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  Many people become consultants by accident, without ever planning for it. The chief engineer of a manufacturing company discovers that he has become the go-to guy when his colleagues need his special advice. After a while, it dawns on him that he can charge others for his advice, but he can’t do it while collecting a salary from an employer, so he takes the plunge. The accountant who sees that her employer pays outsiders a lot more money for work that she does as an employee decides to leave and hang out her own shingle.




  Few people, other than those who take jobs at consulting firms right out of school, think about consulting work right from the start. Some fall into it. Some plan for it after a few years of working for others. And some discover it when their employers outsource their jobs to places you can’t find on any map.




  As talented and experienced as some people may be, few really have a clue about starting a business of their own. And even fewer realize that most of the major expenses involved in starting and running a consultancy are really unnecessary, especially those that involve having an office anywhere but in your own home.




  Suggest to someone who is thinking about consulting that he or she should consider working from a home office, and you will probably be laughed at. However, in the pages that follow you will meet some highly successful consultants who have always worked from home offices. One consults regularly from a New York apartment with heads of state in many major Latin American countries. Another, a human resources consultant who counts Fortune 500 companies among his clients, lives in the middle of America’s historic past just a stone’s throw from the Delaware River. You will also meet consultants whose careers may be less glamorous, but whose incomes are just as enviable. They all agree on one thing: Working from a home office is the only way to go.




  Just for the record, I have worked from a home office for the last thirty-eight years and have no plans to do anything differently for the next thirty-eight. My home and office is the penthouse of a historic building in a small town on the west shore of the Hudson River.




  At one time or another all of us thought we needed something more impressive than a home office. It was an ego thing. After all—who would trust a consultant who works from home? The answer is that none of my clients and none of the clients of the people you will meet in these pages care where we live. None has ever asked, and few of us have ever invited clients to visit our home offices. Working from a home office is not an issue. The most important thing is being able to provide the services your clients need.




  That being said, there are some special issues in working from home, apart from keeping your dog from barking when you are on the phone with a client in London. Your home office must function just as one would in an office building, which means that you have to adjust your plans accordingly. It means that you’d better be aware of the laws your town may have enacted about home businesses. And it means that your neighbors might get a little annoyed by the number of times a day the FedEx truck blocks their driveway while making deliveries to you.




  If you are just getting started you will need to write a business plan, even if you are starting without borrowed capital. The tax implications for a home business are different than those for an office rented in an office building. Those who have yet to look deeply into the matter are initially thrilled that they might be able to write off some significant expenses by working from home. However, if you ever sell the home that houses you and your business, you just might be hit with some taxes that you never planned for (more about that later).




  Far too many home-based consultants commingle their business money with their personal money when they’re getting started. What should be a pretty simple tax return for most home-based consultants can turn into a nightmare when it comes time to separate the piles of invoices, bills, checks, and possibly even cash that the local, state, and federal governments want to tax. (You’ll see what I mean when you read chapter 8.)




  Just in case you never get to chapter 6 (What Are You Worth?), let me warn you never to reduce your fees just because you work from home. And don’t be afraid to send reminders to those whose payments are overdue. Chapter 7 (Managing the Money You Make) explains why overdue payments not only drain your operating capital, but also set a bad precedent for both current and future clients.




  Every home-based consultant has to establish both an operating network and a support network. You will meet people from all over the country who can help you, along with plenty who can waste your time. Internet networks have made it possible for home-based consultants to help others and to also be helped, with everything from daily problems to major issues. But it has also made it possible for those with some time on their hands to impose on those who are trying to finish a client report at midnight. The consultants I will introduce to you in these pages have some interesting things to say about helping others, being helped, and flat-out wasting time.




  Then, of course, there may come a time when you’ll become so well known as a consultant in your field that larger firms will want you to join them, or companies you have consulted with will offer you money and titles that make you and your home-based consultancy seem puny by comparison. Should you take the offer? If you decide to stay put, will the larger consultancy move in on your business? Will the company that offers you the VP title and the reserved parking spot dump you once you have solved all of their problems for them? These are real issues, and although you are just beginning to think about becoming a consultant, you should include them in your planning. Chapter 12 is the place to look for the answers to these and other growth-related issues.




