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Preface
I want to begin this with a confession: Despite having spent more than 20 years
working as a technology consultant, I am, alas, not a technology expert. True
expertise reflects skills applied to highly specific subject matter, and that only
applies to me under two conditions: One, when we're talking the history of thrash
metal in the Bay Area (wanna discuss the nuances of Possessed vs Death Angel
or Ruthie’s Inn vs The Stone? Pull up a chair, sparky); and two, when serious
technology problems call for creative and bespoke solutions.
That latter expertise forms the groundwork for this book, and it is supported by a
surprising but vital skill: communication.
Imagine consulting with an attorney, an expert in personal injury. After explaining
your problem in great detail, the lawyer says, “This sounds like prima facie case if
I ever heard one.” Prima-what? Is that good or bad?
I would argue that however it might be, you are better off finding another lawyer.
Good communication—ask any married person—is more than the ability to speak
a language and is rarely ever industry-specific. In the tech world, do you really
need to know why the expert is using asynchronous jQuery calls or query
sanitization? Consultants who weigh down their communication with marketing
buzzwords or technical jargon are relying on terms destined to be dated as fast
as the technology they’re coined to describe. When specific terminology has a
short shelf life, it is reasonable to question the staying power of the message it
conveys.
In my experience as a consultant, success has often come down to how well I
am able to understand the problem, rather than how I might solve it. A good
consultant will understand your problem from a technical point of view AND from
your point of view—Xs and Os, the bottom line—if they have any hope of solving
it. I readily fire any technical expert who is unwilling or unable to understand the
problem before discussing a solution.
After all, understanding is the hard part. It requires more than just expertise, it
requires the ability to communicate—which always begins not by speaking, but
by listening.
Jeff Hill
Pleasanton CA
Fall 2016
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Most of us hate going to a car
dealership. We know ahead of time
that a salesman is ready to deceive
or overcharge us, and there's
nothing we can do about it. We do
try though, don’t we? We do so
much online research only to find
we’re still overmatched and
vulnerable and at the mercy of even
a mediocre salesman.
Any time you feel like you’re out of
your element, it can be intimidating.
Regardless of what you’re buying, there is always a leap of faith. If you
hire someone to do a pest control inspection on your home, what do you
think the odds are that they will find SOMETHING that needs to be treated?
Any experienced, trustworthy professional knows the difference between
using this as leverage to take advantage of someone versus using it as an
opportunity to build trust.
One way of reducing these anxieties is to ask for references. Much can be
learned about a consultant by talking to his or her clients. Try to get
answers to the following questions:
“Are these guys capable?”
To use one of my least-favorite (albeit perfectly appropriate) expressions:
This one is a no-brainer. It should be obvious that they know their stuff
technically. It’s very important to find someone who knows what they don’t
know as well. Too many large agencies will claim expertise in every
conceivable technology stack, but it’s perfectly fine to ask for a
demonstrated example of what you are in need of. It will cause them to
have to understand your problem and explain it back to you.

“How do they handle problems?”
Nearly every project will introduce challenges and a good consultant knows
how to handle this without causing undue anxiety, or worse: delays. A
good consultant will communicate the challenge, how they propose to
overcome it, whether it will add to the cost, and whether it may introduce a
delay.
Contrary to popular opinion, it is possible to over-communicate. This is
where you can see somebody really shine. This is not a time to explain
details.
“Did you pay a fair price for your project?”
Don’t be afraid to ask if the reference received the value they thought they
would. Was the scope of the project what they thought it was? And how
about the consultants: Did they save them money? Did they bring the
expertise they claimed? Easily the most challenging aspect of running a
boutique business is correctly estimating time and effort on software
projects. Did they do that correctly?
“Was it delivered on time?”
If not, why not? Were you kept abreast of all changes to the timeline or did
they fail to properly communicate them to you?
Naturally, you will only be referred to clients the consultant hopes will say
nice things about them, but take advantage of whatever time you can get
on the phone with any of these folks. It’s a great opportunity to discuss
their general impression in a non-technical way, and can help alleviate your
anxiety by knowing you’re prepared.

