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WERE A MANAGEMENT
CONSULTING FIRM. WE
DONT NEED A MAN—
AGEMENT CONSULTANT
TO CONSULT Us.

YOU SHOULD HIRE
ME AS YOUR
MANAGEMENT

CONSULTANT.

[

NO, I'M SAYING
WE ALREADY KNOW
EVERYTHING ABOUT
MANAGEMENT
CONSULTING.

ARE YOU SAYING
THAT MANAGEMENT
CONSULTING IS
WORTHLESS?

HOW CAN YOU BE
S0 SURE I CAN'T =
HELP YOU WHEN YOU
DON'T KNOW WHAT
MY ADVICE WILL
BE?

OKAY, YOURE
HIRED. WHATS
YOUR ADVICE?

BEATS ME. T'LL
HAVE TO ASK MY

MANAGEMENT
CONSULTANT.
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Introduction
Confused or apprehensive about hiring an
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every nonprofit organization finds it
necessary to go outside for help at some

point in the nonprofit OB 1 WEAEOI 6 w

more, there are some excellent firms ¢ large
and small ¢ from which you can choose. It
all boils down to what you need, how
quickly you need it, and how much your
nonprofit can afford to pay.

The nature of the consultation may be short-

term (facilitating a board retreat or undertaking

a review of your goveing documents) or it
may be longer (preparing astrategic plan or

providing fundraising counsel in conjunction

with a special campaign) No matter the
reason for hiring a consultant, nonprofit
organizations should spend some time in
advance defining the issue or issues to be
addressed, preparing a well-conceived
scope of work, conducting thorough

research in advance of requesting

specific questions to ask during interviews.
The key issue is that the fit between the
congultatl and) theUnonprofit organization
has to be just right.  Otherwise, the
experience can (and probably will) be a
disaster.

This article will walk you through the steps
you will need to take when hiring outside
counsel for your nonprofit organization.

Identifying the Issue(s)

What issue(s) are you trying to address, and
why do you think you need outside help?
The most important first step is knowing
what you want or what you think you need.
Sounds simple, but in reality, many
organizations start looking for a consultant
before they have clearly defined the
problem. Many nonprofit problems fall
within the narrow confines of just a few
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categories. At the top of the pile are
financial and personnel issues; after that, in
no particular order of priority are:
fundraising issues, organizational structure,
program development, budget and financial
structures, strategic and/or  resource
development  planning, and  board
development. You may need to look for a
consultant within one of the narrow
confines of one of the above, or, since many
of these things are interrelated, it may take a
team of consultants to actually resolve the
issues.

If your nonprofit organization is a small one
with a relatively small governing board, it

consultant prospects, interview the firms,
and decide which one is the best fit for your
organization. Leave yourself sufficient time
to undertake these steps carefully.

Scope of Work

Be sure that you are comparing apples to
apples when approaching consultants; it is
best to prepare a detailed list of what needs
to be done (scope of work) that can be
developed into an RFP. When you have
conducted your preliminary research and
identified a half-dozen or so consultants to
whom you can send the RFP, at least you
know that you will be comparing responses
based on the same criteria. Define the
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the person power to address the issue(s) or
problem(s) from within. And even if you
do have the human resources, you may feel
that an outsider will be able to look at
things more objectively. Or, maybe your
organization needs help in developing a
strategic plan or carrying out an assessment
of the governing board. Perhaps you are
contemplating a capital campaign or a
special fundraising effort, and you just

within which you would like to have the
work done; think seriously about what you
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and start the research process.
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to prepare your RFP. It is likely that the
organization (or members of the senior
staff) will belong to professional networks
or be wired into a mutually supportive
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project on an in-house basis.

No matter the issue, the whole of your
nonprofit organization ¢ your governing
board, staff and volunteers (if appropriate)
t needs to take the following first steps
together: (1) agree that there is a problem or
an issue to be addressed; (2) clearly define
the problem; and (3) be certain that you

Once you have taken those three steps, you
are ready to determine a scope of work,
figure out what your organization can
afford to pay, prepare a Request for
Proposals (RFP) to send to a handful of

contemplate doing, it has undoubtedly been
done before. Check within your networks
to see if there is an opportunity for sharing
an RFP that has been implemented, in
addition to information about other
organizationsg approaches to hiring a
consultant. It is very important, as you go
through the process, that you not let the
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examples of an organization in a body cast
when a band-aid would have been fine!)



