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How to be a consultant - Part 1

Introduction

What do I mean by ‘consultant’, who is this book for, and what is it intended to do. Plus, one

fundamental rule.

What is a consultant?

People use the term 'consultant' in lots of different ways but, for the purposes of this guide, I'm

going to define a consultant as someone with specialist knowledge or expertise who provides

the solution to a business or operational problem for someone else.

Usually, they do this by plugging one of three gaps:

● Expertise. The firm needs someone with specialist knowledge in a field or experience

of a situation.

● Capacity. The firm needs to bring in additional experts to supplement its existing staff

or cover a shortfall.
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● Objectivity. The organization knows it is too close to the problem to solve it

themselves, and they need someone objective to help them.

Of the three gaps consultants fill - expertise, capacity1, and objectivity - I'm focused on the

former and the latter: situations where you help a client solve a problem they can't solve

themselves because of a lack of expertise or objectivity2.

You're there to provide a solution so let's call this solutions-driven consulting.

That’s going to be the focus of this book: how you can deliver an effective solution to solve a

client’s problem.

What a consultant isn't

Having said what a consultant is - and specifically, what a solutions-driven consultant is - let's

clarify what we’re not talking about.

We're not talking about someone who is already part of that organization or team who might

also be able to solve that problem. We're talking about someone from outside the organization

altogether.

We’re also not talking about repairing things where the problem is mechanical or technical.

There may still be an element of troubleshooting or diagnosis required, but plumbers and

mechanics aren't consultants. (Importantly, nor are consultants plumbers, and mixing the two

up could prove disastrous, so make sure you have the right kind of expert for the job.)

2 Sadly, there is a fourth role that consultants find themselves in: that of the fall guy or rubber-stamp guy. They're there to
provide a veneer of compliance or deflect the firm's blame because 'the consultants we hired told us to do that'. These are
situations to avoid but, unfortunately, it can be hard to tell that you're in one of these roles until the engagement begins.

1 There's still a role for capacity-filling consulting, but that's closer to contracting or freelancing, which isn't the focus of this
book. That said, the sections on management may still be helpful for anyone in this situation.
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This point on repairs is worth noting as the consultant isn't always the person who does

the actual work required to solve the issue. Sometimes, the same consultant will diagnose

the problem, deliver the solution and fix things. But in many situations, the solution requires

a whole team of specialists, so the consultant's job is to find a solution and map out an

implementation plan which they hand over for action.

And as I said above, even though you might be called a consultant, embedding in a firm to add

capacity is closer to being a freelance contractor, which is outside the scope of this book.

The Purpose of this Book

Now I've clarified who this book is for, let's look at what this book is for.

First, it's to provide you with a series of tools and systems that you can use to leverage your

expertise and design solutions to solve your client's problems.

→ The Consulting section will help you be a successful solutions-driven consultant.

Second, it's to provide you with some guidance to help you design and manage your client

engagements carefully so you can run a successful consulting practice or business.

→ The Management section will help you manage and grow your business.

Third, it provides tools, techniques and templates to give you a set of tools and precedes that

you can put into practice right away. Over time, you will develop your own but these will be

enough to get you started.

→ The Tools, Techniques and Templates section will help you put what’s in here into

practice.

The Fundamental Requirement

Before we go any further, there's something fundamental to keep in mind.
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Being an effective consultant requires you to leverage your expertise. Therefore, the

fundamental requirement is to have expertise in whatever field you are working in.

This seems self-evident until you notice that there's an enormous industry claiming to teach

people to be consultants simply by selling them a method "which can be applied anywhere”.

These firms suggest that expertise is not a prerequisite: anyone with a problem-solving matrix

can call themselves a consultant. (In the same way that anyone who has read a self-help book

can call themselves a coach).

At some level, this may be true if the problems they are dealing with aren't very complex. In

these cases, a template approach can work.

But that's not consulting as we understand it - that's basic business maintenance.

Real problems require real solutions which depend upon deep expertise, a problem-solving

mindset, and a system.

You'll need to develop the expertise yourself, but the mindset and system are what we will

cover in this guide.

Let's get started
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1 - Problems and solutions

How to not get punched in the mouth, why all problems aren't created equal, and the difference

between a solution and the solution.

What's your problem?

"What's your problem?" It is almost always the wrong way to start a conversation. At best, you'll

get a blank look. You might get the same question thrown back at you (with the emphasis on the

'your'). In some situations, you might get a punch in the mouth.

However, as consultants, we need to know what's troubling a client before we can start helping

them, so we need to work out what's wrong. But we need a better way to ask than blurting out,

"What's the problem then?"
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I've found that the best way to start is the same way you start many effective conversations: ask

them to talk about themselves.

Learning about the organization - what it does, how, where, and for whom - will help you work out

what they are trying to do and what success looks like. So you start by getting to know who they

are and what their objectives are.

This objectives-led approach is similar to the framework we use for risk3, where we look at what the

organization is trying to achieve (its objectives) and then identify what could get in the way of their

success (the risks).

However, unlike risks - which are things that might happen - your clients will be experiencing an

actual problem. Nevertheless, the process is otherwise the same: we start by understanding them

and their objectives and then work backward to see what's getting in the way of their success.

Going backward might seem unnatural but, by starting with the objective, you're more likely to be

able to chart a path back to the root cause than if lead with "what's your problem?" Remember, this

is a leading, not open, question. And if you pose a leading question, you'll get a slanted or

constrained answer. In this case, you're more likely to hear a symptom of the cause than the cause

itself: you'll hear what they think the problem is, not the actual problem.

However, by starting with their objectives and then working back, digging a little deeper each time,

you'll be much more likely to get to the root problem than if you ask them to tell you their problem

upfront.

3 Risk - the effect of uncertainty on objectives' (ISO 73)
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For example, a bank discovers that many staff have signed customers up for loan accounts

they didn't ask for. Unfortunately, this kind of thing is illegal. The bank is now facing fines and

investigations, which are getting in the way of its growth. Plus, the public doesn't trust it.

These are the effects of what went wrong.

But the cause is harder to identify.

At first, the problem might seem like a staffing issue: maybe the bank recruited lots of amoral

bank tellers all at once. But if you dig a little deeper, you might find that the bank tellers had

performance targets based on the number of new loan accounts they opened, targets that

directly impacted their bonuses. Seeing that their jobs could suffer, the tellers opened accounts

for customers that didn't ask for them. Unused and hidden, the tellers assumed that these

accounts didn't harm the customers, and they could still meet their targets.

