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Figure 2. Navigating the Contracting Meeting

The objective we are focusing on here is to develop a stable, balanced,
and workable contract between the consultant and the client.

Step 1: Make a Personal Acknowledgment

No matter how motivated a manager is to seek your assistance, it is a
difficult thing in organizations to ask for help. Even for experienced
consultants, when our own organization hires a consultant to help
with a problem, there is some uneasiness. So the first item on the
agenda of the contracting meeting is to do something that will help to
increase the personal comfort level between the consultant and the
client. Some people try to do this by discussing the ball scores or the
wweather. My advice to people in consulting skills workshops is to
‘make personal statements of your feelings about being in this mesting
with the client today. Ask them for the same.

Some Examples

“This is one of the few plants I have never worked with before; I'm
glad you called.”

“Iwas surprised that you were interested in what we are doing. I

hope we can work something out.”
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“Our history with your group has been bumpy in the past. I am
concerned about that and also glad to rewrite that history.”

“It looks like things are hectic for you. I hope this s  good time for
us to get together.”

“Any thoughts or concerns you have about working with me on this
project?”

Step 2: Communicate Understanding of the Problem

Clients are usually eager to tell you about the problem or the general
situation. Behind the eagerness is often the line manager's belief that
this situation is unique in some aspects and this organization is really
very special. Managers can also feel that their situations are so special
and unique that no one could possibly understand them without living
there for a year.

The client’s declaration of uniqueness, often accompanied by doubt
that the consultant can understand the situation, sometimes gets
expressed in very roundabout ways. Clients ask about work you are
doing elsewhere in the organization o the industry, about whom you
report to if they don't know, about how long you have been doing this
kind of work, and whether you can be of any help anyway. Underneath
all the statements and questions is the concern about whether the
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client can be helped and the problem can be solved. After all, before
the consultant comes on the scene, clients have made their best efforts
tosolve the problem themselves. It is understandable that they are
frustrated by the lack of a solution and somevwhat skeptical about the
consultant’s possible contribution.

The following basic client concerns require a direct response early in
the contracting meeting:
“My situation is exquisitely unique.”
“The problem is complicated and defies an obvious solution.”
“So how could you, a consultant, an outsider, offer significant help
in a short period of time?”

The consultant needs to communicate an understanding of the
problem in ways that acknowledge the unique aspects of the situation,
respond to the seeming complexity of the situation, and speak to the
client’s fear about being beyond help. Here’s how you do it.
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Acknowledge the Unique Aspects of the Situation

Because each client has different people and operates in a different
environment, the line manager's claim of uniqueness has some
validity. From the consultant’s vantage point, we tend to be more
aware of what is similar between this client and other clients we have
worked with. Initially, though, it is important to put into words what
is different about this project:

Examples

“There are two unique aspects to your situation: the pressure being
placed on you from above and the desert climate of this location.”

“Your situation has several unique things that make it both
interesting and frustrating.”

Restate, in Your Own Words, Your Perception of the
Problem
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Here you express the thought that even though the problem is indeed
complicated, you can already begin to understand it. This is an act of
reassurance, designed to make the client feel understood and
supported. At this point you don’t know what the real problem is, for
the real problem is often quite different from the client’s opening
problem statement. What you are accomplishing is letting the client
know that you are listening and have enough technical expertise to
grasp the situation quickly.

Most line managers have been listened to so lttle by experts that they
are surprised by our perceptiveness. The manager says, “The design
engineering and the plant engineering groups are always blaming each
other for plant failures.” I respond by saying, I bet when they get
together, they have trouble coming up with a single plan of action they
can support.” The manager says, “That's right. How did you know
that? You're perceptive.” I’s not perceptiveness; it is just listening to

and restating what the manager said.




image13.png
Examples

“You have mentioned in great detail your concerns about expense
vouchering, petty cash, and accounts payable, but what you really
sound concerned about is the lack of specific controls in certain

areas and people’s commitment to live within them.”

“I can see you are concerned about the slowdown, the wildeat
strike, the suspicious explosions, the wanton destruction of
property, and the fact that someone glued and soldered every
‘moving piece of equipment over the weekend. But what I really
hear you're concerned about is that people just don’t seem to be
happy working here.”

Reassure the Manager That There Are Solutions to This
Unique and Complicated Problem and That You Can Be of
Help




image14.png
Your reassurance has to be genuine. You are stating that you can help
find a solution, not that you know the solution right now. Your
expertise is knowing the steps that have to be followed to find a
solution. This is what you have to offer. The client at this stage is
wondering, Is this consultant someone I can lean on and trust to help
‘me with this problem? Your answer is a tentative yes—tentative at this
early stage because you don’t know specifically what the client wants
from you or what support the client is willing to offer you. Until you
know the specific wants and offers from the client, you don't know
whether this is a project on which you can succeed.

Examples

“Despite the frustration you are feeling, I can help you with this
problem. I's the kind of thing we have worked with a lot lately.”

“This i the kind of situation that makes good use of my
background. I think I can help.”
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In communicating your understanding of the problem, it helps to use
short, simple sentences. Many of us have a tendency to get a little
carried away, getting too deeply into an analysis of the problem at this
early stage. The task here is to respond to the underlying concerns of
uniqueness, complexity, and whether the client can be helped, not to
analyze the nature of the problem (this comes later). Responding to
the client’s emotional concerns is done better with short sentences
than with long sentences, short words are better than long words, and
direct statements are better than inferences. Make simple statements
expressing understanding and support without being overly protective
or falsely reassuring. Also, don't sell. Just make a simple statement
that the situation seems workable. The next step is to get into the
specifies of what you and the client really expect from each other.

Step 3. Client Wants and Offers

After saying hello and hearing an initial statement of what the line
‘manager is concerned about, you look the manager in the eye and say,
“So, what do you want from me?” The answer is the heart of the
contracting process, and the question must be asked directly. Itis the
key qualifying question to determine whether and how you can
succeed on this project.
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There is a difference between what the client wants from the project
and what the client wants from you. The client can be very clear about
what is wanted from the project—for example, better cost control,
reduced overhead charges, fewer equipment failures, better morale
from the troops, more skilled first-line supervisors, an improved sales
reporting system—and still not express what is expected from you, the
consultant.

