn in school?
4. What do you think about the teachers at this school? How do they 

help you learn?
5. What activities are you in at school (i.e., sports, dance, theater, student 

government, etc.)
6. How do you feel when you come to school? Happy? Sad? Scared?
7. Do any of your parents help out at school? What kinds of things do 

they do?
8. What do your parents do at home to make sure you finish your school 

work?
9. How could school be better? What would make you feel happier about 

being at school?
10. How does school make you smarter?
11. How does school make you a good person?
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APPENDIX 9-7: Healthy Schools for Healthy Students 
School Culture Committee Focus Group

1. How were you first introduced to the Healthy Schools for Healthy Students 
project, and how did you feel when you first heard about it?

2. What is your impression of the developmental assets framework? How 
have you been able to integrate it into school activities?

3. What type of training have you received on the developmental assets 
framework, and how helpful was the training?

4. How has the developmental assets framework helped you understand 
students’ emotional/social needs? Do you feel there is an impact on 
their academic achievement after these needs are understood?

5. How were the strategic plans developed for the Healthy Schools for 
Healthy Students initiative? What did you think of the process? Has 
the plan been implemented as expected?

6. What are some of the activities you have actually implemented and 
how well did they work out? How has the communication about 
youth assets increased in this school?

7. How do you feel about the support you have received from che school 
system and Horizon staff in implementing the activities? What im­
provements would you like to see in this regard?

8. Overall, how well do you think staff get along at this school? How 
would you characterize the relationships among staff?

9. How satisfied are you with working at this school? What key elements 
keep you working here?

10. What are some of the overall strengths and weaknesses of the Healthy 
Schools for Healthy Students project?

11. What impacts have you seen on children, staff, and parents as a result 
of the program? What assets have you observed in students? Has there 
been an increase in parent involvement? How have staff relationships 
changed?

12. Do you have any other thoughts or suggestions about the program?
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APPENDIX 9-8: Healthy Schools for Healthy Students 
Principal Interview Protocol

1. What is your role in the Healthy Schools for Healthy Students initiative? 
How did you first become involved in the project, and how do you see 
your role evolving over time?

2. What is your observation of the relationship between the Healthy 
Schook project and the Search Institute? What has been exchanged in 
the relationship?

3. How receptive were staff members to using the developmental assets 
framework as a vehicle to change school culture? Was it positive/nega­
tive? What examples can you share about their reactions?

4. What types of support/training activities were provided for school 
staff? When were they provided? And were school staff able to make 
suggestions on the training they were interested in?

5. How satisfied have staff members been with the support/training? 
What has been the best part of the support/training? What could use 
improvement?

6. Were action plans developed for implementing specific initiatives at 
the schools? What process was used to develop the plans? What stake­
holders were involved? How will plans be updated?

7. What barriers were evident that restricted program planning within 
this school? Have these barriers been addressed? If so, how?

8. What are the strengths and challenges to incorporating the ideology 
into the school systems? How has it taken shape as a program in each 
school?

9. What has been unique in incorporating the program in an elementary, 
middle, and high school? What are some of the characteristic differ­
ences of che schools?

10. What has the capacity been for the schools to build the program? 
What resources were in place, and what new ones were needed to 
implement the program? How does leadership and vision impact on 
its incorporation?

11. Describe the relationship between the school system and the Horizon 
Foundation. Has it been positive? Has it been difficult? What exam­
ples can you share that help describe what you have seen?

12. In your opinion, how sustainable is the program? What are the con­
tributing factors to making it a successful, long-term program?

13. Overall, how satisfied have you been with the development and imple­
mentation of the Healthy Schools project?
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APPENDIX 9-9: Year 1 Report Executive Summary 
1. Introduction

Fueled by the desire to improve the health and well-being of Howard 
County’s young people, the Foundation initiated the Healthy Schools for 
Healthy Students (HSHS) Pilot Project by partnering with the Howard County 
Public School System. The vision of this partnership is that students, staff, 
parents, and extended families will achieve their maximum health and well­
ness potential. Planning for the project was a collaborative effort to ensure 
that the project goals align with both the Horizon Foundation’s mission 
and emerging priorities of the school system. This phase incorporates a 
more systematic approach to the concept of whole school wellness by focus­
ing on whole school culture.

To complement the Foundation’s broad definition of health that in­
cludes “a state of optimal physical, mental, and social well-being,” the de­
velopmental asset model designed by the Search Institute in Minneapolis 
was chosen as the core strategy for the project. This framework is a positive, 
strength-based approach that supports the entire community’s engagement 
in the healthy development of youth. Supported by research on the role of 
assets in helping students achieve both personally and academically, the 
Horizon Foundation anticipates that the application of the developmen­
tal assets model will result in improved school climate and, ultimately, to 
improved student achievement.

The HSHS project was implemented at three schools during the school 
year: Deep Run Elementary School, Burleigh Manor Middle School, and 
Reservoir High School. Schools were given leeway in the types and inten­
sity of activities and services that support the developmental assets way of 
thinking into the everyday culture of the schools. Activities chosen by the 
schools included:

• Assets education targeted toward students, staff, and parents
• Ongoing recognition of asset behaviors
• Promotion of adult-child relationships
• Leadership development
• Professional development
• Wellness-promoting activities
• Tools for communicating with parents
• Outreach to parents

These activities were thought to be effective ways of “infusing” the 
schools with the asset development mindset, and simultaneously fostering 
the development of youth assets and improving school culture.
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2. Methods

Under contract with The Horizon Foundation, Partners in Evaluation & 
Planning, LLC is conducting a 3-year evaluation of the Healthy Schools for 
Healthy Students Pilot Project. To capture the process of supporting schools 
in the implementation of HSHS, the actual implementation of HSHS within 
the school setting, and the outcomes achieved by the project, the evaluation 
was designed to focus on three primary activities:

• Context evaluation to describe the school settings in which the ini­
tiative was implemented and the larger systems context of the proj­
ect;

• Implementation evaluation to monitor, assess, and document how, 
and to what degree, project activities were implemented; and

• Outcome evaluation to identify and document the initial, intermedi­
ate, and long-term outcomes for students, staff, and parents.

The contextual and implementation evaluation together constituted the 
process evaluation. Data for the process evaluation were collected via focus 
groups with students, school staff, and parents; interviews with project 
stakeholders, including Horizon Foundation staff, school administrators; 
review of historical documents; and observation of activities and class­
rooms at each of the three participating schools.

The outcome evaluation was based on a project logic model that was 
developed by project stakeholders. The logic model identified expected 
outcomes for students, staff, and parents/caregivers. Data collection tools 
were then developed to measure outcomes for each of these three groups. 
Tools administered during the school year included:

• School climate survey (students)
• Student asset survey
• Staff survey
• Parent/caregiver survey

3. Process Evaluation Results 

3.1 Contextual Evaluation
The Healthy Schools for Healthy Students initiative is staffed by several peo­
ple at the Horizon Foundation and Howard County School System. The 
project is overseen by the President and CEO of the Horizon Foundation, 
Richard Krieg, and the Superintendent of Howard County Schools, John 
O’Rourke. The Horizon Foundation also has a Project Coordinator for the 
Healthy Schools initiative, Peggy Alexander, and a Director of Evaluation,
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Dr. Phyllis Utterback. Much of the direct support for Healthy Schools comes 
from the Grant Coordinator, Razia Kosi, who is an employee of the school 
system and acts as a liaison between the schools and the foundation. Each 
school’s program is overseen by its principal and directed by a school cul­
ture committee.

In general, the school system was very receptive and open to the devel­
opmental assets framework. To them, it tied in well with their character 
education efforts that encourage students to become “ethical, responsible 
adults.” While the school system sees the assets development framework 
as one of many options within the context of their character development 
efforts, the Horizon Foundation sees it as something broader, and prefers 
not to include it within character development.

The selection of schools for the pilot project also played an important 
role in the potential integration of developmental assets in che school sys­
tem. Each school was selected primarily because of the motivation and 
interest of the principal. The selection of pilot schools was a convenience 
sample more than anything, and primarily predicated on the support and 
motivation of the school principals. There are some unique characteristics 
that define each school. There was some concern that not all schools had 
an opportunity to be selected for the project.

Two levels of training were provided to school staff; one was the Search 
Institute Conference and the other was training provided by the grants 
coordinator and project director at Horizon. Both training efforts were 
beneficial.

All schools ran into some barriers in implementing the project. At Deep 
Run, the teaching staff became overwhelmed early in the school year with 
additional paperwork and academic requirements from the school system 
leaving little time for focusing on other activities. At Burleigh Manor, there 
was a settled stability and a highly integrated school culture committee 
(including students and parents) chat allowed the program to grow. At 
Reservoir High, much of che focus during the year was on all the aspects of 
starting a new school from scratch, binding up some time that might have 
been spent on the program. Ensuring implementation of developmentally 
appropriate activities for students of varying ages also became an issue, 
especially for older students.

Positive aspects of the project were identified. One positive aspect was 
the heightened awareness about using the asset framework as a philosophy 
within the school system. Most respondents felt che program is not only 
sustainable, but will grow in the Howard Councy School System. Many 
suggested that the cost for the program is low, and once the philosophy is 
integrated, will really entail little cost for individual schools.
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3.2 Implementation Evaluation
In planning for the project, planning committees at each school identified 
activities intended to target specific assets. Activities for students included 
academic support, advising, and special awards and recognition for positive 
behavior. Staff activities included wellness clinics, collaborative meetings, 
and special celebrations. Parent activities included workshops, PR materi­
als, and special activity nights. Lack of planning time during the last school 
year was an issue for all schools.

Students varied in their receptivity to the activities. Younger students 
were more accepting, especially when the activity included some sort of 
reward. Older students, however, felt that some of the activities were too 
childish.

Challenges in implementing the project included lack of parental in­
volvement, staff already feeling overwhelmed with other responsibilities, 
and lack of communication about the project among staff. Overall, partici­
pants were positive about the project, and expressed excitement at being 
able to influence school culture and promote asset development among 

| students.

4. Outcome Evaluation Findings

4.1 Students
Deep Run Elementary School

In terms of school climate, Deep Run Elementary students reported high 
levels of all school climate domains in both March and June, with the excep­
tion of voice, which was quite low for both administrations. There was a 
significant increase between March and June in only one domain—academic 
expectations. Males reported lower levels of both academic expectations 
and learning goal orientation, suggesting that males may not perceive that 
the school emphasizes learning and academic excellence to the extent that 
females do. In terms of grade, results indicated that younger students (3rd 
graders) perceived lower levels of voice and support than older students. 
Black students reported significantly lower levels of support than both 
White and Asian students. Staff, parents/caregivers, and students reported 
high levels of assets among the students.

There were no changes in sense of belonging, academic self-efficacy, or 
school engagement between March and June. However, females scored 
higher than males on these domains, 3rd graders scored lower than 4th and 
5 th graders on school engagement, and Asians scored higher chan all other 
races on school engagement.
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Both staff and parents reported changes in student behaviors, reporting 
decreases in negative behaviors and increases in positive behaviors. Student 
reports of behavior corroborated these findings.

Student achievement was quite high. Trends in achievement data will be 
explored more fully in subsequent years of the evaluation.

Burleigh Manor Middle School

In terms of school climate, females were higher than males on academic 
expectations, equity, safety, and student academic culture; and 8th graders 
scored lower on all domains of school climate than either 6th or 7th grad­
ers. Burleigh experienced significant decreases in equity, learning goal ori­
entation, and support between October and June; however, these changes 
were very small, likely do not indicate any real change in these domains, 
and probably have little, if any, programmatic significance. Instead, these 
changes were probably statistically significant due to the large sample size.

Staff and parents reported high levels of assets among students. Students 
also reported high levels of assets, but 8th graders scored lowest on pos­
session of assets. Eighth graders also scored lowest on sense of belonging, 
academic self-efficacy, and school engagement.

Student achievement was quite high at Burleigh. High percentages of 
students performed well on the Maryland School Assessment, and the 
majority of students are performing at or above grade level. In subsequent 
years, as more achievement data are collected, trends in achievement can 
be examined to determine if changes are occurring.

As with Deep Run Elementary, student reports of negative behaviors 
were low. Staff and parents supported these findings, reporting that they 
have seen a decrease in negative behaviors among Burleigh students and an 
increase in positive behaviors. Students at Burleigh were likely to see bully­
ing, with older students more likely to see bullying than younger students. 
Older students were also less likely to report the bullying to an adult.

Reservoir High School

Reservoir High experienced statistically significant decreases in all school 
climate domains from December to June; however these changes were ex­
tremely small. Most likely, the changes do not reflect any real changes in 
school climate but, rather, are due to the large sample size of the survey. In 
June, females scored higher than males on safety, student academic culture, 
and achievement motivation, suggesting that efforts to nurture these do­
mains of school climate may need to focus on male students. Minority stu­
dents scored lower than other students on safety and equity (Black students 
were lowest) and student academic culture (Hispanic students were lowest).
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Students at Reservoir scored moderately on possession of assets, as did 
staff. Parent reports of assets were quite high, indicating chat parents felt 
that students possessed a high degree of all three assets. There were a few 
minor differences between males and females, according to parents. For ex­
ample, parents reported a slight increase in commitment to learning among 
females and a slight decrease for males. They also reported an increase in 
positive identity for females and a slight decrease for males.

In terms of sense of belonging, there was a slight decrease in this domain 
from December to June for all students, although the change was prob­
ably not programmatically significant. Ninth graders reported a signifi­
cantly lower sense of belonging than 10th graders. Results for academic 
self-efficacy were similar to those for sense of belonging. There was a slight 
decrease in this domain from December to June for all students, although 
the change was very small and probably not programmatically significant. 
Ninth graders reported significantly lower academic self-efficacy than 10th 
graders. Engagement in school was moderate for all students, with no dif­
ferences between 9th and 10th graders on this domain, 

j Student achievement was quite high at Reservoir. Scores on the Maryland 
School Assessment were good. Changes in student achievement will be ex­
plored further in future years, when more data have been collected.

Student reports of negative behaviors were low at Reservoir. Staff and 
parents also reported positive trends in behavior, with more positive behav­
iors and fewer negative behaviors at the end of the school year. Students at 
Reservoir were likely to report seeing a student bullying another student, 
but were not likely to report the incident. As with Burleigh Manor Middle, 
older students seem very likely to be exposed to aggressive and violent be­
havior at school, but for reasons not yet explored, are not likely to report 
such behavior to school staff.

4.2 Staff
Deep Run Elementary School
Knowledge of the HSHS project and the assets development model in­
creased significantly during the year, with staff reporting greater under­
standing of developmental assets, the relationship between assets and 
students’ behaviors and attitudes, and ways that they can help nurture 
assets in their students. Most staff were also very positive about developing 
assets, suggesting that it is a good idea to nurture these characteristics in 
students. Most staff also reported having the opportunity to incorporate 
asset development strategies into their classrooms.

On the other hand, staff remarked that communication about assets 
and the HSHS project has not been as broad as it could have been, with
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some staff stating that they really don't know what the HSHS project is or 
what its purpose is. Staff who haven’t received a lot of information about 
the project were likely to report not using asset strategies in the classroom.

In terms of student needs, Deep Run staff reported that they already had 
a high level of student needs at the beginning of the school year; therefore, 
there was no increase in knowledge over the course of the year. However, 
staff did report an increase in their responsiveness to student needs from 
September to May.

Satisfaction with working relationships and with their jobs in general 
was quite high. Staff reported feeling as though they worked well with 
their colleagues, feel supported by their colleagues, and feel respected by 
their colleagues. Mosc staff were extremely satisfied with their jobs, and 
staff reported an increase in their perception that the school cakes their 
opinions seriously.

As for the project’s impact on school climate, staff were unsure whether 
or not the projecc itself had improved the climate at Deep Run. Less than 
half the staff thought that school climate had improved because of the 
project.

Burleigh Manor Middle School

In terms of knowledge and attitudes toward the HSHS projecc and the asset 
development model, findings for Burleigh Manor were very similar to those 
for Deep Run. Staff at Burleigh experienced significant gains in knowledge 
of the asset development model, the relationship between assets and stu­
dents’ attitudes and behaviors, and their role in nurturing assecs in their 
students. Most of the staff also agreed that focusing on assets is a good idea, 
and this was supported by the fact chat most teachers reported using asset 
development strategies in their classrooms.

Communication about assets among the staff has been good at Burleigh 
Manor this year. Staff reported high levels of communication about the 
model and the project. Mosc staff also felt chat the communication that 
has taken place has been productive. Staff also appear to be using what they 
are learning in the classroom.

Staff had quite high perceptions of their knowledge of student needs 
and their responsiveness to those needs. In both September and May, staff 
reported chat they were knowledgeable about student needs, and they also 
reported that they are able to respond appropriately to those needs. There 
were no changes on these items from September to May.

Staff relations at Burleigh are quite positive. Most staff reported having 
good working relationships with their colleagues, feeling respected by their 
colleagues, feeling supported by their colleagues, and having their opinions
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taken seriously at school. These findings were reflected in the high levels of 
job satisfaction also reported by Burleigh staff. Staff at the school clearly 
enjoy their positions and are satisfied wich their jobs.

In terms of the effect of the HSHS project on school culture, over half the 
staff felt that the project has contributed to an improvement in the culture 
at Burleigh. The improved school culture may also be contributing to their 
high levels of satisfaction with their jobs.

Reservoir High School

At Reservoir High, staff had positive attitudes toward the HSHS project. 
Most staff reported that the model was a good idea and that focusing 
on assets was important. Most staff also experienced significant gains in 
knowledge regarding assets, the relationship between assets and students’ 
behaviors and attitudes, and how they play a role in nurturing assets in 
their students. Many of the staff reported applying their knowledge of 
assets in the classroom, by using strategies designed to promote assets in 
students. Communication about assets, however, was moderate; scaff may 
desire more communication among staff members on this model and how 
it fits with their roles at school.

Staff at Reservoir experienced several important changes from September 
to May. For example, staff reported an increased knowledge of students 
needs, and also reported increased responsiveness to those needs. Staff also 
experienced better working relationships, more support from colleagues, 
and more respect by colleagues. In both September and May, job satisfac­
tion was high, another positive indicator of working relationships at the 
school.

In terms of school climate, a sizable proportion of the staff were not sure 
of the project’s impact on school climate. For this school, it may take a year 
or two for the impact to be known, as the new school is basically “building” 
a school climate as it evolves.

4.3 Parents/Caregivers 
Deep Run Elementary School

Parents/caregivers at Deep Run reported increased knowledge and use of 
school resources and services. However, in May, still less than one-third of 
parents/caregivers reported actually using school services and resources. On 
a positive note, parental/caregiver involvement in school activities increased 
significantly from September co May. Parents/caregivers also reported in­
creased knowledge of assets, but at the end of the year, less than half of the 
parents/caregivers knew about the HSHS project.
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Finally, parent/caregiver-school relationships improved over the course 
of the school year. Parents/caregivers reported significant improvements in 
their relationship with the school. Parents reported: 1) increased feelings of 
being a part of Deep Run; 2) increased feelings of being respected by school 
staff; 3) increased perception that the school values cheir opinions; and 4) 
increased staff encouragement for them to be involved with their child’s 
education. Parents/caregivers also reported that they respect the staff of 
the school and are glad cheir children attend the school. Staff concurred 
with parent/caregivers, reporting good relationships with parents, treating 
parents with respect, working collaboracively with parents, and involving 
parents in a meaningful way. Students also reported chat their parents are 
involved in school, by being concerned about their schoolwork.

Burleigh Manor Middle School

Burleigh Manor parents/caregivers reported small increases in knowledge 
and use of school services. Still, at the end of the year, less chan one-quarter 
of the parenrs/caregivers reported using school resources and services “a 
lot” or “some.” Knowledge of the HSHS project among Burleigh parents/ 
caregivers was quite low—less than one-third of the parents/caregivers knew 
abouc the project at the end of the year.

Parencs/caregivers reported only slight increases in involvement in school 
activities from September to May. Student reports mirror these findings, 
with a small decrease in parental/caregiver support on the school climate 
survey, and with 8th graders reporting the lowesc level of parenc/caregiver 
support.

Both parents/caregivers and staff reported good relationships with each 
other. Parencs/caregivers reported an increased sense of being a part of 
the school, increased feelings of being respected by staff, and an increased 
perception that staff value their opinions.

Reservoir High School

Parents/caregivers at Reservoir reported increased knowledge and use of 
school services and resources. Use of services was higher at Reservoir than 
at the other two schools, with over half of the parents reporting use of 
services. Reservoir parents/caregivers also reported greater knowledge of 
assets in May compared to September. However, while more parents knew 
about the project at the end of the year, less than one-third of parents were 
aware of che projecc

Parental/caregiver involvement and support were moderate, with half of 
parencs/caregivers reporting being involved in school activities. School cli-
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mate data from the students, however, suggest a small decrease in parental 
support.

Finally, school-parent/caregiver relationships appear to be quite good at 
Reservoir. Parents/caregivers reported an increased feeling of being a part 
of the school, probably a reflection of the school being new, and parents 
needing time to become part of the school’s “community.” Over half of the 
parents agreed with all other statement reflecting their relationships with 
the school, suggesting that parents/caregivers perceive these relationships 
to be quite positive. Staff concurred, reporting increases in treating parents 
with respect and involving parents in a meaningful way.

5. Recommendations

RECOMMENDATION #1: Discuss more clearly the issues of character edu­
cation versus developmental assets in the context of ensuring a “home” 
for the developmental assets model in the school system. Finding an 

\ appropriate place to fit this project into the school syscem will be neces-
! sary to ensure its long-term sustainability and acceptance by other schools.

Discussions with school administrators will help to further explore this 
issue.

RECOMMENDATION #2: Explore the plans for expansion and sustainabil­
ity of the program in more detail, ensuring that all stakeholders have a 
clear vision for this. Without planning now for the future sustainability 
of the project, the project will not likely continue beyond the 3-year grant 
funding cycle. All project stakeholders should be involved to ensure a clear 
and common vision for all.

RECOMMENDATION #3: Create training programs within each school 
that are decided upon by the school culture committee for long-term 
integration. Again, planning for future sustainability will be predicated 
on staff acceptance of the project and their ability to implement the proj­
ect appropriately. Staff would benefit from training sessions designed to 
increase knowledge of the project, as well as their ability to implement the 
project within the school.

RECOMMENDATION #4: Define the Grants Coordinator role within each 
school individually, based on need and motivation of the school culture 
committee. Defining the role of the Grant Coordinator will help all stake­
holders be clearer about responsibilities and expectations.

RECOMMENDATION #5: Explore more fully the issues of parental/care- 
giver involvement. Staff would like to see parents become more involved
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in supporting the school’s efforts to develop youth assets. Future planning 
for activities for parents/caregivers should take into consideration some 
suggestions from parents/caregiver themselves. One way to increase par­
ent/caregiver involvement may be to focus on activities where students and 
parents/caregivers are in attendance together.

RECOMMENDATION #6: Make sure there is an appropriate amount of 
time and attention paid to action planning. This past year, staff felt that 
there was not enough time to adequately plan the project. Spending more 
time on planning will benefit all involved and support better implementa­
tion of project activities.

RECOMMENDATION #7: Explore the development of new activities at 
each school that are unique to the project and that are more develop- 
mentally appropriate for older students. In addition to building on what 
schools are already doing, project staff should explore the possibility of 
designing and implementing new activities at each school. Further, new 
activities need to be tailored to each grade level so they are developmentally 
appropriate and accepted by the students.

RECOMMENDATION #8: Focus efforts on specific subpopulations within 
each school. For example, at Deep Run, efforts to improve voice, sense 
of belonging, academic self-efficacy, and school engagement may need to 
focus more on male students. Third graders may need more opportunities 
to express their “voice.” At Burleigh, 8th graders need to be targeted on all 
domains of school climate, and efforts to improve academic expectations, 
equity, safety, and studenc academic culture may need to target male stu­
dents. At Reservoir, efforts on safety, studenc academic culture, and achieve­
ment motivation need to target male students, and efforts to improve safety 
and equity may need to focus on minority students.
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Chapter

Developing and 
Maintaining Long-Term 
Consulting Relationships
Gary W. Harper, DePaul University, Maureen Blaha, National Runaway 

Switchboard, and Carlos Samaniego, Project VIDA

INTRODUCTION
The focus of this chapter is on developing and maintaining long-term 
consulting relationships, particularly those between consultants and 
community-based nonprofit organizations. Here we define “long term” as 
those consulting relationships that continue for a minimum of two years. 
It is important to note at the outset that having a long-term consult­
ing relationship does not mean that the community-based organization 
(CBO) is dependent on the consultant, but instead that both entities are 
growing together. In the world of consulting, you will find that there is 
a range of different types of consulting jobs, as well as a range of clients. 
There will be some clients that you will enjoy working with and with 
whom you feel a connection, and then there will be other clients where 
you will complete your contract and then (gladly) part ways. This chapter 
is focused on the former.

Given the focus of this book on providing guidance and direction re­
garding effective consultation, we thought it would be helpful for the 
reader to learn about long-term consultation relationships from both the 
side of a consultant and an agency who hires consultants. Having both 
perspectives will give the reader unique insights into what their potential 
clients may be thinking and doing throughout the course of the relation­
ship, which will assist the consultant in being more understanding and 
effective in his or her work.
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In order to accurately portray the views of both consultants and clients, 
we include one consultant and two representatives from CBOs who have 
worked with a variety of consultants. Both consultant and CBO authors 
have experience working in long-term consulting relationships, some of 
which have lasted 10 years or more. In addition, the consultant author has 
been engaged in long-term consulting relationships with both CBO authors. 
The insights and ideas presented in each section were collaboratively devel­
oped by all of us, regardless of our affiliation or role, in order to give a more 
complex and comprehensive view of long-term consulting relationships.

The first section offers some insights into the benefits of developing and 
maintaining long-term consulting relationships, first from a community- 
based organization (CBO) perspective, and then from a consultant perspec­
tive. In addition to general benefits for each party, we offer some consultant 
and agency specific benefits. In the next two sections of the chapter, we 
provide information regarding the types of issues that CBOs may consider 
when forming and maintaining long-term consulting relationships, then 
we provide insights regarding issues that consultants may consider when 
forming and maintaining such relationships. The final section offers some 
conclusions regarding long-term consulting relationships.

BENEFITS OF LONG-TERM CONSULTING 
RELATIONSHIPS
There are several benefits to developing and maintaining a long-term con­
sulting relationship between a community agency and a consultant, other­
wise we wouldn’t have written this chapter! We will first discuss the general 
benefits of long-term consulting relationships for both consultants and 
clients, followed by a few benefits specific to consultants and CBOs. The 
general benefits will be organized into three broad areas: a) familiarity and 
comfort, b) team work and synergy, and c) commitment and dedication.

General Benefits

With regard to familiarity and comfort, we have found that after working 
together for an extended period of time, each party learns about and be­
comes accustomed to the other’s work ethics, working scyles, and patterns of 
communication. This can create a sense of comfort since both parties know 
what to expect in their relationship, and do not have to spend time trying to 
figure out how to best work with the other. Having this understanding over 
time will decrease the preparatory time needed to start a new project, thus 
leading to more efficient development and execution of projects.
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Familiarity also leads to an understanding of each other’s strengths and 
weaknesses, resulting in more cohesive and collaborative teamwork. Such 
knowledge can assist the team in appropriately dividing tasks and creating 
both a better process and end product; thus increasing the likelihood of 
reaching the project goals. This synergistic type of relationship can result 
in a project that is more efficient and effective than any project that ei­
ther party alone could create and execute since it’s capitalizing on the best 
qualities of each group. It can also add depth and richness to the work 
that is conducted, which typically could not be achieved with less familiar 
partners.

Commitment to the collaborative team and dedication to the end prod­
uct develop as consultants and CBOs work together. This is critical for both 
parties, since a consultant does not want to work with an agency that will 
not be committed to fulfdling their roles and responsibilities on a project, 
and the same goes for an agency not wanting an under-committed consul­
tant. As trust and respect are developed between an agency and a consul­
tant, a combined sense of accomplishment and pride often develops when 
working on a project. This can increase the likelihood that both parties will 
actively work to see the project through to fruition in a collaborative man­
ner. Friendships may also develop between consultants and various staff 
members of community agencies. These friendships can be both profession­
ally and personally fulfilling, and bring a special sense of companionship 
that “together, we’ve made a difference.”

Combined commitment and dedication to the continued working re­
lationship and to each other can also result in additional benefits. Both 
parties may be able to use each other’s expertise and credibility in non­
project-related activities as they arise. This may take the form of a CBO 
serving as a professional reference when the consultant is attempting to 
acquire new clients, or the consultant providing the CBO with background 
information or research for a new project they are considering.

Consultant and CBO-Specific Benefits

From the consultant’s perspective, having a long-term client means that 
you will have the potential to participate in multiple agency projects, thus 
providing yourself with a relatively steady flow of income. This is an im­
portant reality factor if you are going to consult as your primary source of 
income, since it can give you a sense of comfort knowing that you will be 
receiving paychecks on a regular basis.

You will also have the ability to work with your long-term clients to con­
tribute to the writing of grant proposals, which can assure that the project
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being proposed is feasible and able to be accomplished given the proposed 
budget and time frame. Many consultants have had experiences in which 
they have been asked to consult with a new agency on a project after fund­
ing has already been received, but the grant writer was not realistic or prac­
tical with the stated outcomes. Working collaboratively with an agency on 
grant writing can be beneficial for all involved, since the agency ends up 
having a more accurate and sophisticated grant proposal (especially when 
including areas where the consultant has expertise, like program evalua­
tion), and the consultant has a job completing consultation tasks that he 
or she proposed instead of tasks generated by someone who may not have 
the same expertise.

Community agencies also experience some specific financial and pro­
grammatic benefits from long-term consulting relationships. At a practi­
cal financial level, a CBO can save money by continuing to hire the same 
consultant for various projects since they typically do not have to pay fringe 
benefits to consultants as they do with their traditional employees. In ad­
dition, they do not have to provide a work space and accompanying office 
equipment and supplies (e.g., desk, chair, computer, phone, etc.) for a con­
sultant. For small CBOs that are on tight budgets, these can be very critical 
cost savings. We have found that for some agency projects, it also may be 
easier to find outside financial resources or grants to fund a consultant- 
based project rather than one that involves the hiring of staff members 
specifically because the overall price tag may be cheaper.

Having a long-term consultant also improves agency programs since 
the consultant typically has areas of expertise that are not found among 
agency staff members, thus expanding the agency’s scope of knowledge. So, 
for a CBO, having a long-cerm consulting relationship can be like adding 
a part-time staff member who comes with unique areas of expertise, but 
does not require all of the financial and physical resources of a traditional 
employee. This can result in growth and expansion of the services offered 
by the CBO. One example of how a long-term consulting relationship has 
improved an agency program is the development and expansion of an HIV- 
prevention program for African-American and Lacino young men who have 
sex with men. This program was initiated when the consulting relationship 
first began, and over an 11-year period, the exponential growth, refinement, 
and longevity of the program (especially in a time of severe budget cuts for 
HIV-prevention programs) have been strongly influenced by the long-term 
efforts of the consultant. The consultant has been able to bring national 
and local intellectual input and pro bono human resources to the program, 
which has served to enhance and expand the program. The consultant also 
has been able to work with the program staff members over time to create
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and continually modify their own evaluation systems, and to use these data 
to further improve the program.