So what the tellers did is only one level of the problem. Because you dig a little deeper, you can

see that the performance incentives drove them to make bad decisions. Plus, the compliance

team turned a blind eye to their illegal activity.

In this situation, it's doubtful that a senior executive would answer 'our performance structure

and poor compliance' when you ask them what their problem is. They are more likely to blame

the tellers for this problem.

But by asking 'why?' a few times and digging a bit deeper, you can look beyond what the

tellers did to get a better sense of why they did it. This digging will help you get to the root

problem.

In turn, this will help you work out how to solve this problem. After all, firing all the tellers who

broke the law won't solve the problem if the performance targets and lax oversight remain.

So, to get to the root of the problem, start by understanding the organization and what it's trying to

achieve. Then dig into what's preventing its success until you get to the root cause.

We're going to see how you can get to know an organization and the tools you'll use to diagnose its

problems in the Understanding and Diagnosis captures. But first, let's look at why getting the right

solution isn't always straightforward.
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Not all solutions are created equal

If you've paid attention to my plea that you only set yourself up as a consultant in your field of

expertise, I have some good news for you.

In many circumstances, you'll know the solution to the problem very quickly.

Within hours of engaging with the organization, you will have a clear idea of the root problem, and a

solution will have revealed itself. Your experience and System 14 thinking will have kicked in, helping

you get to the root of things quickly, and you'll know what they need to do.

Unfortunately, it's not as simple as that.

Because the job isn't to identify any solution: it's to develop an effective solution. So, even

though there may be several different ways to solve a problem, not all will be effective. The

right solution has to solve the problem, and be appropriate for that organization and meet its

unique circumstances.

Moreover, there also has to be a clear plan for implementation and a roadmap for success because

knowing what to do is not the same as knowing how to do it.

So, in addition to the benefits you get from your fast System 1 thinking, you also need plenty of

more deliberate System 2 thinking to get to the right solution.

Remember, we aren't talking about delivering simple fixes for clients: we are helping them tackle

thorny problems that have resisted their previous attempts at diagnosis and treatment. They may

already know what to do in the same way that the solution quickly jumped out at you. But

developing an effective solution needs more work, a better understanding of the organization, and a

carefully planned approach.

4 "System I operates automatically and quickly, with little or no effort and no sense of voluntary control.
System II - allocates attention to the effortful mental activities that demand it, including complex computations. The
operatives of system 2 are often associated with the subjective experience of agency, choice, and concentration."
Thinking Fast and Slow, Kahneman
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That way, you aren't giving them a boilerplate solution that they'll ditch after a week. Instead, you're

going to design a solution that's tailored to them so they can implement the changes needed and,

ultimately, solve their problem so they can move on.
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2 - What is Understanding?

What is understanding, why do we need it, and how do we get it?

You Can’t Just Trust Your Gut

If you're operating in your field of expertise (which you should be), there will be a tendency to try to

offer a solution to the problem very quickly. After all, you have years of experience and lots of

previous cases to refer back to - the answer will jump out at you very quickly.

However, even if you are right and correctly diagnose the problem and a solution, this approach

won't work in most cases.

First, you won't be able to explain how you came to that conclusion or offer any evidence to back

up your recommendations. Organizations are reluctant to make significant changes simply based

on a consultant's gut feeling.
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Second, even if you have the right solution, you need to know how to implement it effectively for

that organization. If you've just walked in the door, you have no idea of how that organization ticks

and won't be able to explain how they should implement your recommendations. Third, you are

much more likely to be swayed by your own biases if you only rely on your System 1 thinking,

leading to incorrect assumptions.

Your experience and expertise do matter - these are what allow you to be an effective problem

solver - but you also need to be able to explain the root of the problem and design an effective

solution. And for that, you need to understand the organization.

What is understanding?

Understanding means relating information to a situation: it's a combination of data or knowledge

and context.

Chess gives us a good illustration. I may know the names of the pieces on a chessboard and

what they can do, but I could still not understand chess. How the pieces interact, the set

moves, strategies, and how to apply these are all necessary to understand the game. However,

even if I know how to play chess, I would still need additional context about my opponent to

understand what to do in a match.

We can write a simple formula for understanding as knowledge + context = understanding.
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The important thing is that knowledge (or data) by itself doesn't mean much until we put it into

context. Moreover, the same data in another context can mean something very different.

So when it comes to solutions design, if you're only applying the knowledge you have but aren't

paying attention to the context, you're very likely to draw the wrong conclusion.

Keep this understanding = knowledge + context formula in mind, so you don't forget to apply both

of these when you're analyzing a situation or problem-solving.

I've thrown in a few new ideas and different terms here, so let me clarify these before moving on.

Knowledge

We can think about two types of knowledge: long-term and specific.

Long-term knowledge would include theoretical knowledge (the principles of supply and

demand), our expertise (what a functional supply chain looks like), and general knowledge

(the population of the world or China's GDP).

Specific knowledge would be the facts you collect about a particular firm or location, such

as the number of employees, the size of the site, or the number of units they produce daily.

So your long-term knowledge is your expertise which I've already talked about.

Your specific knowledge is what you'll be gathering in your research and interviews.

However, it's worth noting that you'll have to assimilate this short-term knowledge very quickly as

time is limited. You'll have heard people say, 'I'm a quick study,' but it's less of a boast than a job

requirement for a consultant. Equally important is learning how to dump one firm's data and replace

it with the next's.
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What does this look like in reality?

I appreciate that this will feel very abstract so let me give you an idea of what I mean.

When I want to understand an organization, I'm usually looking at:

● The organization's goals and objectives

● Its structure and individual roles and responsibilities

● What 'normal' looks like

● Recent or upcoming changes to 'normal' and how these might affect the organization

● The critical processes

● Risk attitudes, tolerance, and appetite (risk is my area of expertise, and you will have your

own specific elements you want to pay attention to)

● The operating environment and likely threats

● Sensitivities and potential conflicts / roadblocks

I begin with a very high-level pass of their annual report or About Us page, along with a quick bit of

open-source research. Then, I drill down using internal documents and interviews. All the time,

using the understanding 'formula' to put the knowledge I'm gathering into context.

Context

The simplest way to think about context is to think about the associated factors that affect the data

that you've gathered. But these ideas of context and associated factors often feel very abstract, so I

prefer to think of a box of lenses or filters that I can use to examine my data.