Some common things clients want from their consultants are
« Astudy of a specific business problem
+ Recommendations on hor to solve a problem
« Atraining program designed and conducted
« Personal advice and support
« Anevaluation of key line personnel

e A desion for a cheaper process




image17.png
These are generally pretty straightforward requests for your services.
It becomes more complex as you begin to understand how they would
like you to work. To understand this, you ask the client whether there
are any specific notions about how you should proceed or what the
constraints on this project are. Asking about constraints helps you
find out early that

« You have two weeks to do a four-week job.
« You shouldn't talk to any hourly people.

« Nobody else knows the real reasons for this study, and you
shouldn't tell them.

« You shouldn’t upset anybody or open Pandora’s box.
« The project has a budget of $1.85.

« After this meeting, the client won't have any more time to spend.
with you.

Constraints on how you proceed are, of course, vital for you to know
now. How you proceed is often the most difficult part of the contract
to negotiate.
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The skill in surfacing constraints is to ask clients directly for any
thoughts they have on how you should work with them and what
constraints exist on the way this project will be conducted. For
example, the discovery method, who is involved, who hears the
results, the schedule, and cost.

After hearing what the client wants from you, you next want to ask
what support the client can offer you on the project. If the client is
going to pay directly for your services (you are not part of the client’s
overhead), you want to know the budget for this project. The other
two offers the client can make to you are the time of their people and
access to information. Explore these areas in detail when you get

around to expressing your wants.
Most people doing consulting are in fact quite good at this stage of the
contracting process. Support people especially seem to be oriented to

client needs and are skillful in identifying what the client wants.
Internal consultants have a much harder time with the next step:

identifying and expressing their own wants and needs.
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Step 4. Consultant Wants and Offers

One of the most critical skills in flawless consultation is to put directly
into words what you, the consultant, want from the client to make a

project successful.

When I tell internal consultants they should make clear what they
want from the client, they often say, “We are in a service role, and our
job is to satisfy the line manager’s needs and wants. If we do this
successfully, our job is done. We are not in a position to make
demands on the people we serve.” This pure service orientation can be
self defeating. Making clear what the consultant wants from the client
is in the interest of making sure the project is successful; it is not to
satisfy the consultant’s own personal whims and wishes.

The consultant wants we are talking about here include such things as
the need for enough time to o the job right, access to the right people
and information, support from the client at difficult moments, people
from the client organization to work on the project, agreements on
confidentiality, follow-up to the recommendations, and uninterrupted
time from the line manager. These wants have to be expressed in the
contracting phase. The risk of not expressing your wants is that the
project will not succeed, and an unsuccessful project is worse than no

projectatall.
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Some things we want from clients are more important than others. In
planning a contracting meeting, its helpful for you to break your
wants into two kinds: essential wants and desirable wants.

Essential Wants

Essential wants are the things you must have as a minimum. Some
people call them must wants. If you do not get an essential want from
2 client, then you would do better not to proceed with the project.
‘Essentials vary from situation to situation; here are some examples:
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« Access to the key people who have a part in the problem you are
being asked to solve

+ Enough time to do the job professionally

« Anagreement that you will not be asked to individually evaluate
the performance of people you work with on this project

« Money
« Access to certain records and documents

« The commitment of the top person in the organization to proceed
with the project

« Respond to my phone calls and e-mails

Knowing what is essential comes with experience and from getting
burned a few times. We never get all that we want on a project, so in
the beginning, we tend to pressure ourselves to give in a little and get
on with the project. If we give in on an essential whether from
hunger for a client or pressure from our boss to “get that client into
the fold”—we will be sorry. Giving in on an essential means the project
will be on shaky grounds, and we risk failure.
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Ifyou are in the middle of a contracting session and the suggestions
from you and the client keep shifting around and suddenly you have to
decide whether to agree to something or not, stop the process and give
yourself a recess. You can break for coffee, go to the restroom, drop
some marbles on the floor and think while you search for them, return
some e-mails on your phone, or whatever else you o to give yourself
space to think. During the recess, which doesn’t need to be any longer
than three or four minutes, ask yourself only one question: Does the
suggestion on the table violate in any way what I consider essential for
me on this project? If the answer is yes, then return to the meeting
and say, “What you are suggesting makes great sense, but it does not
give me what I consider to be essential for the success of this project.”
Then continue the search for agreement.

There is no better thing you can do for yourself when beginning a
project than to realistically define the essentials for you on a project. If
you have done this honestly—with neither greed nor self-sacrifice—
then little else can happen to you during the contracting to really hurt
you. A lot can happen to make you miserable, but if your essentials are
‘met, the project can succeed. If they are not met, the project can only
o
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Desirable Wants

Desirable wants are the things you would like to have from the client
but you can live without them. These are not casual or capricious
wants: They will help make the project more effective, but you know

You can succeed without them. Here are some examples:

« Someone from the client organization to work with you on the
project

« The manager to meet with all the other people involved in the
project to explain it and personally seek their support

« The top management of the group to get deeply involved in your
project

« An adequate time schedule

« Alarge group meeting of people at all levels of the organization

« Agreement that the client will spread the word to others in the
organization if you do well on the project

Sometimes internal consultants are so oriented to meeting their
client’s needs that they have  hard time identifying what they want in
return from their clients. Here is a list of what some internal
consultants have said they wanted from their clients:
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« Work the problem together
« Commitment to the project
« Share the blame and the glory
« No bias about the outcome

« Take care of physical needs to accomplish the job (in this case—
car, driver, and translator)

« Openness to feedback during the project
« Feedback on what happened after I left

« Feedback to my boss

« Accept that certain things just can’t be done

« Forgiveness

Putting Wants into Words

Identifying what you want from the client is the first step. The next
step is to act on those wants. This corresponds to the two.
requirements of consulting flawlessly: attending to the business of
each phase and acting authentically. The business at this point is
identifying what you want; acting authentically means putting those
TR e e e ey
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‘Sometimes there s a tendency to complicate asking for what you
want. We think we need elaborate explanations and justifications. We
introduce a want with a paragraph about other experiences or the
unique requirements of this organization, and we make the want
rather vague and general. Sometimes we ask for what we want with a
question. All this does is fog and undermine the expression.
Here is an example of a fogged expression of wants:
The Want
‘manager of training is talking to a division director about sending
her subordinate to a course on handling difficult conversations.

