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Choosng a
Consulting Role

Consultants wear many hats. Here's a
methodfor selecting the most appropriate
rolefor an internal or external consultant

Y ou 've been asked to help an organi-
zation to manage atask force charged
with designing some new procedures
as part of an overall OD plan. The or-
ganization has never had atask force,
but you've been told that your role is
simply to "sit in from time to time and
make comments" as needed. You
don't think that provides enough sup-
port to ensure success in this impor-
tant aspect of the change process.

Y ou've been asked to provide some
"listening training" to a work group
with a history of conflict and dissen-
sion. You suspect that training at this
point may not be well received by the
group and that the causes of the prob-
lem are deeper than skill deficits.

Both of the above situations illus-
trate a common dilemma. In both, the
consultant’s initial view of the rela-
tionship and the intervention that will
be effective differs from what the
client thinks is needed or wanted.
Such situations are likely to end with
disappointing results.

Consultants—internal and ex-
ternal—often talk about getting
“purned.” Usually, it happens when
the way the consultant’s role has been
structured leads to no-win situations.
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on any given project.

Much good advice is available to
new and practicing consultants on
how to be effectiveOD practitioners,
but not much of it is focused on the
special problem of role definition.
There isn't much clear guidance for
the consultant and client as to
whether the role being played is the
right one.

In order to do thiskind of practical
assessment and to facilitate collabor-
ative agreements between clients and

consultants, we need three things:

» a clear understanding of the pur-
poses of a consulting relationship;

» alanguage for talking about con-
sulting roles;

 criteriafor determining which role
is appropriate in a given situation.

Goals and roles

In any consultation, the clientswill
have two types of needs:

* The need for results refersto con-
crete outcomes associated with apro-
ject. These might include changesin
the bottom line, organizational struc-
ture, information transmitted, skills
learned, or behavior and attitudes.
 The need for growth means in-
creased capacity to perform new func-
tions or behaviors on a continuing
basis. In other words, if ahigh level of
growth is achieved in the consulta-
tion, then the client will be able to do
the job next time with less or no out-
side help.

The need for results and the need
for growth will vary depending on the
nature of the consulting project. For
example, in performing a one-time
service with which the client is unfa-
miliar, the consultant's major focusis
likely to be "getting the job done" for
the client.

However, in helping the client per-
form an important and recurring—but
new—task, the appropriate emphasis
ison helping the client learn how to
perform that task over the long haul,
instead of merely producing an imme-
diate result.
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When project outcomes are speci-
fied in that way, it is easier to deter-
mine what services are needed from
the consultant and what contributions
are needed from the client system to
bring about the desired changes.

By constructing a grid model of
consulting, using asthe two axes con-
sultant responsibility for growth and
consultant responsibility for results,
we can identify the specific consulting
roles appropriate for the mix of ser-
vicesthat the consultant isexpected to
provide.

The nine roles of the consulting
role grid (figures 1 and 2) reflect the
options the consultant has in agiven
situation. Presumably, if a consultant
correctly assesses the situation, he or
sheislikely to choose the role that will
be the most effective.

Nine roles

The consultant who takes on the
hands-on expert role (9,1) actually
undertakes the task on behalf of the
client. In this role the consultant has
most, if not all, of the responsibility
for producing good results. The client
is not expected to grow in capacity
very much. He or she will need the
consultant again next timein order to
perform the task equally well.

The modeler role (9,5) implies that
the consultant is highly responsible
for resultsin the current project, but
also that there is some value in the
client system building its own capac-
ity. The modeler carries out the task
for the client system, but doessoina
way that makes his or her approaches
and techniques apparent. The consul-
tant is available for answering ques-
tions about what he or she is doing,
and why. The implication is that
sometime in the futurethe client may
carry out the task.

The partner role (9,9) implies high
responsibility for results and growth.
It assumes that both the client and the
consultant have the capacity to suc-
cessfully perform aspects of the task
and that both will share responsibility
for the results. It also assumes that a
bigjump in the client's capacity to do
the task isan important goal. The part-

U ner role means that the client isready

tolearn in ahands-on way and that the
consultant can teach effectivelyin this
mode, aswell as guide the task to suc-

@ cessful completion.

