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1.  ​Introduction
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We are entering the second quarter of the 21st century and our concept of a career has shifted greatly.  Even careers that seemed set in stone have shifted.  For example, many doctors and lawyers whose careers were previously spent in offices now work at least part of the time remotely.

The baby boomer generation, my generation, prepared for our “careers” during high school, while the world rapidly changed around us.  We were being prepared to either go to college to find a higher paying career, or we followed in our fathers’ footsteps and became career employees of someone else, or both.

Most of our fathers (because most of our mothers certainly did not work) entered the workforce by going to work for companies where they became career employees, staying with the same company until retirement.  Up until the 1970s and 1980s, this was simply what you did.  The company meant stability as our parents started their families.  It also meant they’d be taken care of with health and retirement benefits, and a steady paycheck along the way.  Some companies even offered stock options to certain employees.  When their sons were old enough, fathers brought them into the same company to begin their careers.

It was extremely difficult to break the nepotism ceiling barrier practiced in most companies at that time.  If one could get their foot in the door of a preferred company at all without a relative’s influence and guidance, it would likely be limited to a manufacturing position in one of the company’s factories.

*   *   *
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The people who filled the halls of companies across the U.S. at that time had very short memories.  They forgot the stories of the Great Depression that their parents had lived through and told them about.  Most of the workforce in the 1960s, 1970s and early 1980s were oblivious to how quickly the world could change.  Their sights were set on a warm, familiar place to go every day while winding down the road to retirement.

Anyone with a cubicle, office, or workstation claimed that space as their own in those days.  Employees would decorate their spaces with personal objects and touches, and many employees became very possessive of those spaces, falsely and mistakenly claiming ownership.  Some employee spaces were mind-boggling, with all the conveniences of home added.  ...And it was, their home away from home.

*   *   *
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It was unthinkable that a paycheck would not show up on payday, that your personal castle could change or move, or that there would no longer be any work to do.  Employees became very comfortable in their home-away-from environments.

It was interesting to watch this paradigm shift in the mid-1980s.  Companies began hiring efficiency experts and downsizing their workforces to boost their bottom lines.  This began a physical shift in employees’ environments. Personal kingdoms and fiefdoms were shifted, consolidated, and eliminated.  It was a painful time for those sitting in their cubicles and offices with their twinkling lights and home decor.

Whole departments were moved around as companies struggled to find the holy grail of maximum profits.  Unbeknownst to the employees during these transitions was the fact that these upheavals were only a preamble to the next wave of changes.  They were so focused on the kingdoms and fiefdoms; they never stopped to realize at the time that they were lucky they were only being moved and not eliminated.

Companies began seeing their workforces as extremely inefficient assets in the grand scheme of things.  They started to look at the cost of an employee versus their value to the company bottom line.  The physical space to house an employee, the equipment and technology needed for them to perform their job, the cost of their salary and benefits packages, were all overhead with no direct correlation to profits.  It became painfully clear things had to change.

*   *   *
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Today’s workforce is much more transient and temporary; always moving, always changing.  Positions are “at will,” which means either party, the employer or the employee, can terminate the relationship at any time.  Consultants have had to adapt to shorter-term projects and heightened competition to get them.

The more successful a consultant is in meeting a client’s needs and goals, the more likely they are to be asked to return.  The world is often smaller than it looks, and word of mouth about a successful project can sometimes yield additional projects with other clients.

The most successful consultants on the market are often the ones that have an expertise or skill not many other people have.  But they are also always expert problem solvers.  In fact, problem solving is their superpower.  When a consultant walks into a company and solves a problem, the company is likely to seek that consultant out the next time they need help.

*   *   *
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Today, there has been another major shift that is, and continues to have, a significant impact on the workforce at large, and on consulting.  Artificial Intelligence (AI) has been around longer than most people realize.  My first experience with it was managing a project where image scanning software was taught to read a digital scan of a piece of paper and extract certain information from it.  That part was pretty straightforward and easy by then.  

But the records the system was capturing were often handwritten.  If the software encountered an entry it could not read, a human had to intervene and “teach” it what it was looking at.  It stored that information and if the system encountered similar handwriting again, even if it was a different entry, the system would teach itself how to use the information it already had to decipher the new entry.  It taught itself how to read human handwriting with relatively little intervention.  The year was 2008.

*   *   *
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This book is intended for those individuals interested in becoming a consultant, those curious about the world of a consultant, and those consultants who might be looking for some tips and tricks to make their lives easier.

Consulting is more than a career choice it is a way of life.  When starting out, it can be very isolating as you figure everything on your own, often feeling like you are the only one on the planet.

