
The Intern til 
Consultant and the 
Eternal Struggle 
Maybe you can have it all—if you're an internal consultant. 
Internal and external consulting roles carry distinct 
advantages and disadvantages, but the internal consultant can 
take steps to maximize the benefits of both. 

By VIRGINIA E. BIANCO 

Among human resource and organ-
ization d e v e l o p m e n t p rofes -
sionals, the consensus is that the 

role of the internal consultant is more dif-
ficult than that of his or her external 
counterpart . Corpora te nature seems to 
prefer the mystique and genius of the out-
side organization development guru. 

Peter Block explains that being a 
"prophet in your own land" is difficult 
because line managers often view the in-
ternal consultant as being subject to the 
same forces and limitations that impinge 
on them. 1 Managers might be slow to 
trust and recognize the expertise of the in-
ternal H R D or O D person. T h e internal 
consultant is trapped in a Catch-22. If ac-
tions are too cautious, the internal person 
is seen merely as an extra pair of hands. 
If actions challenge the status quo, the in-
ternal consultant can be perceived as 
disloyal and insensitive to company 
operations. 

Block humorously compares the two: 
T h e internal wears dark suits, the exter-
nal wears sweaters and turtlenecks; the in-
ternal uses words such as "measurement," 
"quick" and "background" while the exter-
nal says "issues," "work through," "model" 
and "process"; the internal's life is relative-
ly stable and the external's life is "like 
Hiroshima right after the bomb." No one's 
ever satisfied: T h e internal wishes for the 
f reedom of the external, and the external 
wishes for the continuity of the internal. 

T h e Lippitts discuss internal vs. exter-
nal roles using a six-step consulting pro-
cess, beginning with contact and entry 
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and ending with termination.2 T h e inter-
nal consultant usually has more knowl-
edge and access to inside resources, 
power figures, history and data. On the 
other hand, the external consultant is in 
a bet ter position to introduce new 
strategies and perspectives, and to con-
front barriers and resistance. 

Gluckstern and Packard propose in-
side-outside consultant teams that balance 
the strengths and weaknesses within each 
role by fo rming a viable work ing 
relationship.3 Such a relationship evolves 
through three stages. First, the external 
consultant establishes communicat ion 
and credibility. T h e internal consultant 
acts as a learner, observer, monitor , 
helper, mediator and change agent. In the 
second stage, the external consultant im-
plements , teaches and involves the inter-
nal consultant in the skills and techniques 
necessary for handling the intervention. 
T h e internal consultant learns, practices 
and provides knowledge of inside power 
relationships, when and how hard to push, 
priorities and politics. In the final stage, 
roles are exchanged. T h e external con-
sultant becomes an advisor. T h e internal 
consultant , equipped with new knowl-
edge and status, continues independently. 

Toge the r , the two consultants can ef-
fect a level of change not possible when 
each works alone. This takes t ime and the 
awareness that trust and exchange are 
necessary. T h e best relationship is one in 
which the consultants ' skills are com-
plementary and their liabilities are can-
celled by their strengths. Another benefit 
is that a team approach lessens the 
loneliness and frustration inherent in a 
consulting role. Member s of the con-
sulting team can share experiences, 
discuss problems and check judgments . 

Ideally, the team relationship models the 
very behavior being encouraged in the 
client organization—participation, open-
ness, trust, cooperation and problem 
solving. 

Steele emphasizes the importance of 
conscious role shaping for the internal 
consultant. Through careful planning and 
actions, an internal consultant can build 
on his or her strengths and acquire many 
of (he advantages usually associated with 
the external consultant, including:4 

• Identify your security with your profes-
sional expertise, not your position. 
• Position yourself to negotiate and use 
dist inct ro le-shaping activi t ies with 
bosses, clients and associates. 
• Keep an image of objectivity, and 
avoid becoming connected with only one 
part of the organization. 
• Set clear expectations in the beginning 
and end of each project. 
• F o r m i n s i d e - o u t s i d e t e a m s tha t 
capitalize on both the image of distance 
and specialness, and the savvy of know-
ing the system. 
• Structure your relationship to appear 
external (not corporate), with offices at 
a n o t h e r phys ica l l oca t ion , no ad-
ministrative links to the executive struc-
ture, separate mission and goals. 

T h e s e tips are by no means new, but a 
different perspective can give extra insight 
in a t ime of need. 

Beware 
As an internal consultant, "one of the 

family," your motives of ten are viewed 
with distrust. Your image, talent and role 
may be pegged into a monotonous slot 
over t ime. As you walk that fine line be-
tween identification and risk taking, you 
realize that one slip can doom you to the 
political lions. 

