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Here’s a question for you: What lesson does every business owner eventually learn?   
 
A hint: It has everything to do with you, the business owner.   
 
The answer: You can’t do everything yourself, and you can’t be an expert in everything.     
 
Whether you’ve already learned this lesson or have yet to encounter your humbling moment, please keep 
reading – it will save you countless hours, money, and grief. 
 
Your business is just that – yours – no one can know it, understand it, or care about it as much as you do.  
That can make the idea of hiring someone, whether it is an employee, independent contractor, or 
consultant, rather disconcerting.  The potential risks and unknowns can overshadow the expected reward; 
and all too often, those unknowns prevent you from taking the next step. 
 
As a small business owner, my humbling moment came several years ago.  I finally realized that if I truly 
wanted to grow my business, I would have to step outside the confines of my own thinking and embrace the 
knowledge of others.  But here’s the rub; I’m a consultant, and I needed to hire consultants.  What an 
interesting twist of fate!  It was time to pay experts to do what they do best so I could continue to do what I 
do best. 
 
Reflecting back on the steps that led to my first hiring decision, it was not a well thought-out plan.  I had 
several false starts, plus frustration and time wasted before I picked up the “expertise” of how to hire an 
expert.  
 
Experience: 
 
There is more to consulting than having a business card.  Consulting is a complex activity requiring a special 
blend of sophisticated skills.  You want someone who can identify the real goals for your needs, create a plan 
that produces a result, guide you to find the best answers, and maintain a working environment for a fair 
process.  That is, you want someone who specializes in helping you.  
 
Invest whatever time is necessary to exactly define your expected outcome of a project.  Many a promising 
working relationship has floundered because of miscommunication around expectations. 
 
Any consultant you work with, whether it is a large consulting firm or a solo practitioner, should have 
previous experience in performing what you want accomplished.  Ask for examples of previous contracts, 
specific actions taken, results realized and the timeline.  You want to avoid the mistake of hiring an 
inexperienced consultant who will be acquiring training on your time - and your dime.   
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Suggested questions would be: 
 
 Is the Consultant a seasoned professional? 
 How has the Consultant earned recognition as a Consultant? 
 What are the credentials required to service your consulting needs?  
 Is the candidate is a member of the Association of Professional Consultants or a similar organization of 

dedicated professionals? 
 How does the Consultant work to understand the purpose dictating your needs? 
 
In essence, does the Consultant know how to develop, plan, and execute mutually agreed upon 
goals/objectives/deliverables?  Does she/he know how to keep a project on track?  Does she/he know how 
to maintain a productive, safe environment that allows the participants to work at their creative best? 
 
Does the Consultant understand your business? 
 
A skilled Consultant will ask many questions to understand what you want before agreeing to help you.  This 
helps determine if the Consultant’s expertise is well suited to your needs. 
You want a Consultant who understands the dynamics and challenges that occur in your business.  You want 
someone who has worked in a “real job” in the “real world”. 
 
Does the Consultant bring a variety of tools to the table? 
 
Each assignment is different.  And thus, each assignment requires different tools to obtain useful results.  
Some people use one process for everything; and while that can work in some cases, it is a significant 
limitation. 
 
Staffing 
 
Find out answers to questions like: 
 
 Who will be your primary contact throughout the project? 
 Will the Consultant complete the work, or will others be assigned to the project? 
 If others are assigned to the project, will they be available for the entire length of your project? 
 If others are assigned to the project, are contractors, how long have they worked with the Consultant? 
 How many projects does each person work on at one time? 
 If the project is to continue onto another phase, will you have first dibs on the people you have worked 

with or is it likely you would lose them? 
 
 
Does the Consultant get results? 
 
This is the ultimate reason for hiring a Consultant: you want results. 
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Guarantees 
 
Of course, you have a deadline, but life happens.  What guarantees are in place if they fail to deliver on 
time?  Also, make sure you have expertise and skill guarantees on people who will be responsible for key 
parts of the project, as well as the freedom to remove anyone from your project at will. 
 
 
Pricing 
 
Projects can either be billed per hour, per project or based on time and materials.  For time and materials 
projects, having hourly rates and a definition of what constitutes "materials" is critical.  This is not to be 
confused with retainers, which are for specific services rendered, during a mutually agreed upon time frame.  
It is not unusual to require a partial payment at the inception of the project.  Request monthly invoicing and 
supporting documentation, such as invoices for materials and supplies, time sheets, etc.  Estimates are great 
for additional dialog, not for a contract. 
 
References 
 
Would you hire an employee without checking references?  The same rationale applies to hiring a 
consultant, and checking references will be your best source for gauging the areas that will make or break 
your project—quality of work and ease of communication. 
 
Brushing aside this last step could be your downfall.  Don’t give in to the  
temptation of skipping this part since you would expect only glowing endorsements.  Surprisingly, references 
are not always as glimmering as they should be, particularly when you ask these types of questions: 
 
 What was the most difficult part about working with the consultant? 
 How much time did it take to ‘manage’ the consultant? 
 What advice would you give on how to work effectively with the consultant? 
 Would you use the consultant again?  Why or Why not? 

  
Yes, there is a great to deal to consider, investigate, and evaluate prior to signing on the dotted line.  Ideally, 
you will have adequate time to complete a thorough assessment prior to making your decision.  Giving 
yourself the gift of establishing a long-term relationship with the right consultant will ensure you receive the 
ultimate return on your investment and great comfort in knowing you have the experts playing on your 
team. 
 
Wishing you success in your journey.  
 
 
### 
 
If you would like additional information on this fascinating subject, please visit my website at 
www.SusanBock.com 
 

http://www.susanbocksolutions.com/
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Or call me 
714-847-1566  
 
Or send me an email 
Susan@SusanBock.com 
 
A special thank you to my editor who consistently provides me with encouragement, inspiration, and 
opportunity to laugh at myself. 
 
Susan Bock 
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