Some lenses provide a broad view, while others let me zoom in. Some only show one data type, but

others might be like 3-d glasses that give me a very in-depth view.
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I use these imaginary lenses throughout the consulting process, and I have a whole set of lenses I'll

use to put a piece of data into context.

Imagine we look at a factory's wages. The hourly rate is a piece of data that, by itself, means

very little until we apply some context using our lenses.

● A national lens lets me see how these compare to the national average

● An industry lens allows me to see how the wages compare to other firms in the sector

● A local lens lets me see how these wages compare to other firms in town and the local

cost of living

● A regulations lens allows me to see what wages look like compared to the national

minimum.

● I can even apply a time lens to how wages have changed year by year.

The wages data is considerably more helpful now that we've added context with our lenses. We

can now apply that understanding to develop a solution for whatever problem we're trying to

solve.

Avoiding overload

If this is starting to sound potentially confusing and messy, it's because it often is. You have a lot of

data, context, opinions, subjectivity, and biases (including your own) all mixed together.

Here are a few techniques that I've found useful to help avoid getting bogged down.

Be clear on the task and scope.

First, make sure you define the task and parameters. You need a goal, key objectives, and scope.

Also, you need to identify whatever restrictions are in place, particularly time and budget. Review

the parameters and scope to ensure objectives are achievable. If we only have a day to review a

whole organization, we can't get into too much detail, whereas a six-month project allows us to be

much more specific.
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We'll look at how you scope a project in the project management section, but setting boundaries is

a great way to help you stay on track.

Keep the problem in mind

Second, be clear on what you're trying to solve and keep that in focus throughout the project. The

cause might be unclear to start with (that's what you're going to be investigating), but the specific

effect on the business should be pretty clear, which will help you remain focused. If you're asked to

come and help with a staff retention issue, you probably don't have to worry about the supply chain

too much.

Take a layered approach

Third, approach the project in a layered fashion where you gradually add levels of detail. If you

imagine levels of detail for a business ranging from annual public reports down to departmental and

individual records, you should start at the highest level and work down. That helps put things into

context and allows you to dive deeper into the more relevant areas, ignoring what's on the

peripheral.

Don't confuse gathering for processing

Fourth, don't mistake gathering information for processing information. Broadly, I would say that

more is better as far as information is concerned, but that statement needs refinement. But, to be

more accurate, I would say you should have access to as much information as possible but use it

selectively to achieve the task in the time available. You need to filter efficiently and read selectively

so you can pull what you need from the available information without getting swamped. Learning to

speed read is of real benefit here, and you will be surprised how quickly you can get a sense of a

document and its contents from a quick two-minute scan. Casting a wide net to start with also

means that if you later discover there's a document you need or a person who might be relevant,

you've already got that data to hand or know where to get it.
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Tools

Finally, you need a set of simple tools to help streamline the process. For example, I have a

prepared list of critical documents that I send to a client before an assessment, and I use standard

templates to record my findings during the document review. I also have a structured set of

interview questions and use the same basic template for writing up both 'quick and dirty'

assessments and long, 'deep dive' reviews.

For any comparative assessment, such as a risk assessment, develop objective grading statements

beforehand to avoid being influenced by the conditions during the evaluation.

The most helpful tool of all is a set of detailed, well-kept notes. These allow you to quickly find

critical information and cross-reference observations without having to wade back through

everything you have already read. And make sure you keep your notes after the project ends, as

you might need to refer to them months or even years later. (We'll look at tools and techniques in

more detail in the Data Analysis chapter.)

Why do we need a system for this?

Much of this will sound very mechanical, laborious, and, frankly, unnatural. Why would you need to

have this kind of a process to get to know an organization? After all, you haven't had to do this

before. You just went to work and learned how things ran over time.

And that's the difference as a consultant. Because it's not our place of work and we don't have

time.

So unlike an employee who will have weeks or maybe even months to get to know their way

around, we need to understand how the business runs in a matter of days. Therefore, we need a

way to accelerate our understanding without getting overloaded by too much information or stuck

in dead ends.

So what's outlined above will seem clunky and unnatural at first (as might a lot of what's in this

book) because it's a different way of thinking and operating. We're not used to reading instructions

on how to think, ask questions, or take notes. However, it's a very natural way to do things for
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thousands of consultants who don't think twice about taking a systems-based approach to

gathering information and making decisions. And before long, it will be second nature to you too.
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3 - Understanding I: The Document

Review

Why to start with a document review and how to build up your understanding without getting

bogged down

Starting the Understanding Journey

How you go about gathering information is largely down to personal choice, but it is also based on

availability. Some organizations are very willing to share information with you, mainly when you're

there to help, but others can be very reluctant.

Whatever the case, you'll need to gather as much relevant information as possible to build up a

clear picture of the organization. (You won't always know what's relevant to start with, but the
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layered approach I'm going to describe will help overcome that.) Thinking about our' understanding'

structure, this will be a lot of knowledge to start with, but the context will emerge as you go on.

I find that the best way to start is with a document review.

Start at the top

I like to begin with a top-level document review of the whole organization. Even if I'm focused on

one activity or a single project, this helps put everything into context. And when I say high-level, I

mean really high level. I start with the annual report and look at their website to get a sense of what

they do, who they are, where they operate, and what they say is important. I also do an

open-source search for news about the organization looking at general and industry press.

From there, I go a level deeper and look at the organization's structure, the top-level policies and

procedures, and any reports I can get my hands on, such as training or incident reports. Sometimes

I will also need to get copies of relevant regulations and become generally familiar with them. (If you

are doing an audit, you'd be expected to know the regulation thoroughly, but this is for more

general awareness of the rules they have to comply with.)

A starter list of documents to review

• Annual report

• Website 'about' page

• News stories about the organization (check both general and industry press)

• Top-level policies

• Org chart and structure

• Operational processes or SOPs

• Relevant reports (for example, sales reports, incident reports)
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Throughout this research, I keep detailed notes, do some rough indexing5, and identify additional

information I need. I try to avoid drawing any conclusions at this stage which can be challenging,

but one thing that helps is to write everything as a question - 'is the bonus structure creating

negative incentives?' - instead of as a statement.

Gathering doesn't mean reading

You may be worried about how much time this will take and wonder how you're supposed to read

everything in the time available. The good news is that you don't have to (not right away anyway). If

you try to read each document, cover to cover, in the order they arrive, you will get completely

bogged down, and that's counterproductive. Instead, you need to take several passes at the

material you have, zooming in a little each time.