When a colleague in a major organiza-
tion was ordered by her C E O to imple-
ment a succession planning system within 
three months , she realized immediately 
that imposing such a system on the ex-
ecutive staff within that t ime frame would 
generate upheaval and resistance. She 
pleaded for more time in order to conduct 
interviews, organize a task force and 
develop ownership and participation, but 
the deadline prevailed. When the product 
was introduced, my colleague prepared 
herself for being nailed to the cross. She 
was. 

Given ideal circumstances, preparing 
the target audience and enlisting their par-
ticipation is always the best strategy. 
Realistically, t ime constraints or politics 
often require that the vehicle, program or 
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c h a n g e is shoved d o w n an organizat ion 's 

throat w i thou t a d e q u a t e p r e p a r a t i o n . In 

the age of the o n e - m i n u t e m a n a g e r , ex-

ecut ives are looking for quick Fixes, t h e in-

stant o a t m e a l of c o r p o r a t e A m e r i c a . 

P r e p a r e yoursel f . You m a y b e c o m e a 

s capegoa t . O n c e t h e dus t has se t t l ed , 

brush yourself off and begin implement ing 

your bes t consul t ing practices "in reverse ." 

T h e r e m e d y ( b o m b ) has already b e e n d e -

l ivered. U s e this u n t i m e l y vehic le as a 

starting point for discussion, revision, par-

t icipat ion and reac t ions . My co l l eague 

eventually organized a task force to review 

the succes s ion plan a n d r e c o m m e n d 

changes . In t h e e n d , t h e r e were f e w 

c h a n g e s and m u c h s u p p o r t . 

A c c o r d i n g to Margul ies and Raia, a 

political p e r s p e c t i v e is bo th useful a n d 

necessary for t he internal consul tan t . 5 U n -

fo r tuna te ly , pol i t ics o f t e n appear t o run 

coun te r to consul tants ' underlying values. 

N o t h i n g could be fu r the r f rom the t r u t h . 

Political behav io r per se is ne i the r good 

nor bad . Political behavior , d e p e n d i n g on 

how it is used , can ei ther he lp or h inde r 

o r g a n i z a t i o n a l p r o c e s s e s and e f f e c -

t i veness . S ince organiza t ion and h u m a n 

resource d e v e l o p m e n t usually r equ i r e s 

redis t r ibut ing p o w e r , t h e internal consu l -

tant is involved inext r icably in t h e 

d y n a m i c s of p o w e r . 

Ef fec t ive c o n s u l t a n t s r ecognize and 

u n d e r s t a n d t h e pol i t ical t h r e a d s of 

organiza t iona l life.6 E x p a n d i n g one ' s 

power base , developing support n e t w o r k s 

and m a n a g i n g one ' s image build poli t ical 

awarenes s . Build a profess ional r epu ta -

t ion, focus on small p ro j ec t s wi th a high 

probabi l i ty of success , es tabl ish as m a n y 

allies as poss ib le and r e s p o n d t o t h e 

organiza t ion 's n e e d s and p r o b l e m s . 

Behind the scenes 
W e are no t all d e s t i n e d to be f a m o u s , 

h o n o r e d or a p p l a u d e d , at least no t for 

every consu l t ing ef for t . M u c h of w h a t w e 

do is b e h i n d t h e s cenes . S o m e t i m e s our 

role is only to br ing two di f ferent pa r t i es 

in c o n t a c t with one a n o t h e r , l inking 

c l ients and r e sources . O r we may se rve 

mere ly to in t roduce , ident i fy or p l an t a 

s eed , t hen s tep away to let s o m e o n e else 

t a k e c red i t for such a marve lous idea . As 

the or ienta l adage goes : A t rue l eader is 

one w h o s e peop le say , " W e did it 

ourse lves . " M a n y consu l t an t s ge t so 

w r a p p e d up in the e x c i t e m e n t of w o r k i n g 

with t o p execu t ives and i m p l e m e n t i n g 

d rama t i c c h a n g e s , tha t t h e y forge t t h e 

tools of their t rade . T h e appropr ia te posi-

t ioning of t h e consu l t an t ' s role, h o w e v e r , 

o f t en includes working on tedious details, 

analyzing v o l u m e s of data and organ iz ing 

p a p e r w o r k . 

Consu l t an t s have varied mot iva t ions for 

of fe r ing he lp : to improve o the r s ' pe r fo r -

m a n c e , ob ta in gra t i tude , contro l o t h e r s , 

m a k e s o m e o n e h a p p y , gain c r e d i t , 

a ch ieve c o r p o r a t e ob jec t ives , pun i sh 

o the r s , give m e a n i n g to his or her own 

life.7 Be caut ious, A successful consu l t an t 

n e e d s to ba lance profess ional n e e d s wi th 

persona l (ego) needs to p r o d u c e gain and 

growth on all s ides . 

High frustration.. . low 
expectations 

An in terna l consu l t an t is c o m f o r t a b l e 

with ambigu i ty and f rus t ra t ion . C h a n g e 

t a k e s t ime . S o m e ef for t s d o no t s h o w 

signs of success for t h r e e or four yea r s . 

