Consultants:
Time to End the

Confusion
By: Robert D. Grossman

Webster’s Dictionary efines a
“consultant” as “a person who giv
professional or expert advice.” B
with that definition, isn’t just abot
everyone a consultant? In our iis-
try, organiztions are quick to giv
their representatives titles thain-
vey comjetence and expertise, whi
can be confusing to the end u

How does the end user knt
who’s competent? With a sales i-
neer or systems architect, the ans
is smple: Engineers anarchitects
are (egreed positions, so look for tl
diploma. But with consultants, it
not as black and whi

Let’s create our own deiition.
We'll stick with Webster as close
as we can: A cnsultant is a persc
who gives unbiased professional
expet advice and is beholden only
the person who has hired h

Still, the advice given by a n-
sultant varies, so let’sxplore an
advisor’s duties and responsibiliti

Consultants Help Make
Decisions

Many vendors will provide desig
engineering, irtallation and projec
management services as part
“turn-key” solution. If you've e-
lected such a vendor and are -
dent it will meet your needs, you
not need a consulta

If there are several vendon-
volved, comparing their bids is mu
like comparing apples to oranges
you believe that you can evalui
their offerings and select the one tt
best suits your needs, you're act
as the consultant yrself and don”
need to hire ctside helg

But there’s a differenceetween
need and bend: Many organization
find that there are tangible benef
both financial and operational,
employing this outside expertis
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Consultants Often Act
as Specifiers

A consultant is hired by end us¢
to look at their specific concerns a
apply the gppropriate technology ar
operational procedures to accomp
their goals. The objective can be v
specific or ethereal, but the end re:
is generally a specification thee-
tails how the problem will be solve
These specifications fall into tw
categories: functional and perim-
ance speifications

A functional specification e-
scribes what a system will do. It
generic in nature and \tten to allow
multiple vendors to apply their e-
cific products. Often, it relies on tf
lowest common denominér to en-
sure wider participation betwe:
vendors, and may be accompaniec
an ¢proved vendor lis

A performance specification
more stringent and describes how
system will work. To accomplis|
this, a consultant generally has e-
cific system in rind, and while ch-
ers may equal the performance,
criteria are much tighter. This type
specification selects a single ven
“or equal,” and is often the basis
a sole-source procurement ae-
ment

With either type, the consulta
evaluates theptions, dscusses ther
with the client an— based on hi
opinion and expertis— designs ¢
system around the customer’s ne
or budget. Sometimes a marcturer
is favored because the consultant
had good experiences and often
installed equipmerdictates the ac-
on products, but there should be
financial incintive for the consultar
to choose a particular bra

The consultant provides this sji-
fication in a format that may be se
to multiple vendors, ensuring am-
petitive bid process. Wle he help:
evaluate the different proposed d-
ucts to verify their sitability, he alsc
explains the intangibles. Does
integrator have a history of sucs-
fully completing projects like th
client’s? Will the manufacturer p-
port the product for thédfe of the
system? Does the fduct have ¢
good track recorc

“Theory cannot compensate 1
actual experience,” says Fr
Zagurski, of Fred Zagurs
Consultants. “Only a msultant from
the ‘field’ will know what corners th
bidders will try to shortci, and (he
address these issues in their sj-
cations.

The consultant also acts as a e-
sentative during the nstruction anc
commissioning process. He ensu
the installed system is the one ¢i-
fied, and will work through the mar
changes and a-ons that are ine\a-
ble side effects of the constructi
process. ften, a consultant will sa
his client more than his fees bn-
suring the project stays on schec
and within budge

Integrity, Experience
Are Crucial

It's clear there is no substie for
integrity and experience. To ensur
consultant’s inependence, look fc
someone who is doing it for a livin
and is not just “between jobs.” Lot
for experience with the type ofo-
ject you are condering. And makse
sure he has been around lonough
to have the reputation, industryn-
tacts and people skills needec
smooth over the rough spots, sha
it come to that. Remember, yc
choice in consultant is a lot like
headache reme— neither does yo
any good unless it takes away
pain
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