The Quick Pass

You start with a quick pass to establish the shape and contours of the whole map. And when I say a

quick pass, I mean really quick. Read the table of contents of a report but not the entire report.

Skim through a plan or procedure to see where it applies and what it covers but no more. This very

light pass over everything will help you get a sense of what you're dealing with and where you need

to do more digging.

The Mid-Level Review

Then you break things down into pieces and take a more detailed look at each without getting too

drawn in. You have to avoid temptation while you do this: don't binge on one particular section. If

the first pass was a skim, this is a speed read.

This second pass will help you identify the areas where you want to go deeper right away, but

you're also orientating yourself to the overall landscape. That way, when you're doing your deep

research, you'll know where to look for a relevant document or piece of information.

5 We'll look at indexing in the Data Analysis chapter

Draft -   Tuesday, March 15, 2022



Draf
t c

op
y

22

How to be a consultant - Part 1

The Deep Dive

You should feel that you have a general understanding of the overall organization and the data

available by this stage. Now you can look for the specific information you need for the project,

knowing exactly where to go to find it. This might mean jumping from section to section, document

to document, but you're now able to layer a high level of detail on top of the general understanding

you've built up in the first two passes.

In addition to the effectiveness of this process, there are two additional benefits.

The first is that this lets you prioritize things when time is short. You can move through the first and

second passes quickly before you go deeper, but you are now conducting your detailed research

with a general understanding of the whole organization, not immediately zooming in to a single part

of it.

Second, there's built-in serendipity in this layered approach. These broad sweeps of a range of

documents mean that you're likely to find relevant information in documents you might have

otherwise overlooked.

Keeping control

You might feel as though you're collecting documents for no reason and are amassing a massive

volume of information which will start to feel overwhelming but don't worry.

First, this was much more of a concern when paper was the norm, and you had what looked like

several phonebook-sized stacks of notes piled up. With things being primarily digital today, volume

is less of an issue. Second, you've often got a limited time to gather the documents you want, so

it's easier to ask for too much than too little. Third, just because you have a document, it doesn't

mean that you need to read it right away.

So I'd always prefer to have more material to review than less. However, it can get out of control if

you don't manage it properly. Ensure that you set up a simple but straightforward folder system for

filing documents and think about renaming files so you can find what you're looking for easily. (If
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you do that, however, make sure you also have a note of the original filename, so the client knows

which document you're referring to if you mention it in your report.)

Notes, note, notes

Taking and managing notes is highly personal but whatever you do, make sure you keep detailed

notes so that these will make sense days, even weeks later. It's also worth copying any original

documents if you plan to mark these up electronically. That way, you can always refer back to the

original. Realizing that you've edited the original copy of a vital document while taking notes is an

awful feeling, believe me.
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4 - Understanding II - Interviews

How to have an effective discussion

Meeting with an organization's staff and leadership to learn more about what makes the place

tick is one of my favorite things about consulting. You have a unique opportunity to spend

one-on-one time with a subject matter expert which helps you build a better solution, but I've

also enjoyed the opportunity to learn.

However, you can miss this opportunity if you don't prepare or approach the interview with the

wrong mindset. Poor preparation makes it much less likely that you will get the information you

need, and your report or assessment will be weaker as a result. So planning and preparation

are essential, as is the right mindset.

Therefore, the first part of this chapter contains four fundamental rules to help you get the most

out of your interviews. The latter part is a detailed list of suggestions to help you plan things in

detail and avoid some common pitfalls.
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Four ground rules for interviews

Here are the four things I've found most helpful as ground rules to apply when approaching a

series of interviews. No matter how experienced you are, these will stand you in good stead in

any discussion.

Do your homework and prepare beforehand

Before the interview, you need to understand the organization, its structure, critical operations,

and terminology. This preparation helps you understand the answers you get and lets the

interviewee see that you've prepared and value their time.

This preparation will also help you spot things that seem out of context. For example, a

statement like "we don't have a business continuity management plan" is noteworthy, even

more so if you just looked at that plan.

You won't know everything before the interview - this is an opportunity to learn after all - but

make sure you have a decent grasp of the basics. Your document review will have provided

you with a lot of this background.

Have a structure and know what you need to cover

"Well, there was the kidnapping…" is the kind of thing that will catch your attention in any

interview, but what made this most surprising was that the Site Manager who brought this up

was the last of several dozen discussions we'd had that week. No one else had mentioned this

critical piece of information.

But the only reason we learned about the kidnapping was that we had asked the site manager

the same questions we had used with everyone else. We were bored of asking the same

questions repeatedly by this point, but we stuck to our structure, which helped us uncover this

vital information.

If I needed any confirmation that there was value in sticking to the script, this was it.
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However, having a structure doesn't mean that you just march through the list of questions

from A to Z. Instead, start a conversation and let the person speak while you keep track of

whether or not you've hit the key points. If they miss something, you can prompt them with a

specific question but let the conversation flow as much as possible.

And a great way to let things flow is…

Let the silence do the work

Legendary interviewer Cal Fussman is fond of saying, "Let the silence do the work," and you

should do the same. Pose a question and then sit back. Don't be afraid to let someone sit and

think for a moment before they speak. And once they are talking, let them speak as much as

possible and try not to interrupt. Nudge them here and there to make sure you hit the key

points but let them go on as long as your time allows.

Whatever you do, don't tell them what you think or 'help' them with an example: that's

introducing biases and anchoring into the conversation. (And it should go without saying but

always ask open questions unless you need to nail a specific point.)

Notes, notes, notes

Again, don't forget to take notes. Lots of notes. Because you will be conducting dozens of

interviews in a short space of time so it can be tough to remember who said what when. Let

the interviewee know that you'll be taking notes and do this by hand, as I find that having a

laptop or tablet open creates a barrier to a one-on-one conversation. Pad and paper are best.

These notes will be critical when you come to the analysis stage, and you need to make sense

of the weeks, maybe months later6.

The secret is listening

Finally, and most importantly, don't forget to listen to what the person says.

6 Years later, I had to refer back to my notes from the site where the kidnapping took place because of another
serious incident. I was very thankful that my notes were accessible and legible.
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Remember, the interview is an opportunity for you to learn from a subject matter expert

who will supply you with vital information that you need to solve whatever problem you're

tackling. If you are doing all of the talking or constraining the conversation with rigid, closed

questions, you won't get as much information and will likely only reinforce your own biases.

