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DEDICATION

To Jennifer, whose courage to build Dynamic Discoveries showed us all that consulting is about
solving real problems for real people.

And to everyone who has ever felt that small, still voice saying: You can do better. You can build
something meaningful.
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FOREWORD BY JONATHAN
NELLSON

My father wrote the original version of this book more than twenty years ago. At the time, he was
writing from the far side of the leap. He had already built the career, made the transition, and
earned the right to say, with calm authority, what consulting really required.

I am writing this foreword from a different place.

I did not come up through a classic consulting firm. I came up through systems work, operations,
analysis, and the kind of problem-solving that teaches you very quickly whether an idea can survive
contact with reality. Over time, I learned to see organizations the way good consultants see them:
as living systems with incentives, bottlenecks, politics, habits, blind spots, and opportunities. I
learned to respect the difference between a clever recommendation and a usable one. I also learned
that some of the most valuable consulting work begins long before anyone calls it consulting.

That is one reason this new edition matters to me.

My father’s original audience was made up largely of experienced executives asking whether they
could take hard-won judgment and turn it into an independent practice. That audience still matters,
and it remains central to this book. But it is no longer the only audience asking the question. Today
the same question is being asked by experienced operators, technical specialists, project leaders,
functional experts, and people building something on nights and weekends while they decide whether
an independent path is possible.

The world around the question has changed.

Remote work changed it. Digital visibility changed it. AI changed it. The practical mechanics
of credibility, outreach, research, delivery, and scale changed it. But the deeper question did not
change at all: Do you actually have the expertise, discipline, judgment, and stamina required to
build a practice that other people will trust?

That is why we chose not to discard the original book and start over. The better choice was to
preserve its strongest spine and update its world.

In this edition, Robert’s voice remains the anchor where it should remain the anchor: in the core
principles, the hard truths, the discipline of pricing and getting paid, the realities of client work,
and the make-or-break criteria that determine whether consulting is right for you at all. My role is
different. I am here to widen the doorway without weakening the standard. I am here to show how
those principles hold up in a world of platforms, remote delivery, AI-assisted work, and gradual
transitions into independence.
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That distinction matters.

This is not a book arguing that everyone should become a consultant. It is a book arguing that
people should answer the question honestly. Some readers will discover that consulting is the right
path. Others will discover that they are better suited to an advisory role, a fractional role, a
builder-operator path, or simply a more intentional career inside an organization. Honest clarity is
a better outcome than borrowed ambition.

You will also notice that this edition reflects the way our family thinks about work. We believe
consulting is not merely a way to earn. It is a way to be useful. It is a way to help other people
make better decisions, build stronger systems, and avoid expensive mistakes. That value system
matters to how we work, but we have tried not to turn it into a sermon. This is still, first and
foremost, a practical book.

If you are reading this as an executive wondering whether independence is still possible, this book is
for you.

If you are reading this as a subject-matter expert who has spent years becoming the person others
rely on, this book is for you.

If you are reading this while building the first version of something real after hours and on weekends,
this book is also for you.

What follows is a conversation across two generations, but it is aimed at one outcome: helping you
decide, with seriousness and with self-respect, whether you can build a consulting practice worth
trusting.



AUTHOR’S NOTE FROM THE
ORIGINAL EDITION

The original edition of So, You Want To Be A Consultant was written at a moment when the
question itself felt both urgent and surprisingly lonely.

A capable executive would reach a point of frustration, fatigue, or sudden disruption and begin
wondering whether there might be a different way to work. The options seemed limited. Stay where
you are. Search for another role. Or take the risk of trying to build an independent practice around
the expertise you spent a career earning.

Robert wrote the first edition to answer that question plainly. He did not write it as a motivational
tract. He wrote it as a practical guide for people who needed honest criteria, clear warnings, and a
map.

That original purpose remains intact in this edition.

What has changed is the world surrounding the question. Independent consulting is no longer
only the province of retired executives, former partners, or people stepping neatly out of one
institution and into another kind of practice. Today the field includes experienced operators,
technical specialists, builders, domain experts, and professionals testing the waters gradually while
still carrying other responsibilities.

The tools have changed too. Visibility is digital. Delivery is often remote. AI is now part of the
daily toolkit of any serious professional who wants to stay sharp and competitive. New paths exist.
New distractions exist too.