In the coach role (5,9), the consul -
tant does not have direct responsibil-
Yty for performing the task. Instead, he

or she may observe the performance
of the task and provide feedback. The
coach uses highly directed instruc-
tional techniques to improve the
client's performance: providing feed-
back, prescribing and observing prac-
tice sequences, and giving advice and
support during actual job perfor-
mance. The coach is indirectly in-
volved in carrying out the task, but
highly involved with the client and his
or her growth.

The teacher or trainer role (5,5) is
even more removed from the scene of
the action. The trainer or teacher,
unlike the coach, is concerned with
general performance rather than per-
formance in a specific situation. For
example, the teacher isconcerned that
the client knows the basic principles
and has mastered the skills of manag-
ing ameeting, while the coach may ac-
tually observe the client |eading meet-
ings and discuss the results afterward.

The technical adviser role (5,1) isa
back-up role. In this role, the consul-
tant has moderate responsibility for
results; the client uses the adviser's ex-
pertise for specific purposes. The
technical advisor may have close or
distant personal relations with the
client, but his or her concern is not
the growth of client capacity, except
in an incidental sense. The focusison
helping the client get over a specific
problem that the technical adviser's
knowledge and experience can solve.

In the counselor role (9,1), the con-
sultant's concern isalmost entirely for
the capacity of the client to perform

the task. The counselor tries constant-
ly to help the client clarify and set
goals, maintain positive motivation,
and develop and implement effective
plans. The counselor oftenisremoved
from the performance of the situation.
He or she may have to rely on the
client's data about what is happening
in the project. Hence much of the
counselor's skill isin helping the client
to gather, analyze, and develop con-
clusions from his or her own
experience.

The facilitator role (5,1) consists
largely of helpful but process-oriented
activities such as convening, agenda
building, recording, collating and dis-
playing data, providing techniques
such as problem analysis or brain-
storming, and planning and leading
meetings. Through the facilitator'sin-
tervention, clients may absorb the
helpful techniques and processes the
facilitator uses. That leads to moderate
growth of the client's capacity in these
areas. One main reason the consultant
is an effectivefacilitator is that he or
she has alow stake in the task at hand
and isneutral within the client group.
Thisisalow task-responsibility role.

With the reflective observer role
(1,2), the client ismost responsible for
results and capacity building; the con-
sultant is least responsible. The con-
sultant's task is limited to feeding back
observations and impressions. In spite
of the low activity level of the consul-
tant, this role can have adynamic ef-
fect on aclient system that isskilled in
using such assistance. The reflective

Figure 2—The consulting role grid
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observer can help clients monitor
themselves on such ambiguous but
crucial indicators as trust, teamwork,
and openness.

Roles versus jobs

We shouldn't proceed much further
before distinguishing the nine con-
sulting roles outlined above fromjob
titles. A person may have the job title
"technical adviser" or "trainer," but he
or she may dtill take on any or al of the
aboveroles on atemporary, situational

basis. For example, atrainer may leave
the classroom and "coach" the stu-
dent, or be the expert in designing a
curriculum or course.

Similarly, a consultant may play
multiple roles simultaneously within
aclient system, but with differentcli-
ents. He or she might be a counselor
to one manager, atrainer for the team
the manager leads, and a coach for a
task force of other managers. In this
framework, the consulting role is
always defined situationally with a
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specific client or client group.
Ideally, roles will be defined and
clearly understood by both the client
and consultant. Many consulting er-
rors arise from the consultant's at-
tempt to play more than one role
simultaneously with the same client
without aclear contract to do so.

How to choose

The process of role choice and tran-
sition is obviously a critical area of
judgment and skill for the consultant.
What guidelines can we go by to make
informed choices?

We can identify four key areas,
building on Robert Tannenbaum and
Warren Schmidt's classic formulation
of criteria in determining behavioral
choice for leadership roles ("How To
Choose a Leadership Pattern," Har-
vard Business Review, March-April
1958). The areas to consider:
¢ The organizational situation. The
rolesin column 9 on the grid (partner,
modeler, and hands-on expert) are
likely to be appropriate in caseswhere
thereisimmediate need for results and
for client capacity development. If
client capacity isalready moderate to
high, then the low-intervention roles
(counselor, facilitator, reflective
observer, and technical adviser) may
make more sense.