*   *   *
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Being a consultant affects everyone around you, especially your family, but also your friends.  While it can be a very rewarding career, it is also one that can require one hundred percent of your focus, time, and energy during both business and non-business hours.  It can be very hectic at times and requires a very strong worth ethic, a can-do whatever-it-takes attitude, and the tenacity to successfully deliver a product or service within sometimes impossible time constraints.

There is a Catch-22 in the workplace today that didn't exist previously.  For most of the twentieth century the workforce went to school, often without higher education, and then went off to work.  They apprenticed or started their careers at the lowest levels of a company's career path ladder and worked their way up that ladder by building on-the-job experience.  Workers learned new skills and developed their careers through on-the-job training, being partnered with someone who taught them, or having a company pay for training and certifications.  

Much of the workforce tended to stay with one company for their entire careers and would ultimately retire from the same company they began with.  The children of workers would often join the same company and follow the same career path as their parents.

*   *   *
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Higher education was generally reserved for professionals such as doctors, lawyers, nurses, engineers, educators, and accountants.  Highly educated people who did not pursue these professions filled upper management positions in companies but at the same time there was plenty of room and opportunity for less educated workers to work their way up the ladder and into these management positions through hard work and experience.

In the later part of the twentieth century as new technologies began to emerge, this model began to change.  The introduction of new technologies brought with it both opportunities and challenges.  Opportunities were everywhere for people to become early adopters and help create, expand, and support new technologies as they emerged.  At first there was no school curriculum to support these advances because they were so new, continuously changing, evolving, and expanding.  

Some of the old workforce held up as early technology adopters learned about the technologies, how to expand on them, use them, support them, and train others on them.  Higher education, while always attractive, was not necessarily essential or prerequisite to advancing a career.  At that point, technology, innovation, imagination, and how well someone grasped new concepts could often outweigh experience and education in hiring decisions.

*   *   *
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As institutional education and the workplace began to catch up with each other, schools were exposed to new technologies.  They began to teach it, support it, and use it while the workplace and workforce continued to evolve in kind.  Many of the jobs and tasks that workers previously performed were rapidly being replaced by technology solutions.  Schools were trying to keep up with the curve, adding new courses and benchmarks to their curriculums.

*   *   *
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A divide began to emerge as blue-collar jobs began to disappear.  Companies began requiring a more educated workforce.  New technology curriculums emerged, and standardized teaching methods, testing, and certifications were developed around them.  Widespread use of apprenticeship, mentoring, and on-the-job training models were slowly being displaced by baseline skill sets proven through testing and college degree programs.

*   *   *
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Advertisements for help wanted went from “no experience required,” and “will train,” to “degree required,” and/or “experience required.”  This change created a gap in the potential of the workforce versus the requirements of the workplace.

Many available workers had the potential for “learn as you go” job training.  But companies were no longer interested.  They wanted proof that a candidate possessed a level of baseline skills before consideration.  The accepted proof was a college degree.  For specialized positions, not only was a college degree required, but also certifications for specific skill sets.

*   *   *
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By the beginning of the twenty-first century, the model changed even further.  The world was entering a global market and with it a global workplace.  Positions that had previously been filled by middle America's laborers and blue-collar workforce were now being outsourced and shipped overseas to countries who provided cheaper factory labor and cheaper, more educated blue-collar workers.  During this period, customer service positions, technical support positions, call centers, and document management positions began moving overseas at an alarming rate.

At the same time, hiring practices were becoming much more sophisticated as formal resource management systems and methodologies were developed and adopted.  It is also during this time period that the concept of “at will” employment emerged.

Employment practices began to refocus on higher education and more experience as the supply of existing resources and newly graduated resources increased, and open positions decreased.  It was all based on the concept of supply and demand.

*   *   *
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This trend is defined by two distinct workforces which emerged as a result of these changes; an uneducated, lower-educated, and unskilled workforce; and a higher, highly educated, sometimes over-educated, highly skilled workforce, with not much in between.

At one end of the new model is the retail industry and low-level manufacturing positions offering smaller, narrower opportunities in general.  Most positions for the uneducated, lower-education, and unskilled labor force today are part-time positions.  These positions offer low wages, no benefits, and little opportunity for advancement.  

Transitioning from full-time to part-time positions gave hiring companies an advantage in managing and reducing costs.  Overhead costs like providing benefits and healthcare coverage for non-mission critical positions have been all but eliminated.  

*   *   *
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For the more educated and skilled workforce, positions are often temporary in nature.  While available positions tend to be full-time, they often come with an end date.  Many companies are sensitive to labor laws and the fine line between an employee and a contractor.  For this reason, they will often ensure a contract is terminated after a period of time, usually a year.  All of this is done to reduce labor costs and overhead expenses.  It doesn’t mean the company won’t hire the same contractor back; they’ll simply be hired via a new contract after a period of time has passed.