Research

Nonprofit consulting firms have grown
exponentially over the past decade. Many
consulting firms specialize in specific areas
t fundraising, technology development,
capacity building, strategic planning, for
example ¢t while others offer more
generalized consultation, covering the full
range of nonprofit management issues. If
you have thought about what your
organization needs, by when, and at what
cost before starting to conduct research on
consulting firms, you will have a much
easier time identifying prospects. Ask your
friends and colleagues for suggestions and
recommendations. Use the resources
available to you through The Chronicle of
Philanthropy, The Nonprofit Timesand other
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look at the vast resources that can be found
on the Internet.

Interviewing & Checking References

If possible, send the RFP to at least a half-
dozen consultants, if for no other reason
than to have good comparisons. Once you
have received responses to your RFP, you
should be able to winnow the responses
down to two or three candidates whose
proposals will match what you need.

(Consulting fees may be a determinant as well.)

But that is only the first step in the selection
process. Conducting face-to-face interviews
is a critical step because it is during this
phase that you will be able to determine
whether or not there is a good fit between
your organization and the consultant.
Personalities and working philosophies will
inevitably emerge. Again, as you seek to
narrow the field, use your professional
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networks for first-hand comparison of
firms.

When conducting interviews ¢ ideally at
least two or three firms ¢ ask each candidate
the same questions so that you can establish
a fair standard for comparison. As noted
above, personalities and approaches will
emerge during the interview process that
may make your decision all the more easy.
Whenever possible, the interviews should
be conducted by a small ? U1 EcOwisting
of a staff member ¢ ideally the chief
executive + and a member (or two) of the
governing board.

Interviewing
There are many questions to be asked

in the response to the RFP, may provide
some of the answers to the exhaustive list of
questions appearing below, but the
following are the questions for which you
will want to have answers as you move
toward a decision.
interview time to ask questions that have
already been answered in the RFP response.

e How long have you been in the

consulting business?

What did you do before you were a

consultant?

e (If the firm is a large one): Who in your
firm will actually be directing our
project? Will it be one of the principals
or someone else? If it is someone else in
your firm, who will manage the project
from your end? Will you be engaging
any subcontractors? If so, who?

e (If the firm is a small or medium-sized
one): How many clients do you work
with at any one time? How do you
handle multiple projects? Will you be
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engaging any subcontractors? If so,
who?

Specifically, how will you work with
our board and management, i.e., what is
your work process/style?

Will your current workload allow you
to start immediately on our project?

We have some budget limitations for
this project. Are your fees negotiable?
Is everything included in your fees?
How do you bill reimbursables?

What approval process do you use if a
change in scope or cost is required
during implementation of contracted
work?

What strengths do you possess that you
think will prove particularly helpful in
connection with our project? Do you
see any weaknesses or concerns?

What is your experience in working
with other groups facing the same
issues as we are?

What was your greatest consulting
challenge, and how did you work it out?
What was your greatest consulting
failure and what caused it?

Based on what we described in our RFP
and what you know about us, do you
think we have pinpointed the primary
issue(s)?

What will you expect from us in terms
of staff and board time to get the job
done? Is the timeframe we have
described in our RFP reasonable, and
can you meet the timeline?

What else should we be asking you?
What else should we know about your
firm and your experience?

From our discussions so far, do you
think we can work well together, i.e., do
you think this is a good fit?

What questions do you have for us?
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style, manner, and body language, in
addition to what he or she is saying.