The want is for the division director to become directly involved in
the project by also attending the course.
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Fogged Expression of Wants

Training manager: “We have found from prior experience that the
learning in a training course tends to be retained longer if there is
some visible evidence of positive reinforcement back on the job.
This allows for better utilization of the newly acquired skills, and
in your case, the course is introducing a totally different approach
to the important and productive counseling of employees. If this
positive reinforcement does not take place, then you can expect a
decay of the learning, and the cost-benefit ratio of your investment
i significantly diminished. Have you ever attended a course on

performance appraisal?”

Comment: The points the training manager is making here are all
true, and there are good reasons for the division director to attend the
course. The problem is that the want is being buried in the
justification. The question at the end may eventually lead to the
suggestion that the division director take the course, but this path is
indirect and unnecessary.
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Authentic Expression of Wants
Here is an alternative—this one an authentic expression of wants:

Training manager: I would like for you also to attend the course
on handling difficult conversations.

Comment: This may seem too simple a statement, but it not. The
power of the statement is that it is simple and in everyday street
language. The goal of flawless consulting is to maximize your
leverage and impact on the client so that your expertise gets used.
Acting authentically is the most powerful thing you can do at every
stage of the process.

When we identify what we want from the client, the want comes first,
the justification afterward. We know that we want the manager to
attend the course. Then we start to think of how we can justify it to the
client. We start worrying about how to phrase it, how to explain it in
bottom-line terms, to find words that the client will understand. All
this effort is not only overdone, but it can act as a fog and obstacle to
getting what we want.

The skill is to
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1. State the want first in simple street language
2. Be quiet and let the client react

3. I the client has questions, give a two-sentence answer and restate
the want

4.Be quiet and listen for a yes orno

‘You will not always get a yes answer. Life is ke that. If you state the
want simply, use silence to get the client to talk about their feelings,
and offer short explanations, you have done all you can. The long
paragraphs may make you feel better, but they get in your way.
Making simple authentic statements gives you your best chance to get
what you want and to know where you stand with the client on that
issue.

Your Chance

‘Here is a useful exercise for you. Get out your laptop or a pencil
and a piece of paper, and make two columns: essential wants and
desirable wants. Think of a client you are concerned about, and
record your list of essential and desirable wants from that client.
Don't worry about whether you would ever ask for these things
from a client; just write them in as uncensored a way as possible.
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Consultant Offers (Step 4 Continued)

In addition to stating wants to the client, state what you have to off
‘This requires you to be realistic about the limit of what you can

promise.

Most often, the consultant’s promise is a clear picture of what is
happening in the client organization plus recommendations on hov
improve things. The consultant can promise actual improvements
only if line management takes its 50 percent of the responsibility.
Operating improvements must be a joint promise between consultz
and client, not a unilateral consultant promise. If I offer results as 2
outeome of simply my own efforts as a consultant, I am presenting
‘myself as a magician. I can’t offer something that I can’t control. T
can’t control the client’s behavior o actions. If I let my enthusiasm
lead me into promising specific results that are really the client's to
achieve, I am colluding with the client’s secret wish to sit back and
watch the consultant perform miracles.
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Here is an example of the choice:
Client: How soon can I expect results from you?

Magical consultant offer: We'll have the machine back onstream
in three days, and you won't have any trouble with it after that.
Realistic consultant offer: We'll have the machine back onstream
in three days. After that, itis up to you to keep it running.

For most of us doing consulting, there are two things we need to
constantly work on:
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1. Stating clearly, sometimes running the risk of overstatement, what
wwe need and want from the client to make this project work

2. Being cautious, sometimes running the risk of understatement,
about the results we alone will deliver on this project

Step 5: Reach Agreement

After exchanging wants with the client, either you reach agreement or
you get stuck. (I address later in this chapter what to do when you get
stuck.) If, as in most cases, you can reach agreement, you should
pause for a moment and just feel good about it. If you are feeling
expansive, you can even say to the client, “It looks as if we agree on
how to proceed. I am really happy about that.” It also helps to restate
what the agreement .

Consultants often act as if the contracting meeting is over when
agreement has been reached. It is not. There are still three important
steps before a stable, balanced contract is assured.

Step 6: Ask for Feedback on Control and Commitment

This is an insurance step. Most weak contracts are faulty for one of

two reasons:
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1. The client entered the agreement under some kind of coercion,

however subtle and indirect.

2. The client agreed to the project but increasingly felt there was

inadequate control over what was happening.

So at the beginning of any project, be compulsive about testing for the
existence of each of these flaws.
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Testing for Client Commitment

sk the client directly, “Is this project something that you really want
tosee happen? Are you satisfied with the way we have agreed to set it
up?” There are many ways the line manager can feel coerced into the
project. Top management may have suggested this project. It may be
the latest organizational fad to begin projects like this. The manager
‘may feel that it would be politically unwise to say no to you.

Asking the question about client commitment does not mean that you
will withdraw from the project if the client is not that committed. You
ask the question so that you know what you are up against from the
beginning. If the client is acting out of coercion, you want to know it
now. It is important to be realistic about this so that you don’t
overinvest or pretend that the contract is strong when itis not.

Asking clients about their commitment has one additional benefi
forces them to take responsibility for the fact that they too are
beginning a project without supporting it fully. Sometimes the act of
clients’ acknowledging they are acting under some coercion can

actually serve to increase their commitment to a project.