  Now, let’s get you started on your consulting career!
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        Why Do It? Why Not?
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  If I may be permitted to begin with a cliché, a consultant is someone who borrows your watch to tell you the time. Those who like to drop this bit of condescension on their consultant friends seldom stop to think that perhaps the person from whom the watch was borrowed couldn’t tell time. In any case, being a consultant is like being a viola player—you will be both admired and teased. But as a consultant, you will probably make more money than many of your friends who toil at jobs that don’t make them especially happy. And if you work from a home office, you have no commuting expenses. Oh, and yes, I do occasionally borrow a client’s watch, but I always return it with the correct time!




  Not unlike many home-based businesses, consulting requires some special and marketable talents, as well as personal characteristics that are not at all like the characteristics needed to make it as someone’s employee. In fact, most of the people who give consulting a try usually return to the corporate fold—not for lack of ability, but because they totally underestimated what it takes to build their own business.




  There are more than a few good books in print on how to start and run a consulting business. Most, however, only take a superficial whack at the advantages and problems of working from home; and I’m not aware of any that address the business from the point of view of sharing a home with a spouse and maybe a few kids—and possibly a report-eating dog.




  Today’s Consultant




  Consultants today have many options—from being an expert advisor to working hand in hand with clients on a day-to-day basis. Whether they just advise or actually pitch in, consultants work in virtually every field of business, as well as government and nongovernmental organizations. They also work for private charities, social service organizations, and nonprofit foundations. While you will find some home-based consultants who work only with local clients, you are just as likely to find others whose clients include heads of state around the world. In short, it’s a wide—and wide-open—field.




  Whether a consultant is helping a monarch in a small country to establish a fiscal policy, or another is helping a small, local manufacturer to implement a shop-floor management system, the basic work has a lot in common. So, if I use an example from an international consultant, don’t think that the underlying principles won’t apply to your local work. They will.




  Between 1980 and 1990, the consulting field grew by more than 20 percent. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the field actually shrank a little, and up until the current economic turndown, it had been slowly growing again. Now, however, it’s a good bet that the field will expand greatly. So, it’s a good time to think about consulting, and especially about establishing a home-based consultancy. In 2007, a good economic year, global revenues from management consulting exceeded $300 billion. Since consultants are hired more often in bad times than in good, you can only imagine what the potential might be.




  Growth Potential




  Small, home-based consultancies are by necessity niche-focused businesses. However, more than a few of the large multiclient and multidiscipline consulting firms that exist today were started by one individual with a single focus, and originally run from home-based offices. More and more consulting firms are working with nonbusiness organizations than ever before. Also on the plus side, many of the large, broad-based firms that got their start in accounting have been closing their non-accounting specialty operations, mainly to comply with federal regulations. All in all, the picture looks good for you if you have a specialty that is in demand; the credentials to attract attention; and the option of keeping your overhead down by working from a home office.




  You can probably help clients with your special advice as well as provide them with some hands-on help. In other words, you can provide prescriptive service when only advice is needed, and process-based consulting when hands-on help is needed. Most new consultants offer both of these services as solo practitioners, later specializing in one or the other. And, if they get big enough to employ enough people, they will again separate the services they provide. For now, as a home-based consultant (and probably a solo practitioner), you will be doing both. This brings me to the core issue of this chapter: assessing your interests, abilities, and goals, as well as the potential market or markets that are available to you.




  Who Are You, What Can You Do, and Who Needs Your Services?




  Before I get into the specific issues of consulting, let’s look at the personal factors involved in what it takes to start and run your own business. I’ll talk about the legal and financial issues later; for now, some soul-searching and self-analysis is required. For that, I have enlisted the aid of an expert on the subject, Marc Dorio.




  I asked Marc to tell me what he considered to be the most important personal characteristics necessary to start a consulting business—especially for those who are planning to operate from a home-based office. These are the elements he feels are critical for success:




  ▪ A willingness to take calculated risks




  ▪ An understanding that nothing is certain, but that with the right attitude, uncertainty can be held to a minimum (even if seldom eliminated)




  ▪ A willingness to work hard, even when there is only a small initial return on the effort




  

    Meet Marc Dorio




    Marc Dorio is a home-based management consultant who specializes in management development and corporate human resource consulting. With more than twenty-five years’ experience and graduate degrees in organizational psychology, Marc includes Fortune 500 and Fortune 100 companies on his client list. He is the author of The Personnel Manager’s Desk Book, The Staffing Problem Solver, The Complete Idiot’s Guide to the Perfect Interview, The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Getting the Job You Want, and The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Career Advancement. Marc teaches college courses, and appears frequently as a guest on national TV shows—all of this while working from a home office in historic western New Jersey, in clear view of the Delaware River.


