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•  Hiring a consultant can reduce overhead costs.
•  Consultants offer fresh perspectives and creative 

ideas.

•  Staff can spend more time on what they’re best at 
doing.

•  You can pay for specific services as needed — a cost-
effective solution for small organizations especially.

•  A consultant will often see the big picture in a way 
you and your colleagues can’t. A good consultant will 
look at your situation impartially and identify solutions quickly 
and efficiently. 

 

But there’s little point in hiring a consultant unless you take the 
time to make the relationship work. Here are some common 
mistakes that lead to problems — and ways to keep them from 
happening to you:

•  Mistake 1: There is a lack of buy-in. Remedy: Make certain 
that staff, board, and stakeholders understand and accept the 
reasons for hiring the consultant.

•  Mistake 2: The organization hires a consultant for the wrong 
reasons, such as to accelerate an executive director’s exit. 
Remedy: Be sure you have a clear-cut goal in mind when you 
hire a consultant. Explore your intentions thoroughly to be sure 
you don’t have any unexamined motives.

•  Mistake 3: The consultant isn’t a good fit. Remedy: Check 
that the consultant has experience with nonprofits similar to 
yours and complements your organization’s culture. Ask for 
references and examples of the consultant’s work before making 
a commitment. Check these out carefully.

Don’t let these errors ruin your 
consulting relationship.
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“Know what success 
will look like.”

Nonprofits have traditionally hired consultants to help with 
strategic planning, organizational development, marketing, 
or training. In today’s economic environment, however, 
more organizations are hiring consultants to oversee short-
term or long-term projects. Outsourcing specific functions, 
such as membership management, conference planning, 

public relations, advocacy efforts, or software conversions can be an 
effective solution. Here are some other considerations:
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Where to fiND More 
coNsultiNg solutioNs
For more on finding the right consultant for your 
needs, see these Nonprofit World articles at 
NonprofitWorld.org/members:

In search of the White Knight: finding the 
Perfect consultant (Vol. 17, No. 6)

Play to your strengths: using outsourcing to 
Manage human resources (Vol. 17, No. 1)

the logic of consultants’ fees (Vol. 10, No. 5)

outsourcing in the Nonprofit sector: A strategic 
Approach to the challenges of growth and 
staffing (Vol. 15, No. 5)

“Be sure you don’t 
have any unexamined 

motives.”

please get in touch...
We would love to hear your response to anything in 
Nonprofit World, your comments about any 
aspect of the nonprofit sector, and your concerns 
about your daily work. Please get in touch in any of 
the following ways:

Drop us a note at: Letters to the Editor, 
Nonprofit World, P.O. Box 44173, Madison, 
Wisconsin 53744-4173.

e-mail to: muehrcke@charter.net or 
Jill@NonprofitWorld.org

Please include your name, organization, address, 
phone number, and e-mail address. If you’d like 
your comments to appear anonymously, please let 
us know. We look forward to hearing from you!

Also, we hope you’ll join the discussion on the 
Nonprofit World Discussion Forum. Just go to 
www.NonprofitWorld.org, sign in as a member, and 
click on the Nonprofit Forum link. 

moving? let us know!
Send old AND new address, with mailing label if 
possible, to:

The Society for Nonprofit Organizations
P.O. Box 510354
Livonia, MI 48151

The post office WILL NOT forward copies of Non-
profit World.  So let us know BEFORE you move 
so that you won’t miss any issues.
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•  Mistake 4: The scope of work is unclear. Remedy: Create 
a contract that spells out expectations for both you and the 
consultant. Assess your needs clearly. Develop a budget and 
timeline. Set milestones. Know what success will look like. 

•  Mistake 5: No one in the organization has the time to work 
with the consultant. Remedy: Appoint someone who will be 
committed to the project and willing to spend the time needed. 
Be realistic about how much staff time will be necessary. The 
consultant won’t be successful without staff support.

•  Mistake 6: People in the organization view the consultant 
as a vendor they’ve hired. Remedy: Make it clear that the 
relationship between organization and consultant is a 
partnership. Both partners must work together to achieve a 
common goal.

•  Mistake 7: No time is spent on assuring effective 
communication. Remedy: Keep in mind that communication 
is the key to any thriving partnership. Communicating regularly 
and holding each other accountable to timelines, deliverables, 
and scope of work will go a long way in avoiding problems. 
From the outset, agree on how and when the consultant will 
communicate with you and others in the organization. Stay 
informed, and share concerns. Use the consultant’s time wisely. 
Be on time for meetings, and avoid rescheduling. Troubleshoot 
problems immediately. Focus on communication that is as open 
and honest as possible.

At the end of the project, review reports with the consultant 
before dissemination. Submit a final report, and debrief. And 
then, celebrate your success together! 

Tangie Newborn is the president of Immense Business Solutions, 
LLC (IBS). Located in Bowie, Maryland, Immense Business 
Solutions (immensesolutions.com) is a full-service management 
company serving associations and nonprofits, government 
agencies, and small businesses nationwide.