Having the conversation about commitment to the project near the

end of the contracting meeting is important. Do t.
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Testing for Control

After discussing client commitment to the project, ask, “Do you feel
you have enough control over how this project is going to proceed?”

Line managers (as well as the rest of us) tend to value control above
all else. If the client begins to feel that control of the situation is
slipping away, the contract and the project will be threatened. As with
your questions about commitment, you want to know now about any
client uneasiness. Giving up control is a major cause of organizational
uneasiness. Each time clients bring in a consultant, they give upa
little bit of control, so as a consultant, you should find out the extent
of the uneasiness.

When I suggest to internal consultants that they ask these questions
about commitment and control, they ask in return, “Yeah, but how do
we know we will get an honest answer? Wll the client be truthful with
us?” I you ask about control and commitment in a way that shows
‘genuine interest in the answer, the client will give you a straight
answer. If you ask the questions with a persuasive or pleading tone,
honest answers are less likely. The purpose of the questions is to help
‘managers express any reservations they are having. The questions are
not indirect selling techniques.
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Even if you ask the questions sincerely, sometimes you won't get a
direct answer. Itis still worthwhile to have asked them.

Step 7: Give Support
Make supportive statements to the client about their willingness to
begin this project with you. It takes some courage to invite or allow
people into your organization to make recommendations about how
you should shape up. Even if the client is seven feet tall, has scales,

and breathes fire, I always assume there is a wish for support and I am
happy to fulfill that wish.

‘You also might tell the client what they did in this meeting that was

useful. F you do not say what it was, the client will never know. The

support needs to be genuine and specific. Here are some examples:
“Starting a project like this takes some risk on your part, and I
appreciate your willingness to take that risk with me.”

“You have lived with this situation for a long time. It’s terrific that
you are now in a position to do something about it.”

“You were very clear about your doubts and reservations.”

“You told me a lot about some very personal challenges. Thank you
for trusting me in that way.”
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“You are very perceptive about the nature of these kinds of
problems. That is going to help a lot on this project.”

“Iknow at first you were very skeptical about whether to let me in
the door. I am glad we got past that.”

Step 8: Restate Actions

s a final insurance step, make sure you and the client know what
each of you is going to do next. Simple statements are enough:

“You are going to send a memo to your people about the project.”
“Iam going to arrive on March 4 to begin interviewing people.”
“Starting tomorrow, I will review the records with George. You and
Twill meet at 4:00 p.m. on Friday.”

After agreeing on next steps, the contracting meeting is complete. No
social contract will last forever; in fact, the contract usually is
renegotiated often during the life of the project. If, however, you have
gone through the eight steps above, you have done what you can at
this stage.
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CHAPTER 5
THE CONTRACTING MEETING

There is an old David Steinberg Joke about the person showing up for
his first meeting with his psychiatrist. He walks in the office and is
faced with the choice of two chairs to sit in. He turns to the
psychiatrist and asks, “Which chair should I sit in?” The psychiatrist
says, “Either one.” The person sits in one. The psychiatrist jumps up,
points an aceusing finger at him, and shouts, “Aha! Everything
counts!”

So it is with contracting. Almost every event and action carries with it
2 message about what this project and what this client are going to be
like.

The personal interaction between the consultant and the client during
the initial contracting meetings is an accurate predictor of how the
project itself will proceed. If you can accept this concept, you will pay
close attention to the process of those early meetings. In fact, the
critical skill in contracting is being able to identify and discuss process

issues between you and the client as they occur.
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‘'WHEN YOU GET STUCK

We have discussed what to do when you reach agreement. So what
happens if agreement is difficult? In Figure 3, this is called Step 5-5 (S
for stuck).
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Figure 3. Navigating the Contracting Meeting When You Are Stuck

Step 5-S. Stuck on Wants and Offers

There are two phases to dealing with being stuck. First, you have to
know that you are stuck. Second, you have to do something about it.

Knowing When You Are Stuck

It is possible to feel that you are just having a reasonable discussion
with the client about the pros and cons of the project and not realize
that you are at an impasse. However, there are several clear
operational signals of when you are stuck:

1. You are stuck when you hear yourself reexplaining something for
the third time. The first time you explained why you want
something, you might have used jargon or clumsy language. The
second time you explained, you might have felt the client wasn’t
really listening. When you are struggling for the third time to
express something in different, clearer words, you should admit to
yourself that you are stuck.
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Much of organizational communication is in code:

‘When People Mean
Tdon't like it.

I don’t want to do it.

Tdon’t understand a word
you are saying.

Do as I say, dammit!

Twouldn't let your group
even get close to my
organization.

They Express It by Saying

“I don’t understand it.”

“Let’s get more data.”

or

“I'l get back to you.”

or

“Let me talk it over with my staff.”
Nothing

“Why don’t you think it over and get
back to me?”

“We want to talk to some other people
about alternative approaches to this
problem and we'll let you know.”
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You need to learn and trust this code because it is an early warning
signal when you are getting stuck with the client. When you are
thinking, The client really doesn’t understand what I am talking
about, the truth is that the client really does understand what you
are talking about and does not agree. When this happens, don’t
explain for the fourth and fifth time. Instead, acknowledge that you
are stuck.

. You are stuck when you notice the client diving into the third
explanation of the same idea. When the client thinks that you still
don’t understand, you will hear something like, “Let me see if I can
put it another way.” The reexplaining process assumes that lack of
clarity is the problem. By the third try, it is not lack of clarity; it is
lack of agreement. You are stuck. Acknowledge it.

. Your body will give you clear messages that you are getting stuck
When you start suppressing yawns, take it as a signal that the
‘meeting is not going your way. Boredom and fatigue are usually
indirect expressions of irritation. You start to get subtly irritated
with the resistance you are getting from the client. Perhaps it is the
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lack of enthusiasm you are getting from the client. As you get
irritated, you say to yourself that you shouldn't be irritated, so you
start holding back the irritation. The strain of holding back what
you feel, especially if it happens unconsciously, is tiring, and your
shoulders and neck start to ache. You start to yawn, but turn it into
alaugh at the last minute. You start looking at your watch and
think about the tennis game you played yesterday. Or you notice
the client also looking very tired, turning yawns into laughs, staring
out the window, or secretly napping as you talk.