  




  ▪ A view of change as challenge, not as something to avoid




  ▪ A sense of personal as well as business organization




  ▪ An ability to plan ahead and an understanding that all plans are tentative




  ▪ A realistic view of life and of the world of work




  ▪ An understanding as well as an appreciation of the power of language and numbers




  ▪ An ability to work from home without having to apologize for it




  ▪ A sense of professionalism that transcends the location of your business




  Marc explains that whether you are the go-to expert in your consulting role or are servicing clients in a facilitative role, you must see yourself in the foreground of the work situation. If you are at all apologetic about working from a home office, your clients will sense it, and it will become difficult to take on and maintain the consultant’s leadership role. As he puts it quite succinctly, “If you are not comfortable in your own skin, you will find it difficult to convince clients that your ideas are workable, or that you will be able to do the things you were engaged to do. A simple thing like being apologetic about a home office can sink you with a client before you ever get started.”




  Marc works with many companies that have internal consulting groups, but he says that rather than seeing them as competitors, start-up consultants should view these internal consulting groups as better sources of consulting engagements than many other companies. “The reason for this,” he explains, “is that consultants new to the field are boutiques. That is, they are small, narrowly focused, and flexible in their approach to problems a client may be facing. Also, those who manage internal consulting operations seldom feel threatened by smaller firms. The small firms are task-oriented. The huge consulting firms may do an excellent job, but once in the door, they are immediately looking for other assignments in all or most of the areas in which they consult.”




  In order to develop a successful consulting business, it’s essential to be able to work with many different clients of varying temperament. Marc explains that it is often easier to work with internal consultants than it is with others in the client firm. “A consultant brought in to solve a major sales problem who has to report to the client’s sales manager is not going to have an easy time of it,” he says. “However, when you are engaged by an internal consultant, you have a buffer between you and the person who is probably going to resent you if he or she is forced to work with you directly.” He points out that beginning consultants should jump at the chance to take assignments from internal consulting departments of large organizations, and should not feel intimidated by the size of the company.




  Personality Traits That Make the Difference




  Consultants, whether they are doing process work or prescriptive work for their clients, are first and foremost problem solvers. If the client didn’t have a problem and just needed someone to do a job, the company would either take on a full-time employee or work with temps to get a particular job done. Always keep that in mind, especially when you run into resentment among the ranks of client employees.




  You might consider taking any number of tests to see how well you would fit into the role of independent consultant. Marc Dorio continues to use most of them, but he says, “As a psychologist, I can usually spot certain characteristics that stand out. However, it’s not easy for anyone to look at themselves without all the biases that a lifetime has left us with. The average blowhard, for example, is totally unaware of just how obnoxious he is. Some of the brightest people I have met in my work have been quiet and unassuming. While they often have the best ideas, unfortunately, they usually don’t push hard enough to implement them.”




  I asked Marc to provide some guidelines for potential consultants to use in order to get a realistic idea of his or her chances for success. He offers the following suggestions, but notes that if the individual has any serious doubts, it’s really best to take some of the professional career tests that are available.




  “A consultant must be able to pick the right problem-solving technique to fit the client and the problem,” Marc explains. “It’s a mistake to think that one problem-solving approach will work in every situation. And the consultant must be flexible enough to be able to adapt to both the client and the best problem-solving orientation.”




  What’s Needed to Succeed as a Consultant




  It’s a mistake to think of yourself in either/or terms when you are trying to see whether or not you might be suited to consulting work. Unfortunately, many of the popular personality tests give the impression that you are either an introvert or an extrovert. Very few people could be classified as fully one type or another, and if you run into any who come close, they are usually not all that pleasant to be around. Rather, people tend to be outgoing in some situations and less expressive in others.