Within these two emergent workforce sectors, the demands of employment are more competitive than ever before.  “Experience a must,” and “advanced degree plus experience,” are typical in employment ads today and therein lies the Catch-22.  How does someone gain experience when experience is prerequisite to employment; and how does someone earn an advanced degree without the means to pay for it?

*   *   *
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Today, with the first quarter of the 21st century behind us, competition for jobs in general is at an all-time high.  It has allowed companies to offer even less and demand even more.

But this competition is different than any before it.  This competition is Artificial Intelligence (AI).  AI is rapidly replacing the traditional workforce of low-paying positions like retail, customer service, manufacturing, and marketing positions.

At the same time, AI is rapidly replacing more technical positions like coders, analysts, data modelers, statisticians, and documentation managers.  It has necessitated yet another new workforce model.

The AI workforce model is reminiscent of the way labor was forced to change after the industrial revolution, and again after the technology revolution.

This model is reminiscent of the wild West during the gold rush.  It is not elitist in that anyone can be a participant regardless of education and background.  It is evening up the playing field.  Today, anyone with an idea can run it through an AI engine, and the results are almost instantaneous.  This new model is being spearheaded by independent thinkers and visionaries who see the potential of AI.  Of course, the real money is in the AI platforms that drive the technology, but there are also lucrative new opportunities emerging for everyone else.

*   *   *
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For consultants, it’s an opportunity to offer creative new solutions to old challenges.  AI is the new buzz word and if a consultant has experience with it in their bag of tricks, it can help increase their chances of securing a position, a project, or a contract.

AI is no friend to consulting, but it can be in the future.  As we learn more about the technology and consultants, who are always on the cutting edge of new technologies, work with it more to understand its capacities, strengths, and weaknesses, it has the potential to reinvigorate the industry.​  There are naysayers who predict that AI will be the downfall of civilization as we know it.  With the imagination, creativity, and determination of human beings, I am hopeful we will be able to co-exist with AI and together, forge new frontiers we haven’t even dreamed of yet.

* * *
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2.  Consultant
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A consultant (from the Latin: consultare, to discuss) is a professional who provides professional or expert advice in a particular area such as management, accountancy, the environment, entertainment, technology, law (tax law, in particular), human resources, marketing, emergency management, food production, medicine, finance, life management, economics, public affairs, communication, engineering, sound system design, graphic design, or waste management.

A consultant is usually an expert or a professional in a specific field and has a wide knowledge of the subject matter.  A consultant either works for a consultancy firm or is self-employed.  Their level of expertise gives client companies access to deeper knowledge bases than they would otherwise have if they retained in-house resources, and it gives them the flexibility to contract only as much service from an outside consultant as needed.

'Consultant' is also the term used to denote the most senior medical position in the United Kingdom, Australia and Ireland (e.g., a consultant surgeon).

Source: Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

*   *   *
[image: ]


Some consultants are employed by a consultant staffing firm; a company that provides temporary resources to clients.  This is particularly common in the technology sector where consultants are often referred to as contractors, a reference to their employment status with a company.

Strategy consultants are common alongside upper management in many industries.  There are also independent consultants who act as interim executives with the responsibility of decision-making and setting corporate policies and statutes.  These consultants can sit on specially constituted boards or corporate committees.

*   *   *
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Consultants typically work at client sites alongside regular employees.  They are either hired directly by companies to do work for them on a contract basis, or they are hired via a staffing agency who contracts with the company and places their consultants with third-party companies.  Consultants who work through staffing agencies can either be an employee of the staffing agency or an independent contractor/consultant.  They are not employees of the company where they are placed.  However, a consultant is expected to do their job ethically and responsibly with minimum supervision.

*   *   *
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con·sul·tant

noun \kən-ˈsəl-tənt\

Definition of CONSULTANT


1. One who consults another

2. One who gives professional advice or services: expert


Source: Thefreedictionary.com

​*   *   *
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3.  So, You Want to Be a Consultant...
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So, you want to be a consultant.  People who haven’t consulted for a living or lived the life of a consultant often envy the consultant’s lifestyle.  Consultants have such a glamorous job and live such an exciting life.  They get to travel and see new places, make good money, and are not trapped in a cubicle or behind a desk doing the same thing every day.  Free travel, paid expenses, alternate work hours – who could ask for more!?  Yes, consultants are a lucky bunch...

*   *   *
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But Seriously...

So, you want to be a consultant?  Consulting can be a very rewarding career choice; but it’s not a life conducive to normalcy.  It has its rewards and its shortcomings.  The biggest shortcoming is the effect it has on the people around you and your relationships with them.  It takes strong and often unique bonds to survive this career choice.  If you have a spouse, significant other, and/or children make no mistake, they will suffer most from your career choice second only to you.  Don’t feel too guilty though.  At the same time, they will have unique opportunities and experiences that only come from the perks of having a consultant in the family.