All of these are signs that the conversation s stuck. If you were
‘making progress and moving toward agreement, your energy would
be increasing. If your energy is decreasing and you start feeling
irritated, then it simply means that you aren’t getting what you
want and you are stuck.
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4. Your eyes give you the best cues that the contracting process has
bogged down. Trust what you see. Believe nonverbal messages.
There is a lot written about body language—how to interpret
different positions and how to posture yourself to communicate or
conceal certain messages. Using body language or nonverbal
behavior to either manipulate a situation or to present yourself in a
certain way is a mistake. When you force your body into a position
that hides how you are feeling, you look to others like someone who
s forcing your body into a position to hide how you are really
feeling. Noticing that you are trying to do something with your
nonverbal behavior or are being psychological about others’
nonverbal behavior can be a valuable source of information to you.
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If you are looking for nonverbal cues during the contracting process,
you will notice the client moving forward into the discussion or moving
back away from the discussion. You will notice the client’s hands—
gestures of pushing you away, grabbing you like a fist, pointing at you
like a gun, or opening wide, palms up, saying, “I am here by accident, a
helpless victim of fate. What can any of us mere mortals do about this
situation?”

These gestures can be accurately interpreted only at the grossest level:
Are they acts of support or rejection? Does the client want into this
project or out of it? Is the conversation going well or poorly?

The client’s physical behavior and your own movements are only cues
to help you know when you are stuck. They don't tell you why you are
stuck. Resist the mind game of interpreting specific gestures. Do trust
the general messages.
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There is often a sharp contrast between what clients are saying and
their nonverbal behavior. They are saying that they are really
interested in this project, and they are also backed against the wall
with their arms folded over their heads in bomb shelter fashion. If 1 am
forced to choose between believing the words and believing the body, I
believe the body. We all have sophisticated verbal defenses, but
nonverbal defenses are much less sophisticated, so trust what you see.
But use it only as a signal. Don’t comment directly on a client’s
behavior and resist the temptation to say, “Each time I suggest
interviewing your subordinates, you back up your chair to the wall, put
your head into your arms, and hold your breath until your face turns
T VT A T T e D o G T i ST e
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The act of inferring the motives for another person’s behavior is an
aggressive stance and always leads to defensiveness on that person’s
part. Your objective is to help the client express the reservations more
directly. You want to get a single message from the client so you know
where things stand. When you get a double message because the body
language doesn’t match the words, ask an open-ended question about
how the client feels about what you are discussing. “What’s your
reaction to what we've been discussing?” Again, the purpose of
focusing on nonverbal behavior is to set up an early warning system
and gather a more accurate set of cues, so you have a more realistic
view of how the client is reacting to what you are saying.

Your own body is also an indication of how you are feeling about the
contracting meeting. If the conversation seems to be going well on the
surface and you also find yourself low on energy and slumping in the
chair, you should begin to wonder whether your body is picking up
some caution flags that your mind is choosing to ignore. If the
conversation is going well and you are slumping in the chair, you might
sust be tired. And that's okay too.




image2.png
‘The contracting meeting is usually set up by a phone call or e-mail.
During this call, there are certain things to find out to help prepare for
the meeting. Who requested the meeting? The answer will be the first
indication of where the responsibility lies. If someone else suggested a
‘meeting with a support person to the line manager, this is a warning
flag that the manager may be feeling some pressure to proceed. Find
out who will be at the meeting and what their roles will be, and how
‘much time there is for the meeting. This gives an early indication of
the importance of the project to the manager. You get a different
‘message if you hear, “We have half an hour,” than if you hear, “We
have as much time as we need.”

Clarify what outeome is expected from the meeting. Is it a meeting to
decide how to get started or whether to do anything at all? Is a
proposal going to be required? Addressing these issues before the
‘meeting gives you more data to prepare for it. It also signals to the
client that this is likely to be  50/50 proposition—that you are a

responsible actor in the process, not just a servant.
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Step 6-S: Think/Recess

I think the most difficult part of dealing with being stuck is admitting
to yourself that you have reached an impasse. When you do
acknowledge to yourself that you are stuck, mentally pull back from the
conversation and become an observer to the contracting meeting you
are engaged in. You can continue talking and listening yet at the same
time be thinking whether you can change your position in some way.
Are there different wants you can ask for and still meet your
objectives?

Sometimes it is wise to adjourn the meeting. Say, “We seem to be hung
up on this point, and I would like some time to think about it more.”
This gives you an opportunity to reevaluate whether there is really an
unresolvable difference between you and the client or whether the
difficulty is due to some misunderstanding growing from the way the
‘meeting itself has progressed. When you mentally or physically
withdraw from the firing line, you give yourself time to identify a
different way to approach the project or a different way to seal the
agreement.
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Step 7-S: New Wants and Offers

If you think the differences between you and the client are negotiable,
present any new ideas on what you want from the client or what you
have to offer. We often get stuck in the contracting meeting over
schedule. The client wants the job in thirty days, and we think we need
sixty days. Both of us have good reasons, and so we get stuck.

You may decide after the thinking and recessing step that you could
complete the project in thirty days if the client provides two people to
work with you and agrees that your final report can be in outline form
instead of elaborate prose. Here’s what you say:

Changing your offer: “The job will be done in thirty days instead of
sixty days.”
Changing your wants: “I can get the job done in thirty days if you

give me two people to work with and accept a shorter final report.”

Developing different wants and offers is always worth at least one try.
Sometimes it still doesn’t help.
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Step 8-

: Stuck Again

If you realize that changing the wants and offers has just led to another
impasse, then it is time to really shift gears. You have made two passes
at reaching agreement that aren’t working, so you should ask yourself
whether the way you are working with the client and the relationship
between you and the client might not be the real problem.