That means you won't develop the level of understanding you need, and your solution and

recommendations won't be as effective. So above all, make sure you're listening.

Keep these four rules in mind for any interview, and you'll be able to make the most out of

these fantastic opportunities to learn.

The following section gets into the weeds of interview preparation, conduct, and follow-up. You

might not need to read these in detail right now but make sure you come back to these before

your first set of interviews. These will help things run smoothly and avoid some common

pitfalls.
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Interview prep guide

You need a high degree of organization for a successful interview, and the following

suggestions should help you achieve this. Over time, this will become second nature but, to

start with, I suggest over-planning.

Before

● Try to book more time than you think you will need as interviews often run over the

allotted period. An hour is the suggested minimum as 30 minutes is rarely enough for

these discussions.

● Try to interview one person at a time unless absolutely necessary.

● The preference for interviews is, in order, face-to-face, video, phone, email. Only use

email as a last resort as it's so limiting.

● Review all the open-source information you have gathered before the interview.

● Review what you know (e.g., the organization's structure, plans, and processes that are

in place) so you can put answers into context and spot any discrepancies.

● Identify your critical information requirements beforehand. Some of these information

requirements will be standard - everyone will get asked the same basic questions - but

others will be specific to an individual due to their role or expertise. You'll want to

confirm some of the data gathered during your document review, but you will also want

to understand behaviors and test assumptions and ideas.

● Consider the kind of examples you will use to explain an idea if required. Try to use

generic illustrations unrelated to the organization to avoid influencing their response.

● Know your questions so you can conduct the interview without continually referring to

your notes.
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● Identify any areas that might be contentious and consider how you might address these

without derailing the discussion.

● Consider how you will take notes and capture the feedback as recording the

conversation is unlikely to be an option. If you can record the discussion, this will help

with record-keeping, but treat the recordings with care.

● You can have someone with you to assist with note-taking but agree on roles

beforehand to avoid 'short-circuiting' each other's line of questioning. Do not have

more than two interviewers with a single interviewee to prevent them from feeling

ganged up against.

● Confirm all details of the meeting 24 hours in advance.

● Remember that the key to a good interview is preparation so you need to leave

adequate time to prepare appropriately for each discussion. Don't schedule

back-to-back interviews and leave at least 30 minutes between sessions. This allows

you to check your notes, clear your mind and prepare for the next conversation.

During

● Start with a fresh mind and try not to bring preconceived ideas into the interview. You

are probably still in the information-gathering phase of whatever you are doing, so try to

remain objective at this stage.

● Begin by clarifying some basic details and establishing key data points such as roles

and responsibilities to ensure these match the documented information. This gentle

start also allows you to establish a rapport with and 'read' the interviewee.

● Tackle your core set of questions as soon as possible to allow time to address other

issues but don't skip the basics. This repetition will allow you to establish patterns or

trends and spot discrepancies.
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● Use open-ended questions rather than leading the interviewee. For example, ask 'can

you describe process x to me' instead of explaining the process and asking them to

agree or not.

● Ask for evidence or the reasoning behind value judgments. 'Our biggest risk is y' isn't a

satisfactory answer without some explanation to back that up. 'Y' might not be their

most significant risk but the interviewee's explanation will help put that answer in

context and provide a different perspective.

● Keep good notes. Clarify points you didn't catch or were unsure of before the interview

ends as it can be difficult to follow up afterward.

● Remember that you don't need to tackle each issue head-on so you may want to come

back to some points later in the interview, especially if the topic appears to be

contentious.

● Use evidence if it is necessary to make a point or to challenge an assertion but do not

attribute quotes or comments to individuals.

● Within reason, let the interviewee focus on the areas they want to discuss. Although you

have to address your critical information requirements, asides or what appear to be

tangential issues might yield important insights. If necessary, schedule a follow-up

interview.

● Listen, listen, listen. The objective is to gather information, not demonstrate your

knowledge or ability. Don't be afraid to say, 'I'm unfamiliar with that, can you explain it

to me?' if you aren't sure about something.

● Stay engaged. It is very easy to plow through your question list and just take notes, but

you have to remain alert and put the answers you receive into context. Listen for gaps,

discrepancies, or areas of high agreement/disagreement with other interviewees.

● Review answers as you go and clear up any uncertainty you have before the interview

ends.
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After

● Review your notes as quickly as possible to check for anything you have missed and

make sure that these notes will make sense at a future date.

● Send a follow-up 'thank you note and explain the next steps in the process to set

expectations.

● Use the follow-up email to clarify any minor data points you missed or thought you

recorded incorrectly. If you had any critical issue you wanted to follow up on, ask for a

quick follow-up conversation. This can be done by phone now that you've established a

relationship with the individual.

● Write up your findings and review the clarification points for future interviews.

These lists will appear to be a very mechanical, check-box approach to planning interviews

which is precisely what it's meant to be. Of all the skills a consultant needs, being an effective

interviewer is one of the top two in my mind7. But this isn't the same as just asking a few

questions or chatting to people. Instead, interviews are discussions with a clear intent and

structure, and we need to approach them that way if we want to be successful.

7 The other is critical thought
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5 - Developing an effective solution

Checking you have the root cause, getting the solution (not a solution) and how to avoid past

failures

When it comes time to pull your solution together, keep in mind that the objective is not to

present any solution. You want to deliver the solution: the solution that will effectively solve the

organization's problem, allowing them to move on and succeed.

Effective means:

1 - It has to solve the root problem so the organization can get back on track towards

success

2 - There has to be a realistic way to implement the solution that is suitable for the

organization, recognizing any constraints.
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The first part - the solution - is often the easiest. Once you've spent time with the organization,

you'll have been able to conduct enough of an investigation to determine where the root

problem lies.

However, developing a realistic roadmap for implementation can take time. Keep in mind that

the organization might already have a pretty good idea of the problem in many cases. You

might not be the first consultant they've engaged, or they're sufficiently self-aware to know

what's wrong. But even though they know what the problem is - and maybe even have an idea

of the solution - they haven't been able to put an effective plan together to solve it.

We will look at how you design an effective solution in this chapter, but first, we need to make

sure we've identified the root problem.

Getting to the root problem

Once you've gathered your data, indexed it, and analyzed it, the outlines of the problem and

solution will start to come into focus, but it is also very easy to become bogged down or

sidetracked. You'll have to continually ask 'how does this contribute to the problem' and

remember to look beyond the effects to find the cause.