In addition to the direct fiscal and programmatic benefits, we have found 
that a long-term consultant can also assist with the depth and breadth of an 
agency’s dissemination efforts. One example from our collaborative work 
involves the dissemination of a national runaway prevention curriculum, 
which was co-developed by staff members from one author’s CBO, and the 
consultant and his staff members. Based on the consultant’s work on this 
curriculum, prior history of consultation activities, and the consultant’s 
areas of expertise, the CBO author asked the consultant to participate in 
a local press conference announcing the release of the prevention curricu­
lum. As a result, both authors were invited by a Federal Congressperson to 
Washington, DC, to introduce the curriculum at another press conference 
on Capitol Hill. The press conference was coupled with a legislative brief­
ing, so the authors co-presented at the briefing on issues related to both the 
agency and the content area (i.e., runaway youth). The consultant’s partici­
pation resulted in a more in-depth briefing that also included an extensive 
presentation of complementary information regarding homeless youth.

DEVELOPING A LONG-TERM CONSULTING 
RELATIONSHIP: CLIENTS’ PERSPECTIVES
When CBOs desire to establish a long-term consulting relationship with a 
consultant, there are several factors they should consider. We will discuss 
these issues in two broad developmental stages: a) researching and select­
ing a consultant, and b) starting a relationship with a consultant. We hope 
to offer insights into what is happening “on the other side” when you are 
developing a relationship with your clients. Keep in mind that these fac­
tors are most likely influencing an agency’s actions regardless of whether 
or not they are viewing you as a potential long-term consultant. Agencies 
want consultants who can perform for them, so once you have proven your 
worth as a consultant, the agency may then invite you to participate in 
another project and work toward building a long-term relationship. Thus, 
you should approach each organization as a potential long-term client, and 
realize that they will be assessing the situation to determine whether or not 
to use your services again in the future.

Researching and Selecting a Consultant

It is very important for CBOs to “do their homework” before hiring a con­
sultant. This should involve both internal and external exploration, where
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che agency first learns more about what they truly want and need for their 
proposed project(s), and then critically examines what type of consultant 
can best meet those needs. In doing an internal assessment, members of 
the CBO need to think through what they will need with regard to their 
consultation project, as well as what they want and need with regard to their 
consultant. One approach that we have found to be useful in terms of think­
ing about the consultation project is to have the agency consider the end of 
the story first—so at the end of the project, what do we want to be able to 
do or say? In a perfect world, what will our end product look like, how will it 
function, how will it be utilized, and how will it be maintained?

Once the agency has an idea of their desired consultation project out­
comes, they can then think about the type of consultant that will best help 
them reach their end goal. The following are some questions that have been 
helpful in our thinking about what type of consultant is desired:

1. What type of expertise do we need to have a successful project? For example, 
do we need someone who has expertise and experience in research, 
program evaluation, brand awareness, staff compensation, or national 
industry and geographic comparisons of job functions? Do we need 
someone who is familiar with the population served by the agency, or 
is expertise in the task-related area (e.g., organization development, 
process evaluation, concept mapping, etc.) more important?

2. What type of consultation and leadership style best matches our agency culture 
and staff members? For example, is our agency one that provides op­
portunities for all staff members to offer input, and thus would work 
well with a consultant who is nonhierarchical and collaborative? Do 
we have a more hierarchical agency thac only incorporates input from 
the executive director and upper management, and thus may work 
well with a consultant who is viewed as a professional expert who of­
fers specific guidance and advice?

3. How accessible of a consultant do we need? Do we need a consultant we 
can call directly with any immediate questions or requests, and he or 
she will consistently respond to our needs within 24 hours or less? 
Are we comfortable with sending e-mail questions or requests that 
are then addressed during the next regularly scheduled meeting with 
the consultant?

Once the agency has taken the time to explore their consultation project 
and consultant needs, then it’s time to seek out the best person for the 
job. We have found that although it is tempting to jump into a consulting 
relationship with the first consultant that appears to fit the bill of what 
we need, especially when working under a tight deadline from funders, it
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is best to take the time to really learn about potential consultants first. In 
our experience, it has been helpful to cast a wide net, and to explore a range 
of different types of consultants who have the expertise that is needed for 
our project. This is one place where you as a consultant can make the job 
of CBOs much easier by providing easily accessible information, through a 
Web site or printed materials, to potential clients regarding the following:

• areas of expertise
• consultation experiences
• styles of consultation
• services available
• availability (this will be discussed in greater detail in the next section)

Some CBOs may also decide to create a Request for Proposal (RFP), and 
distribute it through multiple channels in order to have a larger pool of 
consultants from which to choose.

Once potential consultants have been identified, we have found that it 
is best to request references from prior clients first, and then interview all 
appropriate candidates. Although calling and checking references can be a 
time-consuming process, it typically pays off in the long run since agencies 
can learn a great deal about the consultant from talking with her or his 
previous clients. The interview process cypically entails participation from 
a range of individuals working in the agency, especially if the agency is 
seeking to hire a consultant with whom they hope to work for an extended 
period of time. We find it helpful if consultants distribute printed materials 
during the interview that outline the services that can be provided (along 
with a Web site address), as well as some sample reports or products from 
previous consulting jobs. The interview team will typically include both 
those who will work directly with the consultant on the project(s), as well as 
key stakeholders in the agency whose buy-in and commitment are needed. 
Some agencies may also involve members of their board of directors, espe­
cially if the goal is to select a consultant with whom the agency hopes co 
work for a long time.

Once the interviews have been conducted and the references checked, 
then the CBO must make their final decision about who to invite to be 
their consultant. This decision should be one that involves multiple voices 
and perspectives, and considers all of the information gathered about each 
consultant. Although some agencies may be tempted by a lower price tag, 
we have found that sometimes cheaper consulting relationships end up 
being more expensive in the end. So as a consultant, it is not advisable to 
try and promote yourself as having the lowest price at the expense of experi­
ence, expertise, or substance.
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Beginning a Relationship with a Consultant

Once the agency has gone through the process of researching and selecting 
a consultant, it is time to begin negotiations with that person in order to 
establish the parameters of the working relationship. The CBO and consul­
tant should openly discuss each other’s expectations, goals, and boundaries 
for the relationship, including clear delineations of responsibilities. Agency 
staff members will need to be as clear as possible about what they need the 
consultant to do, and what they themselves have the time, experience, and 
skills to do on the project. Time frames for the expected work should also 
be discussed. Scopes of work set by funders, as well as the required end 
products (both those mandated by the funder and those mandated by the 
agency’s needs), will need to be discussed so that the consultant is clear 
about what he or she, as well as the agency, will need to produce. The final 
product from such negotiations will be a mutually agreed upon contract 
that clearly details the focus and scope of the contracted work, and delin­
eates the expectations of both the client and the consultant.

When the expectations of the consultant and the consulting project are 
being negotiated with the consultant, a parallel process should occur within 
the agency whereby CBO staff members are aware of what will be expected 
of them and what they can expect from the consultant. Some staff mem­
bers may think that the consultant will be taking over responsibilities for 
them, or that the consultant will now serve as a staff member, or supersede 
the role of their current supervisors. It is important that members of the 
agency do not see the consultant as a “magic bullet” who will solve all of 
the agency’s problems.

As the contract is negotiated and the consultant begins to visit the agency 
more, staff members can play a critical role in helping the consultant learn 
about the history, mission, and vision of the agency. We have found that 
although our CBO staff members are typically quite busy with their work­
loads and multiple roles, it benefits the agency to have them set their typi­
cal duties aside when the consultant is present in order to help him or her 
become acclimated to the agency. This involves both formal and informal 
learning activities, such as describing elements of current programs and 
services, reviewing annual reports and promotional materials, discussing 
some of the challenges that have occurred when meeting scopes for funders, 
and sharing a meal and talking about the reasons for working at the agency. 
This personal time is very important in ensuring that the key personnel 
who will work with the consultant feel comfortable working with him or 
her, and see him or her as an ally, not as an outsider who will be criticizing 
his or her work.
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developing a long-term consulting
RELATIONSHIP: CONSULTANTS’ PERSPECTIVES
When a consultant is seeking to establish a long-term consulting relation­
ship with a CBO client, there are several factors they should consider, as well. 
We will discuss these issues in two similar broad developmental stages: a) 
seeking and securing a client, and b) beginning a relationship with a client.

Seeking and Securing a Client

In some situations, you may seek out a potential client with whom you 
would like to develop a long-term consulting relationship, and in other 
cases, they will find you. In the former, you may identify a CBO with whom 
you have had previous contact, or you may identify an agency whose mis­
sion, values, and services are in line with your own personal and profes­
sional interests. Before selecting a potential client, you should take the time 
to learn as much as you can abouc the agency by engaging in a wide range 
of activities, such as:

• carefully examining the agency Web site (if they have one)
• reading agency program materials/publications, reading any articles 

written about the agency
• reviewing past annual reports
• talking to clients/stakeholders of the agency/organization
• talking to past/current consultants
• making a visit to the agency

This can be a time-consuming process, but having such information will 
be very valuable, both in deciding which agency to approach and in develop­
ing the initial relationship.

If you do decide to approach an agency instead of them approaching 
you, you may need to offer some pro bono services to demonstrate your 
sincere interest and commitment to their agency or cause. If they have an 
existing need and funding for the project, this may not be necessary, buc 
in many cases when you are making a “cold call” to an agency and seeking 
to establish a relationship, you often have to demonstrate both your skills 
and commitment before they are willing to hire you on an official basis for 
fee-for-service projects.

Some agencies also may seek you out as a consultant. In order for this to 
occur, you have to make yourself visible to potential clients. This includes 
having both printed materials and a Web site so that potential clients can 
quickly access information about your services, past consulting experiences
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or training, fee structures, and other pertinent information. If you have 
specific areas of expertise or concentrations, either with regard to your 
specific services (e.g., process evaluation, board of directors, development, 
etc.) or populations of interest (e.g., homeless youth, HIV prevention, etc.), 
it is beneficial to list these in your promotional materials and on your Web 
site. We have found that CBOs often prefer to work with consultants who 
have a shared interest in the population(s) they serve, so detailing this in­
formation may make you stand out from other potential consultants. Also, 
Web page authors can increase the ranking on a Google search of their Web 
page through techniques such as HTML commenting and adding multiple 
links, so it may be beneficial to work with someone who has such expertise 
when creating your Web site.

Regardless of whetherjyo« seek out the client or the client seeks out you, a 
successful consultant will need to do some background homework before es­
tablishing a long-term consulting relationship. If you approached the agency 
and followed our advice above, then you will have a solid base of background 
knowledge about the agency. If the agency approached you, then it would 
be beneficial to take the time to learn about the agency using some of the 
techniques we’ve already discussed (e.g., examining the agency’s Web site, 
reading the agency’s program materials/publications, etc.). When working 
with any client it is helpful to make sure that you (as the consultant) and the 
agency are a good fit for the project, and it is particularly important when 
establishing a potentially long-term relationship with a client.

In addicion to learning about the agency, it is important to learn as much 
as possible about the specific project for which they would like to hire you. 
This may be accomplished through reading Requests for Proposals (RFP)) 
attending bidders’ conferences or informational sessions, examining pro­
gram announcements on funders’ Web sices, or just having multiple phone 
calls or e-mail dialogues to ensure you have a clear understanding of what 
they are hoping to gain. You need to make sure that you have the skills and 
expertise required to accomplish the stated objectives, the time to put into 
successfully completing the project, and that the project fits within your 
fee structure. It is better for the long-term relationship to pass on some 
projects that don’t match your skill set, time frame, or financial needs, than 
to try and make them fit.

Once you are confident thac you, the agency, and che specific project are 
all a good match, it is time to have a formal interview or meecing with the 
agency to solidify the formation of a consulting relationship. This meeting 
is extremely important, since all of the prior steps may have occurred over 
the phone or via e-mail. This may be the first time that the agency staff 
members meet you face to face. When developing a potentially long-term
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relationship, this meeting is even more critical, since it is an opportunity for 
each party to figure out whether or not they can work together over time.

As is often said, you only get one chance to make a good first impres­
sion, and this is certainly the case in the world of consulting. Just like other 
long-term relationships, the first meeting can set the tone and pace for sub­
sequent encounters, so you want this to be a smooth and successful event. 
It is important to review your background materials about the agency and 
the project prior to this meeting, and to bring with you samples of your 
prior work and contact information for references. Adequate preparation 
will result in a more productive and enjoyable first meeting.

This meeting is a time for you to learn about the agency and for the 
agency to learn about you. It is important to be realistic and clear about 
what you can and cannot deliver, and make sure you don’t make promises 
you can’t keep. It will be useful to share your experiences with the agency, 
and to let them know about your consultation and work styles. You should 
also take this opportunity to have the agency answer any remaining ques­
tions you have about the agency or the specific project. It will be helpful 
to learn about the agency’s past experiences in working with consultants— 
what worked and what didn’t work. If discussions of chese prior relation­
ships do not naturally surface during the course of the first meeting, you 
may direct the conversation by making a statement such as the following: 
“I realize that different agencies have a range of both positive and negative 
experiences with consultants. In order to provide you with the best services 
possible, I would be very interested in learning more about your agency’s 
prior working relationships with consultants—what you felt worked well for 
your specific agency and what you would have changed.” This can be very 
valuable information in forging your relationship with the agency.

In our roles as boch consultants and clients, we have found that dur­
ing that first meeting we often get a sense of the potential for developing 
a sustainable working relationship—“This is a great fit... I can imagine 
working with this person for a long time,” or “I really don’t think this is 
going to work.” However, the reality is that some consultants and CBOs 
are good salespeople, and the proof will be in the quality of the developing 
relationship and the project deliverables. Therefore, it is important to be pa­
tient and monitor the progress of your work with the agency to determine 
whether or not it will truly become a long-term consulting relationship.

Beginning a Relationship with a Client

Several of the general relationship development factors that we discussed 
earlier with regard to the CBO’s role in beginning a relationship with a
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consultant apply here, as well. In addition, you should be clear about what 
you can provide to the agency, given the scope of the project and the budget, 
and what will be required from the agency and its staff members. Since you, 
as the consultant, will likely have more knowledge regarding what will be 
needed in order to complete the desired project, it will be important for you 
to take a key role in realistically outlining specific roles and responsibili­
ties for all team members. This should take into account both the needs of 
the project and the time constraints, and the experience and skills of each 
individual who is assigned to work on the project.

In order to assess the potential role of each team member from the 
agency, it is important that you spend time with each person to learn about 
his or her background and experiences. This learning process can also serve 
the purpose of giving agency staff members the opportunity to learn more 
about you as a consultant and as a person. These early interactions are criti­
cal co the establishment of trust and buy-in from CBO staff members—fac­
tors that are extremely valuable when developing a long-term consulting 
relationship.

As the consultant, you will also need to work with the CBO in these early 
days to develop a feasible project plan that will meet the needs of the agency 
and their funder(s). The agency will rely on you to bring your experience 
in projecting the time, skills, and resources (human and financial) needed 
to successfully complete the project. This process will also require chat you 
work with the CBO to create an accurate and feasible time line for the proj­
ect. It is sometimes helpful to walk the agency through all of the specific 
steps that will be required to complete the project, and then collectively 
decide on the amount of time that will be needed for each step, taking into 
account potential barriers and setbacks. This step-by-step process can also 
be helpful in determining whether or not the initially projected budget will 
be adequate. Throughout this process, it is important that you are engaged 
in active dialogue with all members of the team, and thac you do not make 
assumptions about the agency staff members and their skills or abilities. 
You may be surprised what some individuals are capable of doing when 
given a chance to truly contribute.

As previously discussed, the final culmination of these initial conversa­
tions is a contract. For agencies with which you hope to continue to work, 
the development of the initial contract is just as much about developing a 
mutually beneficial working relationship as it is about developing a writ­
ten agreement for the work that will be completed. As a consultant, this is 
time for which you may not be paid, but it is a substantial investment in 
the future of your working relationship with the CBO.
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maintaining a long-term consulting 
Relationship

Once you have developed an initial relationship with a CBO with whom 
you wish to forge a long-term consulting relationship, there are several 
steps you need to take in order to maintain that relationship. Many of these 
steps are essential to any type of consulting relationship, but are especially 
critical when working with a potential long-term client. Instead of breaking 
this part of the chapter into two separate sections focused on the CBO and 
the consultant, we decided to discuss maintaining a long-term relation­
ship as one integrated section, with some separate advice offered to meet 
the unique needs of either the CBO or the consultant. This decision was 
made to highlight the fact that at this point, the two entities—consultant 
and agency—are working together in a synergistic fashion to accomplish a 
goal or to create a product. Thus, both parties will need to combine forces 
to develop, nurture, and maintain the relationship.

We have found five essential elements that have been useful to consider 
and address when attempting to maintain a productive and mutually ben­
eficial long-term consulting relationship. These are presented here as the 5 
R’s—.Relationship building, Responsiveness, Resource allocation, Remain fo­
cused, and Reevaluate. The S R’s offer guidance for maintaining long-term 
consulting relationships by reminding us about the diversity of factors that 
should be considered in order to continually grow and develop as a con­
sulting team. The following sections offer more detail regarding the 5 R’s.

1. Relationship Building

Both consultants and clients should keep in mind that when working to­
gether on a contracted project, they are indeed engaged in a relationship 
of sorts. For those wishing to keep this relationship intact over time, there 
are several factors that can help to build a strong, mutually beneficial re­
lationship. One of the key elements of any successful relationship is clear 
communication from both parties. Both the consultant and the client need 
to keep the lines of communication open, and find multiple ways to ensure 
that each party is both hearing and being heard.

It is also important to assure that there is shared meaning when com­
municating, since the message that one party intends to send to another 
may not be heard or interpreted in the same way. This can occur when 
the consultant and/or client uses specific jargon or acronyms that are not 
fully understood by the other. For example, if a client is funded through 
a specific government-funding source, such as the Family Youth Services
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Bureau, agency staff members may refer to that source as FYSB. In order 
to understand the multiple stakeholders that are involved in the allocation 
of such funds, it is helpful for the consultant to know that such funding 
actually comes from the federal government through the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services in the Administration for Children and 
Families. Shared meaning related to terms that are used to describe the 
populations of focus for agencies (e.g., high-risk families, homeless youth), 
as well as the methods used by consultants (e.g., focus groups, process 
evaluation), are other critical examples.

Parc of maintaining productive communication involves understanding 
each other’s preferred styles and modes of communication. Some CBOs 
may have a more relaxed and casual style of communication, whereas oth­
ers may be more formal. The mode of communication can vary greatly, too. 
Some CBOs may prefer e-mail, phone calls, face-to-face meetings, faxes, or 
ocher forms of communication. Part of that style may also be the types and 
amount of information that is shared using different modes of communi­
cation. Some CBOs may prefer to pick up the phone and call you to discuss 
minor issues, while waiting for face-to-face meetings for more significant 
concerns. As the consultant, you should attend to these factors and work to 
establish mutually productive patterns of communication. This may mean 
changing the way you prefer to communicate, and adapting to the needs 
of the CBO. After all, they are hiring you to complete a task, and this often 
requires adapting to different communication patterns.

Another aspect of building your relationship with an agency has to do 
with accessibility. This is a factor for both the consultant and the CBO to 
consider. The client has to ensure that the staff members who are involved 
in the project are accessible to the consultant, and the consultant has to en­
sure that he or she is available when needed by the client. If the consultant 
cannot reach staff members who are involved in the project, or if the CBO 
cannot reach the consultant when needed, delays may occur, and frustra­
tion and resentment may begin to build. Accessibility is very important in 
the early stages of developing a long-term relationship, since this may serve 
as a signal for the client about your level of commitment and dedication as 
a consultant. If the CBO becomes frustrated with your lack of accessibility, 
they may choose to seek out the services of another consultant for their 
next project. Issues of accessibility should be viewed, though, through a 
lens of moderation. You should not be expected to be at the beck and call 
of your client, and you, too, should not expect members of the CBO to be 
available on your time schedule whenever you need them.

Respect is another key element in building a productive relationship with 
a client. Just as with communication and accessibility, respect is a two-way
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street. As a consultant, you need to be respectful of the skills and abilities 
that staff members in your CBO possess. Some individuals may incorrectly 
assume that staff members working in community agencies do noc have 
the same level of training or expertise as the consultant, especially when 
the consultant has an advanced degree. This is not the case, and we have 
found that those working in CBOs often have an extensive array of both 
traditional and nontraditional educational and experiential backgrounds. 
Another aspect of respect for you as a consultant to consider is being aware 
of the multiple demands that many CBOs have on them, and respecting 
their time commitments related to these tasks. This may mean that dur­
ing a time when CBO staff members are pressed for time (e.g., before a big 
fundraiser or health fair), you may need to either take on greater levels of 
responsibility or delay aspects of the project until the competing project 
is complete.

The CBO, on the other hand, should also respect your time commit­
ments and your role on the project. You will be under contract to perform 
particular tasks with the agency, and should be careful about agreeing to 
do additional work. Early in the relationship, some consultants seeking to 
form a long-term relationship may work outside the scope of their contract 
to show their dedication and commitment to the agency and the project, 
but this can be a slippery slope. Be careful that your excitement about the 
project and the population of interest does not turn into a situation where 
you feel like you are being taken advantage of, or your time is not being 
respected.

The last aspect of relationship-building between a consultant and CBO 
that we would like to emphasize is to work toward building trust between 
both parties. There is no secret recipe for how to build trust, and this typi­
cally occurs over time as you continue to work with an agency. The prior 
aspects of relationship building that we’ve discussed all contribute to build­
ing trust—communication, accessibility, and respect—and thus, are very 
important as you work to develop a long-term consulting relationship. 
Trust is not something that is easily obtained, and you will find that you 
both have to work to develop a sense of trust in your relationship.

2. Responsiveness

In order to maintain a mutually beneficial relationship between a consul­
tant and a CBO, both parties need to be responsive to each other and to the 
needs of the project. As a consultant, you should be responsive to the needs 
of your client, and you should do so in a timely manner. By this we mean 
that if your client makes a reasonable request for information or resources,



I Chapter 10: Developing and Maintaining Long-Term Consulting Relationships

you should do your best to provide it to them in the most expeditious man­
ner possible. This also means that the CBO should be responsive to your 
needs, as well. You may require data or information from the agency related 
to the project, and an agency’s lack of responsiveness can lead to feelings 
of frustration or resentment. It is important that you are being realistic in 
these requests, and that you are mindful of competing demands on the 
agency that may impact their responsiveness. This is a place where having 
open and established lines of communication will assist you in being able 
to make an assessment of whether or not your request is feasible.

Another aspect of responsiveness has to do with completing assigned 
tasks in a timely manner. Staff members in the agency and che consultant 
will have assigned tasks with accompanying deadlines in order to keep the 
project on task and on time. If either party does not strive to complete 
tasks in a timely manner, such neglect may be viewed in a negative man­
ner. Especially early in a relationship, your inability as a consultant to meet 
your task-related deadlines may send a message to the CBO that either you 
are not truly committed to the project, or that you are not competent to 
complete all of the required tasks.

3. Resource Allocation

Consulting projects can vary greatly in terms of the amount of resources— 
financial, physical, and human—that are required to complete them. When 
developing a contract with a client, it is important that you as the consul­
tant are realistic about whatjyo« will provide, and that you work with the 
agency to be realistic about what they can provide. When seeking external 
funding for a project, it may be helpful to build in a "cushion” with regard 
to resource requests, just in case there are unexpected barriers that arise 
during the course of che project.

Throughout che consulting relationship, it will be necessary for each 
party to continually monitor the resources that are needed to complete 
the project, and that they each fulfill their commitments with regard to 
those resources. If one party does not allocate the resources promised, this 
can have a detrimental effect on the success of the project, and also on the 
ensuing relationship. If an agency feels that you have noc been honest with 
che types of resources you will be bringing to the table, and that you are 
not committing the needed resources to make the project a success, they 
will likely noc desire a long-term relationship wich you.

Similarly, if an agency does not uphold their end of the deal with regard 
to resources, you may find chat they are not the best partner for a long-term 
relationship. It is important, however, to find out why an agency may noc
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be fulfilling their financial obligation to you. If they are receiving fund­
ing from outside sources for the project, they may have to wait until they 
receive the funds from the funder before paying you. This is often the case 
with smaller CBOs, where they may not have a fiscal reserve from which 
to draw payment for you, as opposed to larger agencies that have such 
luxuries. If the resources they promised are in terms of physical or human 
resources, then you should also assess the reasons for such inability to 
fulfill their initial commitments. Staff turnover is high in some agencies, 
and the person who was originally dedicated to your project may no lon­
ger be employed at the agency. When attempting to maintain a long-term 
relationship, you may find that you are more comfortable with cutting the 
agency some slack and giving them more time to deliver on the resources.

4. Remain Focused

As consultants and agencies work together on a long-term project, it is 
imperative that both parties remain focused on the ultimate outcome 
of the consultation project. Especially when the project continues for a 
prolonged period of time, and the consultant and client become more 
comfortable with each other, it is easy to get distracted from the desired 
end point. This may result in expanding the project beyond the original 
scopes, or drifting in new directions. Although those immediately involved 
in the project may actually view this as a positive outgrowth of a burgeon­
ing relationship, such divergence can result in the original project objec­
tives not being met. This, in turn, may concern funders, agency upper 
administration, or an agency’s board of directors. These parties may see 
the lack of focus on and completion of the original scope as a sign that the 
consultant is not competent, and thus, may seek out another consultant 
for future projects.

In order to maintain a productive long-term relationship, you as the 
consultant may have to be the one to keep the overall team focused. One 
way to remain focused on the project’s end point is to continually review 
the project time line with your client to ensure that the team is staying 
focused and on schedule, and to make adjustments to the time line as a 
group when necessary. In doing this, it is also helpful to celebrate the small 
successes that are made along the way to keep agency staff invested in the 
project. A problem that we have seen in some CBOs is that different agency 
staff members may lose interest in the project over time, so as a consultant 
you will have to find innovative ways to keep them focused and engaged. 
This may involve changing the types of tasks individuals complete, creating 
awards for outstanding contributions, using charts or diagrams to track
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a project’s progression, or hosting small celebrations for reaching project 
time line milestones.

5. Reevaluate

As relationships grow and progress, both internal and external factors may 
impact the various parties involved in consulting relationships. Over time, 
different aspects of the CBO may shift, including personnel, leadership, 
service priorities, funding streams, and location. You, as a consultant, also 
may change over time as you gain new skills and more experience, especially 
when working long term with one or more agencies. Given all of these 
potential changes, it is important to create an ongoing process of evalua­
tion and reevaluation that is focused on the organizational structure and 
functioning of your partnership with the CBO, and how chat relates to the 
project at hand.

This reevaluation process can take various forms and can have a variety 
of foci. With some agencies, you may choose to do this on a more informal 
basis, whereby you create an opportunity to share feedback among all mem­
bers of the project team at regular intervals. This may cake place in lieu of or 
as an adjunct to a regular team meeting, or you may wish to sec a separate 
time aside for the feedback and evaluation meeting. If informal methods 
are used, you want to be sure that you have created ample opportunities for 
team members to openly express their honest opinions. More formal evalu­
ation modalities may be used, as well, such as having team members com­
plete anonymous paper-and-pencil evaluation forms on a regular basis, or 
having all team members participate in feedback focus groups facilitated by 
a neutral third party. These various approaches require different resources 
in terms of financial and time investments, so some partnerships may be 
limited by these parameters. In a multisite project that involved a range of 
partners, we used multiple formal mechods to continuously reevaluate the 
organizational structure and functioning of the partnerships. These meth­
ods were useful in helping to identify potential “systems failures” or areas of 
concern. They also provided insights inco potential solutions and assisted 
the partners in working collaboratively to improve their relationships.

The focal areas for the reevaluation may vary across projects, and also 
at different time points within the same project, depending on what types 
of information will be the most useful to the sustainability of the partner­
ship. These evaluations should also include a mix of explorations of what 
is working and what is not working. Such information will assist you in 
determining what aspects of the consultation project, as well as the project 
team, are working well and should be sustained, and what aspects are in
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need of revision or elimination. Regardless of the modality or the focus 
of the reevaluation, it will be critical to create an action plan for how you 
and the other members of the project team can work together to resolve 
any potential conflict. For example, during one project, a new consultant 
joined an existing long-term partnership between a CBO and a small group 
of consultants, and a member of the CBO team had a negative reaction to 
the new consultant. This resulted in decreased productivity and subtle at­
tempts to sabotage the work of the new consultant. During a reevaluation 
interview with this staff member, it was revealed that she was concerned 
that the new consultant was “taking over” her role on the project. This led 
to a collaborative examination and clarification of each person’s role on 
the project, as well as a restructuring of the project’s organizational chart.

As you are conducting these waves of reevaluation, it is also important 
for you as the consultant to continually evaluate the capacity of the agency 
to conduct some of the project tasks without your assistance. Keep in mind 
that having a long-term consulting relationship does not mean that the 
CBO is dependent on the consultant, but instead that both entities are 
growing together. By having CBO team members take over some aspects 
of the project, you not only are building sustainable capacity within the 
organization, but also are freeing yourself to engage in additional or higher 
level tasks. We have found that when the consultant teaches agency staff 
members new skills, this often strengthens the existing relationship for the 
future, and assists in building the trust that is needed in order to have a 
successful long-term consulting relationship.

CONCLUSIONS
In this chapter, we have attempted to offer insights from both consultants 
and CBOs regarding long-term consulting relationships. We reviewed the 
benefits of such partnerships, and then detailed issues to consider in both 
the development and maintenance of these relationships. Our goal was to 
offer the reader a view of “both sides of the coin,” instead of the traditional 
approach of talking to a consultant about how a consultant experiences a 
particular consulting situation from a consultant’s perspective. By including 
the voices of both consultants and clients in the writing of this chapter, the 
reader will hopefully have a more balanced and comprehensive picture of 
what all parties experience in long-term consulting relationships.

Although there are many benefits to long-term consulting relationships, 
there can be challenges if both parties do not actively work to maintain a 
balanced and mutually beneficial partnership. Be careful not to get too 
complacent in your long-term consulting relationships to the point where
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you either offend your collaborative partners by taking them for granted, or 
you get too comfortable with the status quo and fail to push each other to 
continually produce your best work. In addition, both partners need to con­
tinually respect the non-partnership commitments of the other, and make 
sure not to overstress the relationship by pushing limits with inappropriate 
demands or requests. Like any relationship, you will need to continually 
reevaluate what is working and what is not, and then make appropriate 
changes to ensure the success of your collaboration and your projects.

Another caution that we would like to offer is to monitor for any signs 
that CBO staff members are becoming dependent on the consultant. We 
have seen some CBO staff members who begin to rely too heavily on the 
consultant, and thus neglect to execute their work-related tasks. It is im­
portant that members of the CBO keep in mind that the consultant is not 
another agency staff member, but is indeed an outside consultant. Thus, 
although the consultant may offer input regarding the structure and con­
tent of various projects, it is typically not her or his role to produce physi­
cal items for the prevention programs such as flyers and brochures. If not 
adequately addressed, dependency on the consultant may lead program 

\ personnel to misuse the consultant relationship, which may result in mis­
trust and frustration on the part of the consultant.