Line managers make decisions on the projects based on their feelings
about the people involved. Does the manager trust you as the
consultant or your department or company? Consultants also make
agreements with line managers based on whether they trust the
‘manager. When consultant and client get stuck on how or whether to
proceed, a different kind of discussion is needed.
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Step 9-S: Process How We Are Handling This
Discussion

When you're stuck again, the conversation needs to shift to how the
‘meeting is going. For the moment, put aside the actual project under
consideration. There are many ways of processing how a discussion is
being handled, and they are covered in more detail in Chapters Eight
and Nine, which address resistance and how to deal with it.

Here are a couple of ways of shifting the focus of discussion to the
process of the meeting:
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1. Say, “I think we are stuck.” This simple declarative statement of
fact—the meeting isn’t going anywhere—is probably the most
powerful thing you can do. Of course, you will use your own
language and style, but the key is to put directly into words the fact
that you have reached an impasse. If the client keeps talking about
the project, restate that you are stuck and encourage a discussion of
why you seem to be stuck.

2. Ask an open-ended question about how the client feels the meeting
is going. You don’t have to be subtle. Say, “How do you feel we are
doing in reaching agreement on how to proceed?” If you stick with
the question, you will soon find out how the line manager is
reacting to working with you. The manager may be worried about

« Keeping control of the project
« How stubborn you seem to be
« How misunderstood they feel

« The reputation your group has in the organization
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« How vague the benefits of this project seem
« The jargon and motherhood statements you use

Most cases of stuck contracting stem from these kinds of concerns, not
from the specifics of how to set up the project. The client and the
consultant need to talk directly about them. When these concerns are
expressed, the specifics become much easier. So just ask the question.

Step 10-S: Rediscuss Wants and Offers

The discussion of how the meeting is going will usually unclog the
impasse. You can go back to the specifics of the project and usually

reach some agreement that puts you back on the original track (Step 5:
Reach Agreement) and allows you to continue on to close the meeting.

Sometimes, despite all your skills, after following all these suggestions
perfectly and consulting flawlessly, you remain stuck.

Step 11-S: If Still Stuck—Terminate or Minimize Your
Investment




image53.png
Despite their importance to you, all projects were not meant to be. It is
vital to accept this now, early in the project, and not count on later
‘miracles to save the day.

When you are irreparably stuck with the client, you need to say, “We
are having a hard time reaching agreement. Perhaps now is not a good
time to do this work,” or “I suggest that we not begin this project, since
e can't seem to agree on how to proceed.” Using your own style and
own words, end the contracting process and cut your losses.

THE PROBLEM WITH SAYING NO
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Internal consultants especially feel they are taking tremendous risks if
they tell line managers that they would be better off terminating a
project. Despite the risk, it is in your and the client’s best interests to
refuse projects that do not have a reasonable chance for success. When
you are stuck in contracting with a client, it is because both of you feel
that if you don’t get your way, the project will not succeed. If you go
ahead with a project you don't believe in, you run the risk of failure.
The reason to terminate projects is not because of consultant
petulance, or pickiness, or the desire to engage only in exotic and
professionally stimulating work. The reason to say no is to avoid failure
and the waste of VOuT resourees.
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Another reason to stay open to the possibility of saying no to a client is
that you are trying to manage the relationship with the client in a way
that you would wish the client to manage relationships with people in
their organization. Saying no says that we have limits, that we have a
right to declare boundaries and decide on our own what we commit to.
If we cannot say no, then yes loses its meaning, and commitment also
is taken off the table. We become programmed to say yes and after a
while do not know when the yes is sincerely felt or simply born of
institutionalized habit.

If you can’t usually say no to a client, there are still some choices for
you. For example, you can minimize your investment of time and hope
to keep your potential losses down. The easiest way to o this is to
postpone the project. Say, “I am willing to go ahead with the project as
you have requested, but I suggest that we begin it in eight months.” By
this time, this manager may have moved on to another job, or you
might have moved on to better things.
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If you can’t postpone the project, another choice is to minimize the
scope of the job and the time it will require. Narrow the objectives of
the project. Do what you can to reduce the visibility of the project, and
reduce the drain on your time and energy. The key is to be honest with
yourself about the limitations of the project.

So be realistic about unattractive projects. Be clear with your boss and
others that the project is beginning on shaky grounds and that you
would rather not proceed, but that you feel you have no choice because
you can’t afford to say no to this client. Then do the project in a low-
key way.
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All this 1s easter, of course, when the client 1s mitiating the meeting
with you than when you are knocking on their door. (Later in this
chapter we focus on selling to clients who don’t know yet that they
need your services.) When the client makes the request to meet with

you, I recommend these questions, at a minimum, over the phone.
« What do you want to discuss?
« Whois the client for this project?
+ Who else will be at the meeting? What are their roles?
» How much time will we have?

+ Do you know that you want to begin some project, or are we going
to discuss whether we do anything at all?

‘'WHO IS THE CLIENT?

When you meet with the client to begin contracting, the key question
is: Who is the client? Most projects have maultiple clients. The line
‘manager you are talking to is one client. There are others who may
have a piece of the action too (see Chapter Seven). One of the ground
rules of contracting is that you cannot contract with someone who's
out of the room. If major actors are not present as you are setting up
Project, you can't assume that they support the project until you
actually meet with them.
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The critical point to consider is whether it is really in your best interest
to go ahead with a project. It may be better to live without the project,
and not having “converted” that client, than to begin a project that
‘might fail. If you pull back from one client, perhaps that client will be
angry with you and feel rejected. But you lost only one client. If you
proceed with a project that you think might fail and in fact it doesn’t go
well, you are in bigger trouble. The client is going to tell five other
‘managers how disappointing the project was and how it failed. Now
you are in the hole with six managers instead of only one.

It is just not good for business to take on low-chance-of-success
projects.
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CONTRACTING CHECKPOINT

At this point, you have all the information you need to conduct a

contracting meeting flawlessly.