M a n y consu l t an t s leave their c o m p a n i e s 

b e c a u s e th ings did not m o v e fast e n o u g h 

and they w e r e not able t o p rac t i ce their 

ideal f o r m s of organiza t ion expe r t i s e . If 

you requi re tangib le signs of s u c c e s s and 

fast resul ts , the world of in ternal con-

sul t ing may not b e for you . 

Ideal scenar ios exist in t e x t b o o k s that 

desc r ibe appl ica t ions of m o d e l s using 

boxes and arrows, but peop le tlon't m o v e 

t ha t way. In fact , t hey bite, kick and fight 

back . M o s t p e o p l e don ' t like c h a n g e , and 

t h e y cer ta inly don't need you to tell t h e m 

to do so. Rea l life requi res p a t i e n c e and 

t ime , and an apprec ia t ion for t h e c h a n g e 

p r o c e s s . Every ch ip in t he wall is he lp ing 

even tua l ly to t umb le t h e for t ress . T h i s 

h e i g h t e n e d level of f rus t ra t ion usually 

p r ecedes increased awareness for bo th in-

dividuals and organiza t ions . 

A few c o m p a n i e s m o v e success fu l ly 

f r o m the old "military" s tyle of m a n a g e -

m e n t to a m o r e par t ic ipat ive s ty le , but 

mos t co rpo ra t i ons still s t ruggle wi th t h e 

c o n c e p t of c h a n g e as a new way of life. If 

you don't have the s t o m a c h for this, m o v e 

on . 
E d u c a t i n g m a n a g e r s and o the r organ-

ization m e m b e r s in t he use of concep t s to 

c o n d u c t diagnosis and plan act ion is par t 

of t he internal consul tant ' s role. T h e con-

sul tant he lps an organizat ion learn t he 

t e c h n i q u e s necessa ry to solve p r o b l e m s 

and c o p e with change . Wi thou t a t ransfer 

of skills and k n o w l e d g e , t h e cl ient 

b e c o m e s d e p e n d e n t o n the consu l t an t 

and does no t expe r i ence g rowth . 

L ipp i t t says tha t t h e initiation of new 

organizat ional m e t h o d s ( M B O , strategic-

p l ann ing , pa r t i c ipa t ive m a n a g e m e n t ) 

o f t en fails b e c a u s e t h e consu l t an t and 

organiza t iona l leaders do not pay e n o u g h 

a t t en t ion to t h e t ra in ing p r o c e s s . 8 If p e o -

ple in an organiza t ion lack t h e skills for a 

new process , an innovation will not work . 

I have seen the failure of a ma jo r strategic-

planning effort whe re t o p execu t ives were 

in t roduced to t he p r o c e s s , bu t t h e actual 

m a n a g e r s r e spons ib le for t h e work were 

neve r t ra ined . I also w i t n e s s e d the s trug-

gle of a co rpo ra t e -w ide su rvey w h e r e t h e 

m e c h a n i c s were des igned and imple-

m e n t e d beautifully, but g roup leaders and 

faci l i tators w e r e not t r a ined . 

T o help an organiza t ion he lp itself, an 

internal consu l t an t n e e d s skills in bo th 

organizational psychology and educational 

p sycho logy . Burke and S c h m i d t be l ieve 

that consul tan ts should m a k e a del iberate 

a t t e m p t to learn whi le in the p r o c e s s of 

solving p r o b l e m s , and to solve p r o b l e m s 

whi le in t h e p r o c e s s of learning. 9 Don ' t 

hold t h o s e m o d e l s and t e c h n i q u e s you 

carry in your head as sec re t s for c rea t ing 

an aura of e x p e r t i s e and con t ro l . Sha re 

your m o d e l s and road m a p s , and help 

you r cl ients reach their goals by s h o w i n g 

t h e m how. 
T h e newes t m a n a g e m e n t b o o k s on 

c h a n g e and cu l ture e m p h a s i z e this learn-

ing c o m p o n e n t of t he consu l t a t ive p ro-

ce s s . W o r k i n g closely with m a n a g e r s 

helps internal consu l tan t s learn continual-

ly, t hus c rea t ing a learn ing e n v i r o n m e n t 

t h r o u g h o u t the organizat ion. 1 0 G i v e n the 

rapid p a c e of organizat ional c h a n g e and 

shif ts in cu l ture , t e c h n o l o g y and res t ruc-

tur ing , c o n s t a n t learning is survival . T h e 

internal consul tant can mode l and transfer 

the continual p rocess of learning, g rowth , 

a c h i e v e m e n t and , u l t imate ly , persona l 

and organiza t ion succes s . 