As you can see, developing and maintaining long-term consulting rela­
tionships is not necessarily an easy task. It can take a great deal of extra time 
and effort, especially in the beginning phases, but we feel that the long-term 
benefits outweigh the short-term investments of additional time and re­
sources. We have all experienced great benefits from our personal long-term 
consulting relationships, and we honestly like and respect each other after 
all these years—after all, we did decide to write this book chapter together!
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OVERVIEW
The following chapter chronicles some insights and understandings based 
on our collective experience consulting with small, nonprofit, community- 
based organizations (CBOs). We begin the chapter with a description of the 
initiation and development of our consulting center within a large urban 
university, and then discuss insights and understandings we have gleaned 
working with a number of small, diverse CBOs. Specifically, we describe 
in more detail che following 10 insights and understandings: 1) finding 
our niche was key, 2) the effects of passion are paradoxical, 3) prepara­
tion builds the foundation for entering into a partnership, 4) nurturing 
a partnership is a balancing act, 5) funding sources influence the consult­
ing relationship, 6) boards of directors are omnipresent, 7) volunteers are 
sovereign, 8) project scope is easy to underestimate, and it expands, 9) a 
comprehensive framework links consulting, advocacy, and research, and 
10) reflection and planning streamline future work.
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These sections were included in the chapter because they reflect signifi­
cant issues that we have confronted since our consulting center became op­
erational. We believe our experience represents some common themes that 
emerge when working with small CBOs. We are not claiming that what we 
have done is the best or the only way to consult with CBOs, but rather we 
share our experience in the spirit that it may be useful to those considering 
a career in consulting and/or working with small CBOs. While the consult­
ing experiences depicted in this chapter occurred in a university center, we 
believe our experience can be useful to those working in centers and other 
contexts, as well. Our experience working with these organizations has been 
exciting, satisfying, and even fun. The experience, however, can be very dif­
ferent from working as a consultant with larger organizations, and is not 
always an easy road to travel.

FINDING OUR NICHE WAS KEY
The idea for the creation of a consulting center was generated by members 
of our psychology department charged with exploring alternative means 
to enhance graduate student funding in our department. Challenges with 
funding made it difficult to recruit our top doctoral candidates, and stu­
dents who entered our program needed additional sources of funding to 
live in Chicago. Several faculty were already involved in contractual work 
related to community and industrial/organizational psychology, and these 
consulting projects frequently involved graduate scudents. In combination, 
we had experience working with a variety of organizations, including large 
corporations, public safety forces, governmental agencies, and large and 
small nonprofits. We felt that a center could provide a structure for faculty 
and student consulting that would create a more stable source of funding 
for graduate students, an applied learning experience for graduate students, 
and a valuable service to the community.

Initially, the authors and other interested faculty and students began 
envisioning the mission of the center and identifying a potential client base. 
We began this process by considering the consulting work we had done in 
the past and requests for consulting services that we had received. The au­
thors’ educational backgrounds were primarily in clinical-community and 
industrial/organizational psychology. Based on our initial conversations 
regarding the demand for consulting services in the nonprofit sector and 
some consulting work we had done for CBOs, it became clear to us that the 
combination of services offered by clinical-community and industrial/orga­
nizational psychologists were in high demand. We also concluded that few 
CBOs consider projects that combine expertise from chese two fields, yet
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often community and organizational psychologists engage in similar types 
of consulting work. For example, through several program evaluation proj­
ects conducted by one of the authors, it became apparent that there were 
human resources and organizational issues that were important to address 
in order to improve the effectiveness of the services that the CBOs offered. 
In these situations, it became clear early on in the consulting relationship 
that in order to successfully implement and evaluate agency programs, the 
roles, responsibilities, and chain of command for various staff members 
needed to be clarified within the structure of the CBO. Given the frequent 
need to address both organizational and programmatic issues, working 
together, we were able to provide the client organizations with more com­
prehensive services.

Based on our experiences and discussions with faculty, students, and 
clients, we became convinced of the viability of a joint center that would 
bridge both industrial/organizational and clinical-community psychology. 
We developed an initial list of potential services we could offer, and began 
to consider the types of organizations that we would target as a client base. 
Selection of the initial proposed services was based on the type of work we 
had already been doing individually as consultants, and activities students 
typically performed in their internships. Our menu of services contained 
specific listings of various aspects of program evaluation, program develop- 
ment/capacity building, human resources management, staff training and 
development, and organizational change. We wanted to start with a wide 
range of services in order co maintain flexibility as we went through the 
process of defining our niche.

We decided that service-focused nonprofit organizations would be an 
excellent fit with our goals and the mission of the university, which empha­
size social justice and community service. Furthermore, such organizations 
could provide a wide range of training opportunities for our students, and 
were a good fit with the services that we could offer. At this point, we were 
leaning toward smaller CBOs, but had not ruled out the possibility of work­
ing with larger nonprofit organizations.

We developed and submitted a proposal for creating our center, includ­
ing our mission and a list of potential services, to the university for ap­
proval. We believed there were a number of advantages to creating a center 
within the university, given our goals of training students and providing 
services to CBOs. Agencies often value partnering with an academic institu­
tion because it enhances their credibility with funding sources and boards 
of directors. Working with a university center provides a simple descriptive 
label that is easily communicated to individuals outside the organization. 
There is also value to the university in that its partnership with community
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agencies contributes to a positive image of the university, and in our case, 
fit with the service-oriented mission of our university.

An advantage for students is that they can be paid through che university 
for their project work and, as agents of the university; they are covered by 
university insurance. In addition, faculty can choose to reduce their teach­
ing load to work on contracts and receive credit for the consulting work 
that they do when their performance is evaluated. Finally, though not 
specifically requested in our proposal, the university generously provided 
start-up funding and space for che center.

We also knew there were some disadvantages to consulting through a 
university center. Universities tend to have policies and internal processes 
regarding external funds that were designed to accommodate research 
grants, not consulting contracts. The bureaucratic structure has, at times, 
been cumbersome for negotiating contracts and managing funding streams 
for projects, as consulting projects are often more fluid and more uncer­
tain than research grants. Also, there are policies restricting the amount 
of money a faculty member can be paid beyond his or her academic salary 
in many academic institutions. From our perspective, an academic center 
makes sense as a vehicle for consulting if the primary goal of those involved 
is to provide professional training and funding for students. If one is more 
inclined toward consulting as a business, other outlets may be a better 
choice. For example, many academics form their own private consulting 
groups or work with an existing consulting firm on a part-time basis.

After obtaining university approval for the center, we created an ad hoc 
advisory committee of 11 people that included executive directors from 
CBOs we had worked with in the past, a mix of people from large and small 
nonprofits in the area, faculty colleagues, graduate students, representatives 
from governmental agencies, and representatives from funding agencies. 
We held a meeting with the ad hoc committee members to obtain feedback 
from the group regarding the mission of our center, the services we would 
offer, and che viability of our plan. In addition, this meeting allowed us to 
begin to spread the word about the existence of our center.

Based on the ad hoc meeting, we decided to target smaller nonprofit 
organizations because of their need for the types of services that we could 
provide, and the fact that they would benefit most from the reduced fee 
structure associated with the center. Next, we cailored our list of services to 
include those most relevant for small CBOs. We simplified the presentation 
of our original list of services to include general descriptions of program 
evaluation, program development, staff training and development, and 
management of organizational change and development. We presented our 
center as providing a broad and general range of services. If we had decided
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to target larger organizations, we would have specialized in one particular 
area. It is not feasible to provide a broad array of services to a large organi­
zation because of the increased number of people, divisions, and locations 
associated with such organizations, and the propensity of decision makers 
in those organizations to hire specialists for particular projects.

We were fortunate in that we were already working on a few projects 
that we brought into the center. As for attracting new projects, we created 
brochures that detailed our mission, and explained in general terms the 
services that we provided and how those services could enhance the ef­
fectiveness of organizations (see Appendix 11-1). We used these brochures 
to spread the word regarding the center via face-to-face encounters and a 
few mailings. In addition, we created a Web site for our center. However, 
more often than not, potential clients heard about our center through 
word-of-mouth. Executive directors and program managers tend to rely 
more heavily on word-of-mouth as a means of identifying consultants 
rather than mailings or searching the Web. Our brochures and Web site 
were more useful as sources of information after initial contact was made 
with prospective clients. Given the increasing use and accessibility of the 
Internee, future consultation centers and independent consultants with 
limited funds may find greater benefit from allocating more resources to a 
Web site rather than brochures.

Soon we discovered there was additional work available for the center, 
and for the next 5 years, we worked on a variety of projects with approxi­
mately 7 different CBOs, most of whom we have worked with on multiple 
projects. Since the inception of the center, approximately 22 students have 
worked on various projects. The amount of time that faculty have invested 
in these projects has varied considerably depending on the nature of the 
project. Projects with new clients or novel projects tend to demand more 
faculty time compared to repeat business or cyclical projects that have 
become routine over time. Faculty time on these projects has ranged from 
5 to 30 hours per week. These projects have afforded students and faculty 
the opportunity to work in diverse community settings with a wide range 
of interesting people who are passionate about the work they do in their 
communities.

THE EFFECTS OF PASSION ARE PARADOXICAL
Across the board, one of the most salient characteristics of small CBOs has 
been the passion of the people who do the work in these agencies. It makes 
sense that people who would choose to work in these types of organizations 
would likely be motivated by the cause associated with the agency, or by the
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opportunity to make a positive difference in the community being served. 
For example, we have worked on multiple repeated projects with agencies 
that serve people living with HIV/AIDS, runaway youth, and people living 
with chronic hepatitis C. A relatively large percentage of people in these 
organizations have gravitated to these respective causes because they have 
been touched by it directly, or through someone close to them. And, if ini­
tially a person takes a job in one of these organizations for other reasons, 
the passion of their coworkers is often contagious.

Passion can be contagious for consultants, too, particularly if it is a cause 
that the consultant feels strongly about. Performing work that is meaning­
ful and satisfying should not be underestimated, nor should the exhilara­
tion one experiences in consulting with people who have passion for their 
work. In our experience, working on consulting projects with members of 
an agency whose staff is passionate about the project has been an extremely 
productive and satisfying experience. However, from a consultant’s point 
of view, agency passion can seem to have paradoxical effects on the work 
that they do as it can facilitate projects and fuel organizational growch, but 
can also result in heightened conflict, resistance to change, and program 
evaluation apprehension. Thus, passion can be very beneficial, but clearly 
has a challenging side, as well.

When staff weigh the costs and benefits of participating in a new activ­
ity such as a program evaluation, if it is perceived as diverting time and 
resources away from “their cause,” a consultant can experience a great 
deal of resistance to, and animosity toward, the evaluation. For example, 
in at least two agencies, resistance to program evaluation data collection 
stemmed from the additional work it required on the part of staff and/or 
volunteers, thereby “diverting” attention away from their work with clients. 
There is also a parallel issue that can occur when a consulcanc is working 
with an agency to evaluate an existing program that people are passionate 
about and believe is working—that is, they may be skeptical of evaluation 
findings to the contrary. In extreme cases, they may only select consultants 
for evaluation activities who will support their program and mission. As a 
consultant, it can be important to consider whether this is likely to be the 
case, and to develop a shared understanding of the importance and useful­
ness of evaluation for the agency and programs that are being evaluated. 
Considering scenarios regarding potential negative findings can be im­
portant in beginning stages. It helps to develop clear mutual expectations 
regarding the nature and purpose of the evaluation, and how it can be of 
use to the CBO.

The passion of people working in small CBOs often fuels program and 
agency growch because staff want to reach out and make cheir services



Preparation Builds the Foundation for Entering into a Partnership I

available to more people, or to provide additional services to those in need. 
This inevitably leads to expansion as more staff and volunteers are needed 
to provide services and manage additional programs. As an agency grows, 
there are changes in job duties, amount of client contact, quality of in­
teraction with coworkers, and the nature of supervision. Often, the or­
ganizational structure changes as agency programs and the work needed 
to complete and maintain them becomes more differentiated. As these 
changes occur, there is a greater need for coordination and integration 
within the organization that often lags behind the growth. Ironically, the 
very passion that fuels rapid growth can show its challenging side by resist­
ing the organizational changes occurring within the agency, thus exacer­
bating the role that ambiguity, stress, and conflict can play as a pare of the 
growth process.

We have found these passion-fueled “growing pains” to be a common 
occurrence in CBOs, and an important phenomenon for consultants to 
understand because when growth occurs, it creates organizational issues 
that require expertise in that area. It is at the point when these volatile is­
sues reach a crescendo that an executive director may decide to bring in a 
consultant. Another scenario could be that a consultant may be working 
on a program evaluation in an organization, and realize that the potential 
effectiveness of the program is in jeopardy due to organizational issues that 
must be addressed. Understanding how passion can fuel growth cycles, 
while at the same time promote resistance to the organizational change 
that is associated with such growth, has been a key learning concept associ­
ated with our consulting work. Understanding and appropriately address­
ing the seemingly paradoxical issues associated with passion and growth 
can facilitate building a foundation for a long-term partnership. In the next 
section, the preparation that can lead to surfacing and working through 
issues, including those related to the paradox of passion, are discussed.

PREPARATION BUILDS THE FOUNDATION FOR 
ENTERING INTO A PARTNERSHIP
When beginning a partnership with a small CBO, we have found it to be 
particularly important to make time to lay the foundation for working to­
gether. Small CBOs can be complex in terms of the programs they offer and 
the varied communities they serve. In addition, as we have previously men­
tioned, the level of passion that exists in these organizations can run high. 
Thus, in preparation for partnering with a CBO, it is important to gain an 
understanding of the culture and history of the CBO, the community being 
served, the people being served, and the people working in the CBO. There
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is no substitute for spending time in the CBO and the community to learn 
about the strengths of the individuals, the organization, and that particu­
lar community. In addition, this is an opportunity to observe behavioral 
instances reflecting struggles and conflicts that may thwart a project. It is 
also important to begin developing rapport and trust with the people (all 
constituencies) whom you as a consultant must ultimately depend upon 
to carry out the project.

The nature of the consulting partnership with small CBOs may be quite 
different compared to those developed with larger organizations. First, 
small agencies tend to serve a particular community or segment of the com­
munity, though that is not always the case. To che extent they do serve and 
identify with a particular community, the norms and values of that com­
munity may be reflected in those of the agency. Therefore, the consultant 
may not only be perceived as an external agent to the organization, but to 
the larger community as well, resulting in a larger gap that must be bridged 

\ in order to gain trust and build rapport. If a consultant is perceived as an 
outsider, some staff may be less cooperative at first until the consultant 
has demonstrated a commitment to the community and agency. Also the 
consultant may be “tested” in different ways by staff members to see if he or 
she is truly dedicated to the community or the population. This may occur 
during casual conversations at the agency, while having lunch, or even more 
directly during project team or staff meetings.

Having previous consulting experience with other agencies in thac com­
munity, or similar communities, can be beneficial in terms of establishing 
common ground. Reaching out to people in the organization and the com­
munity through involvement, or at least presence, in activities sponsored by 
the agency can be a means of showing interest, building trust, and gaining 
a better understanding of the agency and the context in which it functions. 
We have attended health fairs, fundraising events, support groups, com­
munity outreach, cultural celebrations, and other activities sponsored by 
agencies with which we have worked. Attending these functions has pro­
vided useful assessment data for the projects, while also demonstrating our 
willingness co get to know the staff and the community, and understand 
the programs associated with the organization. For example, an organiza­
tion that we were beginning to work with was having a large fundraising 
dinner and award ceremony. Two of our student consultants volunteered 
to help with the event by setting up and checking coats. The volunteer work 
that they did afforded them the opportunity to see how the team from the 
CBO worked together, the nature of the fundraiser, and what it was like to 
participate in an event as a volunteer. The people from the CBO appreciated
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the consultants’ willingness to help, as well as their interest in the event 
and the work that they did.

Also, with some organizations there may be a particular philosophy or 
approach to social issues that is important to be aware of. For example, 
if working with a substance use organization, they may have a harm re­
duction philosophy where they do not encourage clients to abstain from 
substance use, but instead encourage safer practices. Conversely, another 
agency may adhere to a substance use abstinence philosophy, whereby cli­
ents are discouraged from any use of substances. It is critical for the consul­
tant to be aware of and fully understand the agency’s particular philosophy 
and approach to service provisions very early on in the relationship, in order 
to provide the most beneficial services. In addition, some consultants may 
have value conflicts with a particular agency’s philosophy and/or service de­
livery approach that may negatively impact their ability to provide unbiased 
services. In these situations, the consultant will need to make some difficult 
decisions about the appropriateness of either initiating or continuing his 
or her involvement with the agency.

Understanding the past experience a CBO has had with external con- | 
sultants and researchers can be critical. Bad experiences with consultants 
can leave a lasting impression on the people in an organization, and can 
spill over into new projects with new consultants. In our experience, it has 
been surprising that a relatively high percentage of the people with which 
we have worked have reported negative experiences with consultants and 
researchers at one time or another. A common theme of these reports has 
been that consultants, and particularly researchers, come into the organiza­
tion and “get what they want,” and leave without much lasting benefit to 
the CBO. Through an understanding of this history, one may avoid pitfalls 
and gauge the extent to which expectations regarding past projects were 
mutual and realistic.

Developing a clear set of expectations and ground rules regarding the 
project is critical, but sensitivity is required when creating a mutual under­
standing. Many processes in these organizations are done through informal 
means, and overemphasizing a “legalistic” type of relationship can be off- 
putting to people if the reasons for clarifying expectations and ground rules 
are not explained to them in terms that make sense from their perspective. 
The key is the collaborative process that leads to the contract and ground 
rules. We are not suggesting that consultants neglect to explicitly state 
them in written form, but rather allow enough time and dialogue with the 
client to ensure they understand the value of a contract, and ground rules 
for both the agency and consultant.
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NURTURING A PARTNERSHIP IS A BALANCING ACT

Once a project is underway, formative feedback loops regarding how the 
project is progressing and people’s reactions to the project are a means 
for identifying potential problems and issues before serious conflicts or 
problems arise. Such problems, if left unchecked, may threaten the accep­
tance and ultimately the maintenance of the change brought about by the 
project. Formative feedback may take the form of data that are collected 
at numerous points during a project that provide information about the 
extent to which the project is proceeding on schedule, is on track, and is 
meeting expectations. Data can be collected through individual meetings, 
group meetings, survey data, or other means, if appropriate.

It is suggested that formative feedback be collected after key decisions 
are made, and each phase of the project is completed, to ensure the project 
is moving forward appropriately and meeting the expectations of those 
involved. For example, formative feedback played an important role in 
a long-term consulting project with an agency that provided services for 
people living with HIV/AIDS. We charted the progress of the project to en­
sure that our objectives were being met within our proposed time line, and 
after each piece of the project was completed, group meetings were held to 
assess whether or not mutual expectations were being upheld. We also as­
sessed the process involved in completing the project so that changes could 
be made at that point. Meetings were more frequent at the beginning of the 
project in order to become accustomed to working together, and to correct 
any misunderstandings regarding the project. We also celebrated complet­
ing each step of the project by taking time to acknowledge our successes, 
and to emphasize the progress being made and the role that each successive 
accomplishment played in meeting our larger goal.

We found that making the completion of steps in the project more sa­
lient can result in participants viewing the project as more relevant and 
tangible to them. Too often, the end point of a long-term project seems 
far off and obscure. Building in time to celebrate each successful step, and 
linking each of these smaller successes to the long-term project end point, 
can boost morale and create a sense of ownership in the project. Finally, 
post project follow-up is important in the form of a more complete overall 
program evaluation, and also in terms of post-implementation support.

On the other side of the coin lies the concern regarding the client becom­
ing overly dependent on the consultant. One of the mutual goals inherent 
in our consulting partnerships has been to empower clients to manage the 
systems that we have worked with them to develop. People in small CBOs 
are often very competent and appreciate the opportunity to learn new
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skills and improve their work processes if they perceive the value of making 
changes. While there may be some functions that consultants have unique 
expertise to perform, it has been our experience that people in client organi­
zations acquire the knowledge and skills to support the systems we create, 
such as evaluation tools, employee attitude surveys, and performance man­
agement systems. In sum, building participation and training into a project 
in order to empower employees to operate and manage a new system may 
increase acceptance and maintenance of the change, and be appreciated by 
the people working in that organization. In the long run, it can be a very 
cost-effective strategy for the agency.

In our experience as consultants, it has been a difficult task to achieve a 
balance between immersing oneself in an agency in order to develop rap­
port and trust, while still clearly maintaining one’s status as an external 
consultant. It can be especially difficult to maintain this balance if the 
agency has a mission that is aligned with the consultant’s activist/advo- 
cacy work, which in our experience has frequently been the case. However, 
maintaining this balance is necessary because the consultant’s role in the 
project may be unique in that it provides an external perspective on the 
project based on the consultant’s training and expertise.

If a consultant actually becomes perceived as an internal agent, his or 
her external perspective may be compromised, resulting in a loss of that 
perspective to the client. Also, the consultant may increasingly find him- or 
herself embroiled in issues that are not relevant to the project, are time- 
consuming, and better handled by others (someone internal to the orga­
nization, another external consultant, or the board of directors, etc.). As 
consultants, we can find ourselves, at times, in the awkward position of 
having role demands that require an external perspective, but increasingly 
playing the role of someone internal to the organization. When we lose our 
"external status,” it can result in a loss of effectiveness regarding the origi­
nal purpose of the project. In summary, achieving the most effective level 
of involvement and role status as a consultant is a tenuous balance that 
must be achieved. The balance lies somewhere between being immersed 
enough in the organization to develop trust and rapport, but not to the 
extent that it detracts from performing the activities that the consultant 
has contracted to perform.

FUNDING SOURCES INFLUENCE THE CONSULTING 
RELATIONSHIP
A key feature that can differentiate working with small CBOs from working 
with larger organizations is the reliance of the smaller agencies on funding
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from governmental agencies and foundations. The vast majority of agencies 
that we have worked with have been dependent on some sort of external 
support. The dependence on outside support can exert large and meaning­
ful effects on all aspects of organizational life within these CBOs. For many 
CBOs, their very existence depends on maintaining funding, as well as find­
ing new sources of funding. Developing new programs, capacity building, 
and other organizational changes often depend on securing external funds. 
The number of staff that can be supported and the scope of their job duties 
are also significantly affected by funding. Availability of funds can influence 
job duties and the time staff has to participate in projects. These changes 
can be particularly difficult if a project requires a heavy investment in staff 
training, and due to funding changes, those people are no longer available 
for the project. The level of uncertainty regarding funding is often reflected 
in the sense of stability and predictability within the CBO.

A CBO’s dependence on external funding affects how projects are funded 
and how consultants are paid. In our experience, consultant fees often need 

\ to be written into grant applications from the primary funding agency, or 
other foundations must be identified and grant applications submitted 
in order to support new projects. Furthermore, financial support is more 
readily available for certain types of projects, thereby affecting the viability 
of some projects over others. Knowledge of these streams of funding is criti­
cal for the consultant to understand because in order for a project to come 
to fruition, the consultant may need to partner with the agency to secure 
funding for various phases of the project.

The grant writing process can significantly add to the investment in a 
project by the consultant and client. This may take the form of identifying 
potential sources of funding for che project, contacting sources of fund­
ing, writing grant proposals and negotiating the terms of funding with the 
funding source. This investment of time may be divided into various parts 
between the consultant and the CBO, but still requires dedication and com­
mitment from both parties.

Writing grants can also create a sense of uncertainty regarding the viabil­
ity of a proposed project. This, in turn, may create challenges for recruiting 
students to work on consulting tasks since funding may not be secured 
until the very last moment. One way we have addressed this ambiguity is to 
divide projects into phases, and then seek funding for subsequent phases 
while prior phases are still being implemented. A final concern is the time 
frame between when the grant application is submitted, and when funds 
become available. Some city, state, or federal government grants and con­
tracts, in particular, may have prolonged time periods between when the 
grant is due, when funding decisions are made, and when funds are actually
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dispersed to the agency. These delays can result in the consultant receiving 
payment after the project is completed. On the other hand, there are times 
when extra funding is made available at the end of a governmental fiscal 
year, so the agency may all of a sudden have a surplus of money that they 
have to spend quickly on new programs or evaluation activities. When at­
tempting to write grants for subsequent funds, the CBO and consultant 
must consider the value of the project in question, and the likelihood of 
obtaining funding in a timely manner.

Funding for the vast majority of projects for which we have contracted 
services has usually been for a fixed amount that was contingent on the 
work to be completed. It is unusual for a consultant to work for a small 
CBO charging an hourly rate for an open period of time. The agencies 
that provide funding for the CBO want to know what the end product of 
the project will be, and the time frame within which it will be completed. 
Compared to consulting fees paid by large corporations or nonprofits, 
small CBOs pay less for consulting services, however, if funding is available, 
fees can be reasonable. Our fees have varied greatly because of the educa­
tional function of the center. Rates for consultants have ranged from course 
credit to $ 100/hour for more experienced consultants. At times a CBO 
also may have funding for a program where a specific amount of money 
is designated for program evaluation, for example, so the consultant will 
be asked what type of program evaluation can be done for that amount of 
money and within the specified time frame.

In summary, the introduction of third party funding can add additional 
resource investments and uncertainty into the process of contracting with 
CBOs. Therefore, the consultant and client need to assess both the impor­
tance of the project, and the viability of potential sources of funding for the 
project. The extent to which the client or consultant has had success in the 
past securing third party funding for projects increases the likelihood of 
future funding. On the other hand, third party funding is an additional re­
source that can bring important projects to fruition. For some CBOs, their 
board of directors can play a key role in setting priorities regarding new 
projects and identifying potential sources of funding for those projects.

BOARDS OF DIRECTORS ARE OMNIPRESENT
In larger organizations, for many projects, a consultant may not directly 
experience the influence of the board of directors. It is much more likely to 
happen when working with a small CBO. The board of directors of a CBO 
can exert a great deal of control and influence over the decisions made 
by the executive director and program directors. The executive director is
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hired by the board, and in effect, is accountable to the board for his or her 
actions. Consultants need to be aware of this relationship, and must un­
derstand how their project affects the relationship between the board and 
the management of the CBO.

An executive director of a CBO may undertake a change-related project 
for a variety of reasons, but often a central concern is the reaction of the 
board of directors to the activities or the eventual results from the inter­
vention. Projects may be designed explicitly to identify a particular orga­
nizational need to present to the board, or to impress the board with the 
things that the organization does well. For example, a CBO may conduct an 
attitude survey, as much to impress the board with the high level of satisfac­
tion of its employees and volunteers as to identify sources of dissatisfaction 
to use as the basis of action planning. From a management perspective, 
positive results are important in their own right, but just as importantly, 
could lead to greater support from their board for other initiatives and for 
management in general.

j CBOs work closely with their boards of directors, because they ultimately
have decision-making power over new programs and changes that may 
occur within the organization. Boards of directors also play a key role in 
the hiring and firing of executive directors and other personnel within a 
CBO. Members of the board are often chosen because of the expertise they 
possess, and the power and influence they have in the community. They 
often simultaneously hold positions on other boards, sometimes even for 
foundations that are potential sources of support for the agency. In some 
cases, it may be advantageous for the consultant to meet with the board, 
particularly if the consultant is in the role of the “outsider” and the people 
on the board are influential members of the community being served. In 
summary, if one is considering working as a consultant with a small agency, 
it is important to understand the role of the board of directors, and its re­
lationships with and influences on the agency and its employees.

VOLUNTEERS ARE SOVEREIGN
Many small CBOs rely heavily on volunteers, which may affect the nature 
of consulting projects. For CBOs that are dependent on volunteer help, 
organizational policies and procedures are often designed to simultane­
ously serve their clients and maintain high levels of satisfaction among 
the volunteers. These dual goals may influence the types of activities that 
the agency is willing to undertake regarding program evaluation, action 
research, strategic planning, and other interventions. The importance of
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volunteer satisfaction is underscored when there is significant investment 
by the agency in the training of their volunteers.

Again, like employees in many CBOs, volunteers are there for the cause 
and/or the community being served, and may resent change or time- 
consuming activities that divert their attention away from the service they 
have volunteered to provide. As a result, agency administrators are often 
wary of involving volunteers in time-consuming consulting projects, and 
are sensitive to their complaints regarding involvement in activities associ­
ated with these projects. From the consultant’s vantage point, it is impor­
tant to spend the volunteers’ time wisely, and to take steps at the beginning 
of a project to understand the volunteers’ perspectives and provide detailed 
explanations of the project and its value both to the organization and the 
client base that is served. Without the support of the volunteers, a poten­
tially great project may never get off the ground.

For example, we developed a process to evaluate the effectiveness of a 
hotline for runaway youth that consisted of a structured interview with 
the caller after the call had been completed. Highly trained volunteers 
handled the calls from runaway youth and/or their parents. The program 
director was concerned that there would be resistance from the volunteers 
to administer the evaluation interview, based on their past experience with 
evaluation. During the development of the evaluation interview, the con­
sultants had a number of meetings with staff and volunteers to develop 
interview questions related to the tasks they performed when responding 
to calls on the hotline. Volunteers were very cooperative in this process, 
but indicated that they felt that it was awkward and at times inappropriate 
for them to make an abrupt transition from helping the caller who was in 
crisis to asking questions about how the volunteer performed as an agent 
of the hotline.

We introduced a plan where initially only paid staff would evaluate their 
calls using the new evaluation measure. After a period of time, when vol­
unteers saw how the process worked and became more comfortable wich 
it, the evaluation was expanded to include the calls responded to by vol­
unteers. However, the procedure was modified so that after the volunteers 
resolved the purpose of the call, they then turned the caller over to a staff 
member to administer the structured evaluation interview. This change 
in procedure eliminated the awkward transition that had concerned the 
volunteers. The evaluation project ultimately provided important informa­
tion for both the agency and its funding source, and did so in a manner 
that eliminated feelings of awkwardness and inappropriateness on the 
part of the volunteers.
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PROJECT SCOPE IS EASY TO UNDERESTIMATE, AND 
IT EXPANDS

Determining the appropriate project scope is always a challenge when ne­
gotiating a consulting contract. In our experience, it can be even easier to 
underestimate the scope of a project with a small agency than with a large 
organization, since small agencies may have a surprising number of pro­
grams for their size. If you have not consulted with small CBOs before, the 
size of the organization may be misleading with regard to the amount of 
potential data they collect and the complexity of the programs they offer. 
When working with larger organizations, there is more likely an expectation 
of large datasets and multiple programs. With small CBOs, one needs to be 
more careful about making the assumption that a small agency is associ­
ated with a small number of programs and small client bases.

For example, a community-based agency providing services related to 
HIV/AIDS or chronic hepatitis C may offer programs related to awareness, 
prevention, testing, treatment referral, treatment, complementary thera­
pies, and support groups. The volume of client contact, even for these small 
agencies, can be large, and often people in the agency do not realize how 
large their client base is since they are advocates trying to reach as many 
people as possible. Our center also conducted a program evaluation with 
a small grassroots agency where pre- and post-test data were collected as 
part of an evaluation of an HIV/AIDS prevention education program ad­
ministered in several public schools. The program included approximately 
10,000 participants, resulting in a large data set for an agency of that size.

In the context of program evaluation, one can reduce the probability of 
underestimating the size of a potential data set by clearly determining the 
requirements set by the funding agency from the onset of the program and 
evaluation. These requirements then serve as the minimum requirements 
for the evaluation. Next, it is important to determine the priorities of the 
CBO in relation to information it would like to collect. What is critical in 
terms of future decisions versus what might be useful or interesting? Is it 
worth the effort, and is it feasible to collect additional data? Also, a sequen­
tial data collection strategy where the process is periodically assessed can be 
used to identify ways to simplify and streamline the data collection process 
and the amount of data collected throughout the life of the evaluation.