The sequence of steps covers the business of the contracting meeting.
There are three major sections to the meeting: (1) understanding the
problem and exchanging wants, (2) closing the meeting by checking on
client concerns and commitment, and (3) getting unstuck when
agreement is difficult. Each step is essential and should never be
skipped. If you cover the steps and still don't get the contract you
wanted, you have done all you can and consulted flawlessly.

Use checklist 3 to help you prepare for a contracting meeting. Answer
the questions before each contracting meeting and you are ready.

T~
/N
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For a downloadable copy of Checklist # 3, visit
www.flawlessconsulting.com.

Checklist #3: Planning a Contracting
Meeting

Answer these questions when you are planning a contracting
meeting.

1. What imbalance do you expect in the responsibility
for this project? Do you think the client will want to
treat you as the expert and give you 80 percent of the
responsibility? Or will the client treat you as a pair of
hands and keep 80 percent of the responsibility?

2. What do you want from the client?

« What are your essential wants?
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+ What are your desirable wants?
3. What are you offering the client?
« Technically?
« Personally?

4. What do you think the client might want? List all
possi

« Technically?

ities.

« Personally?

5. Are the key clients going to be in the room?
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5. Are the key clients going to be in the room?
+ Who can make a decision on proceeding with this project?
« Who will be strongly affected by this project?

« Who is missing from the meeting?

« What are their roles. For example, to get some action on
the problem started or implement the outcome of your
consultation or because they have the best information on
the problem?

6. What resistance do you anticipate?

7. What are the conditions under which it would be
best not to proceed?
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Although some of the questions in checklist 3 may be unanswerable at
this point, trying to answer them helps you focus on the essence of the
‘meeting. If you are part of a consulting team, the checklist gives you a
vehicle to get your act together. Mostly the questions keep you
centered on what you need from the meeting so that you don’t get
swept away with overresponding to the client’s view of the world.

SELLING YOUR SERVICES: GOOD SELLING
IS GOOD CONTRACTING

When the client comes to us, it's easy. We can assume there is some
real need, some motivation, some respect for our abilities. Most of us,
though, also have to go out and convince clients that they want to work
with us. Internal consultants have their own departmental objectives to
‘meet. They are told that a certain group ought to be using the
department’s services, and they are evaluated on whether they bring
certain clients into the fold.
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Basically the skills for selling your services are the same as those
described for regular contracting. But here are a couple of additional
concepts about the selling situation that might be helpful.

Reverse the Expression of Wants

When the client calls you, you begin the discussion of wants by asking
what the client wants from you. When you initiate the contact, you
need to say straight out what you want from the client. Figure 4 shows
the reversed sequence.

Communicate sn Understanding
o the Problam

Conmitant Warks anc Ofers
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Figure 4. Beginning Contracting Steps When You Are Selling

You must have a reason for choosing to talk to this client, and you
explain that by defining the problem that you think the prospective
client faces. Before going on to wants, stop and ask the client if the
problem you have defined is indeed the problem. If it isn't, give it

another try; then consider a quiet retreat.

After defining the need, state what you want from the client.
Acknowledge that you are making a sales call. Support people feel
successful by getting line managers to use their services. Everybody
knows this, even line managers. One thing the internal consultant
wants from the meeting is to have the line manager as a client—so
acknowledge it. To say you only want to be helpful is just half the story.

Selling Is Removing Obstacles More Than Lighting
Fires
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Fires

We have all grown up with the image that a good salesperson is
energetic, dynamic, quick with the words and phrases, and sincerely
inspirational. This probably has some truth to it. But good salespeople
are also people who are quiet, slow moving, struggle to find the right
words, and come across as nicely average. Both kinds are successful,
but there is great overemphasis on personality as the key to selling. So
people who come to our consulting workshops tend to think that good
consultants have to have charisma and presence.
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Charisma and presence are in fact two mythical virtues that are highly
overrated. I must admit that T have a vested interest in downplaying
charisma and presence. I am quiet, slow moving, a struggler for words,
and come across as nicely average. Workshop participants ask me if I
have always been this way. I say, “What do you mean, this way?” They
say, “Well, so low-keyed and half-asleep.” Then they back off and think
that my style is all by plan and design—that I am cooling it for the sake
of their learning experience and that when I am out with clients, I
release the Mack truck idling underneath the surface. Of course, this is
not true. We are the way we are. Their underlying concern is that there
is a certain right kind of personality to do consulting, and this concern
is heightened when it comes to selling. I don't believe it, and here is

why.

If T have a service that responds to a real need in the client’s
organization, then I assume that in some sense, the client would like to
say yes to my proposition. If T have assessed the need accurately and
the client is denying the need or denying that my services can help the
situation, then I ask myself, What obstacles are in the way of the
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client’s trusting in what I offer? For clients who are saying no, I try to
understand the nature of the resistance, which usually is something
like:

« They don't trust the competence or confidentiality of the
department I represent.

o They feel they will lose control if they say yes.
o They feel they will become too vulnerable if they say yes.

« They don't trust or respect me as a person.

« They have had bad experiences in the past with something similar.

When I am selling a program and the client is resisting, the client’s
feelings give fire to the resistance. If I duck into a phone booth and
step out magically equipped with my charisma and presence and really
start “selling,” I am just adding fuel to the fire. The client’s resistance
increases. My personality, high keyed or low keyed, is not the problem.
The problem is that the client is not buying because negative feelings
are saying not to trust me and what I am saying. The way out of the
resistance is to help the client express directly. in words. the neeative
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feelings. The more the client can express the feelings of distrust, the
freer the client will be to really consider my offer on its merits. The
more authentic I am, the more the client trusts me and the more
quicKly the resistance disappears. Here are some tips on what to do
when you are selling your services:

« Don't be any different when you are selling than when the client
called you in.

« Don't try to overcome the resistance with more explanations and
pleas for the good of the organization.

+ Do help the client express the reservations about you and your
product.

« Do admit you are there to sell and want the client to buy.

« Do be authentic and follow the contracting sequence.




image69.png
If you do all of this—and the reservations are expressed and there is
trust in the relationship—and still get a o, then back off and reassess
whether you have identified a real need and whether you are offering
the right service. It is much better to lose the sale and maintain a solid
relationship with the client than to keep pushing a sale that won’t pan
out.