Here's how to get to the root problem using a five-question process. Keep in mind that you

may need to retrace your steps a few times before you get to the core problem.
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Five questions to get to the root problem

1 - What are the organization's objectives and values?

What does the organization do, where and for whom, and what is important to it? This

reminds you of the big-picture context in which you are working.

2 - What's the focus of the problem.

What's not working/being impacted specifically? This helps you focus on an area of the

organization or a specific function, location, or activity that's affected. The more specific

this is, the more focused you are.

3 - What does success look like?

What should the areas of focus when things are going well? What contributes to that

success?

4 - What's preventing success?

What's missing or what issue(s) is/are preventing that success? Don't stop here; these are

just symptoms.

5 - What's at the root of these issues or shortfalls?

Identifying the causes of these issues or shortfalls will give you the root problem.

Following this process, you'll be able to dig down and identify the root problem, which you can

then write out as a clear problem statement of three of four parts. (You can omit the division or

location if the problem is not limited to part of the organization.)

Root problem (1) [in division or at location (2)] which is causing the direct effect (3) which

is causing the macro effect on objectives (4)

Here's what that might look like for the bank teller example from Chapter 1
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Poorly designed incentives and lax oversight encouraged widespread illegal behavior (1)

in the Account Management division (2), which has exposed ABC Bank to significant

losses (3) through several class-action lawsuits. This has severely eroded public trust

and damaged the brand, reducing the bank's market share (4).

Note that with this example, the root problem has two parts. The first is the poorly designed

incentives program which created the conditions for the problem in the first place, but lax

oversight, which should have caught this illegal activity before it went too far, compounded the

problem. The oversight element tells me that our solution will be a little more complicated than

just fixing the incentives program, but it also makes me wonder what else is falling through the

cracks due to a lack of governance and oversight8.

The Elements of an Effective Solution

However, we now have a neat summary of the root problem, its effects, and how this is

hampering the organization's progress, so now it's time to work on your solution.

Solution design means figuring out a way to deliver the change required to solve the problem,

using the resources available while overcoming the challenges to implementation in a way

that's appropriate for that organization.

The four elements of an effective solution

To be effective, the solution has to:

1 - Solve the problem (say what to do)

2 - Deliver the change within the time and budget set (work within constraints)

8 This is a very common situation and one you need to prepare for: that your investigation can lead you into all
kinds of unexpected areas. It's like pulling on a loose thread - you're not always sure how much yarn will come away
in your hand. We'll talk about setting client expectations in the Client Management Chapter because you need them
to be aware that an investigation can turn up things that people weren't expecting nor keen to dig into.
Unfortunately, you can't unlearn something you've discovered, and you have your professional responsibilities to
maintain and business to protect.
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3 - Explain how to do it (provide a plan or roadmap)

4 - Be tailored to the organization (fit their values and address previous challenges)

Ensure you cover all four components in your proposed solution to help the client see how they

can address the root issue in a practical and achievable way. Be aware that the first three -

what to do, how to do it, and the constraints - are relatively easy and maybe similar from

organization to organization. Tailoring things to the organization is the hard part. For that, you

need to be attentive to what's held them up in the past, and you'll need to generate buy-in

(covered in the Generating Support for your Solution Chapter).

Don’t repeat past failures

I’ve tried to stress that our role as a consultant is not just to find a solution, but to find the

solution: one that will work for that particular organization in its current circumstances.

Hopefully, the understanding you've developed during your research and discussions will have

helped you identify a path that will work. Still, you should always review your suggestions in

light of previous failures. Unless you do this, you're very likely to repeat the past errors and be

unable to solve the problem effectively.

The reason your client hasn't been successful in the past will be unique to that firm, but the

common problems I've encountered are:

● Time - previous attempts to solve the problem weren't given enough time to succeed,

or the time required was underestimated

● Budget - similar to time, the previous attempts didn't have the funding needed to

succeed.

● Capability - the people tasked with solving the problem didn't have the technical ability

or skills to implement the solution.

● Culture - the organization's culture was resistant to change or was hard-wired to

behave in a way that prevented the solution from being effective.

Draft -   Tuesday, March 15, 2022



Draf
t c

op
y

37

How to be a consultant - Part 1

● Naysayers - key decision-makers or decision-influencers in the organization were

against the change.

● Lack of urgency/commitment/seriousness - an insufficient number of people took

the problem seriously enough to implement a solution.

Some of these factors will jump out immediately. For example, it is easy to spot that they didn't

budget for their previous attempts to fix the problem. However, others, such as learning that an

influential employee is opposed to making changes, are harder to identify.

It can take weeks or months to develop this depth of understanding. However, if you're asking

the right questions and establishing a good understanding of the organization, you'll be able to

identify what's getting in the way of their progress.

When looking for these roadblocks, keep in mind that there can be a combination of factors at

work. You might also find that the apparent problem - the lack of budget, for example - is

actually a symptom of a deeper issue - that the CFO as opposed to making change.

Identifying these barriers to previous success is where you add real value as a consultant.

Your technical expertise allows you to diagnose the root problem and what's needed to fix

it, but by knowing where things have failed in the past, you can design a solution to avoid

these problems in the future.

Now we have the outline of our solution, it's time to present this to the client and begin the

hard road to implementation.
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6 - Presenting your solution

Writing a report that will serve the client, you and any future reader plus how to tell if you’ve

done enough

Now the work begins

After your hard work diagnosing the problem and designing an effective solution, you're still not

entirely done: now you need to present everything to your client. Submitting your final report9 is the

hardest part of the engagement in many ways because you need busy people to pay attention,

often to things they might not want to hear. Getting the delivery right and having people on your

side is key to sharing your findings and recommendation successfully. (This is what we cover in the

next chapter.)

9 I'm going to use the term report for any final product, but you can use whatever term is most suitable for your
industry
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How you present your work will depend on the organization and individuals involved: some may

want a written report, others a presentation, some an in-person discussion.

However, no matter the client's specific requirements, you should get into the habit of capturing all

the relevant information in a logical format. You need to lead someone through the whole

engagement from the initial request, through the process you followed, ending with the solution and

outline of how to implement it.

All this writing might seem unnecessary, but it's vital for several reasons.

● First, just because Executive A only wants to see a few slides outlining your suggestions

doesn't mean that other executives won't expect a written report. Moreover, having a

written document is much easier to share than repeating the same discussion multiple

times.