In addition to the data issue, scope-creep can be a concern when working 
with small CBOs. Given the enthusiasm of the people in such organiza­
tions, and their capacity for fundraising, advocacy, and motivating volun- 
teerism, there may be more of a tendency for the expansion of projects over 
time, resulting in the inclusion of additional activities not specified in the
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contract. Also, because of the significant services such organizations may 
offer, there may be a tendency on the part of the consultant to volunteer 
to take on additional responsibilities. The extent to which a consultant is 
willing to perform activities beyond the contract is a personal choice, but 
should be tempered with consideration about how it affects his or her abil­
ity to function in the role of an external consultant. At some point, a con­
sultant can become so involved in other activities that there is not adequace 
time for the primary project, or other commitments may be jeopardized.

A further complication that we have experienced is the multidisciplinary 
nature of some of the consulting projects with which we have been involved. 
For example, when working with an agency providing services to people 
living with HIV/AIDS, we interact with people living with HIV, agency em­
ployees, volunteers from the community, community leaders, health care 
professionals, public health professionals, and representatives from fund­
ing agencies. This has led to difficulties in communication and decision 
making because of the differing agendas, terminology, and perspectives of 
the various stakeholders involved. Learning to communicate and present 
information to people coming from a wide variety of backgrounds and 
interests is a critical skill when working with many agencies. The upside 
of working with an agency with numerous stakeholders is that interesting 
projects develop, and opportunities for growth and development exist for 
participants in the project as well as the consultant because one has the 
opportunity to view and understand issues from different perspectives.

A COMPREHENSIVE FRAMEWORK LINKS 
CONSULTING, ADVOCACY, AND RESEARCH
Working in a consulting center in an academic environment affords the 
opportunity to integrate research and consulting work into a more com­
prehensive framework chac involves advocacy, capacity building, action re­
search, and field research. At its best, these activities are not distinct entities 
but rather different parts of the whole, where the parts are complementary 
and aimed at improving conditions in the community. If one is interested 
in using this type of approach to move into a new area of interest, it is very 
useful to develop contacts in the community, and begin building trust 
and rapport with representatives from the relevant constituencies. In this 
section, an example will be presented detailing the steps we took to begin 
conducting research and consulting with organizations providing services 
for people living with chronic hepatitis C virus (HCV).

In order to develop a deeper understanding of the HCV community, 
contact was made with the local chapter of the American Liver Foundation
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(ALF) that resulted in the development of a research partnership. In order 
to spread the word about the project and recruit participants, we attended 
and/or presented information about our study at a number of events that 
the local ALF sponsored, including town hall meetings for people living 
with HCV, support groups for families and people living with HCV, and a 
conference for midwest HCV coordinators who are charged with integrat­
ing HCV programs with existing programs for people living with HIV/ 
AIDS. Through attendance at the coordinators’ meeting, we learned about 
the local HCV task force and advocacy group, and began co attend their 
meetings. In addition, informal exploratory interviews were conducted with 
patients being treated for HCV at a hepatology clinic within a large medical 
center in order to better understand patient concerns and attitudes regard­
ing research and researchers.

Attendance at the HCV task force meetings led co contacts with repre­
sentatives from numerous agencies providing services for people living 
with HCV and their families. Through involvement with the task force, we 
gained a deeper understanding of the issues people face and che constituen- 

^ cies represented in the HCV community, increasing our capacity to work as 
researchers/evaluators and consultants in this area. After about 8 months, 
a consulting opportunity arose where we were asked to participate in a 
community-based health education program. The program sponsors edu­
cational presentations for health care professionals working with people 
who have been living with or are at risk for HCV infection.

Currently, other possibilities for partnerships between our center and 
the task force agencies are under consideration, and look very promising. 
Thus, what began as an interest to learn more about a topic of concern in 
order to develop a program of research, ultimately led to the opportunity 
to share knowledge, build relationships, and provide consulting services in 
a new area.

REFLECTION AND PLANNING STREAMLINE FUTURE 
WORK
Our experience working with small CBOs has been both professionally and 
personally rewarding. The center we created has been operational for about 
5 years, and recently, we have been evaluating what we have done in the 
past and planning for the future. A significant issue chat we have dealt with 
over the years has been maintaining a balance regarding our workload. The 
feasc-or-famine nature of consulting is a problem chat all consultants must 
deal with, and we have not been an exception to that rule. Therefore, one 
question we have continued to struggle with is how we increase the impact
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of our center while maintaining our other commitments as academics and 
individuals. We have begun to consider streamlining the mission of our 
center to more closely align our research interests with the services provided 
through our consulting center. Given our interest in health-related issues, 
particularly those related to people living with HIV or HCV, we plan to 
move toward a more health-related mission for our center, and when pos­
sible, link research and consulting interests.

In addition, as a means of increasing the predictability of our work sched­
ule, we have considered a heavier reliance on developing and presenting 
workshops rather than having the majority of our consulting services fo­
cusing on longer term projects at external sites. The workshops would be 
based on some common needs we have identified through consulting with 
CBOs over the years. There has been interest expressed from our clients for 
workshops related to program evaluation, program development, capacity 
building, grant writing, and managing organizational change. Our plan is 
to supplement our impressions with data collection in the form of a needs 
assessment to help guide the types of workshops that we may ultimately 
offer. Finally, engaging the services of more faculty/staff consultants and 
students is a means by which we can build our own capacity. One possibil­
ity we have considered, given the multidisciplinary nature of some of our 
projects, would be to include faculty/staff and students from areas beyond 
psychology as partners in developing and presenting the workshops.

Given the educational objectives of our center, it was important to reflect 
on the quality of the educational experience of the graduate students who 
have been involved in our projects. Toward that end, an evaluation was 
conducted based on qualitative interview methodology. The results revealed 
that the graduate scudents who have worked in our center have had excel­
lent opportunities for professional training and development while serving 
worthy causes. Students reported that working with faculty as mentors on 
a team has been an excellent means for expanding their classroom experi­
ence to applied projects that make a difference. In addicion to the applica­
tion of technical competencies, scudents have indicated thac chrough their 
involvement in center projects, they have exercised their ability to commu­
nicate orally with a wide range of people about a project, improved group 
presentation skills, and learned to develop professional relationships with 
clients. As compared to other consulting experiences, our students reported 
thac working in our center led to more client contact, project ownership, 
autonomy, and the application of theoretical material.

Some of the challenges that students have experienced working in our 
consulting center were related to their time constraints. Some students 
found it difficult to schedule meetings with their project team and/or client
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because of class schedules and research commitments. For some projects, 
because student time was limited, project teams were large, which made 
communication and coordination of efforts more difficult than if the teams 
were small. However, in spite of these concerns, studencs found consulting 
in the center a valuable experience, and one that helped shape their future 
consulting work with small nonprofit CBOs and other organizations.

The experiences of one graduate student exemplify the aggregated find­
ings of our evaluation. She reported that several excellent opportunities 
were made available through our center that provided the necessary train­
ing ground for her to develop her own individual professional competen­
cies to the point where she is now managing a consulting contract on her 
own. While seeking an interdisciplinary master’s degree and serving as the 
executive assistant to both center directors, constant involvement in center 
activities and interactions with both directors provided the student with 
countless hours of professional craining and development. And while work­
ing on several projects related to HIV/AIDS, the student was able to interact 
with various CBOs, and receive priceless hours of one-on-one professional 
training. She took advantage of these “hands-on” experiences with the two 
co-directors, and was able to enrich her in-class, multidisciplinary course- 
work, and even earn funds to help defray some of her graduate tuition costs.

The training she received working in the center resulted in the classroom 
theory being transformed into action in the community. This community 
work led to the development of a niche for herself doing program evalua­
tion, and to the formation of a network of potential partners with whom to 
collaborate on future community projects. Without a doubt, the hands-on 
experiences and countless hours of mentorship helped her define her own 
specialty, and solidify herself as an independent consultant.

In summary, our work has been well received in the community, and 
we have provided valuable professional experiences for our studencs. 
Consultation experiences in the center have added value over consultation 
experiences outside the university setting, which tend to be less theory driven, 
and not as strongly connected to the students’ coursework. The insighcs 
and understanding that we have gleaned during the operation of our center 
have served us well, and we hope the reader finds them to be of value when 
working with small CBOs. We have enjoyed the challenges of working as 
consultants with small nonprofit organizations, as they have provided ample 
opportunities for professional and personal growth. It has been satisfying to 
be part of a center that has played a role in advancing the respective missions 
of the organizations with which we have worked. We have had the privilege 
to work with a wide variety of people in diverse community settings, which 
has been a rich and rewarding experience.
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INTRODUCTION
Many faith-based and community organizations (FBCOs) provide support 
and services to those in need across the United States. Over the past decade, 
the United States government has started to more formally recognize the 
assistance of small FBCOs by initiating a variety of programs to strengthen 
and expand their organizational capacity to provide social services (for a 
review, see White House Faith-Based and Community Initiatives, 2006). 
Organizational capacities such as leadership, management, adaptability, 
and technical capacity have been identified as critical to che success of 
FBCOs and other nonprofits (Connolly & York, 2002).

FBCOs represent a potential market for consultants who are in a position 
to provide capacity building support. The purpose of the current chapter is
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to describe the following: 1) organizational capacity building, 2) working 
with small nonprofit organizations, 3) steps and strategies for consultants 
to assist FBCOs, 4) an example of a consulting project that uses an organi­
zational capacity building strategy with FBCOs, and 5) lessons learned in 
providing capacity building support to FBCOs.

ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY BUILDING
Light (2004) conceptualizes capacity building as a process for changing 
“some aspect of an organization’s existing environment, internal struc­
ture, leadership, and management systems, which, in turn, should improve 
employees’ morale, expertise, productivity, efficiency, and so forth, which 
should strengthen an organization’s capacity to do its work” (p. 46). The 
results of a 2001 survey of 1,140 nonprofit employees suggest that em­
ployees of nonprofits understand the importance of capacity building for 
organizational effectiveness. Nearly three-quarters of those responding 
agree that capacity building involving strategic planning improves orga­
nizational outcomes, appreciate the willingness of their organizations to 
adopt principles of management that are more business-like, and approve 
of the emphasis on building and sustaining collaborative efforts. Further, 
responses from a wide range of318 nonprofits, with missions ranging from 
services to children and youth, to economic and community development 
and science, indicated that the majority of represented nonprofits do en­
gage in some form of capacity building, and those that do give high marks 
to their efforts and the results.

We believe that the framework developed by Connolly and York (2002) 
is useful for understanding the organizational capacities of FBCOs. This 
framework categorizes activities essential to operating a nonprofit (whether 
faith-based or secular) into four core capacity areas: (1) technical, (2) man­
agement, (3) adaptive, and (4) leadership. Technical capacity includes an 
organization’s ability to handle day-to-day operations, such as paying util­
ity and rent bills, and managing financial records. Management capacity 
is described as an organization’s ability to utilize its resources effectively 
and respond to issues as they arise. This includes activities such as creating 
job descriptions for new positions, revising bylaws, and recruiting mem­
bers. Adaptive capacity is an organization’s ability to monitor, assess, and 
respond to internal and external changes. Within FBCOs, adaptive capac­
ity can include identifying long- and short-term organizational goals, and 
networking with businesses and other organizations in the community. 
Leadership capacity refers to the ability of organizational leaders (i.e., direc­
tors and board members) to identify and implement the steps necessary for
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the organization to achieve its mission. This often includes team building 
and board training. This organizational capacity framework provides a 
useful starting point for understanding the organizational capacities and 
challenges of operating nonprofits, including FBCOs.

WORKING WITH SMALL NONPROFIT 
ORGANIZATIONS
Smaller FBCOs stand to benefit a great deal from capacity building as­
sistance, and change/impact can often be more easily measured with these 
organizations than with larger organizations. Also, it is possible to see 
a measurable amount of change in a relatively small period of time. As 
consultants who are interested in helping achieve organizational and indi­
vidual change, such experiences can be very rewarding.

The smaller FBCOs we have worked with have tended to be very appre­
ciative of the assistance we provided to them. Successful capacity building 
can help in creating positive word-of-mouth, and can also be a source of 
referrals for future contracts for a consultant. Positive word-of-mouth can 
lead to additional business and a well-respected reputation. Several local 
community foundations and larger nonprofits have approached our or­
ganization, the Center for Community Support & Research, based on our 
work with FBCOs.

Furthermore, working with small community-based organizations in­
creases your presence in che community as a resource for community assis­
tance and improvement. Foundations and other funders that become aware 
of your assistance, and the impact on the work of organizations they fund, 
may seek to utilize your services to assist other funded organizations as a 
means to increase the overall effectiveness of their investments.

STEPS AND STRATEGIES FOR CONSULTANTS 
WORKING WITH SMALL FBCOS
Securing Financial Support As a Consultant

As mentioned in earlier chapters of this book (e.g., Chapter 1, “Before You 
Begin,” p. 8), there can be various financial challenges in working with small 
community nonprofits. While small FBCOs are often the organizations 
that most need capacity building assistance, they are also often the least 
likely to be able to afford to pay for this type of assistance. A consultant 
can secure financial support from a number of sources, including grants, 
contracts, foundations, and workshops, and each of these strategies is de­
scribed briefly below.
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Grants and Contracts
In the case of Compassion Kansas (an initiative described in more detail 
later in this chapter), the capacity building assistance was provided through 
a grant from the Administration for Children and Families’ Compassion 
Capital Fund. The Compassion Capital Fund, administered by the 
Department of Health and Human Services’ Administration for Children 
and Families, was created in 2002 and is a key component of the federal 
Faith-Based and Community Initiative. This initiative recognizes the abil­
ity of FBCOs to serve individuals and families in need. Key populations 
served by these organizations include the homeless, at-risk youth, elders in 
need, families in transition from welfare to work, those in need of intensive 
rehabilitation (e.g., addicts or prisoners), and/or those in need of marriage 
education and preparation services.

The Compassion Capital Fund administers three grant programs related 
to building the capacity of FBCOs: (1) the Targeted Capacity Building 
Program, (2) the Communities Empowering Youth Program, and (3) the 
Demonstration Program. Each of these Compassion Capital Fund pro­
grams seeks to increase the effectiveness of FBCOs by building their orga­
nizational capacity. Through the Compassion Capital Fund Demonstration 
Program, intermediary organizations receive grants to provide training, 
technical assistance, and sub-awards to a diverse range of FBCOs seeking 
to increase their ability to provide social services to those in need. Capacity 
building assistance activities are offered at no cost to these FBCOs, and 
focus on strategic planning, financial management, board development, 
fundraising, outcome measurement, and similar needs.

Independent consultants may be in a position to attain work through 
state and federal grants and contracts in a number of ways. First, consul­
tants may subcontract for a specific scope of work or service in a larger 
grant. It is not uncommon for larger grants to have multiple subcontracts 
for consultants or other entities. In our work, we have used consultants 
specializing in legal issues facing nonprofits and grant development. 
Given that grants often span multiple years, even subcontracts can serve 
as a good source of financial support, and provide some financial stabil­
ity to consultants. Many states and communities have professional grant 
writers’ associations and nonprofit associations that consultants may 
want to join to gain awareness of opportunities, and build their skills 
and reputation in the field. Other consultants may be in a position to 
co-write or develop grant applications. While writing a grant requires an 
investment of time, the benefit of obtaining a grant can provide multiple 
years of funding support.
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Local and National Foundations
Consultants will also And local community foundations to be an impor­
tant resource when working with FBCOs. Community foundations often 
recognize the important work of the FBCOs in their communities and are 
repeatedly asked to support FBCOs directly and indirectly through capacity 
building. Therefore, a community foundation may be willing to support a 
consultant to build the capacity of a few local FBCOs each year. After be­
coming familiar with the mission and scope of a community foundation, 
a consultant may want to educate the foundation regarding the benefits 
of capacity building, and the range of services they can provide to improve 
the skills and practices in FBCOs. Such partnerships take time to develop 
and may require several attempts in finding the appropriate opportunity to 
offer consultation. Some local community foundations have “open grant 
proposals,” whereby a consultant may be in a position to partner with 
several local FBCOs, and propose a capacity building initiative that would 
benefit the FBCO’s services and support the work of the consultant.

National foundations, such as the United Way, represent another poten­
tial funding source for consultants to consider. United Way works to “create 
lasting positive changes in communities and people’s lives” (United Way, 
2007). This is consistent with the goals of many FBCOs, which also seek to 
make positive changes in their communities and in the lives of people living 
in their communities. As with community foundations, a local United Way 
may be willing to fund a consultant to work directly with FBCOs. Again, it 
is important to show how your work and the work of the FBCOs will con­
tribute to the achievement of the mission of the United Way.

One potential challenge when having a third party (i.e., community foun­
dation, the United Way) support the capacity building of FBCOs, or any 
organization, is that the organization benefiting from the capacity building 
assistance does not make a monetary investment in that assistance. The lack 
of financial investment may affect their perceived value of the assistance, as 
the FBCO will need to make a substantial time commitment, as well as be 
invested in the growth and change in order to expect any lasting effect. At 
times, it may be appropriate to request that the FBCO receiving assistance 
make a financial investment, even if it is a nominal amount, as it increases 
the perceived value of the work and not just the outcomes. This may also 
encourage the FBCO to budget for this type of assistance in the future.

Workshops
Another potential funding source can be generated from conducting work­
shops for a small nonprofit organization or a group of organizations. If you
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find that many FBCOs need the same type of capacity building assistance, 
and could benefit from work in a group setting, they may benefit from 
capacity building workshops. You can conduct workshops on a particular 
topic common to FBCOs, and charge a nominal fee for attendance, or ask 
a local community foundation or the United Way to underwrite such a 
workshop. This will allow you to assist multiple organizations, and increase 
the awareness of your consulting services in the community. Consistent 
with adult learning methodology, workshops also provide the opportunity 
to create “learning communities,” where organizations can share their own 
best practices, including what has worked well for them, especially when 
participant organizations differ in their sophistication, stage of develop­
ment, or level of knowledge regarding the operation of an organization. 
Communities of learning allow for mutual engagement and present the 
opportunity for individuals to reciprocally share what has worked in their 
own efforts at organizational development, as well as to talk about chal­
lenges, and receive feedback and innovative ideas from a community of 
peers (Wasco & Faraj, 2000; Wenger, 1998).

Strategies to Promote Effective Relationships with FBCOs 
As a consultant working with FBCOs, you should be able to customize 
your assistance to meet the needs of the individual organization with which 
you are working. Different organizations will have different needs, and 
different organizations with the same needs may not respond in the same 
way to a given process. While FBCOs often have similar capacity building 
needs, the different structures and stage of development of these organiza­
tions may impact the way assistance is provided. Consultants will need to 
be flexible and use multiple strategies to achieve desired outcomes given 
these differences.

In consulting work with FBCOs, it will be especially important to focus 
on and celebrate “small wins,” as looking at everything that needs to be ac­
complished can be overwhelming (Weick, 1984). Having all board members 
attend a retreat and commit to roles and responsibilities, in itself, will be 
cause for celebration. Helping the organization take one step at a time can 
help keep che individuals in the organization motivated and optimistic.

In any consulting work, it is good to have a document outlining the 
scope of work to be completed along with measurable goals/objectives and 
a realistic time line for when activities can be expected to be completed. In 
fact, it may be appropriate to develop a phased process chat indicates what 
activities are mosc appropriate to accomplish before proceeding co other 
goals. For example, an organization may need to solidify or increase its 
board participation prior to attempting strategic planning. In any case, a
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written plan for development keeps both the consultant and the organiza­
tion on the same page about who is responsible for what, and when various 
goals will likely be achieved. A Memorandum of Understanding (MOU; see 
Appendix 12-1 for an example) is a helpful tool, as it outlines the services 
to be provided and documents the scope of work. The MOU will help keep 
you, the organization, and the work focused and on track. If your relation­
ship with an organization will be ongoing or long term, it will be necessary 
to revisit the MOU from time to time to check progress and make changes 
as needed.

Relationships with small FBCOs can sometimes become more personal 
than other professional consulting relationships. On occasion, these or­
ganizations may begin to see the consultant as part of their “family,” an 
integral part of their organization rather than someone outside the organi­
zation. Setting appropriate boundaries will be key to a successful consulting 
relationship, and MOUs can help with setting boundaries. Another docu­
ment that may help in setting boundaries and expectations is a Meeting 
Agreement Form (see Appendix 12-2 for an example). This form identifies 
who is responsible for what activities and when those activities will be ac­
complished. This will help participants avoid the diffusion of responsibil­
ity that can occur when many individuals are involved in a project. The 
Meeting Agreement Form will remind individuals of their commitments, 
and help keep everyone accountable for their various responsibilities.

The particular steps and strategies used, as well as the specific challenges 
faced, will be dependent upon the unique needs of the organization with 
which a consultant works; however, in the following section we provide a 
description of the elements and processes used in the Compassion Kansas 
project as an instructive example. The issues highlighted above were very 
much presenc in our experience with Compassion Kansas. We designed this 
project to maximize the opportunities and minimize the challenges inher­
ent in capacity building consultation.

COMPASSION KANSAS: A STATEWIDE INITIATIVE TO 
BUILD THE CAPACITY OF FBCOS
The Center for Community Support & Research (CCSR), a part of Wichita 
State University’s Community Psychology Doctoral Program, has been 
working in Kansas communities to strengthen individuals, communi­
ties, and organizations for 25 years. CCSR’s staff helps communities, 
nonprofits, coalitions, faith-based organizations, self-help groups, and 
government entities. CCSR provides a number of services to individuals, 
organizations, and communities including, strategic planning, vision and
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mission development, grant writing, program evaluation, team building, 
collaboration, conflict resolution, outcome-based planning and monitor­
ing, evaluation, self-help group referrals, resource materials for leadership 
development, and self-help group development and maintenance.

Building on our previous work in communities and with nonprof­
its, we applied for and were awarded a Demonstration Program grant, 
“Compassion Kansas,” from the Administration for Children and 
Families’ Compassion Capital Fund (described earlier in this chapter). 
The Demonstration Program was consistent with the CCSR’s mission to 
strengthen Kansas through education, leadership development, facilitation, 
and research. The purpose of Compassion Kansas is to build and enhance 
the capacity of Kansas FBCOs to better serve Kansans in need. Eligible 
FBCOs must be small or medium (i.e., annual budgets under $500,000) 
social service agencies or groups in Kansas who serve or plan to serve the 
homeless, elders in need, at-risk youth, families in transition from welfare 
to work, those in need of intensive rehabilitation (e.g., addicts or prison­
ers), or organizations that provide marriage education and preparation 
service. For example, through Compassion Kansas, we have funded a youth 
technology center seeking to foster competence, confidence, and increased 
self-esteem in their teenage participants. Another funded organization, a 
home for pregnant teens, seeks to network with similar facilities, and access 
important resources across the state to help their clients better meet the 
challenges of teen pregnancy. Still another group, a community founda­
tion, is working to revitalize a dying rural community through the preserva­
tion and maintenance of community assets. The objectives of Compassion 
Kansas include: (1) enhancing and expanding the knowledge base of Kansas 
FBCOs; (2) providing professional training, technical assistance, and sub­
awards to Kansas FBCOs; (3) encouraging and facilitating replication of 
appropriate models and best practices with FBCOs; (4) assisting FBCOs 
in seeking additional funding sources to sustain their new successful prac­
tices; and (5) determining the extent to which Compassion Kansas achieves 
its intended outcomes.

As part of the initiative, staff from the CCSR assist FBCOs in increasing 
their effectiveness and enhancing their ability to provide social services 
through: (1) direct one-to-one capacity building assistance, and (2) small 
grant awards of up to $ 10,000 for organizational capacity needs (e.g., com­
puters, filing systems). These capacity building approaches aid selected 
FBCOs in strategic planning, board development and management, col­
laboration, staff and volunteer management, outcome measurement, and 
other aspects related to developing and maintaining a healthy social ser-
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vice organization as described by the organizational capacity framework 
proposed by Connolly and York (2002).

Process of Capacity Building in Compassion Kansas

As a statewide capacity building initiative for FBCOs, our work through 
Compassion Kansas has provided a number of insights about the process 
of developing a working, consulcant-cype relationship with FBCOs. The 
Compassion Kansas process is outlined in more detail below, along with 
findings from the initiative, followed by insights from our experiences in 
providing capacity building assistance to FBCOs.

Request for Proposal Workshops to Solicit Applicationsfor Capacity Building 
Awards
To contact Kansas FBCOs regarding Compassion Kansas and the avail­
ability of capacity building awards, we chose a multicomponent outreach 
approach to build a network of organizations that might be interested in 
the services we could provide. Our outreach strategies included:

• Direct mailings to FBCOs based on extensive and updated CCSR 
address databases

• E-mails to key stakeholders across Kansas who are in a position to 
forward the opportunity to others, including community founda­
tions, the United Way, state government departments, chambers of 
commerce, and nonprofit and faith-based associations

• News releases to the major newspapers in Kansas
• Compassion Kansas Web site and e-mail distribution list
• CCSR’s e-mail distribution newsletter
• Collaboration with a Compassion Kansas Advisory Committee, 

which had multiple outlets for dissemination, such as conferences 
and newsletters

Through these outreach approaches, approximately 250 people repre­
senting 150 FBCOs attended one of four regional RFP workshops held 
each year. In these workshops, we outlined the requirements of Compassion 
Kansas, the key components of organizational capacity building, and the 
specific Request For Proposals (RFP) form. The RFP form required the fol­
lowing information:

• An organizational profile, including staffing, mission, board, con­
tact information, persons served, and current services

• The capacity building assistance needs of the FBCO
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• Purpose of grant, including desired impact, expected outcomes, and 
planned activities

• A budget and narrative explaining how the money would be spent
• A signature page indicating their agreement to accept capacity 

building assistance from us if selected as an award recipient and 
to the terms in the “Guidance to Faith-Based and Community 
Organizations on Partnering with the Federal Government” (White 
House Faith-Based and Community Initiatives, 2006).

Selection of Compassion Kansas Awardees
As mentioned previously, the CCSR has provided a wide range of techni­
cal support and capacity building assistance to nonprofits, coalitions, and 
grassroocs organizations throughout the state of Kansas over the past 25 
years. For this reason, we chose to assemble an independent grant review 
committee (the Compassion Kansas Advisory Committee), with no knowl­
edge of the applicants’ prior work experience with the CCSR, to review ap­
plications and select award recipients; CCSR staff do not provide funding 
recommendations to the committee.

The Compassion Kansas Advisory Committee, comprised of 7 local grant 
makers and consultants in nonprofit development, reviewed and selected 
approximately 20 Compassion Kansas awardees each year. Each year, we 
received an average of 100 applications, and the review committee carefully 
studied each of the submitted applications that met the requirements of 
the RFP, and reached consensus regarding award selection. Consistent with 
the requirements of the Compassion Capital Fund, priority was given to 
FBCOs that had not historically received federal funding and had annual 
budgets of less than $500,000. Criteria for selection did not include con­
sideration of the religious nature of the group, nor was there a requirement 
that participating organizations be recognized as tax exempt, as evidenced 
by having acquired 501(c)(3) status through the IRS.

Multicomponent Organizational Assessment
After the Compassion Kansas Advisory Committee selected the award recip­
ients, two CCSR staff made initial contact with awardees to gather current 
organizational strengths, challenges, needs, and additional basic informa­
tion about the organization.

Following the initial contact, awardees received a more thorough and 
objective Organizational Capacity Assessment Survey via e-mail or mail 
(see Appendix 12-3). The survey included an assessment of the various 
capacities of their organization, including adaptive capacity, leadership 
capacity, management capacity, and technical capacity. These capacity areas
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were consistent with the organizational capacity framework developed by 
Connolly and York (2002). The FBCOs were to complete the organizational 
capacity assessment survey within 2 weeks. While the majority of awardees 
were compliant with this request, we had a few organizations that failed to 
complete the organizational capacity assessment on time. We then began 
using the first award payment as an incentive to complete the assessment 
in a timely fashion; awardees would not receive the first installment of their 
award until they completed the organizational capacity assessment. This 
has resulted in nearly 100% compliance with our 2-week deadline.

Based on the results of the survey, we created an Organizational Capacity 
Assessment Profile (see Appendix 12-4) for each awardee that included 
details about the strengths and areas of the organization potentially need­
ing capacity building assistance. CCSR staff and awardees then discussed 
specific types of capacity building assistance needed based on the profile. 
The organizational capacity assessment profiles served as a guide for the 
FBCOs and the CCSR staff as they developed specific activities and strate­
gies to build the organization’s capacity.

Memorandum of Understanding
Based on the organizational capacity assessment profiles, we developed 
Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs) for each Compassion Kansas 
awardee. More often than not, organization leaders presented a laundry 
list of needs and desires. The MOU development process involved negoti­
ating with members of participating organizations (i.e., executive director, 
key board and/or staff members) to prioritize technical assistance needs, 
and together we determined what could realistically be accomplished in 
the 1-year grant cycle. In most cases, this was a simple process, involving 
an hour or two of discussion between one of our staff members and the 
relevant members of the awardee organization. Based on this discussion, 
we customized the MOUs to each awardee, outlining: (1) the goals for ca­
pacity building, (2) the assistance to be provided by the CCSR, and (3) the 
responsibilities of the awardee. A member of the awardee organization then 
signed the MOU, agreeing to the information outlined in the document. 
CCSR staff could then use the MOU as a direct tool to revisit on a regular 
basis with awardees to determine whether capacity building activities were 
meeting the goals identified in the MOU. MOUs served as an understand­
ing of the needs to be addressed by CCSR’s capacity building assistance.

Capacity Building Provided and Monitored
The first way in which awardees built their capacity was through their 
Compassion Kansas Capacity Building Grant Award (up to $ 10,000). These
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grant awards were directed at specific capacity building issues, but the 
primary way FBCOs were assisted was direct one-to-one capacity building 
assistance to each awardee for one year. CCSR staff visited each awardee 
multiple times over the year, working intensely with board members, staff, 
and volunteers on topics identified in the MOU. Our capacity building 
assistance included strategic planning, granc writing and review, public 
awareness, collaboration, 501(c)(3) application and guidelines, board devel­
opment, policies/procedures, volunteer management, leadership develop­
ment, and outcome measurement.

CCSR staff tracked their assistance by completing a Technical Assistance 
Form (see Appendix 12-5) that outlined the capacity building issues ad­
dressed during each consultation. We utilize this tool for other capacity 
building processes on ocher projects as well, as ic provides a useful tool for 
measuring the assistance we provide, and cracking the outcomes of our 
work. The technical assistance form was also useful as a formative evalu­
ation measure examining the extent to which CCSR staff were addressing 
the agreed upon capacity building topics identified chrough the MOU. This 
form may help you track the time you spend wich each client, so that you 
can document hours for billing (if you charge hourly fees). Alternatively, 
if your fees are based on the project, this form can provide a log for your 
personal use to adjust your fees in the future, in the event that you over- or 
underestimated the amount of time you might spend on the project. The 
technical assistance form also allows you to identify the areas you are doing 
the most work and can help you reflect on topics for which you could con­
duct larger trainings.

In addition, awardees submitted quarterly program and fiscal reports. 
Completed quarterly reports had to be received before the second and 
third installments of funding were provided. Quarterly reporting offered 
yet another opportunity for our staff to build the organization's capacity in 
the area of fiscal management, grant management, and recordkeeping, and 
this was often included as part of the agreed upon technical assistance via 
the MOU. Finally, awardees were required to attend two capacity building 
assistance sessions hosted by the CCSR and involving the other awardees, 
though most actually attended more than two. These sessions provided 
additional contact with the awardees, and tracked progress on capacity 
building goals as identified in their MOUs.