So this edition does two things at once.

First, it preserves the strongest parts of the original book: the directness, the structure, the insistence
on real expertise, the practical guidance on work, pricing, marketing, and discipline, and the refusal
to romanticize independence.

Second, it updates the path for a broader class of experienced professionals. It treats consulting not
just as a change in employment status, but as a form of applied judgment. In that sense, the modern
consultant may still look like the traditional executive. But the title matters less than the habits
that made that executive valuable in the first place: pattern recognition, accountability, commercial
awareness, communication, follow-through, and the ability to create trust under pressure.

That is the spirit in which this edition was prepared.

It is still a practical book. It is still meant to help readers decide honestly whether consulting is

9
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right for them. It is still organized around the same essential progression: decide whether you are
suited for the work, understand what the work actually is, learn how to get paid, learn how to get
clients, and learn how to run the business responsibly.

If anything, the need for that clarity has only increased.



PART I: IS CONSULTING RIGHT
FOR YOU?
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Chapter 1: The Consulting Life in
2026

What’s Changed, and What Hasn’t

You are standing in a bookstore.

It is Saturday morning and it has been a bad week at work. Maybe you are just getting tired
of all the nonsense. Maybe rumors are circulating about mergers, layoffs, reorganizations, and
new management. Maybe this was the week your world — or at least your limited, well-defined,
over-managed corporate world — came crashing down.

Now you are looking at options.

You can stay where you are and see what the next year or two bring. If you still have that choice.

You can begin a search for another position and accept the uncertainty that goes with it.

Or you can entertain a more difficult and more interesting question: whether you might build an
independent practice around the expertise you already earned.

That question sounded one way when Robert first wrote this book. It sounds different today. The
screen in front of you may have replaced the bookstore shelf. The rumors may arrive in Slack rather
than in hallways. The insecurity may come not only from management changes but from automation,
budget freezes, outsourcing, private equity, or the slow realization that you are producing good
work inside a structure that does not really know what to do with your best judgment.

But the question itself has not changed.

Can you take what you know, what you have done, and what others trust you to do — and turn it
into an independent practice?

That is still the question. It is still a serious question. And it still deserves a serious answer.

The New Landscape

The consulting world of 2026 is wider than the consulting world of 2002.

A consultant can still look like the traditional version: a seasoned executive or industry specialist
who leaves an institution and begins advising clients directly.

But a consultant can also look like:

13
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• an operator with deep experience in systems, teams, and execution
• a subject-matter expert whose value comes from technical or functional mastery rather than

title
• a builder creating platforms, methods, or intellectual property alongside advisory work
• a side-hustle practitioner proving the model before making a full leap

This broader landscape creates opportunity, but it also creates confusion.

Because more people can plausibly call themselves consultants, more people do. They make a logo,
print business cards, launch a website, post a few thoughtful things online, and declare themselves
independent.

That is not the hard part.

The hard part is building a practice that can survive contact with paying clients.

The Rewards Are Real
Consulting can still offer some of the rewards that draw serious people toward it in the first place.

Autonomy. You have more say over the work you accept, the people you work with, the way you
spend your time, and the standards you intend to uphold.

Variety. You are no longer trapped inside one company’s habits, politics, or blind spots. You see
patterns across organizations instead of only within one of them.

Impact. Good consulting lets you solve problems that matter. You do not merely keep a machine
running; you help people improve the machine itself.

Growth. The right kind of consulting forces you to keep learning. The market is rarely interested
in consultants who stopped growing years ago.

Leverage. Over time, expertise can turn into more than labor. It can become relationships, frame-
works, retained advisory work, products, intellectual property, and a reputation that compounds.

These rewards are real. So are the costs.

The Plain Facts
If you are attracted to consulting because you imagine more freedom and less strain, be careful.

Consulting can offer flexibility. It does not offer softness.

It requires:

• a serious time commitment
• continuous self-promotion, whether subtle or overt
• financial discipline during irregular income cycles
• the ability to work without institutional cover
• the willingness to do unglamorous business tasks well
• the judgment to know when to say no, when to charge more, and when to walk away

In other words, consulting is not a shortcut out of responsibility. It is a transfer of responsibility
from the institution to you.
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That transfer is precisely what many people want. It is also what causes many of them to fail.