You’re likely concerned about cost,
and you should be. But you can’t
know if the cost will be an issue until
you have a good idea of the actual
value of your project. If this is your
earth-shattering, paradigm-shifting
idea that is fine, but you really need to
leave the emotion aside.
Thus, one of the most useful things
you can do before hiring your consultant is to learn the true, honest value of
your project. The following questions are designed to help you come to an
accurate estimate of that value and better prepare you for a meeting with a
consultant :
●
●
●
●
●

What are the actual productivity gains for employees?
Will it lead to a better customer experience?
What is the opportunity cost of not proceeding with the project?
What is the actual dollar value you will gain or save?
Will it improve employee job satisfaction?

Once you have a clear understanding of the actual dollar value your project
will generate it’s pretty easy math to figure out what you would invest,
based on your comfort level. If you’d save $100,000, would you spend
$30,000? If you go through the effort of accurately determining the value
and you decide it won’t save (or make) you as much as you thought, you
can hopefully scale the scope down to only solve the core issue.
You might be surprised to learn that some companies really don’t have the
problem they think they do. A good consultant will help them arrive at that
decision, even if it means lost business. I’d rather provide value by saving
a potential client money than to build software they don’t need.

Inexperienced or even shady
consultants will simply tell you:
“Send me the requirements and I
will give you a cost estimate”.
I cringe whenever I hear this.
You are hiring them to solve a
problem. That solution will require
critical thinking, creativity, budgetconscious decision-making and most importantly: good communication.
You may not even totally understand the problem, but your consultant
should be able to understand the problem for you and explain it back to you
in your terms. A requirements document is supposed to communicate
technical (if not robotic) descriptions of functionality, not the WHY or much
of the HOW. This is the reason why I typically do “not-to-exceed”
proposals.
Take your car to the transmission shop and tell them to replace the
transmission. Most of the time they will do it (at great expense). If they
diagnose it and find that it’s just the position switch that needs to be
replaced, there’s no reason to insist on spending $10,000 on a new
transmission.
There are also times where a consultant will need to help you get out of
your own way. The opportunity cost of leaving a broken, costly process in
place usually has implications that reach far beyond what you might
perceive.

You are an expert in your own
domain and there is no earthly
reason you need to be anything
more than that to find and hire the
right consultant.
While there is some truth to the
phrase “I know enough to be
dangerous”, I rarely discuss
specific technologies in detail
when I first meet a client with an
idea or problem in search of a
solution. In fact, it makes sense to
try and understand the issue
without anyone talking about technologies or vendors until the basic needs
can be explained in no more than two sentences. A CRM automation
project should be as easy to explain as a killer mobile social media app in
of an elevator pitch. In short, if you can articulate what need you need
filled or problem you need solved, we can get to the technical
endpoints later.
As I mentioned previously: The best asset you can provide is to truly
understand your problem and the value of the solution. You may need a
fair amount of help with that, but any good consultant should be willing to
provide such help at a minimum charge.

This would be ideal wouldn’t it?
And if it’s truly possible, I would
encourage that. Just keep in
mind that “Can’t we just…” are
some very famous last words,
often spoken by project
managers who live to regret
them.
Before you decide to try this
route, here are some points you
may not have considered
related to developers:
Shuffling Developers
You will have to pull some of your developers off of existing projects. This
can be expensive, and it can slow down other areas of your business.
What will it cost to pull them off their projects and to assign them to your
outstanding problem? What other aspect of the business will have to
suffer, and what will that cost you?
For example: If you need to migrate data from one platform to another, it’s
really a one-time effort that will likely require little or no maintenance or
ongoing support once complete. You might be better off hiring an outside
agency that has a demonstrated example of this work. If you pull
developers off of existing projects to “figure it out”, it typically adds weeks, if
not months of delay.

Departing Developers
Shuffling developers like this can lead to discontent. Retaining talented
developers is highly valued. So if some of your developers leave the
company on account of this, what will that cost you?
Unhurried Developers
If assigned accordingly, will your in-house developers treat the project with
the same urgency as an outside agency?
If your solution requires building a one-off product that will improve
productivity you will be introducing both an asset and a liability, regardless
of building it in-house or hiring outside. Keep in mind that you will be able
to actually have a legal contract with an outside agency to maintain and
support code they have written. They become the “throat to choke” if
something comes up. Internal developers can move on to other jobs
leaving you holding the bag.

Closing
This book was designed to facilitate the hiring of a consultant; It was not
designed to eliminate a healthy skepticism.
By applying the principles put forth in this book, and by maintaining your
skepticism and trusting the instincts that got you this far in business in the
first place, hiring the right consultant for your project can be much easier
than you ever imagined.
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