If an awardee did not meet the necessary requirements, we developed 
a customized corrective action plan, working in conjunction with the 
awardee. If corrective actions were not taken by the awardee, they were 
ineligible to receive future funding. However, we used this challenge as yet 
another opportunity to work with the organization to build its capacity,
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often explaining that such reporting is always required of grant recipients, 
regardless of the funder, and the potential for future grant funding neces­
sitated that they be able to develop the skills and discipline co file timely 
and accurate reports. Ultimately, corrective action almost always results in 
compliance, and only one of our funded organizations was ever defunded 
or disqualified.

LESSONS LEARNED

We have learned many lessons through our consultation work with faith- 
based and community organizations. We have highlighted some of the 
lessons we described in this chapter below as a review.

• Work with small FBCOs to expand your abilities and types of ser­
vices.

• Provide an organizational assessment to understand the FBCO’s 
strengths and weaknesses. Utilize multiple methods to gain the best 
understanding.

• If a third party underwrites the capacity building, consider request­
ing the FBCO provide a small financial investment to increase per­
ceived value and participation.

• Celebrate small organizational capacity wins with FBCOs often.
• Be flexible and willing to utilize multiple capacity building strate­

gies.
• Consider developing a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) that 

documents the services to be provided.
• Create meeting agreements that specify who will do what by when.
• Recognize che unique contributions of small FBCOs in serving the 

community.

CONCLUSION
FBCOs help millions of the neediest Americans address challenges each 
year, and as the number of these organizations grows, many consultants 
will inevitably find themselves in contact with them. The majority of these 
FBCOs are small in size and find organizational capacity building helpful. 
Compassion Kansas provides an example of a statewide initiative in build­
ing the capacity of FBCOs, and allows for insights to be drawn for consul­
tants assisting similar organizations. Consultation to FBCOs provides an 
opportunity to strengthen organizations to do what they do better, and 
well-equipped and knowledgeable consultants are often in the best position
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to provide assistance to them. Assistance to FBCOs can be beneficial to the 
consultant, as well as help maintain a strong ecology of nonprofits in the 
community.
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APPENDIX 12-1: Memorandum of Understanding
Memorandum of Understanding 

Organization A 
January 1, 2010

Center for Community Support & Research Background

The vision of the Center for Community Support & Research (CCSR) is 
that all Kansans use their talents and experiences to create thriving commu­
nities. The mission is to strengthen Kansas through education, leadership 
development, facilitation, and research. As part of the CCSR’s Compassion 
Kansas initiative, the following memorandum outlines the scope of work 
provided by the CCSR and its consultants for Organization A.

Proposed “End-in-Mind”

The end-in-mind of the proposed activities is to strengthen the organiza­
tional capacity of Organization A. After discussion with organizational 
leadership, it is agreed that the CCSR will prioritize assistance in these 
areas, targeting the following outcomes along with associated indicators:

Outcome 1: Organization A will increase the adaptive capacity of the orga­
nization to monitor and assess internal and external changes.

Indicator 1.1: Organization will engage in partnership arrangements 
with other organizations in the community/service area.
Indicator 1.2: Organization will begin collecting regular feedback from 
service recipients on their satisfaction with services.

Outcome 2: Organization A will increase the adaptive capacity of the or­
ganization to respond to internal and external changes and opportunities.

Indicator 2.1: Organization will create and adopt a written strategic plan. 
Indicator 2.2: Organization will develop plans to put a budgeting pro­
cess in place that ensures effective allocation of resources.
Indicator 2.3: Organization will develop plans for systems that will help 
manage the organization's finances more effectively.

Outcome 3: To increase the leadership capacity of the organization to 
create and sustain the vision, to inspire, model, prioritize, make decisions, 
provide direction, and innovate.
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Outcome 3.1: Organization will create a plan or locate resources to help 
the executive director or other staff improve their leadership abilities. 
Outcome 3.2: Organization will recruit board members with diverse 
experience.
Outcome 3.3: Organization will provide information to the board so 
they can better understand their responsibilities and create plans for 
improving their performance.
Outcome 3.4: Organization will begin keeping minutes and attendance 
at board meetings.

In summary, the Center for Community Support & Research will:

• Facilitate up to four (4) retreats/meetings of Organization A’s board 
and other identified stakeholders that will include:
» Strategic and outcome-based planning and course correction 
» Board/staff working relationships
» Collaboration with other organizations in the community

• Meet with Organization A’s board, volunteers, and other identified 
stakeholders to determine progress, course correct, and celebrate 
successes related to strategic plan.

• Work with the board and identified partners in creating and imple­
menting a set of board roles and responsibilities.

• Meet with Organization A’s leadership in identifying key commu­
nity stakeholders in the community and opportunities for collabo­
ration.

• Identify projects within the organization that match local and/or 
federal funding opportunities.

Organization A will:

• Make its board and volunteers available for retreats/meetings
• Recruit all key stakeholders for events
• Host all retreats/meetings
• Provide all food and refreshments needed for meetings
• Provide appropriate facilities for all meetings
• Duplicate and mail correspondence related to meetings
• Be available for conference calls with CCSR to design and create the 

process

Project Time Line

CCSR assistance will begin in January 2010 and end in December 2010, un­
less outcomes are achieved sooner. More specifically, the following time line



APPENDIX 12-1: Memorandum of Understanding I 2SS

gives an overview of the activities between Organization A and the Center 
for Community Support & Research.

January 2010 ■ Complete organizational assessment to identify strengths and 
areas needing attention, and to help in the development of next

February
year’s strategic plan.

• Meet with Organization A’s leadership to identify community

Spring
stakeholders who may be in a position for collaboration.

• Facilitate retreats/meetings with Organization A’s board, 
partners, and stakeholders to develop/implement a strategic 
plan.

June 26 • Attend the Strategic Communication Workshop at the Center 
for Community Support & Research.

August 16 • Attend the Volunteer Recruitment and Retention Workshop at 
the Center for Community Support & Research.

November 8 ■ Attend the Leadership Succession Planning Workshop at the
Center for Community Support & Research.

October - 
December
2010

• Meet with Organization A’s leadership to identify local and/or 
federal funding opportunities that match with project. Provide 
feedback as necessary.

• Meet with Organization A’s director, board, and volunteers 
to determine progress on strategic plan, course correct, and 
celebrate successes.

• Provide formal organizational assessment to identify strengths 
and areas needing attention for additional course correction, 
and to help in the development of next year’s strategic plan.

Note: All dates are based on availability of project partners. This time line 
may change if project partners are not available during any given time.

I have read the above Memorandum of Agreement and do hereby agree to 
the above agreements.

Signature (an authorized signer for Organization A)
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X
)

APPENDIX 12-2: Meeting Agreement Form

Meeting Agreement Form
Date &Time:

Location:
Attendees:

Meeting Objectives/Agenda & Summary

1. Agreements from previous meeting (see below)

2. Agenda item 1

3. Agenda item 2

4. Agenda item 3

Agreements From Previous Meeting

Who What By When

Agreements From Current Meeting

Next Meeting Agenda
Date &Time: 

Location:

1. Agenda item 1

2. Agenda item 2

3. Agenda item 3



Appendix 12-3: Organizational Capacity Assessment Survey I 257

5k<U

□in

</>
</></>
<
*
rt
Qlrt

U
15c
'O
’■*3
#N
*Ert

I
<N

—i c

Ert
Z

$
5

-JC

“T5£©<4.

.n *£

s O

o oo'

* i
f £
> a. 

E 
o 
Z

=i E
21 £ 2 o Q.
z E

1 ? 
~ I

U z

E S
o c it o

°
■5 c
1i
o_ E
I s
II 
S
cl <a
fq 
S'S S • - 
> s, rt
I O rt

E .E 
E E

00 "O

”0 <U a>
«* £s
eo'cC =J
O- E a. c
p Sfc u

oo O 
<u <u

s I



Pl
ea

se
 a

ns
we

r t
he

 fo
llo

wi
ng

 qu
es

tio
ns

 a
bo

ut
 yo

ur
 or

ga
ni

za
tio

n’
s l

ea
de

rs
 to

 id
en

tif
y a

nd
 im

pl
em

en
t s

te
ps

 to
 re

ac
h 

m
iss

io
n 

(L
ea

de
rs

hi
p)

.

C
IR

C
LE

 
IF

 “Y
ES

” 
1 - 

N
ot

 W
el

l 
V

er
y 

W
el

l -
 6

D
oe

s y
ou

r o
rg

an
iz

at
io

n:
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
_O

N
E_

__
__

__
__

__
_H

ow
 W

el
l?

__
__

__
_

(N
ee

ds
 Im

pr
ov

em
en

t!)
 (No Im

pr
ov

em
en

t N
ee

de
d!

)

K
no

w
 a

nd
 un

de
rs

ta
nd

 y
ou

r m
is

si
on

 
N

o Yes IF 
“Y

ES
” H

ow
 W

el
l?

 1 
2 

3 
4 

5 
6

258 I Chapter 12: Capacity Building with Faith-Based and Community Organizations

vo

VO

■vt

CO

CN

O)
£
$01

LU
Z-
Li.

O
z

o
z

^ x nl £ <y> -O rt nJI Jt

VO

lO

•vj-

CO

CN

H
av

e a
 bo

ar
d a

nd
 ex

ec
ut

iv
e d

ire
ct

or
 

N
o 

Y
es

w
ith

 di
st

in
ct

 ro
le

s a
nd

 re
sp

on
sib

ili
tie

s?
j H

av
e b

oa
rd

 m
em

be
rs

 w
ho

 fu
lfi

ll 
th

ei
r 

N
o 

Y
es

 
IF

 “Y
ES

” H
ow

 W
el

l?
co

m
m

itm
en

ts 
an

d 
re

sp
on

sib
ili

tie
s?



C
IR

C
LE

 
IF

 “Y
ES

” 
1 - 

N
ot

 W
el

l 
V

er
y 

W
el

l =
 6

D
oe

s y
ou

r o
rg

an
iz

at
io

n:
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
O

N
E_

__
__

__
__

__
H

ow
 W

el
l?

__
__

__
_(

N
ee

ds
 Im

pr
ov

em
en

t!)
 (No Im

pr
ov

em
en

t N
ee

de
d!

)
H

av
e 5

01
(c

)(3
) s

ta
tu

s w
ith

 th
e I

R
S?

 
N

o Yes
Appendix 12-3: Organizational Capacity Assessment Survey I 259

.2 -n 
Q- 5T l/l <j <U 
i/i ~a 
4) u

_Q -Co ~ ^
C S.g 5 .O £

S Is
5 og
a> u_ O
> Ct Q_ 
(lj fl) VI-T- u aj

o £

u 1^- O 1/1 kl OJ
a. y00 3 
C O

•5 rtu u _2 
rrf

C ,ug jj
00 U

J-Srt ■>
u o 
5 Q-

£ "o u
4 e «X Q—o



260 I Chapter 12: Capacity Building with Faith-Based and Community Organizations



Appendix 12-3: Organizational Capacity Assessment Survey I 261

“xs
<5
5I

I
-<3S

4

5

©

3O
<5

fe .

I? § I
« g 
S 1 
0. u.

TJ41■o VO VO VO VO VO VO VO
oi

*5
n

— c

11 CO LO LO m CO LO CO

« L
> CL

E
0 ■l- O’ •vj- O' X

C'
CO cO CO CO CO CO co

4)
=5 E
i >0

£ t CNz| CN CN CN CN CN

r- -O
4)
Z^ - - - <-

(V. 1
r\.

i
ft.
~oi
£

rv.
*41
£ 1 1

hi 5 | $ $ $ $ 1
> >5 > X I X X X X X
U. 0
— x toLU h to

UJ
toLU tQ toLU h

f > >- > >- >- >
U_ LL LL LL LL Ll u.

LU Y
es

Y
es

Y
es

Y
es

Y
es

Y
es

Y
es

—1 LUy z
~ 0
u o 0 o o o o oz z z z Z Z Z

Q

c
-g CE
3 13

_Q
E
3

0
u, Cl
01 Ll rtf

£ 4)
41 >C O

41
rtf

41 ^

rv.IA
U

2! .

£ a

co
ll

41 SJ

C
41

-C

4)

■- "E E
^ 4i rtf
41 ,«> y i/l L- - — 

__ O _C

rtf Q_

2 E
S’i

-C rtf 
« >
C «

Jg 2 cv.

3o
IA
£

XI ftf
"g
41 tfT
> c

"*J
rt

_ N
'E
ctf
g?
0
u
3

s °
c ^ .5 41
Sg
ia at 
c ^

</)a)
41
cjc
S*

£ I ns
 to

 e
xp

an
d 

. ne
w

 g
ro

up
 < 

s o
r g

eo
gr

ap
l

§■«« 
£ •> CC C o»— <u > 
0 1/1 -c*-* o Ll

ns
 to

 st
re

ng
t 

tio
n’

s a
bi

lit
y 

ef
fe

ct
iv

en
es

s

di
ng

 fr
om

 ne

41 A <A
E |
t,"8-

•- ci c ■o •- s
g.
i/>41O

O

rtf u- 
Q. ° 
2 8. | S

rtf 4>
Q- «/>
> srtf .r
X X

°~3 .1
> _5 °-
Ctf Ll ‘u 
X C 41

Jtf -b 41

°-g

i? CL 3 
X rtf cr H

av
e p

la
 

or
ga

ni
za

i 
pr

og
ra

m
Se

ek
 fu

n<

H
av

e f
un

 
so

ur
ce

s (
 

: go
ve

rn
 m

R
eg

ul
ar

ly
 su

bm
it 

gr
an

t a
pp

lic
at

io
ns

 fo
r No Ye

s IF "YES”
 H

ow
 W

el
l?

 
fu

nd
in

g?
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

_



262 l Chapter 12: Capacity Building with Faith-Based and Community Organizations

Thinking about all of the capacity building needs of your organization, please 
describe the top three (1 = Greatest Need).

1. _ _

2.

3.
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Chapter

Improving Service Delivery 
and Effectiveness: Taking 
an Organizational Learning 
Approach to Consulting

Pennie G. Foster-Fishman, PhD, andj. Kevin Ford, PhD

INTRODUCTION
Consulting with nonprofit organizations is often about change; something 
in the client organization is not working effectively, and you—the consul­
tant—are hired to help foster the needed changes. Maybe a program is not 
achieving the necessary outcomes, or a current strategic plan has become 
misaligned with community needs. Perhaps internal operations are filled 
with strife and inefficiency, or a new federal or state initiative requires a 
shift in service delivery philosophy or collaborative arrangements.

In our experiences as organizational consultants, we have found that 
we are more likely to succeed at addressing these concerns when we can 
incorporate into our consulting processes guiding frameworks that can 
both inform our work and provide insights for the targeted organizational 
employees and leaders. Theories and frameworks can provide explana­
tions for why organizational challenges exist, and can help one identify 
which levers to target in a change effort. Theories can also help to explain 
why change can and cannot happen, as well as help guide the creation of 
healthy organizational systems. They can also help reduce blame within an
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organizational system because they provide an explanation that is larger 
than current employee behavior and personalities.

As organizational consultants, we rely often on our existing knowledge 
bank of organizational perspectives and change theories, and also seek 
additional frameworks to help us better understand and problem solve 
around a consulting assignment when needed. Certainly, we work to un­
derstand the local “theories in use” (Schon, 1983)—insiders’ explanations 
for why problems exist or change are needed. However, we have found that 
it is the combination of emic (the knowledge of insiders such as employees) 
and etic (the knowledge of outsiders such as consultants) knowledge (e.g., 
Morris, Leung, Ames, & Lickel, 1999) that creates the most powerful tool 
for understanding an organizational system and identifying appropriate 
change activities.

In this chapter, we describe how we have used one theoretical perspec­
tive—organizational learning—in our work as consultants with one statewide 
disabilities organization. While we often draw upon a variety of theories in 
our consulting practice, including organizational culture theory, systems 

| thinking, strategic management, organizational change and development 
theories, and diffusion of innovation theory, we have found organizational 
learning particularly useful in the nonprofit sector given its emphasis on 
building capacity for continuous improvement. In this chapter, we explore 
what it means to consult from an organizational learning perspective, and 
highlight the following issues:

• What is organizational learning, and why is it needed?
• How can consultants drive change through an organizational learn­

ing lens?
• What are key consulting tips when using an organizational learning 

framework?

WHAT IS ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING?
The increased push for accountability and excellence that has emerged from 
funding agencies and community stakeholders has resulted in an active de­
mand for reform in the nonprofit sector. As a result, many nonprofit orga­
nizations are looking for better ways to improve their service delivery and 
effectiveness, and consequently, for consultants who can help them solve 
their service delivery dilemmas and organizational effectiveness challenges. 
For example, consider a small nonprofit that provides after-school pro­
gramming for low-income youth. For the past year, the agency has strug­
gled to recruit youth for this program. The funding agency has become
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aware of this low enrollment, and has threatened to terminate the grant 
if participation does not increase. You have been hired to help the agency 
improve its effectiveness and recruit more youth.

We—the authors of this chapter—have received numerous requests like 
the one described above; requests from a variety of nonprofit organizations 
looking for someone to help them “get better,” “get more effective,” “figure 
out why things aren’t working,” or “become more strategic.” In our experi­
ence, these requests often require an organization to reevaluate its current 
state and consider future possibilities. Usually, it requires organizations 
to adopt a continuous improvement orientation and a focus on organiza­
tional learning.

Organizational learning has been described in many different ways by many 
different people. Generally, organizational learning refers to a change in the 
organization’s capacity for doing something new. This definition involves 
both learning and change. More specifically, organizational learning involves 
issues such as: (1) analyzing the gap between the organization’s evolving vi- 
sion/values/purpose and current organizational practice; (2) determining 
what changes are necessary to reduce this gap; (3) incorporating shared knowl­
edge and skills of individuals, groups, and other organizations to approach the 
organization’s evolving vision/values; and (4) returning to analyze the gap in 
order to continuously improve (Cutcher-Gershenfeld & Ford, 2005).

Unfortunately, given resource constraints and constant staff turnover, 
many nonprofits lack an efficient learning orientation (e.g., Miller & Shinn, 
2005). For example, nonprofits often do not have the time or staff resources 
to engage in a full learning cycle: collect information, reflect on what they 
gathered, and act in response to this new knowledge. With the pressures to 
write new grants, implement new programs, and meet constituents’ needs, the 
opportunities for such reflection are limited. Yet, organizations with stron­
ger learning environments are more likely to be effective (Tannenbaum, 
1997). A learning organization focuses on any activicy that might help the 
individual, team, and organization to continuously improve and develop. 
Thus, the goal of continuous learning is to encourage everyone in the or­
ganization-leaders, employees, supervisors, and support staff—to become 
actively engaged in expanding their skills and improving organizational 
effectiveness. Learning becomes an everyday part of the job rather than 
being confined to formal training sessions in the classroom. Employees 
can learn skills from others in their work unit (cross training), reach other 
employees in their area of expertise, and learn from one another on a day- 
to-day basis. Thus, while learning and development are clearly rooted in 
individuals, organizations can attempt to create the context for a positive 
learning environment.
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As an organizational consultant, an individual can bring this perspective 
of organizational learning to help organizations improve service delivery 
and overall organizational effectiveness. Becoming a learning organization 
is a complex and difficult process of change and development. It requires 
a firm vision as to where the organization needs to progress. Therefore, it 
is crucial that becoming a learning organization is an integral part of the 
organization’s strategic plan and future vision.

A number of people have identified key attributes or components of becom­
ing a learning organization. Overall, organizational learning occurs when:

• Members convey learning to one another and develop shared under­
standings (Rousseau, 1997).

• There is a capability to deploy knowledge and demonstrable skills 
in novel ways, and to deal with flexible combinations (Argyris & 
Schon, 1996).

• A group of people have woven an enhanced capacity to learn (Kapp, 
1999).

• Individuals are working together across traditional organizational 
boundaries to solve problems and create innovative solutions 
(Senge, 2006).

• Members find opportunities to learn from whatever resource is 
available and convert individual information into organizational 
knowledge (Nonaka &Takeuchi, 1995).

• Teamwork, collaboration, creativity, and knowledge processes have 
a collective meaning and value (Confessore & Kops, 1998).

• There is an emphasis on training, problem solving, and innovation 
for all organizational members (Goldstein & Ford, 2002).

These statements provide a basis for understanding what is meant by 
a learning organization. Underlying these basic ideas is the fundamental 
notion that learning requires iterative cycles of data collection, knowledge 
sharing, and collective action (see Figure 13-1).

Data collection is often the first step in creating a learning organization. 
Data will let you know where your organization stands relative to where 
you want it to be. Data needs to be collected to form a baseline by which 
you can measure future change. It can come in many forms. Data can be 
collected through stakeholder surveys, employee suggestion systems, focus 
groups, informal conversations, benchmarking of other organizations or 
departments, task forces, and organization records. The mechod of data 
collection is less important than the reason for collecting the data. As a 
first step in this process, consultants need to work with organizations to 
identify the organization’s vision for change or learning goals, and then
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Bold Vision for Change: A Learning Cycle

Figure 13-1 The Organizational Learning Cycle
Source: Curcher-Gershenfeld, J., & Ford,J. K. (2005). Beyond disconnected learning: Bold 
visions and harsh realities of organizational learning. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Reprinted with permission.

identify what kind of data will be relevant to these expectations. Once the 
needed data is identified, the organization can work on collecting relevant 
data and stop collecting any data that is not needed. For example, let's 
return to our example of an organization providing after-school programs 
for low-income youth. The organization has struggled with low youth par­
ticipation in their programs, and has hired you to help the agency improve 
its effectiveness and recruit more youth. For this organization, a learning 
goal could become: “Understanding why youth are not participating in 
our programs." With this goal in mind, data that might be needed could 
include interview data from youth who are and are not participating in 
the program.

Linking learning goals co what data is really needed is a critical step 
in building a learning organization. Because nonprofits face numerous 
requests for information/data from funders, board members, other or­
ganizations, and clients, they often collect reams of information with the 
anticipation that it might be needed—someday. Until a request emerges for 
a specific face or finding, the data often sic uncouched in files or on shelves. 
Becoming a learning organization requires organizations to become mind­
ful of why they collect information and how they intend to use it.
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Although data is crucial to becoming a learning organization, it is use­
less until is it turned into knowledge. In order for data to be turned into 
shared knowledge, organizational members need to interpret and then 
agree on the meaning of the data. Tacit individual information or data is 
more likely to be transformed into shared organizational knowledge when 
organizational members engage in discovery processes where they, together, 
challenge existing assumptions, explore patterns and inconsistencies within 
the data, and cogenerate new meaning (e.g., Argyris & Schon, 1996; Swan 
& Scarbrough, 2001). Some argue that the best forum for creating such 
discovery is through the intentional development of learning communities 
or communities of practice where peers, such as coworkers, spend time to­
gether examining their current realities and relevant data to improve their 
practice (Wenger, 1999; Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002).

By engaging in these discovery processes, organizational members can 
reach agreement on the problems in their organization, as well as identify 
barriers and drivers to organizational change. Through this analysis, they can 
identify actions to take to reduce the gap between where the organiza- 

\ tion is and where members want it to be. Once action has been taken, it is 
important to evaluate whether or not the action was successful. In order 
to evaluate the results of the actions taken, organizational members must 
monitor and measure changes that occur. This involves gathering new data 
and comparing it to the old (baseline) data. This leads us right back to the 
"data” section of the learning cycle.

From a practical perspective, all organizational learning processes need to 
be driven by a set of guiding questions that are determined in collaboration 
with stakeholders within the targeted organization. These questions need 
to be identified at the beginning of the consulting arrangement, and then 
continually reexamined to make sure they are still meaningful and appropri­
ate given the insights that have occurred. The case study below highlights 
an organizational learning approach to change, and the types of exercises 
used to gather data and foster discussions to facilitate organizational learn­
ing (e.g., creating ways for organizational members to generate information 
and develop shared understanding, and for creating innovative solutions).

HOWTO DRIVE CHANGE USING AN 
ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING FRAME

Overview of Case: Disabilities Organization

The Disabilities Organization (DO) is a statewide agency that provides 
strategic direction and support to the disabilities movement in our state. 
The DO consists of a number of subgroups that include paid staff and
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volunteers (e.g., disability advocates, leaders from other disability agen­
cies). Each subgroup has unique goals and objectives, and is responsible for 
carrying out an action plan that is derived from the overall strategic plan 
of the organization. This project was designed with the intent of creating 
an organizational learning environment within the larger organizational 
context. All of the agency's work groups had lost membership over the 
years due to a lack of momentum and focus. We responded to an RFP that 
requested consultants to work with the DO to improve its organizational 
effectiveness, particularly by enhancing the performance of these work 
groups. We received the contract and began our effort with the Respite Care 
Work Group because this group was facing a significant membership crisis 
and was eager to improve its efforts.

The overall goal of the Respite Care Work Group was to monitor imple­
mentation of respite care and other family support projects, and to provide 
a statewide forum for exchange of information among state agencies, advo- 
cacy groups, and parents on respite care and family supporc issues, as well 
as explore opportunities to expand awareness of family support services. 
For example, one potential role for this work group would be to assess the 
impact of health care proposals at the state level on families with children 
with disabilities.

We worked with the work group for approximately 1 year. During this 
time, we engaged organizational leaders and work group members in a 
series of activities that simultaneously promoted data collection, shared 
knowledge, and collective action. Below we describe eight steps that we took 
along with the exercises we used.

Step 1: Determine What the Organization Hopes to Achieve 
Before data can be collected, you must work with your consulting client 
to establish learning goals for the consulting project. This includes engag­
ing in conversations with organizational leaders and other organizational 
members to determine the current problem(s) or issues that generated 
the need for change. It is important to note that the problems chat are 
initially identified by organizational stakeholders are not necessarily the 
problems that become the focus of the organizational learning process. 
Sometimes, through the inquiry process, a deeper set of issues or the root 
causes to presenting problems are identified. Whenever possible, consul­
tants should attempt to elicit root causes, and make these issues the target 
for inquiry and change. We have found the process of exploring current 
organizational problems through the “Five Why’s” exercise a very effective 
method of identifying root causes. In this exercise, consultants ask organi­
zational members, “Why does this problem exist?” each time chey describe
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a problem. When an explanation is provided, the consultant continues to 
ask this question, eventually identifying the underlying causes of the pre­
senting problem.

We were called into the organization by the director. In initial discus­
sions with key work group members, the primary concern presented was 
membership recruitment and retention. To better understand this issue, we 
spent approximately 2 months interviewing 45 key stakeholders who were 
familiar with the DO and the respite work group (e.g., key disability leaders 
in the state, current and former work group members). Interviews lasted 
approximately 1 hour. Then, through an exploration of this data with the 
director and work group members, we identified the underlying reasons 
for the membership problems by considering questions such as: What 
does this data tell us about the membership problem? Why is recruitment 
a problem? What issues need to be addressed before membership retention 
will improve? Through this process, we identified two core root causes for 
the presenting membership problem: 1) ineffective activities and plans pre­
dominated by reactive versus strategic thinking, and 2) few efforts to learn 
from previous failures and successes. We designed a consulting process 
that would tackle both of these issues by engaging work group members 
in a strategic planning process that would help them create a new vision, 
investigate key challenges, identify key goals for the work group, and de­
velop a strategy for meeting those goals. Throughout all of rhese activities, 
we embedded an organizational learning orientation by having work group 
members consider data, develop integrated shared knowledge, and use this 
information to design actions and next steps. All of the forthcoming activi­
ties were designed to meet these goals. Overall, we spent approximately 6 
months on Step 1.

Step 2: Building Team Readiness for Meeting Goals
Team effectiveness in meeting the goals of any change project depends on a 
number of factors. One useful team performance model contends thac teams 
must move through a number of stages to create oneness of mind, and to 
move towards unity of action (Forrester & Drexler, 1999). Important steps 
in creating oneness of mind include orientation (Why are we here?), trust 
building, goal clarification to provide focus, and commitment or buy-in.

Step 2 of our project involved orienting and building trust when the 
work group began to meet. Many of the individuals in the work group had 
never worked together before. A key goal then of this step was to develop 
shared understandings of each other as a team before moving to creating 
a vision for the work group. In one exercise, we had the individuals in the
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work group answer the following questions in order to “discover the talent 
on the team.”

1. What are the key skills, knowledge, and qualities that I bring to this 
team that are directly related to helping this work group meet its 
goals?

2. What are the key skills, knowledge, and qualities that I bring to this 
team that will help this group of individuals function well as a team?

3. What are the “hidden” skills, knowledge, and qualities that I have that 
I do not think everyone on this team knows about?

After the information was tabulated and presented to the group, the 
work group was asked to reflect on the implications of the “data” gathered 
about themselves:

1. What does the inventory tell us about this team?
2. How can the talent of this team be utilized in an optimal way?
3. What talents, knowledge bases, and qualities are we missing as a team, 

or need to be developed?

Based on this data, the work group had a greater appreciation of the tal­
ents on the team, as well as information to identify additional talents that 
were needed on the work group for it to be effective. Additional individuals 
who had those talents were then asked to join the team. This process took 
approximately 3 months.

Step 3: Creating a Vision of Opportunities
A critical step in mobilizing organizational members to change is the cre­
ation of a shared vision for what the organization can become. This vision 
becomes the background for all future learning activities and establishes 
the ideal state that is pursued. To be effective in this process, a vision must 
be created by all critical stakeholders. A variety of group processes exist for 
engaging stakeholders in vision creation (see Holman & Devane [1999] 
for a nice description of several processes). We are particularly fond of the 
Technology of Participation (ToP) process (developed by the Institute for 
Cultural Affairs) because it is designed to develop a realistic action plan 
from the visioning process, and promote stakeholder ownership for these 
plans. In addition, this process promotes a learning process throughout 
all phases.

In the ToP process, a vision is created by first challenging participants 
to imagine a future of success. In our process, work group members were 
asked:
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Imagine that it’s 5 years from now, and you have been contacted by 
Detroit News/Free Press. The Respite Work Group has just won an 
award for being the “Most Successful Collaborative” in Michigan. The 
newspaper wants to interview you to learn about the Respite Work 
Group’s successes over the past few years. What do you want to say 
that the Work Group has accomplished? What story do you want to 
tell them? What do you want the Work Group to be known for?” Please 
describe your answers to these questions in the space below.

Individual responses then became the “data” that was explored, first by 
small groups, then by the large group. An example of the data included the 
following response from one participant:

As I look back on the last 5 years, the foremost contribution that led to our work 
group getting this award was the strides we made in designing and implementing 
a statewide, comprehensive service delivery system. Wherever a family goes in 
Michigan with their adult or child with developmental disabilities, they can find 
adequate supports to keep their family together.

Our work group has had 5 years of strong involvement and representation 
from a diverse group of people from families, community agencies, different 
cultures, political systems, and the general population. With state-of-the-art tele­
communications, we have come together' to develop common visions and values. 
Through achieving a common goal, we were able to partner with families and 
consumers, and between agencies to build teams and make resources available 
that meet a variety of different lifestyles and needs.