Practice what you preach 
K e e p the fol lowing guidel ines in mind , 

and you will m o v e your role closer to tha t 

of t h e op t imal ly p o s i t i o n e d internal 

consu l t an t : 
• L i s ten to t h e expe r t i s e and good ideas 

of o the r s . 

• Be f lexible . D o n ' t use t h e s a m e tech-

nique over and over if it is not appropr ia te . 

Real ize that mode l s can b e modif ied to fit 

different situations. Cer ta in efforts require 

a p rocess approach ; o thers d e m a n d a con-

t en t a p p r o a c h ; s o m e requi re reac t ive 

s t ra tegies ; and o t h e r s requi re p roac t ive 

tact ics . 
• A d m i t your mi s t akes . A d m i t you lack 

k n o w l e d g e in cer ta in areas and suggest 

o ther r e sources if necessa ry . 

• Be a mode l for t h e t y p e of behav ior 

you are t ry ing to instill. C o n d u c t t e a m -

bui ld ing and p rob lem-so lv ing sess ions 
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with.your col leagues and staff w h e n prob-

lems arise. I was part of a staff that taught 

t eam bui lding, persona l prac t ices , per for -

m a n c e appraisal and participative manage-

men t . Wi th in one week , an employee was 

fired wi thou t p rope r notif icat ion; ano the r 

e m p l o y e e was hired wi thout p rope r in-

t roduct ion; the staff was divided on issues 

of training and organization d e v e l o p m e n t ; 

two staff m e m b e r s were engaged in a cold 

w a r ; s h o r t a n d u n p r o d u c t i v e s taff 

m e e t i n g s w e r e held; and no o n e on the 

staff ever r ece ived a formal p e r f o r m a n c e 

appraisal. T h a t the team's efforts were not 

r e s p e c t e d or s u p p o r t e d w i t h i n t h e 

organiza t ion is no surpr i se . 

• T a k e r isks , chal lenge and c o n f r o n t , all 

with careful t iming a n d ba lance . 

• G r o w c o n t i n u a l l y . K n o w t h y s e l f . 

R e c o g n i z e your l imita t ions and unde r -

stand that you have as m u c h to learn f rom 

each si tuation as the client does . D e v e l o p 

"shadows" with w h o m you can discuss 

your pro jec ts , try out ideas, test strategies 

and e x c h a n g e critical f e e d b a c k . 

• Eva lua te your effor ts . Don ' t get caught 

in t h e p rocess -o f -consu l t ing -canno t -be -

measured t rap. Establish goals, no mat ter 

h o w s m a l l , a n d a s s e s s p r o g r e s s 

cont inual ly . 
• Keep u p with new t r e n d s and t ech -

n iques . R e a d t h e b o o k s and journa l s on 

your d e s k , and try to s tudy or w o r k with 

peop le w h o can teach you s o m e t h i n g 

new. A t t end workshops , con fe r ences , oc-

casional univers i ty courses , a n d t ake on 

challenging ass ignments . St re tch yourself. 

T h e pos i t ion of t he internal consu l t an t 

is a valuable one , and I disagree with those 

w h o be l i eve it is conf in ing or l imi ted. As 

in any s i tuat ion, l imitat ions can b e oppor -

tunities. Oppor tun i t i e s and conscious role 

shap ing , t oge the r , can p r o d u c e resul ts 

that are as good or be t t e r t han t h o s e 

ach ieved us ing ex te rna l consu l t an t s . 

5 . Margulies, N „ & Raia, A. P. (1984, 9. 
August). T h e politics of organization 
development. Training & Development 
Journal, 20-23. 
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Call or write 

"The greatest 
discovery in our 
generation is that 

_ human beings, by 
changing the inner 
attitudes of their 
minds, can change 
the outer aspects of 
their lives." W i l l i a m J a m e s 

You can tell peop le to c h a n g e their behav ior ; y o u 
can tell t h e m to improve their j o b skills. But , until 
they dec ide to m a k e the c h a n g e f r o m with in , not 

m u c h wil l h a p p e n . 

H u m a n Synergist ics bel ieves that h u m a n growth 
a n d organizat ional e f f ec t iveness g o h a n d in hand; 
that it is indiv idual e f f ec t iveness that creates 
o u t s t a n d i n g c o m p a n i e s . W e begin wi th the 

indiv idual : 

• assessing strengths and weaknesses 
• targeting personal and skill needs 
• motivating positive change 

Build effectiveness in your organization through 
Human Synergistics' multi-dimensional 
DIAGNOSTIC SYSTEMS. 

Life Styles Inventory: Self-Description 
Life Styles Inventory: Description by Others 
Management Effectiveness Profile System 

(MEPS) 
Supervisory Skills Inventory (SSI) 

5 0 human "T»l synergistics 
30819 P l y m o u t h r?oori • P l ymou th M i c h i g a n ; 

Nancy Nyblad for further information (313)459-1030. 
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