● Second, writing everything out logically is your final chance to check your work for errors,

incomplete explanations, or gaps. You'll spot most of these as you write up your report but,

if you have the chance, get a trusted third party to review the report as they will quickly

highlight any errors, logic jumps, or lack of clarity10.

● Third, a written report is a form of insurance that you have if you need to go back and

defend your advice later. It's also much harder to alter a PDF'd report than it is for someone

to take your presentation and tinker with the findings.

● Fourth, everyone's familiarity with the issues and circumstances at the time of the project

will fade over time, meaning that an obvious recommendation today will be less evident in a

few months. Having a detailed report containing all your research, observations, and

recommendations makes it significantly easier to see why a decision was taken months or

even years later.

How to structure your reports

I recommend you break your report into three sections.

10 This can be hard as a solo contractor when you need to attend to confidentiality issues but you might be able to
work with a trusted partner, putting your own NDA in place.
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● An executive summary to cover the main points. This should be2-4 pages or slides at

most.

● The main report to lead someone through the whole process, ending with the solution and

implementation plan

● Annexes with references or supporting material

This format may seem like duplication, particularly when you see that the executive summary has

many of the same headings as the main report. However, it acknowledges that no one will read the

full report apart from the most enthusiastic sponsor and the person tasked with implementation.

Everyone will, however, have to vote on it, fund it, or support it somehow. It is better to give people

a readable, condensed version than hope they pick out the essential bits of the full report

themselves.

On the bright side, if you've followed the advice on indexing, condensing your notes, and structured

your analysis logically, you will have a read-made set of notes that are already in a reasonably

logical order. All you are doing now is writing these up for prime-time.

I've outlined a report structure here, which has worked well for me in many different circumstances

so it should also serve you well as a start. The detail you go into in each section will depend on the

engagement, but the time available, size of the organization, and scale of the problem will most

influence the report's length.

Finally, keep in mind that although you lead with the executive summary, you should write this last

after you've done the heavier lifting in the main report.

The Executive Summary

This should be able to stand alone as a document in its own right.

● Statement of the initial problem (What was wrong)

○ Summarize the organization's challenge and why this needed to be addressed.

● Summary of the engagement (What you were asked to do)
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○ Provide a summary of the consulting engagement, the timescale, and what was in

and out of scope.

● Summary of the investigation/diagnosis/observations of the activity11 (What you

discovered)

○ Summarize the most pertinent points from your investigation OR

○ Summarize the diagnostic results OR

○ List the observations you made while serving an activity (e.g., training or an exercise)

● Statement of the root problem / results of the diagnostic/conclusions (What you

concluded)

○ State your diagnosis of the root problem the organization is facing based on the

diagnosis OR

○ The results of the diagnostic (for example, how the organization was rated following

an audit) OR

○ The conclusions you drew from your observations12.

● Summary of the solution/recommendations (what you recommend)

○ Summarize the key elements of your solution along with an outline timeline and any

dependencies. In the case of an audit, list the main remediation steps required,

again with a timetable and dependencies. Include the top-line budget here.

The Main report

The main report should lead the reader through the whole process so they can see a logical path

from the initial request you received to the solution you've suggested. You don't need to include

every conversation or data point, put these into the annexes instead, but use quotes, statistics, and

evidence where possible to support your observations and recommendations.

12 If you follow the observations/conclusions/recommendations format, you may want to combine these sections, so
each observation is followed by your conclusions and the associated recommendation.

11 Although we’re focused on solutions-based consulting, I've added additional headings in some sections to show
how you can use the same basic format for different types of reports that you may need to use at some stage
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(Sections marked with an * are the same as the executive summary, but you can add more detail

where relevant.)

● Statement of the problem*

● Details of the engagement*

● Summary of the understanding phase

○ Provide a brief overview of the research conducted. Leave lists of references,

interviews conducted, and large data sets for the Annex.

○ Summarise your observations using the themes from your index or the structure of

the auditor standard you are following.

○ Don't show your conclusions here, but note where one data point led to another

investigation to help the reader see how the picture unfolded.

● Detailed results of the diagnosis with evidence

○ Summarize your conclusions referring back to the data you summarized in the

previous section.

○ Stick to the same structure throughout.

● Statement of the root cause / diagnostic result

○ Make a definitive statement of the root problem and summarize the contributing

factors. Ensure that the link between the root problem (the cause) and the initial

problem the organization is facing (the effect) is clear.

● Outline of the solution with options

○ Outline your proposed solution ensuring that you explain what to do, how to do it,

and the constraints you are taking into account. In the case of an audit-based

engagement, map each solution to a specific gap and note how this would bring the

organization into compliance.

● Illustrative project or implementation plan
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○ Wherever possible, break the solution into a series of stages or events and put these

into a timeline. This breakdown will help the reader see what progress should look

like and understand the scale of the proposed solution. This roadmap will also form

the basis of detailed implementation plans, so pay attention to any dates,

milestones, and dependencies you include here.

Annexes

● Documents reviewed

○ List the documents you had access to

● Interviews conducted

○ List the interviewees you were able to speak to and note the date and location of the

interview

● Additional data

○ Include the results of any surveys or data collected here.

How long is a piece of string?

I've had these reports range from a dozen pages to over 100: a one-week, small site visit might

result in a 15-20 page report, but a 6-month survey, planning the turnaround for a large organization

may run to a couple of hundred.

So the only honest answer is 'it depends’. However, the three questions I always ask myself when

looking at a report are:

1 - does the report clearly explain the process followed, what was learned,

recommendations made, and a pathway forward? and

2 - does the size of the report reflect the length and importance of the engagement? and

3 - if someone else picked up this report in a year or two, would the circumstance of the

engagement, the data collected, conclusions, and recommendations be clear?
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If the answer to all three is yes, then I'm pretty happy that I've got the right report.
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7 - Generating Support and Buy In

How to stick the landing and get people to buy into your solution

Consultants - problem solvers - like us like to think that we are tellers of truth: data-driven,

objective, analytical machines that solve problems through a combination of expertise, analysis,

and rigorous process. The clarity of our investigation and the sheer brilliance of our solutions will

win the day.

Sadly, there's one thing that always gets in the way: people.

People bring feelings, experiences, and biases (both for and against things) to the table. All need to

be persuaded, but some also like to be flattered along the way. Others have to be reassured. A

small percentage want to be feared.

It's no surprise: people are complicated.

You need to understand the people aspects of the organization to arrive at your diagnosis of their

problem. Similarly, you need to think about how these same people can support or thwart your
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solution. That way, you'll be able to present your solution in a way that will minimize opposition

while maximizing support.