The end results of our efforts have been two outcomes. Several times each 
year, training is provided about services in Michigan. The first half of the day 
has been dedicated to presenting information and a resource kit to participants.
This gives people an overview of the entire scope of services that may be avail­
able, shares resources, and avoids duplication. The second part of our day looks 
at what future needs may be surfacing and engaging in the process once again 
to look at solutions.

Overall, this exploration of the individual responses (data) culminated 
in the identification and prioritization of shared vision elements (shared 
knowledge). We spent 2 hours with the work group members facilitating 
this phase of the ToP process. Some examples of the shared vision elements 
that emerged included:

• People with disabilities and their caregivers are aware of existing re­
sources and systems throughout Michigan.

• All counties have quality respite care services.
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• A more comprehensive information sharing, one-stop shop infor­
mation system exists (Web site, 1-800 number) for parents, caregiv­
ers, educators, consumers, and agency personnel to call for answers 
to questions or a need for help.

• A strong parent-to-parent support network exists statewide, con­
necting parents who have children with similar disorders.

• Stronger networks among mental health, FIA, community advo­
cates, school representative, community agencies, churches, and 
parents exist, fostering the sharing of resources, a continuum of ser­
vices, and little duplication.

Step 4: Understanding Conditions for Success
Critical to the successful pursuit of a vision is an understanding of the con­
ditions needed to fully implement the identified vision elements. This often 
requires an identification of the various systems that intersect with each 
vision element, and examining how they can contribute to its success. Work 
group members formed analysis teams around each of the vision elements. 
Each ceam was responsible for researching and identifying conditions that 
needed to be put into place to ensure the realization of the vision elements. 
They were given 1 month to complete this task. While analysis teams were 
asked to work on their own to collect relevant data, we supported this 
process by offering our time outside of group sessions to meet with each 
team, and help them identify possible information sources. This "data” 
was then presented to the larger group for discussion and analysis. A final 
set of agreed upon conditions was generated during this discussion. Below 
is an example of one set of key conditions generated during this process.

Key Conditions Required for Creating Consistent Respite Care Services in All 
Counties

• Receptive local policy makers
• Clear service delivery guidelines for all advocates and service delivery 

providers to follow
• Strong advocacy from the work group to support these guidelines
• Accountability measures are in place to ensure that county officials 

are working towards the guidelines
• State agencies fund advocacy efforts at the county level (e.g., mileage 

reimbursement for attending meetings)
• Parents are knowledgeable advocates in the process and are familiar 

with how to work with county boards and other groups to influence 
outcomes
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• All boards of directors in key agencies have members who are vested 
in supporting respite care

Step 5: Identifying Challenges/Barriers to Success
Steps 3 and 4 helped participants develop a shared, tangible image of their 
vision. When these two steps were completed, participants were excited 
and energized—they could “see the future” and were motivated to make it 
happen. The question remained, however, why this vision was not yet in 
place—what’s in the way of this vision becoming a reality right now?

To answer that question, participants were asked, first individually, and 
then in small groups, to identify the obstacles, issues, or constraints that 
could prevent the vision from becoming a reality. Participants were directed 
that these should be specific, objective realities that are based on actual 
experience or firsthand knowledge. Participants were asked to identify at 
least one obstacle or barrier for each piece of the vision identified by the 
group. Once small groups identified a set of five to seven barriers that were 
shared by their group members, they were asked to present these to the 
larger group. Again, with an eye towards identifying root causes, che larger 
group used the data from all of the small groups to identify the underly­
ing causes of the list of barriers. Overall, this process helped to generate 
a shared understanding of the problems the group must face together to 
realize its vision.

One quick noce about the small and large group processes used in this 
method. Small groups can be formed intentionally (so they include a good 
representative mix of participants, for example), or they can form naturally 
during the process. In this consulting project, we let groups form naturally, 
though we often assign individuals to specific small groups when we are 
concerned about stakeholder mix in the groups. Different small groups 
were allowed to form for each step in this process. In general, most of the 
time during Step 5 was spent in small group processes because deeper con­
versations and insights are more likely to emerge in small groups (versus a 
larger group context).

Step 6: Developing Strategies to Overcome Obstacles and Meet Vision 
Elements
Using the root causes identified in Step 5, the group was then challenged 
to develop a collective understanding of possible innovative solutions for 
these problems. Specifically, work group members were asked: “For each root 
cause identified by the group, please identify a general course of action which could 
be taken to overcome or circumvent this obstacle, and lead the group to its vision.” 
In small groups, individuals brainstormed possible strategies for each root
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cause. Then, in che large group, suggested actions were assessed according 
to ho w feasible (this is something we could do), desirable (this is something I want 
to do), and appropriate (this would help us achieve our vision) they were. Actions 
that met all three criteria remained on the strategies list.

Step 7: Group Action Planning
Some consultants refer to Step 7 as when "the rubber hits the road.” It can 
be relatively easy to get group members to envision a future and identify 
creative ways to achieve that new state (Steps 1-6). It is typically more 
challenging for group members co begin to assign and take on specific 
responsibilities to achieve these ends. Often, during chis step, group mem­
bers become concerned that the ideas generated could mean “just more 
work.” If these concerns are not handled effectively during this step in the 
process, visioning processes lead to little change. Thus, it was critical thac 
during this step we generated a shared understanding of action steps that 
needed to be taken, and joint responsibilities around expected outcomes. 
Toward that end, we again had the group consider issues of feasibility and 
desirability, continually asking them to determine, “Who could do what by 
when?” and if that request was truly feasible and likely to occur. As should 
be expected at this point in the process, some participants were concerned 
about their ability to take on additional responsibilities. As much as pos­
sible, we encouraged che group have an open dialogue about this tension. 
However, we also wanted co help the group move forward with its agenda. 
For this reason, we worked with the group to develop the norm thac while 
every individual needed to sign up for at least one activity, group members 
should also keep each other aware of issues or challenges that emerge that 
might get in the way of them completing thac cask on time.

Step 8: Building an Active, Vibrant Membership
Voluntary groups—like this work group—are more likely to attract and 
retain an active membership base when the benefics of participation (e.g., 
having your purposive or social needs met) outweigh the costs (e.g., time 
commitment, affiliation risks). At the beginning of this consulting effort, 
this work group suffered from a significant benefit/cost imbalance. The 
work group had a terrible repucation statewide for “not achieving any­
thing,” and for “burning out” its few group members. Its work was viewed 
as reactive and almost aimless. It was not surprising, then, that group mem­
bers were hard to attract or retain.

Given this history, it was critical to develop within the work group 
a shared understanding of how co sustain these new efforcs over time. 
Through a critical dialogue process, the work group members identified
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two factors that were important to sustain: 1) the newly invigorated mem­
bership base; and 2) the learning process. Together, we identified two pro­
cesses that would mutually support each element. First, we worked with 
group members to create a membership development and recruitment plan. 
This included examining questions such as:

• Who else should be involved?
• How can we broaden the membership base of this work group?
• How should these individuals and organizations be approached?
• How can members stay committed and motivated?

One strategy we used was to survey members to determine what they 
hoped to gain and learn through their participation in the work group, and 
embedding opportunities for these experiences into the work plan. We also 
identified new members to recruit who would be motivated to help carry 
out the new work group plans.

Second, we helped the group develop feedback processes to help track 
the progress of their effort, and determine what changes needed to be made 
to the plan. Critical to this process was the creation of a “Work Group 
Newsletter” that helped them share their plans and accomplishments with 
others across the state.

CONSULTING CHALLENGES
While our process with this work group was generally well received, we did 
experience some challenges along the way. Perhaps the largest challenge 
was the voluntary nature of the group. Many of the members were already 
overcommitted advocates or disability leaders in their paid positions. This 
put significant constraints on the number of meetings we could hold, and 
the expectations we could place upon group members. At times, we felt that 
we could have accomplished much more if more time had been available. 
Because these time constraints were real, we had to adjust our expecta­
tions—and those of the group members and organizational leaders—about 
what could be accomplished with the given resources.

Another significant challenge was the broader organizational context 
and its reputation within the state. As the analysis teams began to collect 
information regarding the conditions for success, chey became even more 
aware of the negative stakeholder perceptions of the DO, and how some 
organizations were simply unwilling to partner with them. For some work 
group members, the increased awareness of these negative perceptions 
cemented their perspective that change was impossible. To address their 
concerns, we helped the work group identify their power and influence
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within this context, and what they could actually influence. In addition, as 
described above, we bounded the visioning process in ways that helped the 
group prioritize strategies that would be feasible and desirable.

AN UPDATE ON THE RESPITE WORK GROUP
We worked with the Respite Work Group approximately 5 years ago. Since 
then, other work groups with the DO have adopted this planning and 
learning framework. While the DO is still not as effective as it aims to 
be, its reputation has improved greatly across the state, and the Respite 
Work Group is considered one of the best working groups within the 
organization. For example, work group membership is up, and strategic 
actions are more common than reactive and defensive activities. In addi­
tion, an organization-wide data collection and feedback process has been 
implemented to help the DO and its work groups become more effective 
and responsive.

CONCLUSION: A CAUTIONARY TALE
Organizational change is difficult to create and sustain. As consultants, we 
have succeeded as much as we have failed, and unfortunately, that success 
ratio actually puts us ahead of many in the change business. We will not 
expound here on the many reasons why change efforts fail, but instead will 
provide the reader with some consulting tips that we have found useful 
when trying to create a learning system within an organization.

Consulting Tip 1: Always Think Systems, and Work to Change the 
Mindset of Team Members to Also Think Systems First

Systems thinking involves consideration of the interdependency, inter­
connectedness, and interrelatedness of parts within the organization that 
constitutes the whole. An organizational system can be characterized by a 
continuous cycle of input, transformation, output, and feedback, whereby 
one element of experience influences the next. As a consultant who is fo­
cused on a learning orientacion, one must be ready to push work groups to 
find the interrelatedness and interconnections that are critical factors for 
success. In this way, work groups can better understand key leverage points 
for improving alignment across systems. In our example, improving con­
nections of the work group with various systems that interface with persons 
with disabilities, was seen as a critical step in the process of meeting the 
overall goals of the work group.
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Consulting Tip 2: Build Capacity for Active Participation in the 
Change Process

It is a widely held premise within the change field, those most affected by 
a change effort should be highly involved and empowered as the drivers of 
the change process. Employees and volunteers are more likely co support 
change if they have been involved as the architects of the initiative. For 
these reasons, when we were hired by the executive director of this agency, 
we emphasized the importance of having work group members become 
partners with us in this process. For example, in the proposed work plan we 
created, we explicitly stated that this change process would only be effective 
if those most affected by the change were engaged from the beginning in 
the “driver’s seat.” We also detailed specific steps in our plan, and how we 
would involve work group members throughout the process. Throughout 
the consulting project, we reminded the executive director of the need to be 
collaborative and, when necessary, suggested a more collaborative approach 
to the plans she put forth.

This focus on a participatory process allowed those individuals who 
would be most affected by the change process to determine the goals of the 
change effort and the change strategies they would implement. It also built 
their capacity to engage in learning processes in the future, as our process 
modeled for them how to collect data, transform it into shared knowledge, 
and create action steps from that process.

In a transformation process, a number of positive outcomes can arise 
from involving employees in resolving organizational issues and problems. 
These include increased trust and confidence between leaders/supervisors 
and employees, increased communication and information flow, more 
effective decision making, increased self-control, enhanced problem solv­
ing, and higher performance and quality goals. Of course, this process of 
employee empowerment is only effective when the larger system is able to 
support and allow employee control (Foster-Fishman & Keys, 1997). Thus, 
consultants also need to consider how organizational leaders will respond 
when other staff are given the opportunities to determine the processes and 
outcomes of a change effort.

Consulting Tip 3: Build Leadership Capabilities to Lead Change

Forrester and Drexler (1999) contend that highly effective teams move from 
oneness of mind to unity of action. The consultant can lead work groups 
through a series of exercises (as we have shown) to help build oneness of 
mind. A consultant can also facilitate the development of capabilities to
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generate unity of action. Nevertheless, ultimately it is up to the organiza­
tional members on the team to take on greater and greater responsibility 
to make change happen. Thus, generating commitment around goals must 
also include the discussion chat making change happen requires individu­
als willing to step up to the plate, and take on leadership roles such as 
coordination of actions (e.g., setting up communication and integrative 
mechanisms), encouragement of efforts (e.g., promoting creativity and in­
novation, as well as dealing with failures), and maintaining the vitality of 
the project over time (e.g., focusing individuals on what has been achieved, 
what is needed to build on successes, and whac can be learned so as not to 
reinvent the wheel). These roles (and others) require multiple leaders to 
emerge. The consultant needs to help the group identify what is needed 
to drive unity of action, and to push various group members to accept re­
sponsibility for driving certain parts of the change effort so that the burden 
does not fall on only one person. For example, we used the group action 
planning exercise to clearly identify what and how, as well as who needed 
to be involved to drive action.

CONCLUSION
Organizational learning is one of many frameworks consultants can adopc 
when working to improve the effectiveness of nonprofit organizations. As 
we have illustrated in this case example, organizational learning ideas can 
be embedded into other consulting processes (such as strategic planning, 
as described above). By doing so, we believe consultants will enhance che 
value and impact of their other change efforts by creating an organizational 
context that has the capacity to seek information, develop shared under­
standings, and use this new knowledge to pursue improved actions.
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Consulting in Public Policy
Jon Miles and Steven Howe

INTRODUCTION
If you are driven to use your skills to make the world better, consulting 
has several attractions, including a remarkable degree of control over the 
venue in which you work and the problems that you address. We work in 
the policy arena, which offers many opportunities to satisfy practical needs, 
even as you aim to be an agent of social change. Policy consulting appealed 
to the idealist in us, and it may appeal to you, coo.

We focus primarily on public policy consulting in this chapter, but we also 
want to point ouc that there are other policy arenas in which consultants 
can champion their social goals. For example, there is a markec for consul­
tants who can help human resource departments devise new personnel poli­
cies for diversifying their management ranks or improving their benefits 
packages as a recruiting tool. While these public and privace opportunities 
may differ in some ways, what they have in common is that they offer the 
possibility of influencing the process of making, implementing, or evaluat­
ing policies that aim to better society.

There are some feacures chat distinguish consulting in public policy con­
texts from other types of consulting. The first part of this chapter describes 
some of the most salient features of being a public policy consultant, and 
the latter part of this chapter describes some of the lessons we have learned 
from our consulting experiences. We hope readers will find these lessons 
relevant in their policy work, as well as other types of consulting.

The first author is the Director of Searchlight Consulting, LLC, in 
Alexandria, VA. He consults on topics pertaining to child health and well­
being for government agencies, advocacy groups, and research organiza­
tions, primarily in the context of federal policy. He was trained as a clinical
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psychologist with a child community focus, and worked on program de­
velopment and evaluation at the Prevention Research Center at Arizona 
State University. Before establishing his consulting business, he served 
fellowships in the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, where 
he worked on evaluating the Head Start program, and in the United States 
Senate, where he worked on child health and early education policy.

The second author has an academic appointment in a department of 
psychology, while also maintaining an independent practice through 
which he offers evaluation, policy research, and planning services to gov­
ernments and nonprofits that aim to address problems associated with 
urban poverty. He worked for 13 years post-doctorate at the Institute for 
Policy Research at the University of Cincinnati as a statistical consultant, 
applied demographer, and program evaluator. Governmental and public 
clients who initially contacted him for research support often needed help 
making use of the analytic results, so it was a short step to asking him to 
participate on boards, task forces, or committees charged with allocation 
or public policy decisions. After moving into a more traditional academic 
appointment, it was natural for these clients to continue consulting with 
him, and from these contacts, his practice grew.

YOUR RESEARCH EXPERTISE IS RELEVANT TO THE 
POLICY WORLD
Perhaps the biggest barrier to doing policy work is the suspicion that what 
you do may not be relevant or important to policy makers. But almost any 
social scientist has been trained to use a powerful tool with the potential to 
inform public policy: research. Landmark decisions such as Brown versus 
Board of Education and Title IX were meaningfully influenced by social 
science research conducted outside of the pressures of the policy process. 
Similarly, the work of the Ohio Housing Research Group proceeded for 
several years in a policy-conscious fashion, but without respect to any ini­
tiated policy process. All of these researchers attempted, and succeeded, 
in bringing the fruits of their research to the attention of policy makers, 
although the relevant policy debate was already winding its way through 
the legislative or judicial process.

Sometimes, the social scientist’s research skills are sought to conduct 
a study that will directly address a policy issue. For example, after a failed 
attempt to secure passage of a Medicaid Buy-in (MBI) program by che 
Ohio legislature, the Ohio Developmental Disabilities Council retained 
the second author specifically to research the implementation course of
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Medicaid Buy-in programs in other states in order to inform legislators 
how likely it was that MBI expenses in Ohio would be as large as some 
legislators feared.

This example is probably more what the reader imagines policy research 
co be. But what is a better basis for public policy, well-escablished scientific 
conclusions from a long-standing program of research, or a single study 
done under time constraints with readily available data? Do not make the 
mistake of thinking that che best research for policy making is research that 
was conducted expressly as policy research. Your ongoing research, or even 
your in-depth knowledge of an established research literature, can have an 
important impact on public policy decisions, particularly when you couple 
chat expertise with some other topics discussed in this chapter that pertain 
to using your knowledge effectively.

Consider the matter of transition to employment. We might distinguish 
among three kinds of policy relevant research: (a) basic research that can in­
form the policy process, (b) applied research that is designed to support or 
facilitate current policy, and (c) applied research chat aims to influence fu­
ture policy. Katherine Newman’s (1999) work on low-wage employment in 
Harlem exemplifies basic research. It is impossible to read her anthropology 
of entry-level jobs in an urban setting and not gain a better understanding 
of the forces buffeting low-wage, encry-level workers, from which one might 
then begin entertaining a variety of policy ideas. That kind of research is 
very different from, say, research that low-income worker advocates might 
undertake to understand why more low-wage workers do not take advan­
tage of the Earned Income Tax Credit, a policy designed explicitly co reward 
low-income households where one or more members is earning income 
relative to low-income households without members in the workforce. And 
different yet would be research chat aims co provide evidence supporting 
why some new policy would be worth the cosc of implementation. There 
is currently, for example, much interest in trying co demonstrate thac uni­
versal health insurance might reduce barriers to and increase che appeal of 
low-wage employment.

Having substantive expertise based on a long-standing program of re­
search is a distinct plus in the policy world, where your credentials as ex­
pert are far more important than in the scientific publishing world, with 
its policy of blind review. And while we do endeavor in what follows to 
teach you some lessons chat mighc make you operate more nimbly in the 
policy world, you mustn’t make the mistake of thinking that because you 
have not previously operated in that world, that the barriers to entry are 
insurmountable.
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CONSULTATION IN POLICY SETTINGS
The Lay of the Land

People often refer to the public policy world. While this phrase is used fre­
quently, it is also misleading. There is no unitary public policy world in 
which all the same rules apply. Instead, policy making happens in many 
different ways in many types of places. Legislatures (government lawmaking 
bodies) are influenced heavily by electoral politics, but also by a less visible 
set of lobbying practices. Government agencies must balance wishes of 
the legislative bodies that fund them, the political priorities of the elected 
officials that oversee them, and the needs of those they serve. Private or­
ganizations, such as foundations and the United Way, devise policies that 
are calibrated to governmental policies, but do not require the approval 
of a voting public. Furthermore, some public policy dictates exactly how 
massive flows of funding are directed (e.g., Medicaid policy), while other 
public policy is designed to create incentives for household-level economic 
decision making (e.g., the Earned Income Tax Credit), and these are but 
two examples.

Very little in our graduate school training had prepared us to understand 
how public policy processes work—how policies are formulated, imple­
mented, and evaluated, and who plays what part when and where. Instead, 
we had to learn on the go while at the same time we were trying to be effec­
tive within a given setting. Learning while trying to influence the system 
was particularly challenging because some of the values we absorbed from 
academia were in direct contrast to the values in our new policy settings. 
For example, academic research is grounded in the scientific method, and 
testing incorrect hypotheses is viewed as an important incremental step 
toward enhancing knowledge. Elected policy makers, on the other hand, 
are rewarded for being right and defeated in elections for being wrong 
(Nelson, 2007). Learning about these differences was an important part of 
our informal education.

Unfortunately, many social scientists receive little or no training in the 
public policy process beyond introductory political science classes as un­
dergraduates. Those who recognize their public policy interest while still 
in graduate school should take advantage of academic training available in 
a number of departments at most universities. We encourage those readers 
to seek out courses in economics, public administration, and government. 
Furthermore, many research universities now have interdisciplinary policy 
research centers, where one might arrange an internship, post-doc, or visit­
ing appointment. Such institutions are often far more open to commu­
nity-based collaborations than are traditional academic institutions. These
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opportunities can be a great added benefit when it comes time to start a 
consulting career.

The more fortunate among you may find yourself at an organization or 
institution where policy interventions are valued. Urban universities, for 
example, frequently value civic engagement. There are numerous ways in 
which policy relevant activities can be justified to department heads and 
deans as academically relevant. It can count as service, for example. Or your 
expertise may come to the attention of the college president as a result of 
his or her serving on a community task force concerned with public educa­
tion, poverty, or regional development. It may also be the case chat your 
department has academic interests in community engagement. You may be 
able to arrange an affiliation with a quasi-academic center charged with ad­
dressing a pressing community problem, such as obesity reduction, literacy, 
affordable housing, etc.

For those of you opting to work outside of academia now or in the fu­
ture, we offer this chapter as a way to understand some important aspects 
of working in public policy settings. Instead of trying to lay out a detailed 
map of every public policy setting and what you need to know about it, we 
provide some important distinctions that help you start to make your own 
map. Our hope is that as you encounter a particular public policy issue or 
domain in your work, these distinctions can help you ask questions that 
effectively inform your approach.

Before we describe these distinctions, though, we want to offer a few 
thoughts abouc one of the most difficult stages of consulting—establishing 
yourself in the field. Many, if not most of you, will have to endure a difficult 
stage in which few people know about you and what you can offer them, 
and the bulk of your time will be spent trying to position yourself for work 
opportunities. While this stage will inevitably be challenging, we can offer a 
few pieces of advice chac may be useful in helping you navigate through it.

Getting Started

Understanding the complexity of the policy world is important for deciding 
what niches are most appealing to you. But it is equally important when 
deciding where your skills and expertise are most marketable, because the 
entry ticket to these worlds tends to be expertise. If you are a researcher, 
you may have methodological expertise that will allow you a wide variety 
of entry points on a range of policy problems, but you will often need to 
demonstrate that expertise to gain entry.

If it isn’t methodological research expertise you offer, then substan­
tive expertise in a content area relevant to policy will often be the entry
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requirement. For example, expertise in child language acquisition will lead 
people to be interested in what you have to say about early childhood edu­
cation policy issues. Alternatively, you may be able to provide a combina­
tion of scientific and policy expertise that makes you ideally suited for a 
particular clientele.

If you don’t see a niche that fits your expertise, one option is to create a 
new niche for yourself. Aim to be unique. The second author was trained 
with expertise in program evaluation. But as evaluation has become re­
quired for many funded programs, the number and variety of people who 
do program evaluation has greatly increased. He was also fortunate to be 
trained in a program that had strong organization development compo­
nents, so he acquired skills in group facilitation and strategic planning. 
And because of his statistical consulting and applied demographic analysis 
work, he was equipped to work with a variety of secondary data sources 
(e.g., the census, Current Population Survey). None of these skills is rare, 
but the combination of them is. So he markets himself under the rubric 
“evaluation, policy, planning.”

Another option is to develop a reputation as someone who can bridge 
disparace groups. As more people recognize the need to connect policy 
decision making with scientific knowledge or other highly specialized in­
formation, there is a corresponding recognition of the need for people who 
can serve as communication bridges between the cultures and communities 
of policy makers and scientists or other experts. People, such as the first 
author, who augment their formal social science training with a working 
knowledge of public policy processes, structures, and/or settings, may find 
numerous opportunities to bridge those worlds, particularly if they are 
able to cultivate trusting relationships with policy makers as part of their 
experience in policy.

The hardest part of getting started in policy consulting is getting a toe­
hold, or finding that first opportunity to demonstrate your particular ex­
pertise. One option is to identify a particular technical strength you offer 
and try to leverage it. For example, if you have training in organization 
development and group process, your initial marketing efforts might focus 
on your ability to pull together groups of stakeholders and conduct focus 
groups. A student of the second author developed a group process for de­
veloping logic models and marketed herself to nonprofits chat she knew 
were being required by their funders to develop logic models. As another 
example, if you have expertise in working with demographic data, try to 
identify planners who need that expertise. Once you have established your­
self as having one form of expertise in the eyes of people who can make
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decisions about hiring consultants, you will find yourself being consulted 
for other research, as well.

It is important to have a clear identity. People need to know to contact 
you when they need help related to (fill in your specialty here). We know 
fellow consultants who specialize in conflict resolution, demographic pro­
jections, diversity, disability services, evaluation, homelessness, mediation, 
Medicaid services, and change management. We do NOT recommend try­
ing to sell yourself as a generalist. Try to develop a unique selling proposi­
tion (USP). Here is an example: “providing high-quality, custom research 
services to organizations who want to change.” Taken seriously, this USP 
rules out a wide range of research services; it says, “don’t call me for quick 
and dirty projects,” “don’t expect a cookie-cutter approach,” and “don’t call 
me if someone is requiring you to do research; only call me if there is some 
problem with your organization that prompts you to want to do business 
in a new way.”

If you have substantive interest in such areas as health disparities, low- 
income housing, or disability services, adopt a snowball sampling approach 
to identifying key decision makers. The second author saw an article in a 
newspaper that suggested a city official had an incorrecc understanding of 
some inner city population losses that were occurring on her watch. He cor­
responded with her and offered to meet with her to explain some key pieces 
of census data that supported his view. Needless to say, he emphasized how 
easy it was to misinterpret these data, and how widespread the misconcep­
tions were. She had invited two or three of her staff to join the 45-minute 
meeting. Several weeks later, her office sole-sourced a demographic analysis 
project to the author.

Regardless of what techniques you use to establish yourself as a policy 
consultant, once you are established, you will need to meet the new chal­
lenges of navigating in the public policy context. That is when it will be 
helpful to understand some of the following distinctions, which can hope­
fully help you start to form your own road map.

GOVERNMENT SETTINGS
One of the first distinctions that helps organize the policy consulting land­
scape is to differentiate between government and non-government policy 
settings. Sometimes, you might work directly for a government body to 
help inform or shape a policy decision, and ocher times you might find 
opportunities with nongovernmental organizations chat are looking to 
inform, shape, or even make policy decisions themselves. Either way, it is
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important to know something about how those bodies are structured and 
how they function.

While the complexity of governmental settings is daunting, there are 
three questions that can simplify the landscape and help match your inter­
ests to the opportunities different settings might provide.

1. What Level of Government Is Making the Decision?

Is it a federal body? State? County? City? Regional? International? Knowing 
the level of government you may be working with, and the constituency it 
serves, can have practical implications. For example, a federal government 
program is typically (but not always) designed to address the needs of a 
larger population, unlike a local government program. This often means 
that federal policy makers need to think broadly about regulations that can 
work in a wide variety of settings for many different groups, whereas local 
programs provide more opportunities to tailor policies to meet the needs 
of specific populations.

The level of the government may also influence the type of work a con­
sultant might typically do. For a consultant specializing in research, for 
example, government levels that cover broad constituencies (international 
or federal) often take a less “hands-on” approach to research than local 
governments. While a local government policy consultation might involve 
local data collection or analysis, an international research project of the 
scope that a small consulting group might take on is more likely to consist 
of reviewing and synthesizing existing research. Thus, deciding what level 
of government to work with may depend on which type of research or other 
consulting activities fit your strengths.

An example of the contrast between levels of government consult­
ing may be illustrative. The United States’ Department of Housing and 
Urban Development (HUD) sets policy for how funds such as Community 
Development Block Grants (CDBG) can be used. CDBG is one of the major 
avenues by which federal tax revenues flow back to local communities 
for projects such as low-income housing, neighborhood renovacion, and 
projects designed to promote quality of life. There are requirements for 
how the money is used that prevent cities, for example, from using all of 
the funds in high-income neighborhoods. Municipalities have to interpret 
those federal guidelines, set policy on local use, and solicit the services of 
partners (such as low-income advocacy groups or neighborhood develop­
ment corporations) to actually put the funds to use. But all of these uses 
must be officially approved by che municipal legislators, and then sent to 
HUD for approval.
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Ac the federal level, a consultant might be contracted to wrice a report 
that helps HUD design chose guidelines. This could involve reviewing sci­
entific literature that assesses community needs and effective interventions, 
looking at existing guidelines in related fields or in states that are known 
to be doing a particularly effective job, and synthesizing and summarizing 
those into policy recommendations.

At the state level, a consultant might help a scate housing authority draft 
a document that helps local officials interpret the guidelines and determine 
their eligibility for funds.

At the local level, the consultant can play a critical role in helping local 
partners figure ouc what possibilities are in relacion to the needs of that 
particular community, and which choices will arrive at the best results for 
all stakeholders. For example, one role chat the second author played in 
creating a consolidated housing plan for the city of Cincinnati involved 
systematically pulling together daca relevant to particular topics (e.g., seg­
regation, low-income housing), and then facilitating meetings of stakehold­
ers with concerns about a topic from which came policy and programming 
recommendations for inclusion in the larger plan.

2. Is the Government Entity an Executive, Legislative, or Judicial 
Body?

In addition to serving different functions, these bodies have meaningful 
differences in how they typically operate that may have important implica­
tions for a consultant. While it is always wise to understand the communi­
cation style and needs of a particular agency, body, or project rather than 
relying on broad generalizations, knowing certain typical characteristics 
of the different bodies can be a helpful scarting point for gaining a more 
refined understanding.

One common distinction between executive and legislative branches is 
that the executive branch is usually made up of agencies and offices that are 
far more specialized than legislators have the time to be, so executive officials 
often have a greater depth of knowledge on a given topic. One implication 
of this difference that will be discussed in greacer detail later in this chapter 
is that brevity is typically in greater demand when consulting for the legisla­
tive branch as opposed to the executive branch. For example, the first author 
has completed writing projects for both legislative audiences and executive 
branch audiences. While the background research for both was equally ex­
haustive, involving extensive literature reviews and interviews with experts, 
legislative policy briefs were typically around 4 pages long while executive 
agency reports on the same topic were often 20 pages or more.
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Another distinction between the executive and legislative branches is 
that while it is quite common for a consultant to contract directly with an 
executive branch agency, a consultant will usually interact with a legislative 
body indirectly by consulting to a nongovernmental advocacy organization 
or some other group, rather than providing paid consulting for a legisla­
tor. Those hoping to do consulting work in order to inform and influence 
legislative policy making typically need to find nonlegislative entities to 
pay for their services.

It is also useful to understand that executive branch offices are often 
staffed with project officers whose primary function is not to carry out 
the agency’s work themselves, but rather to award and oversee grants and 
contracts to private companies to carry it out on behalf of the government. 
This can create numerous opportunities for consultants, particularly larger 
and more established consulting groups, to find work. However, just gain­
ing eligibility to compete for those grants and contracts is an exhausting 
process, and many larger consulting groups have full-time staff dedicated 
only to the process of competing for them. For those familiar with the 
research grant process, it is not dissimilar to the workload associated with 
obtaining research funding from che National Institutes of Health (NIH) 
or the National Science Foundation (NSF).