*   *   *
[image: ]


Consulting can be exhausting and at the same time invigorating.  It’s much like an actor and their performance.  When you arrive at a client site for the first time, you are the person who the client is anxiously anticipating; the one who’ll help resolve their issue, or educate them with insights, guidance, and experience.  Consultants are typically paid very well and with that pay comes a high level of expectation.  It’s not unusual for an experienced, well-regarded consultant to meet a new team for the first time only to hear how much they have heard about them.  That type of professional reputation does not come by chance or from a personal Facebook page.

*   *   *
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A successful consultant will always strive to meet or exceed expectations while knowing that in some cases success may come by trying to reset those expectations.  A successful consultant will also realize that there will be situations and clients that put them in a no-win situation.  Learning how to deal best with all situations is an important part of a consultant's value.

*   *   *
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Travel is a major part of a consultant's life.  This can sound very attractive to someone who isn’t a consultant.  Free travel and rewards points!  Exotic locations!  Many consultants travel most of the time.  They follow fairly set patterns of travel and for some, traveling becomes part of their social interaction.  Some consulting teams routinely meet at airports to travel to their destinations together.  Other consultants travel in the same patterns even though they work for different companies and different industries.  When a project is a long-distance commute, consultants typically travel Sunday through Friday or Saturday; Sunday through Thursday; or, when they are really lucky, Tuesday through Thursday.

As a new consultant, the first week of travel can be exhausting but exciting with new surroundings, new people, and new patterns.  It isn't so bad and the end of the week comes quickly.  By the second week, the bright shine and novelty of this new lifestyle can begin to lose a little luster as home seems just a little further away and more attractive.  By the end of three to six months or longer, for most consultants those frequent flier miles don’t make up for the time away from home or the wear and tear on your body and your life.

*   *   *
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The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly

Consulting can provide a good life for the consultant and their family.  The pay is normally significantly higher than someone who is an employee of a company and there can be many perks and freedoms to living the life of a consultant.  However, if you’re a consultant, you will likely take the perks of the position for granted.  That’s because they quickly become non-perks when you constantly live with them.  Think of it as the “Be careful what you wish for gotcha.”

*   *   *
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For many consultants, the biggest perk is travel.  Travel is often a requirement and can consume a great deal of a consultant's time.  Airline frequent flier miles and hotel loyalty points accumulate quickly when a consultant is on a long-term project or in a field that requires constant travel.  Many consultant families enjoy incredible vacations to destinations they could never normally afford due to free hotels and airfares through loyalty programs.  However, getting a consultant to travel for vacation is another matter.

*   *   *
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When required to travel many or most weeks a year, the disruption to home life and the stress of traveling can make a consultant dread the thought of a vacation that includes travel.  It can sometimes be difficult to get a consultant to take a vacation at all.  Often a vacation for a consultant is several days in a row spent at home.  This can be frustrating for the rest of the family who have been home the whole time the consultant was away.

Taking a break for a vacation can be very difficult for a consultant.  When they’re employed it’s often difficult to justify the loss of income.  For consultants who travel, it can be difficult to return to the regime of traveling after a vacation.  When a consultant is unemployed between projects, it can be difficult to justify the expense of a vacation when they have no income, or the time not being taken to chase the next project or assignment.

*   *   *
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Consultants rarely work doing the same thing day-in and day-out and rarely work in the same environment for long periods of time.  This can be very attractive to those sitting in their cubicle day-in and day-out, year-in, and year-out.  However, the stability of knowing that cubicle is waiting every Monday morning can be a strong argument for an employee to remain an employee and not seek the life of a consultant.

Employment can be a challenge for a consultant and can be very hit-and-miss.  Each time a project or assignment ends, there’s no guarantee there’ll be another one waiting.  Economic downturns can cause long periods of unemployment for a consultant and along with those downturns, the stress, uncertainty, and instability of joblessness.  Consultants are subjected to the constant stress of self-marketing and promotion to secure new projects or assignments.

Consultants tend to get employment for what they know, not their potential.  Evaluating and weighing the cost of maintaining experience, familiarity with new technologies, and qualifications is important.  It can be easy for a consultant to get involved in a long-term project and at the end of it find that their skill set has become out-of-date and obsolete.  At that point, they must weigh the pros and cons of increasing or updating their skills.  Consulting is also not necessarily a good fit for someone who has a planned career path in mind.

Consulting can be good, bad, and ugly, sometimes all at the same time.  It is not a profession for the weak.  It requires great self-motivation, self-confidence, stamina, flexibility, dedication, and sometimes self-sacrifice.

​*   *   *
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