A Comment on Time and Money

Clients often refuse a contract on the grounds that they do not have the
money to go ahead with the project or the organization does not have
the time to invest. Both of these are indirect reasons not to do
something, and I never take them at face value. These excuses are
almost always a mask for the fact that the manager doesn’t want to do
the project.
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The problem here is one of motivation, not time or money. Managers
spend their own and their organization’s time on things they want to
do. They also spend money on things they want to do. They are
‘managers, and they have control, and they pretty much do what they
want regardless of time and money. If they wanted to do your project,
they would find a way. If you agree with them that time or money is the
problem, you are just colluding with them in avoiding the real reason.
Don't collude. Get to the real reason, and you will have a better chance.

THE MEETING AS A MODEL OF HOW YOU
‘WORK
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Consulting is primarily an educational process. Line managers learn
something about how to manage their organization or solve a technical
problem as a result of their contact with you. Even if you are brought in
on a highly technical problem, the manager can learn about
approaching these kinds of problems from watching you. In fact,
‘managers probably learn more from watching consultants than from
listening to them. This is why authentic behavior is an integral part of
consulting flawlessly.

You can use the contracting meeting as an example of how you work
with clients. In this meeting, you are collecting information on the
problem, testing out some of your own theories, and giving feedback to
the manager on your reaction to it. You are also jointly defining the
problem and making plans. When clients ask you how you would plan
to work with their organizations, you can use the contracting meeting
as a mini-example of your approach, pointing out that the whole
project will follow these steps in a more elaborate way.
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Ihe clearer you are about your process, the more you help reduce
client fears about loss of control and vulnerability. In cases where a
manager was really having a hard time understanding how I could help
—even after I'd gone through the contracting meeting as an example of
how I work—I have suggested that we engage in a very brief
demonstration of what I do. The manager and I agree on a twenty-
minute consultation right here and now, and for the next twenty
‘minutes, I act as the manager’s consultant on some problem of their
choosing. At the end of twenty minutes, we stop the mini-consultation
and talk about the process we just went through. This method helps me
explain and demonstrate how I work, and it helps the manager decide
how it would feel to work with me and whether my orientation is what
they are looking for.
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In a mini-consultation, the manager identifies a problem. I ask
questions about the situation and react to the manager’s way of looking
at the problem and what the manager has done to try to solve it. I focus
on the manager’s own role in the problem. Near the end of the twenty
‘minutes, I give some feedback on his or her role in the problem, along
with some recommendations based on the limited data generated in
this discussion. We then stop the consultation. Before we go back to
contracting, T ask the manager how the twenty-minute consultation
felt. This experience gives both of us some data on what proceeding
together on a project would be like.

A sample consultation like this is especially useful when the project is
rather broad and ambiguous and the manager is worried about losing
control over it. During your brief consultation, the manager has the
opportunity to experience you as someone who is responsive and
collaborative, yet still has some different ways of looking at the world.
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CLOSING THE CONTRACTING MEETING

How to Measure Success

In closing the contracting meeting, ask how you and the client will
know whether you are successful. It may be an unanswerable question,
but at worst, it will clarify the manager’s expectations. At best, it will
give good guidance on how to structure the project.

Twenty Minutes Before the End of the Meeting

No contracting meeting should end without your asking for feedback
about how the manager feels about the project, the meeting, and you.
Ask, “How do you feel about the meeting? Any reservations?” and
“How do you feel about what I have said and my approach to this? Any
reservations, or unbridled enthusiasm?” Leave twenty minutes to
discuss these questions. It may only take two minutes, but if the
questions uncover new issues, it’s best to discuss them now.
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AFTER THE CONTRACTING MEETING

Checklist 2 in Chapter Four gives you a way to summarize the
agreements reached in a contracting meeting. ChecKlist 4, which
follows, contains some questions you can ask after the meeting to get
clear on how the interaction went with the client. The contracting
‘meeting is a leading indicator of how the rest of the project is going to
go. Examining your answers to these questions will give you an idea of
what problems you are going to have to deal with on the project.
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For a downloadable copy of Checklist # 4, visit
www.flawlessconsulting.com.

Checklist #4: Reviewing the

Contracting Meeting
1. How would you rate?

Gtont Constant
 Barcootparcpatin? 100K oox
e— toox oox
- Wnoad contar ook oox

2. What resistance or reservations did the client

express?

« Which did you explore directly, in words, with the client?

« Which did you not really explore?
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In general, the clients on a project are the people who
« Attend the initial planning meeting
« Set the objectives for the project
« Approve any action to be taken
« Receive the report on the results of your work
« Aresignificantly impacted by the effort

‘This means the client can be a person, a top management team, a
whole department that you work with through a representative
planning group, or even your own boss. Try to have at least one
‘meeting with each person who is part of initiating this project, even if
they are at a very high level of the organization. This will allow you to
get your own information on what they want from you and whether
what you are planning will satisfy them.
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3. What reservations do you have about the contract?
« Which did you put into words with the client?
+ Which did you express indirectly or not at all?
4. How did you give support to the client?
5. How were the client’s concerns expressed:
« Silence?
« Compliance?
« Attack?
+ Questions?
« Giving answers?
« Directly, in words?
6. What facial and body language did you observe?

7. How would you rate the client’s motivation to
proceed?
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8. How would you rate your own motivation to

proceed?
9. What didn’t you express to the client?

10. Review “Navigating the Contracting Meeting.”
Did you skip any steps?

« Which ones?
11. What would you do differently next time?
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NAVIGATING THE CONTRACTING MEETING

Reaching agreement on how you will work with a client can follow a
logical sequence. Outlined in Figure 2 is a series of steps that lead to
either an agreement to work together or an agreement not to work
together. Using this model will ensure that you are adequately
completing the business of the contracting phase. In describing the
sequence of steps below, I give you both a clear statement of each task
to be accomplished and also what an authentic way of accomplishing
e e IO TReY