There is also a tension commonly faced by chose working in the ex­
ecutive branch that is worthy of discussion. Most bureaucrats in executive 
branch agencies and offices must find a balance between being seen as 
impartially serving the needs of their constituents while simultaneously 
fulfilling a political agenda set by the city council, mayor, governor, or 
president. Bureaucrats seen as leaning too far in either direction are sure to 
face criticism from the slighted party. For example, a consultant assisting 
on a program evaluation within an agency might discover that the governor 
wants to eliminate the program, while the people served by it are heavily 
invested in having it concinue. Clearly, this puts the agency employees in a 
precarious position. Consultants who are sensitive to that will find them­
selves valued for their ability to maintain a sense of impartiality, and choose 
written and spoken language carefully so as not to appear biased.

The judicial branch may place an even higher value on appearing unbi­
ased than the executive branch. This is not surprising given the centrality 
of fairness and impartial judgment to the function of the judicial system. 
While the authors have less experience working with the judicial branch 
than ocher branches, to our knowledge, most consulting opportunities 
found within the judicial branch focus on improving the legal process in 
some way. So, there is a high demand for expertise about the legal system
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itself, and much lower need for expertise about particular social science 
content areas.

The second author’s work with the Ohio adoption system can be used to 
illustrate working with the judicial branch to improve the judicial process. 
The Department of Job and Family Services implemented all programming 
for foster care and adoption in Ohio. The state was under heavy pressure 
from the federal government to increase the number of children who were 
adopted within 36 months from the time of their removal from the home. 
Wichout improvements in this rate, the state stood to see federal funding 
levels fall.

A key legal milestone in the process of adoption is that of terminating 
parental rights so the work of placing the child for adoption can proceed. 
Obviously, such a decision as the termination of parental rights is often 
difficult, and wishing to be as fair as possible to everyone, judges would 
routinely puc the matter off, granting extensions for any reason, and grant­
ing longer extensions than might have been necessary. A system had evolved 
in which the termination phase consumed such a large proportion of the 
36 months that it was often literally impossible to finalize an adoption in 
the time remaining. Once those judges understood that those delays were 
going to cost the state potentially millions of dollars that could be used 
for adoption and foster care, they became convinced that changes were 
needed. Interestingly, however, because judges operate with a large degree 
of autonomy, it was not enough to convince one overseeing administrator 
what needed to change. Instead, it was important to convince each indi­
vidual judge.

There is a very different way a consultant can also become engaged in 
the judicial system, and this is to end up involved on one or the other side 
in civil actions brought by advocacy groups. Here, the greatest shock for 
the consultant/researcher will be to learn by experience how the adversarial 
litigation system works. You will not be responsible for forming a nuanced, 
balanced decision; rather you will be affiliated with a team of advocates 
charged with presenting the strongest possible case for one side in the 
litigation, and you will learn that opposing advocates are not responsible 
for evaluating the evidence you have to put forth, but for discrediting it.

The second author has testified, though only at the deposition stage, in a 
half-dozen civil actions brought by advocacy groups. He found the work ex­
hausting and unfulfilling, even when his side won, and now he avoids such 
projects assiduously. Somewhere between these two activities—a consultant 
to the judiciary and a consultant to an advocacy organization in support of 
a civil action—there may be a third opportunity to contribute to the judicial 
process via amicus curia briefs. These briefs are often used to inform a court
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about an aspect of a case that might otherwise be overlooked, and they are 
submitted only when all parties agree that they are warranted. Although 
courts do not pay for these briefs, an organization that feels it is in its best 
interest to submit one may seek a consultant’s help in preparing such a 
report. Alternatively, a consultant may feel that there is some other benefit 
to writing such a brief, such as building a connection with the organiza­
tion submitting it. Nevertheless, while such opportunities may occur from 
time to time, using them as the basis for a consulting practice strikes us as 
a difficult challenge.

3. What Type of Decision-Making Process Is Going on in This 
Setting?

Within each branch of government and at every level of government, there 
are multiple processes going on at any given time. The role a consultant 
might play in each process can be quite different. For example, at the fed­
eral legislative level, congress divides much of their work into authorization 
or appropriation processes. Generally, the authorization process is where a 
program gets conceptualized, designed, and described, and a dollar figure 
gets attached that suggests how much should be spent to implement it. The 
appropriation process, which is overseen by different committees than 
those who did the authorizing, involves allocating actual funds each year to 
support that program. Sometimes, appropriators fund programs at higher 
levels than were authorized, and sometimes they don’t fund them at all. 
There is more to understand about these processes, as well as the legislative 
process in general (such as the difference between a briefing, a hearing, and 
a markup session).

A consultant who steps into the authorization process might be asked to 
come up with ideas for a health program, or report on what is known about 
an education program idea. A consultant working in the appropriations 
process may be more likely to provide justification or persuasive arguments 
for why those programs should get more (or less) money. Success in che ap­
propriations process is generally evaluated by the ability to secure funding, 
and some argue that it is based more on connections with hard-to-access 
appropriators than with strong factual or theoretical arguments. In con­
trast, success in the authorization process is often assessed by a combina­
tion of the quality of the programs/policies being authorized and the ability 
to get them approved, and while connections are still important, ability to 
provide high-quality, substantive input is also valued.

The federal legislative level can also be divided into processes another way. 
Long-term policy formation is a process that involves in-depth development
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of a policy priority of a particular member of congress. For this process, a 
consultant working for an advocacy group might be expected to provide 
detailed analysis over a long period of time, and there may even be multiple 
iterations of feedback and revision of policy recommendations or actual 
legislative language.

Short-term policy formation involves developing policy quickly in response 
to current events, such as Hurricane Katrina, or the recent economic down­
turn spurred by the housing bubble. Sometimes the response is needed 
within days; sometimes all you have is hours. In these instances, a consul­
tant may need to draw on easily accessible information to provide timely 
analysis, and the information may be reported verbally or in a written form 
as brief as a paragraph, and no formal report may be required. This means 
there may be little or no opportunity for a feedback process. In order to 
add value to this process, the consultant would have to: (a) be available, (b) 
bring a pre-existing store of relevant expertise or knowledge to the task, and 
(c) have a pre-existing understanding of the capabilities and limitations of 
the relevant executive agencies. These criteria help to explain why former 
executive branch members are in high demand for chis type of consulting.

Policy promotion occurs once a congressional office has completed the 
formation process and made up their minds about what course of action 
to take. In this process, a consultant may be expected to provide analysis 
about how to get the policy approved, rather than determine what it should 
include. While a consultant may be involved in any or all three of these 
processes, it is important for the consultant to have a clear understanding 
of which one he or she is involved with at any given time.

NONGOVERNMENT SETTINGS
As stated previously, there are many public policy consulting opportuni­
ties outside of government settings. These opportunities typically occur 
with one of two types of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that af­
fect public policy directly. First, there are advocacy organizations that are 
dedicated to influencing government policy decisions. Examples include 
the Children’s Defense Fund (CDF), the National Association of School 
Psychologists (NASP), the Center for Science in the Public Interest (CSPI), 
and the National Rifle Association (NRA). For these organizations, their 
primary, or maybe even sole, reason for existence is to advocate or campaign 
for policies that are consistent with the values they promote. This category 
primarily includes lobbyists and public-interest advocacy groups.

Second, the other NGOs with explicit public policy interests are classi­
fied as operation/implementation NGOs (Duke University Libraries, 2007;
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Maslyukivska, 1999). They are organizations that provide programs, activi­
ties, or projects that have significant public impact. Examples include the 
United Way, Oxfam, Amnesty International, the Red Cross, Bread for the 
World, and Save the Children. Because their activities are so directly linked 
to the public interest, their policy decisions about how to spend money and 
how to operate are inherently public policy decisions.

Beyond the division into these two categories, it is difficult to organize 
how these groups differ structurally and functionally, and how that affects 
the services they might seek from a consultant. It is particularly challenging 
because there has been an exponential increase in the numbers of NGOs in 
the past 25-50 years or so, and an accompanying proliferation of different 
models by which they operate. Nevertheless, it is safe to say that both types 
of groups may seek a wide range of services from a consultant who can help 
them achieve their goals.

From our experience, consulting activities for an advocacy group can 
entail writing policy briefs for legislators, the media, and the public, repre­
senting the group’s membership or leadership in various settings, keeping 
the group informed about policy issues, engaging members in activities 
that influence policy makers, gathering and maintaining data about mem­
bership expertise and policy-maker involvement on given issues, training 
members to communicate effectively with policy makers, and linking dif­
ferent organizations to each other. What may be apparent from this list is 
that while social science expertise can be an important asset, advocacy work 
places a particularly high priority on legislative expertise. While there are a 
number of ways to cultivate this expertise, spending time as a staff member 
for a legislator can be a valuable building block for a consulting career in 
the advocacy arena. Fortunately, there are fellowship opportunities at the 
federal level, and the number of social scientists currently working in con­
gressional offices suggests there is more awareness of the value of having a 
social scientist on staff than ever before.

Other activities that could apply to both types of NGOs may include 
grant writing, data analysis, report writing, including policy briefs or re­
search summaries, organizing and preparing briefings for policy makers, 
and speaking or providing training sessions to organization membership.

For example, the United Way of Greater Cincinnati wished to develop a 
Success by Six© program. They needed a consultant to identify stakehold­
ers, who in turn could help identify opportunities for programming. The 
second author met extensively with United Way staff to identify stakehold­
ers, and then facilitated several large meetings with stakeholders to bring 
their collective expertise to bear on the project. An exciting idea that one 
of the groups developed was that of shifting some of the responsibility for
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children from households chat were economically stressed to some kind of 
larger community; that is, to create “success communities” in which any 
child might benefit from the kinds of support and stability that children 
in high-functioning families take for granted. Success communities might 
be church-based, school-based, or even block-based. The intervention was 
specifically designed to keep responsibility for the child with the consumer 
population, and not to create a “professional intervention” model, which 
might have had the unintended consequence of conveying to consumers 
that professionals regarded them as incapable of raising their children.

A second example comes from the Legal Aid Society of Greater Cincinnati, 
an advocate for expansion of the Medicaid program in Ohio to include cov­
erage for children in families with incomes up to 150% of the poverty level. 
They needed a consultant to develop budget projections (i.e., estimate the 
cost of the expanded coverage). It is critically important to understand that 
efforts such as these involve large numbers of people, and that your role as 
a consultant, however important, is only one of many important roles. In 
this case, the idea for Medicaid expansion came to Ohio as a result of Legal 
Aid Society attorneys from Cincinnati attending a workshop sponsored 
by the DC-based Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. Together with 
like-minded lobbyists from a variety of statewide groups concerned with 
poverty, the attorneys began crafting a proposed bill for consideration in 
the Ohio legislature. Only after this process was well along did they contact 
the second author in hopes of securing some estimates of the number of 
people who would be affected by the proposed legislation. As it happened, 
the census data was current enough to be relevant. The consultant worked 
closely with staff in the Ohio Department of Job and Family Services to esti­
mate program participation rates. Because the staff viewed the consultant’s 
work as rigorous, they were willing to critique it and offer suggestions. The 
result was a budget impact analysis that the advocates for the new legisla­
tion were able to present to legislators as having been vetted by the state. 
The legislators initially balked at the expense of the proposed program, the 
lobbyists scaled the program back, the consultant provided new impact 
numbers, and the legislation was approved.

A third example comes from Washington, DC. A major national associa­
tion had been approached by congressional offices looking for policy ideas 
in response to public events that highlighted problems that threaten child 
well-being. Ac the time, the national association was undergoing staffing 
transitions, so they decided to farm the project out to a consultant, and 
contacted the first author at Searchlight Consulting. The project entailed 
communicating with experts from within the association, conducting a lit­
erature review, synthesizing current knowledge around che child well-being
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topics, and making recommendations for potential legislation. Those rec­
ommendations, as well as much of the background information, were pre­
sented to the congressional offices for use as the basis of legislation in a 
future session.

SEVEN DISTINCTIONS BETWEEN ACADEME AND 
POLICY SETTINGS
While the above questions help one start to understand the layout of the 
policy making worlds, and the wide range of entry points for consultants, 
there are also some generalizations about policy setcings that can be useful 
for potential consultants to think about. These traits tend to distinguish 
policy settings from other settings to a large degree, but they also tend 
to be in direct contrast with the culture of academia, a world with which 
many consultants will be much more familiar. As with all generalizations, 
it’s important to remember that they don’t apply in every case. When en­
countering a new potential consultation opportunity in a policy setting, it’s 
probably better to think of these as generalities to consider as you assess 
the situation rather than as replacements for that assessment. With this 
disclaimer in mind, the following are seven characteristics of policy settings 
that we, and others, have found useful to know.

1. Time
First, the concept of time means something different in policy settings than 
it does in academia or, in some ways, any other setting. While government 
decision making can be a notoriously slow process (the federal executive 
branch’s penchant for a slower pace and verbosity is widely recognized), the 
day-to-day activities of policy decision makers can also move at a breath- 
takingly fast pace, regardless of the policy-making setting. Additionally, 
policy-making processes are largely influenced by current events, so that 
something getting no attention one day might be priority number one the 
next day, bumping everything else into the background at least temporarily.

The legislative process is particularly volatile since it is subject to obscure 
rules and political gamesmanship that drive legislative agendas and voting 
schedules, as well as sudden media attention to given issues. It’s not at all 
unusual for legislative staff members in Washington to make a call to an 
advocacy group, think tank, or other resource person chat sounds like, "Hi, 
I need to know how many people would be affected by XX and I need to 
know it in the next 2 hours. Can you do that?” Responses chat come back 
more than 2 hours later may be worthless. (We get asked these kinds of
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questions fairly frequently, and as long as the amount of work involved is 
brief, tend to write it off as nonchargeable activity or, more grandly, as cli­
ent relations.) Less dramatically, but just as importantly, a commissioned 
policy study that was expected to yield results before the conclusion of a leg­
islative session may be irrelevant if those results don’t meet that deadline.

Funding agencies in the federal government, as well as in other levels 
of government and the private sector, often have rigid deadlines for the 
submission of reports. This is quite a contrast from much of academia, in 
which many deadlines are self-imposed, and even some fixed ones have some 
degree of flexibility. The Department of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD), for example, will not release Community Development Block Grant 
funds, HOME Investment Partnership funds, or Emergency Shelter Grant 
(ESG) funds until a municipality submits a Consolidated Plan, and since 
many local programs/organizations are dependent upon the continuous 
flow of those dollars, a late policy report can cost people jobs in a way a 
late journal article cannot. Those uncomfortable with these kinds of pres­
sures will want to think twice before taking on consulting projects with 
such high stakes.

The time pressures are not just for the production of reports. Harried bu­
reaucrats may not initiate the contracting process in a timely fashion. This 
leads to a lot of sole-sourced contracts, and if there is a bidding process, 
the consultant is likely to find that the deadline for a proposal is extremely 
short. Our experience has been chat the higher the level of the government, 
the more the proposal process comes to resemble what academicians are 
used to.

Furthermore, the political nature of legislative bodies typically rewards 
resolving issues quickly and with immediate benefit over thoroughness 
and long-term effectiveness. The need to get reelected requires legislators 
to prioritize keeping constituents happy in the short term. Similarly, the 
need to simultaneously address a wide range of issues means that legisla­
tors rarely have time to delve into an issue in great depth. This has impli­
cations for how a consultant should present information to legislators 
or their designees: effective verbal or written messages are short, back­
ground information is limited, and the focus is usually on conclusions or 
recommendations.

When working with policy audiences, the short turnaround times, short 
attention windows, and firm deadlines have two main implications. One 
is that conciseness is valued above depth and precision. Ideas need to be 
conveyed quickly, and that can pose a difficult challenge for consultants 
working on highly complex issues. The inevitable executive summary at 
the front of a policy report plays a fundamentally different role from that
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played by an abstract in a scientific article. Scientists use abstracts to decide 
whether or not to read the article. Sage consultants use executive sum­
maries to make certain that key decision makers who do not have time to 
wade through a report: (a) get all the key ideas in the report, and (b) are 
never surprised by someone who has read the entire report. Because policy 
decision making often uses communication as a tool of persuasion rather 
than information, there are times that conciseness can even take priority 
over accuracy, and a consultant must find the line between maintaining 
scientific integrity and maintaining relevance.

The other implication of the tight time frames is that while written com­
munication is still vital, verbal and face-to-face communication are valued 
more highly in policy settings. Phone calls, one-on-one meetings, presenta­
tions to small and large groups, and testimony at hearings and briefings 
are all central to the functioning of policy settings. Scientists working in 
the policy arena do need to learn that policy audiences do not “play fair” 
according co the rules of scientific review. The second author once tried to 
argue that the paltry federal sums available for low-income housing virtu­
ally dictated that city officials should use those funds in an attempt to 
stimulate private development dollars for low-income housing. Just spend­
ing them without regard to leverage opportunities would literally be a waste 
since more assisted units would decline in value than would be renovated 
or built in any given period of time. Several (but fortunately not a majority) 
legislators heard that as proof that accepting any spending federal funds 
for low-income housing was a waste of time. The cliched reclusive scientist, 
writing prolifically but never being seen, and always expecting that his or 
her writings will be parsed objectively, is a fat target for policy advocates 
for contrasting views.

2. Communication Style

Second, while this is also true for other types of consulting, there are many 
communication differences between policy consulting and the academic 
world that are helpful to understand. Even the language style used in policy 
settings is quite different from that used within scientific communities. 
Policy makers often prefer broad, evocative, accessible language to techni­
cally precise verbiage. This can be a tall challenge for someone accustomed 
to writing for scientists.

Additionally, scientific articles emphasize the introduction/background 
and methodology sections, and are full of caveats about the limitations of 
the findings and the statistical probability that the findings are not due to 
chance. Often, policy makers already have some ambivalence about the role
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of science influencing the decision-making process, and that type of depth 
and ambiguity just adds to their negative perceptions. If there are all these 
doubts and limitations about the findings, then why are you wasting their 
time? They want to see the results and implications, not the background 
and methodology, and this affects how consultants need to organize re­
ports, and limit descriptions of methodology and statistical information. 
Be concrete. Consider stating your conclusions up front, and then sup­
porting them with concisely stated facts. Avoid statistically complex state­
ments. Define terms in context. And then tell your reader why what you 
just explained to them is important.

3. Role of Science

The third distinguishing characteristic of policy settings has to do with this 
notion of policy makers' ambivalence about the role of science/empiricism 
in policy. Scientists often feel that if only the decision makers understood 
the empirical facts, then the correct policy decision, as viewed by the sci­
entists, would follow. They are surprised to learn that many policy makers 
already know what option the empirical evidence supports, and still select 
a different option. One clear example is that the DARE program continued 
to be one of the most widely used school interventions long after the scien­
tific evidence began to suggest it was ineffective, or even detrimental, in its 
attempt to reduce teen drug use (West & O’Neal, 2004).

Ultimately, policy decisions are based on more than evidence. Empirical 
arguments may be downplayed if someone is making an effective morals- 
based, values-based, or political argument. Therefore, if you go in thinking 
you “have the numbers,” you may be shocked to discover that your in­
tended audience doesn’t think the numbers are relevant. One challenge for 
potential policy consultants is to understand and accepc this fact without 
allowing it to loosen the scientific standards you are using to evaluate the 
evidence. Arguing too vehemently may lead to being viewed as a technocrat 
who should be ignored, while being too agreeable may require compromis­
ing scientific standards.

4. Politics

The fourth characteristic pertains to partisanship. In policy worlds, things 
are often viewed through partisan lenses, whether chat be formal Democrat 
versus Republican partisanship, or more subtle distinctions, such as tak­
ing sides in a conflict over which agency should have jurisdiction over an 
issue. Consultants, simply by virtue of who they work for, can run the risk
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of being seen as partisan. Of course, you might make a calculated choice to 
ally yourself with a particular group or viewpoint, either because you feel it 
will actually help you professionally to be seen as partisan in some way, or 
because you have strong personal convictions that lead you to that choice. 
Nevertheless, such a choice may have unforeseen consequences, so it should 
not be undertaken lightly. Many consultants will tell you that guarding 
against being seen as partisan whenever possible is worthwhile. Although 
perhaps atypical, we know people who have been deemed “unreliable” due 
to modest political contributions.

5. Confidentiality

These final three characteristics of policy settings are somewhat more logis­
tical in nature. The first of them pertains to the notion of confidentiality. 
While researchers typically place a high priority on sharing information, 
policy makers take great care to control the messages that come from their 
offices. Reports that you write may not become publicly shared, particularly 
if what you report is inconsistent in some way with the views of your cli- 

\ ent. In some instances, even the fact that you are working on a project may 
be confidential. This can pose a particular challenge when you are getting 
starred as a consultant, and you want to be able to include the work you 
produce as part of your promotional materials and vita. The best time to 
clarify and negotiate the disclosure limits of your work is before you sign 
the contract.

6. Authorship

Even if your work is not deemed confidential, consultants are often a small 
part of a very big process. Policy reform generally has a lot of parents, and 
your role may be an exceedingly modest one, even if critical. Legislators, of 
course, want credit for new legislation, but even leaving them out of the 
equation, the advocacy efforts necessary to effect policy reform generally 
involve lots of people. If there are published reports to be released as a result 
of your work, authorship decisions can get quite complex. Some agencies 
will want the agency name attached to the report rather than the names of 
the authors. Others may want to attach your name to it as a way to distance 
themselves from a controversial publication.

Getting your name on some work can be positive, depending on your 
situation, because it can provide evidence of your work; however, for some 
types of consulting, such as advocacy work, it may be less important, par­
ticularly in relation to the value of personal connections. Regardless of how
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you feel about these matters, once again the time to discuss them is prior 
to signing a contract.

7. Billing

One final characteristic pertains to billing. Some government agencies have 
legal restrictions that dictate the payment of consultants/contractors. Daily 
rates or hourly rates may be presented to you as predetermined. In such 
cases, you may need to decide if those rates are acceptable and turn down 
the work if they are not acceptable. Sometimes, however, there are lesser- 
known mechanisms for achieving greater payment flexibility within an 
agency. For example, an agency with a low, fixed daily rate may have more 
flexibility to provide reimbursement for overhead costs or other expenses. 
As you become more knowledgeable about consulting in your particular 
areas, you may learn about some of these options, and consider them as an 
alternative to flatly rejecting the opportunity.

LESSONS LEARNED THAT MAY APPLY TO OTHER 
CONSULTING SETTINGS
Thus far, we have focused on helping potential public policy consultants 
understand more about what that work entails. In addition, though, we 
learned some valuable lessons from starting our consulting businesses that 
may have relevance for consultants in all settings. Some of these may seem 
commonsensical. In hindsight, many of them did to us, too. Nevertheless, 
we would have found it helpful to be reminded of these four points at dif­
ferent times along the way. Our hope is these rips will help readers learn 
from our mistakes.

Going to Meetings Is a Good Idea

Most consulting businesses need to market themselves to become known 
and attract work opportunities. The word marketing to us, conjures images 
of Web sites, logos, and advertising, all of which can be vitally important. 
However, we found that marketing can also take a much simpler form. 
In public policy, there are many public meetings and forums that bring 
policy makers and advocates together. Often, they are promoted as educa­
tional briefings, releases of new study findings or reports, or chances for 
public comment on government policy changes. Each of these provides 
opportunities to be seen and identified with your consulting role. At one 
meeting of an Institute of Medicine panel, audience members were invited
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to comment on the issue of food marketing to children. One person who 
identified himself as a consultant rose to speak. His appearance, the content 
of what he said, and his presentation style all demonstrated that he had 
anticipated this opportunity, and prepared himself exceptionally well for 
it. After the comment time, panelists sought him out for further conversa­
tion. Not surprisingly, this person can now be seen on numerous national 
media outlets speaking on child health issues. His talent and his expertise 
are what drive his success, but his ability to use public meetings to be seen 
and heard likely hastened it.

Sometimes, setting up meetings can also lead to unexpected opportuni­
ties. The first author, for example, helped initiate a meeting that led to 
such an opportunity. During his fellowship in a senate office, he worked 
on legislation that generated a report from an executive branch agency, 
but at the time he left the senate, the report had not been completed. As 
an unaffiliated party, he continued to follow up with the executive branch 
officials to inquire about progress on the report and, in order to generate 
anticipation for the report, facilitated a meeting between those officials and 
some of the advocacy groups that would be interested in what the report 

| had to say. The relationships formed from the ongoing contact with these 
parties eventually opened the door to a consulting project.

Think Like a Consultant

The earlier section of this chapter explains a lot about the cultures of dif­
ferent policy settings. However, there is also a consulting/contracting cul­
ture to comprehend. In this culture, the central idea is to always be on the 
lookout for work opportunities. While new consultants may hesitate to 
appear too mercenary, it is important not to appear indifferent instead. 
Contractors who expect consultants to be eagerly seeking work may inter­
pret hesitation as lack of interest.

For example, shortly after starting his business, the first author was 
attending a planning session of academic and government experts who 
were shaping a major report for an executive branch agency. The contrac­
tor who was charged wich writing the report knew the first author was a 
consultant, and asked him what kind of involvement he would like to have 
with the project as it moved forward. Unfortunately, the first author was 
still thinking like an academic rather than like a consultant. He replied 
that he was excited to be a part of the team of thinkers working to shape 
the report, and kept the conversation focused on the report content area.
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The contractor seemed somewhat confused and surprised by that response. 
It didn't occur to the first author until later that this might have been an 
opening to secure paid work.

Business Plans

Business plans and purposeful marketing strategies, such as those dis­
cussed in Chapter 7, “Running Your Business,” can be vitally important 
to cultivating success in consulting. However, that doesn’t mean that this 
is the only way consulting businesses get started. The first author, for ex­
ample, actually started his consulting business when conversations with 
a colleague led to an opportunity for a contract to do some collaborative 
work. While working on that contract, he began to feel the need to develop 
a thorough business plan and a marketing strategy. However, since his pic­
ture of what he wan ted to do was still emerging, the prospect of developing 
such a plan seemed daunting and overwhelming.

Meanwhile, more work opportunities became available through other 
personal contacts, and quickly, he had two more projects. Soon, taking the 
time to develop his business plan began to interfere with his progress on the 
projects he had, so he set the planning aside for a time. Since then, a small 
but steady stream of contracts has continued to fill his time, and with each 
successive project his work and business concept have become more clearly 
defined. Admittedly, this is not a model that we would recommend for oth­
ers to follow, but it may be helpful to remember that not every consulting 
business emerged the same way, and sometimes it may be okay to delay some 
of the organizing process, particularly if work is already being generated.

Identity

Even if you do not have a business plan, it is crucial that you are able to 
explain to people what you do, and what the limits of your expertise are. 
We mentioned earlier that you do not want to advertise yourself as being 
able to do it all, and that knowing what projects to say no to can be liberat­
ing. But it is worth repeating here in terms of building a practice, because 
you should have a tag line, or a very brief description of your services that 
people will remember and associate with you. You need to advertise in some 
capacity. It can be as subtle as a few key words on your business card, it can 
be a Web site, or it might even be a brochure. But, people have to know how 
to contact you, and why.
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CONCLUSION

Building a career as a policy consultant has many similarities to building 
other kinds of careers to which you might aspire, such as a career as a re­
searcher, or an academician. You must have some demonstrated area of 
expertise—something to sell—whether substantive or methodological. You 
must also develop familiarity with the settings in which policy consultants 
work. This includes making the right choices about which conferences, work­
shops, and public meetings to attend. Networking is critically important.

If you were an aspiring academic researcher, new to a faculty position, 
you would be well advised to meet with your department head, senior col­
leagues, IRB staff, research office staff, and the like. You would ask for 
advice and guidance, and in turn, expect that they would keep you in mind 
should opportunities arise. Do the same thing to become a policy consul­
tant. Identify people with consultant expertise or with policy responsibili­
ties. Meet with them. And finally, learn the norms of the systems to which 
you aspire to enter. When your proposals are rejected, ask for feedback or, 
becter yet, ask to see the winning proposals. Observe other policy consul­
tants at work. Study their reports, Web sites, and ways of interacting with 

| client systems. Hopefully, you will find that the work is rewarding, and the 
financial payoffs can be, coo.
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APPENDIX 14-1: Example from a Policy Report from 
Howe and Green (2004)

Poverty
Conclusion
Poverty rates fell across the board with the economic expansion of the 1990s, a 
largely successful policy experiment involving welfare reform and reductions in 
teenage pregnancy. Poverty rates outside the city of Cincinnati were 5.5% in the 
Hamilton County suburbs and 7.8% in the surrounding counties. The city’s poverty 
rate of 21.9% is more than double the CMSA rate.

Findings
• Between 1990 and 2000, the number of people in poverty and the poverty rate 

fell for the population as a whole, for children, for working age adults, and for 
persons ages 65 and over in the CMSA as a whole, in Hamilton County as a 
whole, and in the city of Cincinnati (Table 14).

• The number of people in poverty and the poverty rate were essentially 
unchanged in the Hamilton County suburbs, except for a small downtick in 
poverty for persons 65 and older (Table 14).

• Poverty rates fell overall and for all age groups in the 12 counties surrounding 
Hamilton County, as did absolute numbers of people in poverty, except for a 
small increase in the number of working-age persons in poverty (Table 14).

• Married-couple families in the CMSA had a poverty rate of 2.6% in 2000, 
compared to rates of 10.3% for male-headed families and 25.0% for female­
headed families (Table 15).

• With respect to each type of family, African Americans have higher rates of 
poverty than whites do. Thus, while the higher incidence of female-headed 
families in the African-American community goes some way in explaining the 
higher incidence of African-American poverty, it does not account entirely for 
the black-white difference in poverty. In Hamilton County in 2000, the poverty 
rate for African Americans was 23.2% and the poverty rate for whites was 6.4%.

• The central city poverty rate in Cincinnati of 21.9% is high, but among nearby 
large metropolitan areas, it is better than the rates in Cleveland and Dayton, 
and essentially the same as the rate in Louisville (Table 16).

The U.S. Census Bureau defines poverty based on family income, adjusted for the 
number of family members, the number of related children, and the number of 
persons age 65 and over. Poverty is also determined for single person households 
and for non-relatives living with families. The poverty thresholds are updated 
annually for inflation. Based on the poverty thresholds for 2003, an individual living 
alone is in poverty if his or her income was less than $9,573. A married couple with 
two children was in poverty with an income of less than $18,660. A single mother 
with one child was in poverty with an income of less than $12,682.

Implications
In later sections of this report, we will define a concentration to exist when a 
geographic area has at least twice the percentage of a subpopulation as the region 
as a whole. By this standard, the entire city of Cincinnati represents a poverty 
concentration.

There are four broad approaches to poverty reduction. One approach is to 
reduce it through regional economic development (an expanding economy 
creates job opportunities). A second approach is to reduce it through community 
development (a vibrant community creates incentives for individuals to move
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toward self-sufficiency). A third approach is to deconcentrate poverty (separating 
individuals from the deleterious effects of pervasive poverty). A fourth approach 
is to promote individual and family development (teenage pregnancy reduction, 
education, parenting and employment services).

In other words, to reduce its concentration of poverty, the city of Cincinnati has 
to work to ensure that the regional economy will generate more low-wage jobs in 
accessible locations, or better coordinate community development investments that 
target poverty, or promote low-income housing outside of the city, or improve the 
delivery of advancement opportunities to its citizens, or some combination of these.

Source: Adapted from Howe, S.R. & Green, E. (2004). Impediments to fair housing choice in 
Hamilton County, OH. Steven R. Howe and Associates, LLC.