  

    Self-Awareness Tip




    You may not be what you think you are. When asked whether they see themselves as outgoing and gregarious, or as somewhat reluctant to step into the spotlight, most people will identify with the latter group. However, ask those around you for their opinions, and chances are they will see you as a lot more outgoing than you envision yourself to be. So, before you make any major decisions, ask a few friends—and a few strangers—how they see you. Remember: Many famous actors will tell you that they’re shy, although you’d never know it from watching them onstage.


  




  This is simply an adaptive mechanism at work, so don’t be concerned if you consider yourself a “thinker” and sometimes prefer not to be the center of attention. The most successful consultants adapt themselves to the assignment at hand and the people with whom they work. I asked Marc to give me examples of how introverts and extroverts would address typical consulting situations. You can probably see something of both categories in yourself.




  Introverts




  Introverts seldom act impulsively. When addressing a consulting issue, they usually look for the internal logic of the situation. They want to see how things hang together, relate to each other, and influence each other before even thinking about a possible solution. Many extroverted clients see this kind of reflection as a waste of time. When dealing with a client like this, you have to be patient; instead of challenging his way of thinking, show him what you are doing and why you are doing it. This requires considerable fortitude in some cases, especially when the client has engaged you on an hourly basis.




  Introverts look for internal logic when working on a problem. They are less likely to “think out loud” in brainstorming sessions. They will spend more time reflecting on the issues than will those who prefer to throw the problem on the table and kick it around directly. They want their ideas to be internally consistent before they discuss them. Simply put, those who prefer quiet contemplation before expressing any ideas are:




  ▪ Reflective




  ▪ Inner-directed




  ▪ More logical than those who are more outer-directed




  

    Marc Dorio’s tip . . .




    It’s a mistake to think of quiet people as being less capable than those who are gregarious and outgoing. Quiet people are not antisocial, although they may be perceived so by people who are very outgoing. Most quiet people simply dislike small talk. A less outgoing person working as a consultant often gains more information on a client’s project than might one who feels a need to talk constantly. I would definitely say that quiet people have a strong advantage in consulting situations.


  




  Extroverts




  Extroverts tend to be somewhat more impulsive than introverts. In the extreme, they consider those who prefer to think through a problem more carefully to be wasting time. They think of themselves as being more real-world-oriented than those whose first inclinations are to look for some internal consistency first. Extroverts will usually suggest group brainstorming sessions rather than having individual team members think through an issue and return with written reports. Extroverts are more likely to listen to what others in the group have to say than might those who are more inner-directed.




  Extroverts usually prefer drawing on personal experience rather than considering research results. Seldom do they downplay research completely, but when the results of a research study dramatically contradict a closely held belief, extroverts tend to ignore the data, or at least try to soften it. This is not always a problem, however. Research, when tempered with well-articulated, real-world experience, is often more productive than sticking slavishly to data because “the numbers can’t possibly be wrong.” Extroverts, then, are:




  ▪ Reality-oriented




  ▪ Outer-directed




  ▪ More likely to listen to others than those who are more internally driven




  It should be obvious that success in consulting is based more on flexibility and adaptability than on identifying yourself as either an introvert or an extrovert. If you can play both roles in the appropriate situations, you will be well on your way toward becoming a successful consultant.




  Judgment




  Many consulting assignments will not call for you to tell the client exactly what to do; rather, they will require you to provide the client with your best judgment as to what can be done to solve the problem. This often involves offering alternative suggestions and scenarios for success, based on your perceptions of what the client will want. How you arrive at the suggestions you provide your clients—demonstrating your own judgment—is critical for success in the business. Just presenting a laundry list of ideas is not the way to go.




  If you have associates, you can bounce your ideas off of them. However, if you are working alone, you will have to establish a system by which you evaluate the alternatives you’re willing to give a client. Looking back on how well a similar idea worked in a similar situation is an excellent way to make a judgment. If you can break the problem down, step by step, the pitfalls and benefits will usually show up clearly. It’s when you have a few possibilities of equal value that your ability to make sound judgments comes into play.