e Characteristics of the client. In de-
termining an acceptable role relation-
ship, the client ought to ask the fol-
lowing questions: Will the proposed
consulting relationship be likely to
achieve the results that the organiza-
tion needs? Will | be helped to grow
inthe process, in adirection that isin
my long-term interests? Will the skills
that | already possess be used to their
fullest extent? Are the skills that the
consultant possesses being used in the
best way?

e Characteristics of the consultant.
The capacity of the consultant isthe
most obvious limiting factor in deter-
mining aconsultant role. Consultants
cannot take on the more results- or
growth-oriented rolesif they lack the
experience, knowledge, and confi-
dence to do so. But if the consultant
iscompetent to take on various roles,
how should he or she choose among
them? Willingness, interest, and time
are factors. The consultant needs to
ask him- or herself, not only "Can | do
this?" but "Do | want to serve in this
roie?” A role that is unwanted will
probably not be well performed.

m The client/consultant relationship.




A relationship of trust and openness
permits collaborative determination
of the appropriate client-consultant
role. Too often, the client's unwilling-
ness to ask for help leads to an insuf-
ficient consulting role, or the consul-
tant'sneed for business results leads to
an unhealthy dependency. But most
relationships don't begin with the
necessary trust to permit open discus-
sion and negotiation of roles. The grid
model, by providing acommon lan-
guage for clientsand consultants, may
help overcome some initial barriers.

Role negotiation

Here are fivesteps for effectiverole
negotiation for the client and
consultant.

* 1 Collaborative clarification of
the organization's need for resultsand
capacity for each client or client
group.

e 2. Open discussion of the current
capacities of the clients and
consultants.

« 3. Identification of an appropriate
match between client needs and con-
sultant capacities relative to the var-
ious tasks and client groups, using the
consulting role grid.

e 4. Assurance that al parties have
the support they need in the situation
to deliver on their accountabilitiesfor
results and growth.

« 5. Commitment of both parties to
their respective role responsibilitiesin
the consultation.

With those steps in mind, we can
now go back to the two consulting di-
lemmas posed at the outset of this
article. Let's examine how our frame-
work can provide conceptual support
for clients and consultants when
negotiating the right consulting roleis
crucial to success of a project.

In the task-forcesituation, the needs
of the system are relatively apparent to
both client and consultant, yet the
role suggested for the consultant
seems inadequate to bring about the
results. In such a case, the consultant
should discuss with the client the ap-
parent discrepancy between the need
for immediate results in the situation
and the low-results orientation of the
observer role the consultant is being
asked to take (step 1).

That discussion would probably re-
sult in agreement on more active con-
sultant roles, such as coach to the
manager in question, and facilitator to
the task force (steps 2 to 5). That
would leave the organization and the

client more protected against the con-
sequences of project failure.

In the second case—in which the
consultant ischarged with training adi-
visive work group in listening skills—
the consultant and the client are not in
aposition to collaboratively diagnose
the needs of the organization.

The consultant might point out
that the training role assumes a will-
ingness to learn on the part of the
group—a willingness that may not
exist. It also assumes that listening
skills would solve the problem—a
claim that may not be true. The con-
sultant cannot safely accept responsi-
bility for results unless the group
shows interest in learning. If the group
does not, the client'srelationship with
the group—and the consultant's rela-
tionship with the client—could be
seriously damaged.

The consultant could suggest an in-
itial phone call or interview with
group members. In it, the consultant
would help the group clarify its need
for results and for capacity-building
by assessing the nature and causes of
past conflicts and the group's will-
ingness to engage in problem solving
or training (step 1).

With those datain hand, the consul-
tant and client can more confidential-
ly negotiate an intervention role (steps

2to 5).

Successful outcomes

Consultants and clients can do a
better job of negotiating roles, and in-
crease their chances for successful
project outcomes. But that can only
happen if both parties are clear about
the outcomes the organization needs
and the capacities they both have.

The consulting role grid can help
match needed outcomes with appro-
priate levels of consultant involve-
ment. The five-step model of role ne-
gotiation can help ensure that the
agreements reached can be success-
fully carried out.

By using this simple framework,
consultants and clients may be ableto
avoid some of the game playing and
misperceptions that can handicap
consulting relationships from the
early stages. The result is openness
about what isneeded and about how
the client and the consultant can meet
those needs. That openness can set
the stage for a collaborative relation-
ship for the duration of the project.
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