However, this can be a significant challenge.

For example, it may be easy for you to identify that a senior executive is a naysayer who's

preventing the organization from changing. However, you can't write 'the CFO is a barrier to

success.' That makes the matter personal, and you've now made an enemy of a senior

executive. You've reduced your chances of delivering a successful solution significantly.

But the CFO may well be what's getting in the way of solving the problem, so you can't just

pretend that's not an issue.

The consultant as diplomat

The first thing is to keep in mind that your job is to deliver a solution to the firm's problem, not be

'right,' win every argument or show how clever you are.

Making people feel attacked, stupid, or regret what they did in the past will rob you of the goodwill

and social capital you need to get them to adopt the solution they need.

So you need to take a diplomatic approach, reduce the opportunities for confrontation and

remember that getting to the destination might require a circuitous route.

Being diplomatic is not always easy, and I would be lying if I said that I did this from day one as a

consultant.

Being charitable, I was overly blunt and insensitive, pushing people towards the solution instead of

guiding and supporting them.

Less charitably, I was a real jerk.
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Eventually, I learned that diplomacy was a better approach, and, more importantly, I began to

understand what mattered in a commercial context which, unsurprisingly, was very different from

the military one I had been used to.

However, being diplomatic doesn't mean backing down or being passive - you still need to do the

right thing and deliver a solution that will work. But it does mean not leaving a trail of destruction

behind you.

Being diplomatic and taking the client's perspective into account will help you show them how the

solution you've identified will solve their issue and, importantly, allow you to persuade them to

adopt it.

Four rules for generating goodwill and creating buy-in

Praise is personal, criticism anonymous

I always try to stick to the rule that praise is personal criticism is anonymous. Identify people who

do a good job or are particularly insightful or positive but don't name people or teams who are

getting in the way13.

Also, be careful not to personalize something by attributing it to a person when it was a business

decision.

For example, writing 'the CFO wouldn't fund the project' is incorrect unless she deliberately

red-lined that item. More often, it's the case that there was insufficient funding and other projects

took a higher priority. (This also aligns with the 'don't make criticism personal' rule above.)

Depersonalizing anything negative will generate goodwill and build positive relationships without

creating enemies.

13 The exception is if there is an investigatory or audit component to what you are doing. In these cases, you may
need to identify both the champions and villains in the story but do so clinically and use evidence to support your
observations.

Draft -   Tuesday, March 15, 2022



Draf
t c

op
y

48

How to be a consultant - Part 1

Assume that people are rational

There's almost always a rational explanation for things at the time, even if it doesn't make sense

later on.

I want to stress this point: there's almost always a rational explanation for things, even if you

can't see it at first.

Try to identify root causes and work out why someone was opposed to something or made a

particular decision.

Not funding an important project? Maybe there were higher priorities.

A poorly written plan? Perhaps that person asked to do that wasn't a technical writer.

Making a decision that threw the firm into disarray? Maybe the outcomes weren't clear at the time

and that was the best option given the information they had.

Again, this took me a while to realize, but these days, I don't believe that anyone goes to work and

thinks, 'I'm going to do a crappy job today.' So I ask myself, 'what were the circumstance at the

time that would someone lead to this decision or action?'

Defuse problems early

Think about how you can defuse challenges or objections early. Saying 'this option requires no

additional budget' removes funding concerns immediately. (As long as what you're saying is true.)

Recruit allies

Find influencers who can help change minds and attitudes and recruit allies who will see the

benefits of what you are doing. And keep in mind that the benefits of your solution might be broader

than solving the immediate problem.
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I was once trying to justify a reasonably significant spend on an access-control system at

construction a site. The card-access system we wanted was a definite improvement over the

paper ID checks the guards carried out, but it was a lot of money to improve something that

already worked after a fashion.

However, I spoke to the heads of HR and Safety and explained that the same system would

help with time and attendance (thus reducing timesheet fraud) and help monitor who was in the

process areas (which would be a big help in the event of an accident). Suddenly, I had two very

influential supporters, which made approval much easier.

Knowing when to push and pull

To effect change, you sometimes need people to confront hard truths. Remember, many

organizations find themselves in trouble because their leadership did something wrong. Everyone

knows it, but that doesn't mean they'll want to talk about their mistakes.

However, you will have to get them to confront their previous mistakes to solve the problem and

move things forward. Confronting hard truths requires some coaxing and pushing, but there's a

point where pushing stops being helpful and becomes damaging. You need to know where that line

is and know exactly how close you're getting so you don't go too far.

Similarly, you need a few tricks up your sleeve to pull everyone back from the edge when things get

too heated or stressed. That might start by acknowledging that some of the topics up for

discussion will be difficult. Establish yourself as a lifeguard or safety value and let everyone know

you'll stop things from getting out of hand.

During the discussions, try to prevent personal attacks or accusations. If attacks occur, ask people

to reframe what they are saying to be productive, not just a criticism.
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Asking people to restate things less emotionally and more factually is a big help. EG, "Logistics

weren't able to supply the material we needed in time, so my guys in manufacturing fell behind" is

easier to work with than "Jim's team over in Logistics screwed up and let us down.")

Most important, don't take things personally. You might find that you feel attacked, even if someone

is using you as a way to attack someone else. Leaving your ego outside the room and being

prepared to act as an emotional sponge is a valuable thing to learn, although it can be draining.

Lastly, simple things to help defuse tension are taking breaks, using appropriate humor, or simply

stating that you're getting off course. But don't pretend the discussion didn't happen and just move

on. There are valuable lessons in these problematic discussions, so let some pressure out of the

room but come back to these issues later.

And remember to thank people for their contributions and acknowledge any difficulties after the

discussion.

Whatever you do, remember to be gentle: this is tricky stuff, and people will be under a lot of

pressure to fix things. Plus, you're there to help, not make things worse.

So make sure you arrive with the full range of technical, procedural, and diplomatic tools. In short,

make sure you bring your EQ as well as your IQ.

Who'd have thought that there's so much psychology to being a consultant?

Stick the Landing

Keep these points in mind because you'll need to employ all of these at some stage.

And it's critical that you do: if you can't get people to accept your observations and buy into your

solution, your work has been for nothing.

The problem will still be there, and the firm will remain stuck and unable to move forward. So don't

let things slip at this late stage.

Instead, stay focused, generate support, reduce tensions, and stick the landing.
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