Consider the following post-interview
questions to ask yourself:

e Did the consultant arrive on time?

e Was he or she prepared for the
interview?

e Did he or she OEOI w Ew ?20DPEI
Exxl EUEOEI O2w D81 60w pPOUC
comfortable having him or her meet
with board members, volunteers, and
donors?

e Did the consultant pay attention to what
you had to say and respond
accordingly?

e Did the consultant ask good questions?

e What evidence was there (if any) that
the consultant took the time to learn
something about your nonprofit
organization before (a) responding to
the RFP or (b) appearing for the
interview, or did he or she appear to use
UT T w?EOCOOPI wEUUUI UwExxUOE

e Do you think that the consultant had the
experience and professionalism to be
objective about your organization and
the problem(s) or issue(s) you
identified?

e Did the consultant seem enthusiastic
about the possibility of working with
you?
about? ( WEOEwWPT E0w( zYI WwEDBOI ;
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e (If you are a board member): Did you
sense that this is someone who could
work well with your board colleagues
and the staff?



e (If you are the chief executive): Did you
sense that this is someone who could
work well with you and your staff?

e How do you feel about the consultant
fees being quoted ¢ just right, too high,
maybe too low? (There are occasions

when a consultanmight purposely quote a

low fee just to get the joband then, once
into the project beginde or she wiladjust
coststo cover a potential l0gs.

(T wiYITUaOOl wbUwEI BOI
the end of the interview whether or not to
go forward with your discussions. If you
do proceed to the next step, remember that
reference checks are a must.

Checking References

Unless the interview results in a clear
decision not to proceed further, the only
way you will really be able to narrow the
final field is by conducting reference checks.

If the firms you are considering do not
include a complete and up-to-date client list
with their responses to the RFP, then you
must ask for a copy of the most recent list.
Look for organizations that are similar in
size or purpose to yours and/or for
nonprofits that engaged the consultant to
work on a problem or issue similar to yours.

Rather than writing or sending an email to
the references, call the organizations and try
to speak with the person who actually
supervised the consultant's work. Again,
contacts through your networks may be
very effective in reference checking. Be
direct, and let the reference know that you
are considering engaging the ABC firm.
Ask how the firm worked out for them, and
try to get concrete assessments of both the
relationship and the outcome. Be aware, of

course, that some references will be more
forthcoming than others; do your best to
engender a useful response. Listen very
carefully, and take notes. You may be
reporting this to a larger group within your
organization and you need to be as
complete and consistent as possible. It is
also important that a single individual do
all of the reference checking so there is
consistency in interpretation of responses.
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especially if the relationship was not a
of view. If you are not getting the answers
you need, ask the reference to verify at least
the basics:

e Did the consultant actually work for
them for the period claimed?

e Did the firm succeed in addressing the
problem?

e Was the work performed within the
parameters of the timeline?

e Was the firm able to stay within the
negotiated budget, or were there cost
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e Can you tell us the total cost of the
project? And is that what you
originally contracted?

e Did either the consultant or you
terminate  the agreement before
completing the project?

Often, what is not being said is as important
as what is. If you are still not getting the
responses you need to help in your
decision, then you might want to consider
the following statements as a way of
eliciting something more substantive:
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proposed approaching our problem, but nonprofit manager before establishing The VOR Group, Ltd.
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(primarily in development and public affairs capacities) at

able to giVe us all of the time and such institutions as Rutgers, The State University of New
EQUI OUPOOwPi wdi i ES » Jersey, Robert Wood Johnson University Hospital (New
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really concerned about costs. They may a program executive, and in mid-2007, she established The
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e I will be overseeing the consultantz organizations, by their very nature, must set the highest

activities. What advice can you give me standards for themselves.

that would help me to manage the The VOR Group, Ltd. is a nonprofit management consulting
consultant well?? firm that draws from a network of seasoned management
professionals and works in partnership with its clients to

. tailor programs suited to the full spectrum of nonprofit
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reference, move on to another You nonprofits in need of assistance in the start-up phase of the
7 .

N o2os 2z s ~ N ~ s nenprofi ifecyee-a‘wLe‘Jlas € ~5€, gje Ofts~ =
«UOEEEO0a wE 602 Dwp & 60w0 6wl Bl e EUUbIESD 6 w
Remember, you are paying the consultant to The VOR Group are well suited to charitable nonprofit
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associations, and trade unions alike.

relationship, but it is also a partnership that

requires compatibility and mutual trust. ©2009 The VOR Group, Ltd.