  Sound judgment is a blend of reality and fantasy. If you prefer to make snap decisions, consulting may not be the right field for you. If you prefer to think problems through carefully and review your impressions based on what has worked in the past, and what is most likely to work in a current assignment, you fit the profile of a successful consultant. This is not to say that your snap decision might not be the right one, but well-reasoned judgments are far more likely to be workable. Sound judgment is most likely a factor of:




  ▪ A clear understanding of the problem, and what has—and hasn’t—worked in the past




  ▪ A willingness to challenge your own and others’ assumptions




  ▪ A command of the facts along with an awareness that other factors may exist that you haven’t discovered yet




  One of the best ways to test your judgment skills is to ask others for their views of your abilities. Be sure to tell those you ask that whatever they say will not be considered offensive, and that you are looking to evaluate your judgment. Marc Dorio explains, “An informal setting in which you ‘talk out loud’ and your colleague evaluates your judgment of a particular problem is an especially good way to not only get a sense of your abilities, but also to pick up some good advice and practical tips.” He also points out that this approach is better taken with only one or two people. “If this is done with a large group,” he says, “everyone feels compelled to say something, whether it’s relevant or not. This just isn’t a helpful situation.”




  Employment History That Makes a Difference




  The first thing people think of when they hear the word consultant is someone who works for one of the major management consultant firms. It’s understandable. These firms and the people who work for them are in the news all the time. However, there are people in almost every profession who spend their time solving problems you never thought of for companies (or even individuals) you’ve never heard of.




  Years ago I met a couple on the beach of a small island off the coast of Massachusetts. As consultants to craft store owners, they were visiting clients and sampling the island’s pleasures. Not a bad way to make a living!




  This couple told me that they’d had their own craft store for years and had been quite successful—so much so that they were featured a few years ago in a magazine that circulates to other craft store owners. “We couldn’t believe how many letters and calls we got from that article,” the husband told me. His wife added, “We began to realize that what we had learned and put to use over the years for ourselves was helpful to others facing similar situations. As much as we liked the business we had started and run for so long, the demanding hours got tougher as time went on. So we thought we’d see if there might be a need for consultants in the field.”




  They did their homework and found that there were all sorts of consultants serving the retail trade, which included the owners of craft stores. However, they discovered that all the stores served by these consultants sold mainly mass-produced merchandise, while their store sold mainly one-of-a-kind handicrafts. Although they shared many of the same problems, they also had some problems that were unique to their type of craft store. They had found a “niche market,” and because they had a history of success that had been well documented by the magazine article, their business pretty much launched itself.




  Although we promised to stay in touch, we never did. Years later, however, while vacationing on another island (in the Caribbean this time), I spotted a copy of the craft magazine that had featured the couple. With the store owner’s permission, I thumbed through its pages and saw that the couple was now writing a regular advice column for the magazine. Their byline indicated that they had turned their nascent consultancy into a very successful venture.




  What this couple did is not all that unusual. They had been there and done that, and were now drawing on their work experience to do what they loved in a different way. I have no way of knowing whether they were making more or less money than they did when they’d had their own store, but they were still at it several years later, so it must have been worthwhile.




  Degrees, Diplomas, Certificates, and Other Signs of Achievement




  Visit your doctor’s office and you’ll find that her walls are plastered with framed diplomas and certificates. Just seeing a wall full of such impressive pieces of parchment is enough to establish a comfort zone when you face challenging medical procedures. Nevertheless, when was the last time you read any of them? Like most people, you assume that these certificates and diplomas guarantee some level of quality in the service you are seeking.




  It’s no different with consultants. Anyone who considers paying you for advice or professional services will expect that you are qualified to do what you say you can do. Your consulting may not require a degree or diploma, but most people will expect you to present something that will attest to your having met some level of qualification.




  

    Case in Point




    Peter Drucker, a major force in management theory and one of the most highly regarded consultants of his time, lacked any of the formal credentials considered essential to success in management consulting. Yet, he is considered to have been one of the most productive end enlightened contributors to management theory and practice. Everything he knew he learned from practical, hands-on experience. His work is at the core of many management programs in prestigious graduate schools around the world. He received his honorary degrees long after he had made his name in the industry.