Chapter

Grant Writing for 
Consultants 101

Andrea Solarz

INTRODUCTION
I never planned to become a grant writer, and in many respects, I am an 
unlikely grant writer. Although trained in research (with a doctorate in 
community psychology), I am not based in a university setting, and I have 
not conducted research since graduate school (beyond a survey here or 
there). Nor do I have any direct experience working in community-based 
organizations. Nonetheless, grant writing has become my most important 
“bread and butter” skill as a consultant, and the great majority (I estimate 
over 80%) of the proposals I’ve written have been funded.

My first foray into grant writing was by happenstance—a colleague at 
an organization where I had previously been employed asked if I might 
have time to help him with writing a grant proposal. Although I didn’t 
realize it at the time, our successful collaboration convinced me that I did 
not want to go back to a traditional job, and that I had marketable skills 
that would allow me to make a living as a consultant. Since that time, I’ve 
written more than 20 funding proposals. It’s an activity that I have come 
to enjoy, both because it taps into a nice combination of my skill sets (e.g., 
my science writing skills, analytical skills, and project development skills), 
and because of the exhilaration—some might call it terror—that inevitably 
comes in those last hours before the final proposal has to be submitted to 
the funding agency.

In this chapter, I will discuss my approach to proposal writing, as well 
as some of the knowledge, skills, and experiences that are useful for being 
a successful grant proposal writer. These comments, of course, reflect my
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own experiences, which have been almost exclusively with national organi­
zations. Although much of what I say can be generalized to working with 
smaller community-based organizations, national organizations tend to 
have access to more resources (including national networks of experts) than 
do local organizations, a factor that can increase their competitiveness for 
funding (of course, they are also more likely to be competing against other 
more resource-rich entities, which elevates the bar for their proposals being 
rated highly). I also note that this chapter will not address the technical 
aspects of writing a grant proposal (e.g., how to write goals and objectives, 
how to write an evaluation plan). There are plenty of resources out there 
that provide this information (some of which are listed in Appendix 15-1), 
and I encourage the reader to explore them.

THE PROCESS OF WRITING A GRANT PROPOSAL

There are many different ways to approach the grant writing process, but I 
would like to frame this discussion by briefly describing the process that I 
typically go through when I undertake writing a grant proposal. Of course, 
the process varies somewhat depending on the type of project, the funder 
(e.g., foundation or federal grant), the circumstances (e.g., time lines), and 
the personal characteristics of the client. However, there are certain steps 
and activities that I have found to be especially important.

Getting the Job

It goes without saying that you won’t be writing any grant proposals as a 
consultant if you don’t have a client who wants to hire you! My clients tell 
me that they feel much more comfortable engaging a known quantity for 
this important job; in other words, relationships matter. You will be much 
more likely to land grant writing jobs if you have a well-developed network 
of colleagues—also known as “potential clients”—who are knowledgeable 
about your skills, and see you as a good collaborator (this network need 
not be large, but it should include individuals in organizations who are 
either responsible for managing programs that are supported by outside 
funding, or who have the ability to identify and contract with outside grant 
writers). One of my clients, a director of a national organization, noted to 
me recently that in his previous experience with grant writers, he had found 
himself doing (or redoing) most of the work himself because the writer 
did not have strong writing skills, or was simply unable to understand the 
important concepts of the proposal. These kinds of grant writers are not 
likely to get repeat business.
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I have been lucky in that I have generally been able to rely on having 
clients contact me with offers of work, and have not had to go out and 
actively market myself as a grant writer. In order to achieve this enviable 
status, “all” I’ve had to do is spend over 10 years working in policy settings 
in Washington, DC, developing my skills and nurturing a professional 
network of key colleagues who respect my skills and who feel that they can 
call upon me to work with them on grant writing projects. Then, over the 
last 10 years as a consultant, I further developed and strengthened those 
networks. Especially now that I have a proven track record as a proposal 
writer, colleagues come to me when they need my services. But, it took years 
to develop a reputation as someone on whom they can rely to produce good 
work. That isn’t to say that you have to spend 20 years in the wings before 
you can be a successful grant writer, but you will be much more in demand 
if you have a demonstrated set of skills that people actually know about 
(e.g., because they have worked with you before, or because someone they 
trust has referred them to you).

Finalizing the Contract

My least favorite part of the process is setting up a work contract with a 
client, but as this is essential to getting paid, it is a necessary evil! And, 
of course, the contract protects both me and the client, so it is to the ad­
vantage of both to have a proper contract in place. Ideally, the contract is 
developed and signed before work begins. However, the pressing time line 
of some work projects demands that work begin even before both parties 
have signed the contract. There is a real risk in doing this, in that work 
arrangements can potentially fall through at any point, but to date I have 
not experienced problems (this is likely in part because I work primarily 
for national organizations that have more than sufficient resources for 
supporting my services, and chat also have internal checks and balances 
that require project approval before I am brought onboard). Once I have 
established an ongoing relationship with a client, and there is a history of 
prompt payment, I am also more willing to proceed with work before the 
final contract is signed.

Sometimes the client organization has a standard contract format that 
they use, in which case they draft the contract; otherwise I can draft the 
contract or let the client know what elements need to be included in the 
contract that they draft. The contract typically includes a statement of work 
that specifies the rate of pay (whether an hourly rate or a lump sum), the 
total payment of the contract, and the payment schedule; the deliverables 
(e.g., products to be produced and services to be rendered); the time line;
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and how the contract can be terminated by either party. There may also be 
a statement regarding authorship (i.e., whether the contractor’s name will 
appear as an author on any products that directly result from work on the 
project), as well as ownership rights (as these projects are “works for hire,” 
the client typically retains ownership of the products).

Determining how much to charge for writing a grant proposal depends 
on a variety of factors, such as the client’s resources, the types of tasks in­
volved in the project, and whether the project is long term or short term. 
For example, if I believe that a project is worthwhile, and that the mission 
of the client is an important one, I will usually work with whatever limited 
resources the organization has, even if the rate of pay is lower than what I 
usually charge. I will also charge a reduced rate for ongoing projects that 
assure me continued income for a period of time (grant proposals are, how­
ever, typically short-term projects, so would rarely receive this “discount”). 
Otherwise, I stick to my standard hourly rate that I charge, which is based 
on my experience and market factors.

Payment terms may be by the hour, a daily rate, or lump sum (i.e., the 
total amount to be paid for the project is set in advance, no matter how 
many hours it eventually takes to complete the project, whether more or 
fewer than originally estimated). If the project is more open-ended or it is 
difficult to determine the number of hours that will be needed to complete 
it, then I prefer to be paid by the hour instead of a lump sum to ensure that 
my time is fully compensated. For some projects, though, I prefer a lump 
sum payment simply because it relieves me of the burden of meticulously 
tracking and accounting for all of the time that I spend on the project. As I 
have gained more experience writing grant proposals, I have become better 
at estimating in advance the level of work required to complete the project, 
and thus, am better able to set a fair lump sum amount.

Whichever method of payment is used, if the scope of work extends be­
yond the original agreement (e.g., I am asked to do additional background 
research, or to write additional sections of the grant proposal), I will discuss 
the need for additional payment with the client. I have never stopped a job 
in the middle because the budget has run out, but I will keep the client 
apprised of the rate at which resources are being used, and eicher get as­
surances regarding additional payment for additional work, or renegotiate 
the level of work expected to maximize the use of the remaining resources.

Mapping Out the Idea

Once I have been engaged to write a grant proposal, I meet with the client 
(usually in person) to learn more about the project they are proposing. In
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some cases, they have already spent a significant amount of time articulat­
ing the project, and have a clear idea of what they want to do. More com­
monly, they have a general idea of the project that they want to do, but have 
not yet thought through the details. My preference is to become involved 
in the project early on so I can have input into the development of the idea. 
One reason for this is simply because I enjoy the process, buc more impor­
tantly, it allows me to provide critical input by identifying strengths and 
weaknesses, as well as gaps in thinking. I have found that proposals where 
I am brought into the process lacer do not fare as well as those where I am 
brought in at an earlier stage, and can help the client more clearly articulate 
their goals, objectives, and project activities.

No matter where the client is in their development of the project, we 
engage in an ongoing process of thinking through the project in detail, 
including clarifying the goals. As we continue to work on the proposal, 
more and more details get filled in, with ideas sometimes being proposed 
and then rejected until we are satisfied that we have a well-articulated and 
viable plan that accomplishes the goals of the project. Sometimes mapping 
out the idea involves just me and the client, but in other cases, outside ex­
perts (e.g., university-based researchers with expertise in the project area) 
are also brought in to review the ideas critically, and contribute their own. 
In any case, no good proposal is developed without getting the input of 
others—whether from me, other colleagues at the client’s workplace, or 
oucside experts.

Understanding What the Funder Wants

Another important early step is to carefully review che guidance from the 
funder to determine what information they want to see in the proposal, 
and to be clear about practical matters such as how the document should 
be formatted and how long each section can be. If we are going to submit 
the proposal online, there may be additional procedures chat have to be 
followed. Depending on who the funder is (e.g., a foundation or a federal 
funder), they may want something as simple as a three-page prospectus, 
or as complex as a highly detailed (and lengthy) proposal chat articulates 
the project’s theoretical rationale, its goals and objectives, all of the project 
activities, time lines, evaluation plan, measurement tools, and more. The 
more detailed and complex the call for proposals, the more important it is 
to carefully read it to make sure that we address all of the items in the grant 
proposal. Thus, an important early step is to create an outline of the pro­
posal that reflects the guidance from che funder, including any reference to 
rating factors. This is not a time to be creative; we want to make it easy for
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the reviewers to see that we have addressed all of the items in the guidance. 
The penalty for not following directions can be severe, even preventing your 
proposal from entering the review process.

Although carefully reviewing the guidance is critical for understanding 
what the funder wants, it is also important to have a general understand­
ing of the funder’s mission, its history, and any contextual political issues 
that might affect what types of projects are funded, and even what kind of 
language one should use to describe projects to increase the likelihood that 
they will be funded. Awareness of some of these issues is something that 
you may be able to pick up after working in a particular area for years, but 
it’s also important to get your client’s take on them (your client will likely 
be more knowledgeable about these factors since they are immersed in 
them on a day-to-day basis). The project officer responsible for the call for 
proposals is also potentially a source of information, as are your colleagues 
who may work in the same or similar areas.

Writing the Proposal

At some point during this process, the actual writing begins (usually once 
there is some clarity about the goals and activities of the project). Based 
on the guidance provided by the funder, my client and I decide who will 
be responsible for writing which sections. At a minimum, I am usually re­
sponsible for writing the project narrative (e.g., describing the project and 
all of its activities). I also typically develop and write the evaluation plan and 
develop the time line, and sometimes also draft the budget. Responsibility 
for assembling supporting documentation (including securing letters from 
potential partners, obtaining project staff vitae, etc.) usually falls to the cli­
ent, as does completing any required forms.

As I write the proposal, I often draw upon my general knowledge and 
background to fill in details, anticipating the activities and procedures 
that the client will need to accomplish to meet the goals of the project 
(I sometimes jokingly refer to this as “making stuff up,” but in fact, it’s 
based on my broad knowledge of program development in a wide range of 
areas, and on previous experience writing proposals). This might include, 
for example, articulating the steps for recruiting participants to a project, 
identifying information dissemination strategies, describing the steps in­
volved in organizing a focus group, or clarifying the types of individuals 
to serve on a project steering committee, and what their responsibilities 
should be. Writing is usually a collaborative process as the client and I 
exchange and review drafts, and as we work to resolve questions as they 
come up.
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Ideally, this process begins far in advance of the deadline—as soon as the 
call for proposals is issued—in order to allow plenty of time for thought­
ful discussions, multiple drafts, and critical review by knowledgeable col­
leagues before the draft is finalized and submitted. I won’t say that this 
never happens; I will only say that it has never happened to me. Even in 
cases where initial discussions begin several months in advance of the dead­
line, the bulk of the work always seems to be concentrated in the final few 
weeks—and then the final days and hours—before the deadline (sometimes 
even the final night before the deadline, as my client and I forego sleep to 
make final revisions together, and assemble the application packet; this is 
not, however, a tactic chat I recommend).

IMPORTANT SKILLS, QUALITIES, AND AREAS OF 
KNOWLEDGE FOR THE GRANT WRITER
There is no single pathway to becoming a grant writer, and no standard 
resume that assures success (in fact, anyone who has written a proposal 
can say that he/she is a grant writer). However, there are a number of skills, 
qualities, and areas of knowledge that can increase one’s effectiveness as 
a grant writer. Some of these things can be taught, but others come from 
years of experience, or relate to the personal characteristics of the grant 
writer.

Start With a Good Idea

Needless to say, a bad idea (e.g., one chat is not feasible with the given re­
sources, is not likely to be acceptable to the population it is targeting, or 
chat the client does not have the technical skills or capacity to execute) is 
unlikely to be funded, no matter how well crafted the grant proposal is (or 
how pretty the cover). On che other hand, it’s very possible for a great idea 
to be scored poorly because the grant proposal does noc articulate it well 
(one reason why having a skilled grant writer is so important).

Sometimes a client may have a good idea chat he or she just hasn’t 
thought through enough; in this case, it’s important to be able to recognize 
the kernel of a promising program, and work with the client to develop it 
into something fundable. However, some ideas are just not yet “ready for 
prime time.” It may be an ill-conceived idea, the client may not understand 
the complexities of completing the process, or they may not have the skills 
or resources needed to make the project successful. As a grant writer, it’s 
important to be able to critically assess ideas, and co say “no” to the poten­
tial client if the projecc truly doesn’t seem viable. If you see “fatal flaws” in
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a client’s proposed ideas, articulating those in a straightforward and profes­
sional manner can both help the client see that it would not be beneficial to 
move forward, and help them to focus on more productive ideas.

Have a Broad Knowledge Base

Although it’s not necessary to have a deep knowledge of all topics for which 
you might be engaged to write a grant proposal, it’s important to have gen­
eral substantive expertise that you can draw upon. This might include, for 
example, knowledge about communities, organizational systems, mental 
health issues, evaluation, and the like. It also includes having a strong basic 
understanding of scientific methods, and how programs are developed. 
There are many grant writers out there who are essentially technicians; 
they know what the parts of a proposal are and how to put a proposal to­
gether, and they are competent at doing that. However, having substantive 
knowledge enables you to understand the proposed project more deeply, 
to critically analyze its strengths and weaknesses, and to help your client 
shape and strengthen their project. In other words, you can become a vital 
partner in developing the proposal in a way that someone without that 
reservoir of knowledge cannot.

The grant proposals that I’ve written address topics as varied as violence 
prevention, education policy, adolescent health, HIV/AIDS-related techni­
cal assistance for community-based organizations, mentoring for early 
career researchers, education research, and mental health services for gay, 
lesbian, and bisexual adolescents in schools. Although I did not neces­
sarily come to each of those projects with specific knowledge about the 
underlying issues, I had lots of general knowledge that I was able to bring 
to the process of writing the proposal. Sometimes I will identify and read 
additional background material as part of developing the rationale for a 
proposal, but I find that I am usually able to rely on whatever material the 
client provides me (e.g., research articles, previous work by che client that 
includes a literature review). Frankly, it is more cost effective for the client 
to produce this information than it is for me to generate it by doing a tra­
ditional literature review myself.

Be a Good Critical Thinker

Perhaps the skill that most contributes to my being a good grant writer 
is an ability to think critically (i.e., to rationally and logically review, syn­
thesize, analyze, and evaluate information). Critical thinking skills are es­
sential for carefully analyzing a proposed project, evaluating its strengths
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and weaknesses, and identifying gaps in how it is conceptualized, and how 
the proposed activities address the project goals. Has the client carefully 
thought though each step of the project, or are there gaps? Does the theo­
retical basis make sense? Does the proposal clearly take the reader from 
point A to point Z, covering needed steps in between? Can a reader who is 
unfamiliar with the project clearly understand what is being planned from 
reading the proposal? Does the proposal respond effectively to the funder’s 
guidance? These are the kinds of questions that one must ask when crafting 
a strong proposal.

Be a Good Communicator

Obviously, strong writing skills are important in grant writing. One must 
be able to clearly and concisely convey complex information in a well-orga­
nized and logical way thac is appropriate for the target audience. However, 
there are other communications skills that are also very important. For ex­
ample, it is critical that the grant writer and client be able to communicate 
effectively with each other. If the client has trouble communicating their in­
terests and plans, then the grant writer must draw upon his or her commu­
nication skills to help the client articulate the proposed project. During the 
process of writing the proposal, the grant writer must be clear about what 
the expectations are both for the client and for the writer. Sometimes this 
requires that the grant writer be clear and assertive about what is needed 
from the client (e.g., critical information, brainstorming time, supporting 
documents for the proposal, information about the client’s resources for 
doing the project), while not antagonizing the collaboration. At times, the 
grant writer must also work with a variety of project partners and collabora­
tors in che process of developing the proposal. This can require an ability 
to interact comfortably with individuals from a variety of backgrounds 
(e.g., community agency representatives, federal officials, scientific experts).

Be a Good Collaborator

Writing a grant proposal is a collaboration between the client and the 
writer. When I work with a client to write a proposal, I consider us to be 
members of the same team who are focused on a common goal. Although 
it is certainly possible for a grant writer to craft a proposal after reviewing 
a stack of resources provided by a clienc, this is not how I like to work, 
and it is not an effective strategy for developing the strongest proposal. 
Writing a proposal is an ongoing process of give and take; both the grant 
writer and the client must rely on each other to do their part. Being a good
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collaborator involves being honest about the project and what is needed to 
make it successful, maintaining open lines of communication, and follow­
ing through on what has been promised.

Stay Calm

Writing a grant proposal can be an intense, sometimes francic process. It is 
not for the faint of heart. Even with the most careful planning, it is not un­
usual for the last days before the proposal is due to be fraught with anxious 
moments and short-term crises. If you are easily ractled or have a difficult 
time handling stress, grant writing is not a good match for you. Being able 
to see an anxious client through the process without getting overwhelmed 
can make the difference between a proposal that is “almost” ready to send 
in at deadline, and one that is truly ready to go. More than once, I have 
found myself spending an “all-nighter” with my client, making last minute 
changes to finalize a proposal; at these high-stress times, it is essential to 
be able to focus clearly and calmly on any critical issues so chey can quickly 
be resolved satisfactorily before the proposal is submitted (e.g., assuring 
that the internal logic of the proposal is consistent, that the proposal ad­
dresses all of the requirements in the call for applications, that it meets the 
formatting requirements, that all submission forms have been completed).

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
As a consultant, I very much enjoy collaborating with a client to write a 
grant proposal. I especially value the creative process of helping the client 
think through ideas and articulate them so they can be communicated 
clearly to a potential funder. Not only does this give me the pleasure of 
seeing the project ideas emerge, it provides me with an opportunity to tap 
into both technical and cognitive skills that I enjoy using, and to expand 
my knowledge base into new substantive areas. If I’ve done my job espe­
cially well, there is also the great satisfaction that comes in learning that a 
proposal I’ve worked on has been funded, and that my contributions have 
made a difference in helping to bring an important project to life.
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APPENDIX 15-1: Resources for Grant Writing
The following resources provide a scarcing place for picking up strategies 
for writing grant proposals. These represent just the tip of the iceberg; 
many additional resources (some better than others) can easily be found 
on the Internet.

The Community Toolbox

The Community Toolbox (http://ctb.ku.edu/en/) was developed as a free 
resource to help build the capacities of community leaders to bring about 
change to improve their communities. The toolbox includes a very helpful 
section on writing a proposal for funding, as well as links to other useful 
sites. It also includes resources that are useful for grant writing, such as 
information on evaluation and on developing programs.

The Foundation Center

The Foundation Center (http://foundationcenter.org/) provides a wealth 
of information about the foundation world. In addition to an extensive 
database of foundations and their funding interests that can be accessed 
through their Web site for a modest fee, the Foundation Center holds 
classes around the country on proposal writing and publishes useful writ­
ten resources.

Federal Resources

There is extensive information online about negotiating the complexities 
of writing federal grant proposals. The National Institutes of Health (NIH) 
Office of Extramural Research maintains a Web site (http://grants.nih.gov/ 
grants/oer.htm) with a vast amount of information on applying for NIH 
grants; a good place to start is the section on writing a grant application. 
Another helpful resource for writing proposals to the NIH, All About Grants 
Tutorials, can be found on the Web site of the National Institute of Allergy 
and Infectious Diseases (http://www.niaid.nih.gov/ncn/grants/).

Project Officers

The project officers, who are listed on calls for proposals, can be very help­
ful resources. Although they cannot explicitly tell you how to write your 
proposal (or give you information that gives you an advantage over other

http://ctb.ku.edu/en/
http://foundationcenter.org/
http://grants.nih.gov/
http://www.niaid.nih.gov/ncn/grants/
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submitters), they can help you better understand the guidance, and also 
help you decide if your proposed project fits under the funding announce­
ment, or if it might be more appropriate to submit under another funding 
mechanism.

Your Colleagues

A very helpful tool for learning how to write a strong proposal is simply see­
ing good examples of funded proposals. There are some examples of these 
online, of course, but your colleagues can also be good resources for this 
information. One can learn a lot by talking with successful grant writers 
about what has worked best for them.



Chapter

The Path to
Independent Consulting

Dawn Hanson Smart

My first steps on the path to consulting were in graduate school, where 
like many students, I took on small contracts. A literature review. Library 
research. Analysis of a survey. Thesis editing. Some of the work came from 
ocher students. Some from professors. Some from nonprofit organizations 
I’d worked with in the past. I had a fairly strong experiential background al­
ready, so felt fairly confident in taking on the work by myself. I had worked 
in direct service with individuals and families, created resource guides, 
developed training curricula, facilitated workshops and support groups, 
and managed the daca tracking and reporting for a nonprofit organization. 
Each of these tasks provided experience chat I could use on the consulting 
projects. I also was efficient, able to provide quick turnaround, and with 
no overhead to speak of, able to minimize the cost for clients. This was a 
plus, bringing clients back for subsequent projects. I never took on more 
than one or two small projects and found I liked the diversity of tasks and 
topics that this provided.

The consulting work also dovetailed nicely with my graduate studies, 
which included coursework in planning, program evaluation, research, 
and statistical analysis. I often would use consulting projects as examples 
in class discussion or in the papers I wrote. I graduated from the University 
of Washington with a masters in science in health education. Although I’ve 
never pursued a career as a health educator, the background provided an 
excellent foundation in planning, research, and evaluation. I also received a 
minor in business administration, which served me well in terms of manag­
ing the business-side of my consulting practice.

When I went to work as assistant director for a small nonprofit after 
graduating, I had less time for these kinds of projects and there were fewer
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opportunities given my move to another community. In time, however, 
relationships with individuals and organizations through my work at a 
United Way in the Midwest and some of my volunteer work generated 
the occasional small project. Again, they were short-term contracts usu­
ally lasting no more than a month, such as facilitating a staff or board 
retreat, conducting focus groups, and writing a nonprofit’s annual report. 
Although offers for more involved and longer-term projects occasionally 
came my way, I found it difficult to manage them while holding a full-time 
job. I stuck with contracts I could handle in a few evenings or on a weekend.

Not only did the work bring in additional income, but it expanded my 
skill set, giving me the confidence to take on tasks with which I was less 
familiar. This required some "just in time learning” on occasion, but I 
found I liked the challenge and enjoyed the ongoing education the projects 
provided. For example, one project required client observation, which I’d 
not done before. Another project entailed a two-day retreat, which meant 
planning for and facilitating a more varied set of group activities than I had 
previously used. The work also cemented my decision about a planning and 
evaluation career and confirmed my sense that I was not destined for man­
agement or supervisory positions, preferring hands-on work with clients.

A move back West gave me my first chance to try independent consult- 
\ ing. I made arrangements to bring a couple of projects along with me, syn­

thesizing a few boxes of data into a coherent community needs assessment 
and designing a grantee evaluation approach for my previous employer. 
Although the content of the work was satisfying, I discovered that toiling 
alone in my tiny home office (spare bedroom) was lonely and limiting, not 
just because there was no one to talk to, but because there were no col­
leagues to bounce ideas around or puzzle through a knotty problem. More 
difficult still was finding new clients in a new community.

It quickly became clear that it would take considerable cime to build a 
sustainable practice, and it would take more time than I had savings. So, 
back to a full-time planning and evaluation job I went. Having a resume 
with both employment and consulting experience likely helped me land 
a job in local government. According to my new employer, the breadth of 
my experience and the variety of skills gained from consulting gave me a 
competitive edge over other candidates for the position. It proved to be a 
fantastic opportunity—mentally stimulating and hugely challenging. Our 
office was a focal point of human services policy and planning for the re­
gion. The level of effort this job required, however, left no time or energy for 
outside consulting work. It would be another five years before I re-entered 
that world. But the contacts I made in this position served me well when I 
went back to consulting.
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Another change to a new employer gave me the chance to take the next 
steps on the consulting path. Although the new position was full time, 
it did not require the overtime or level of effort the previous one had de­
manded. I again had the time, and the mental energy, to take on consulting 
projects. The contacts I’d made provided the work. I created a marketing 
packet, basically a nice-looking letter and list of past projects, to let people 
know I was available, provide examples of the types of projects I had worked 
on, and give them a description of the tasks I could help them with. I sent 
it to individuals I had worked with and soon had a number of contracts, 
small pieces of work but enough to keep me busy. But it was back co that 
sense of isolation when working solo on projects. It became clearer than 
ever that “independent” consulting was not where I wanted to be or to go 
in the future. That, and the fact thac a good friend had started her own 
consulting firm.

So for a few years, I took on one project at a time with my friend, allowing 
me to balance consulting with a full-time job. As the firm began to count 
on my knowledge and experience, however, I found myself overbooked 
and overworked. Some of the new projects also involved travel out of state, 
requiring time off from my job and some negotiation with my employer. 
In the end, my employer and I agreed that I could move co a three-quarter­
time position, allowing me to maintain the safety net of a salaried position 
and full benefits while taking on more consulting work. Over the next few 
years, chis shifted to half-time employment and half-time consulting. There 
were times when I worked many hours a week to handle this combination, 
and occasionally, the balance between the job and the consulting was out 
of whack. It seemed to even out over the course of any given year, so neither 
my employer nor my friend was displeased, and mostly, this period was fun 
and generally manageable.

I pondered the possibility of working full time for my friend’s firm, but 
had the perception that a consulting business was an uncertain enterprise. 
As I was the primary wage-earner in my family at this point, that raised 
anxieties. I also was cautious about working full time with her, not wanting 
to jeopardize our friendship in any way. Over time, and through conversa­
tions with my friend, both of these concerns disappeared. The fact that the 
firm had been in business for 18 years, making a profit for most of those 
years, was important, and my friend reassured me chat we could maintain 
the friendship as well as do business together. It was an economic down­
turn, however, that precipitated my eventual move to a full-time consulting 
position. My employer was facing major budget cutbacks and almost half 
of my 18-person unit was on the layoff list. Making the move was easier 
for me than for many of my peers who did not have a ready-made path to
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follow. I had built enough credibility and enough of my own client base to 
make the transition into the consulting firm a smooth one.

It’s been six years since I joined Clegg & Associates. Six fun, prosperous, 
interesting years, for me and for the firm. We work in health, housing, and 
human services with nonprofit organizations and their funders. That’s 
where our hearts are—we feel we’re contributing to the communities we 
work with, making a difference in people’s lives. I think my circuitous path 
in independent consulting gives me something unique to offer my clients. 
My work for different nonprofits, government, and philanthropic organiza­
tions gives me a multifaceted perspective—I’ve been on different sides of the 
table and understand the agendas, issues, and constraints each group faces. 
The work was generally the same in these organizations, but the context 
and culture varied. Working for government can give you a sense of the big 
picture and what drives public sector planning and policy decisions, the 
choices they’re faced with, and the trade-offs and compromises they make. 
Working in the philanthropic world lets you see another approach to plan­
ning and decision making, with different philosophical underpinnings and 
criteria for allocations and project selection. The cultures and value systems 
across philanthropic organizations are as varied as can be imagined, but 
all of them strive to fulfill a vision for some greater good. It is this vision 
that often keeps staff and volunteers engaged and invested in the effort. 
Working for nonprofits is also about following a vision, but nonprofit work 
provides a clearer understanding of the realities of the community and the 
organization’s clients. It also helps you see what it takes to pull together a 
program, staff it, implement it, troubleshoot and problem solve, and keep 
the program on budget. Each of these environments gave me a different 
perspective on the health and human service field, serving me well as a 
consultant who works in all of these venues.

Looking back I see a number of lessons along my path into consulting. 
The first is knowing yourself and the type of work for which you’re best 
suited. My initial sense that the diversity of tasks and topics I would en­
counter in consulting would be a good fit with my nature was wholly on 
target. The choice about what to pursue and what to avoid almost always 
exists. My generally short attention span and my efficient work style make 
me a good candidate for multiple, short-term projects rather than long 
term ones. My early recognition that working alone was not the best venue 
also helped me seek a situation that gave me the collegiality I wanted and 
needed. I came to appreciate the benefits of working in a small firm rather 
than a larger setting. There are five staff in our firm and we generally have 
between 15 to 20 projects of varying sizes at any one time. In this kind of 
firm you perform a variety of functions as it is often the case that “all hands
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are needed” when we take on large projects. I enjoy that aspect of the work. 
The small staff size also means there must be real teamwork, something we 
value and pay close attention to. We need people who can design a project 
approach, do research, facilitate small group discussions, organize informa­
tion, and write clearly and succinctly. But mostly we seek people who can 
work well with others. A small consulting office cannot function without 
this. The teamwork and versatility required also make a small firm the 
kind of place where people can grow professionally. We’re always looking 
for opportunities that allow less experienced staff to take on additional 
responsibilities with coaching from a more senior member of the team.

A second lesson is the importance of a firm sense of ethics and an aware­
ness of potential problems that may arise if a person is employed and doing 
consulting “on the side.” When are conflicts of interest an issue if a con­
sulting project comes to you through contacts made through your place 
of employment? What are the rules and the boundaries related to bringing 
a consulting task into the office, like taking a client phone call or sending 
or receiving a fax or email? How do you negotiate when project deadlines 
conflict with work requirements? I faced all of these, and fortunately, had 
a good internal compass as well as reasonable and patient employers and 
wise colleagues to guide me. In some of the places I was employed, person­
nel handbooks laid out policies or regulations to address my questions 
about these kinds of issues, but that was not always the case. Talking with 
my supervisors and colleagues, however, gave me the confidence that I was 
handling the situation appropriately.

A third lesson is recognizing when things aren’t working. This is particu­
larly important when you are trying to balance employment and consult­
ing. Being clear about my limitations when deciding what projects to take 
on and which I should avoid because of their size, travel requirements, or 
short deadlines helped me manage, but that lesson was learned only after 
some stressful mistakes. There were times when I was overwhelmed and 
not doing as good a job as I should have in either my consulting or my 
employed position. My tendency to put down my head and slog through it 
did not always work. Asking for help, negotiating an extension, and finding 
ways to be kind to myself did.

The last lesson is to take a risk when you can. With the freedom of con­
sulting work comes some uncertainty. There are times when you can live 
with that uncertainty and times when it feels too scary for any number of 
reasons. Acknowledging the reality of your situation will make it easier to 
distinguish between the two. My reality meant I needed to ease into full­
time consulting rather than jump in at the beginning. But now, I can’t 
imagine any other life.
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