  




  Most fields in which consulting work is done are served by at least one professional organization which accepts members only after they have proven themselves in one way or another. The more-common way of attaining certification is either by taking some sort of pre-membership test, or by completing a course of training offered by the organization or by an affiliated school. Many of the building and construction trade associations offer this kind of certification. Community colleges that do not offer baccalaureate degrees offer certificates of completion in fields in which many people work as consultants. There are even schools and universities which offer distance-learning programs that lead to some form of certification.




  And, of course, you can still make it as a consultant without any formal certificates hanging on your wall; that is, if you can show prospective clients that your work experience qualifies you to do the job. The couple I met on that Nantucket beach had no certificates to prove that they were qualified to do what they were doing. However, their success at running a craft store of their own was given an implicit stamp of approval by having been featured in the magazine read by those who could most benefit from their help and experience.




  But Is This the Right Field for You?




  Maybe you’ve spent most of your life working in a field that you’d prefer to escape. Ten years as an accountant may be the limit of your endurance. What do you do with a degree or certificate in accounting if you decide you’d like to be a consultant in another field? Surprisingly, many of the major consulting firms can trace their roots to initial work providing simply accounting services. Little by little, or quite rapidly in some cases, these firms branched into general management consulting and then began divisions that focused on some pretty specialized consulting specialties.




  It’s not always easy to see what else you might be able to do as a consultant when your major work experience has had a fairly narrow focus. One of the best ways to come up with ideas, however, is to work backwards—start from where you want to be and think your way back to where you might be now.




  A friend who had solid academic and professional credentials in engineering told me a number of years ago that he did not want to spend the rest of his life with a slide rule (it was that far back). He was an outgoing guy, so I casually suggested that he might consider getting into selling engineered products (with his outgoing personality and professional skills, he was a natural).




  He took my advice and moved from the engineering department of the company that employed him to the sales department. It meant a reduction in pay while he got on his feet as a salesperson, but he soon blossomed. He saw that the opportunities were even greater in technical sales consulting, so he left to start his own consulting business. He blossomed there, too. Now retired, he spends his time restoring antique motorcycles and offering free consulting to firms who can benefit from his years of experience.




  He is not unusual; more than a few people have gone this route, and many have gone similar routes without the benefit of the credentials he started with. It’s a matter of discovering where you want to be, plotting a path to get there, and taking the appropriate steps.




  Many skills and abilities are transferable, even though it’s not always obvious how they can be used in other fields. However, you might be surprised by what can be done with some fairly well-defined skills and abilities in other fields. One of the best ways to get a handle on where you might be able to use your skills is to take one of the many tests that identify your personal strengths and weaknesses.




  Here are just a few of the skills that are immediately transferable from one field to another. Whether you are consulting on engineering problems or employee management issues, these skills can be used anywhere:




  ▪ The ability to express thoughts and ideas clearly, both verbally and in writing




  ▪ The ability to listen attentively, analyze what you hear, and provide appropriate feedback




  ▪ The ability to negotiate issues and mediate when others have differing views




  ▪ The ability to identify problems and alternative solutions to these problems




  ▪ A sensitivity to what is being said as well as what remains unsaid




  ▪ An ability to set realistic goals for yourself as well as for your clients




  Avoid the pop tests you so often see in newspapers and magazines. Most community colleges, colleges and universities, and grad schools offer this kind of testing for a fee to people who are not enrolled in their programs. Check with the schools nearest you and see what you can discover.




  

    Frequently Asked Questions




    1.    How can I enter an already-crowded field if I have never worked as a consultant?




    

      The best way to get started as a consultant, whether or not you have considerable consulting experience, and regardless of whether the field is already crowded, is to seek a niche with which you are comfortable and make a name there first. It’s important to identify a market that is accessible to you. Whether or not you have worked as a consultant is usually less important than having hands-on experience in the relevant field. It’s just as easy to convince a potential client that you can solve her problem when you have done it as someone else’s employee, and can point to real-world successes. It’s the problem-solving history that really counts.


    




    2.    What about first working for another consultant?




    

      This is an excellent way to get started in consulting. Many small (and large) consulting firms work with a number of associates who usually work from their own home offices. In fact, it’s an excellent way to do consulting work without actually starting your own consulting firm. However, even though you may be associated with someone else, you should do whatever is necessary to protect yourself, both personally and financially. This usually involves either incorporating or setting up as a limited liability corporation (LLC), discussed further in chapter 9.
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