AI Changes the Tools, Not the Standard
Because this edition is being written in 2026, we need to say something plainly about AI.

AI is now part of the professional toolkit. Serious consultants should be learning how to use it.
They should use it to accelerate research, sharpen drafts, test assumptions, explore alternatives,
and reduce the time spent on low-value routine work.

But AI does not rescue weak judgment.

It does not turn shallow experience into expertise. It does not build trust for you. It does not make
clients forgive vagueness, weak pricing, poor listening, or bad recommendations.

If anything, AI makes standards harsher.

When tools make basic production easier, the market places even more value on the things tools
cannot supply on their own: discernment, credibility, interpretation, context, commercial judgment,
integrity, and the ability to turn analysis into action.

That is good news for serious people.

It is bad news for pretenders.

The Two-Generation Advantage
This edition benefits from two perspectives.

Robert writes from the far side of the leap. He knows what it looks like to build a personal practice,
win work, do the work, price it, collect for it, and sustain it over time.

Jonathan writes from the modern operating environment — where digital presence matters, remote
work is normal, AI belongs in the toolkit, and many people build something gradually before they
step fully into independence.

That is why this edition is not a rejection of the original book. It is a continuation of it.

Robert’s principles still hold.

Jonathan’s contribution is not to weaken them, but to test them in the current world.

What This Book Will Do
This book is organized around the same five-part promise that made the original book so useful.

In Part I, we will test whether consulting is even right for you. Not in a flattering way. In an
honest one.

In Part II, we will look at how to define, position, and win work in a world where credibility is
built both in person and online.

In Part III, we will look at the craft of consulting itself: what clients hire, how engagements really
unfold, how value is delivered, and where integrity matters most.
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In Part IV, we will talk about money — billing, collections, pricing models, recurring value, and
growth.

In Part V, we will look at the practical business of running your practice: structure, tools, AI,
finances, and the difficult question of when to continue, pivot, pause, or quit.

That is the path.

The first task, however, is not to fantasize about the rewards. The first task is to ask whether you
actually fit the work.

That is where we begin.



Chapter 2: The Three Make-or-Break
Criteria

My father was right to make this the center of the book, and I have no intention of softening it.

If you are going to succeed as an independent consultant, you need three things.

Not ideally three.

Three.

You need:

1. real expertise
2. the ability to sell yourself
3. the ability to work by yourself

You do not need perfect confidence. You do not need a finished brand. You do not need a polished
website, a giant network, or a glamorous story.

But you do need these three things in some real and demonstrable form.

Criterion #1: Are You an Expert?

An expert is not merely someone who has been around a long time.

An expert is someone whose knowledge has become usable judgment.

That judgment may come from years in executive leadership. It may come from years inside a
technical function. It may come from repeated exposure to difficult situations, from building things,
from fixing what others broke, from carrying responsibility when the answer was not obvious and
the consequences were real.

In 2026, expertise shows up in more forms than it once did.

It may be industry expertise.

It may be functional expertise.

It may be technical expertise.

It may be the ability to design and improve systems.

It may be the ability to synthesize information across operations, finance, technology, and execution.
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But it still has to be expertise that other people will pay to borrow.

That is the test.

Not whether you are smart. Not whether you work hard. Not whether you are admired inside one
organization.

Whether a stranger with a meaningful problem would pay to access your judgment.

A practical way to test this is to ask:

• Do people already come to me for advice in this area?
• Have I solved this kind of problem more than once?
• Can I explain not only what to do, but why it works?
• Have I operated close enough to consequences to understand the tradeoffs?
• Does my knowledge still hold when I leave the specific context in which I learned it?

That last question matters.

Some people are highly effective inside one institution and much weaker outside it. They know the
internal politics, the personalities, the decision routes, and the local language, but not the deeper
principles. When removed from that familiar environment, their authority evaporates.

That is not consulting expertise. That is institutional fluency.

The two can overlap. They are not the same.

Criterion #2: Can You Sell Yourself?

This criterion breaks more aspiring consultants than the first one does.

A great many capable people know what they are doing and still cannot build a practice because
they cannot or will not sell.

Let us define the word properly.

Selling yourself does not mean becoming theatrical, manipulative, or inflated.

It means:

• making yourself visible
• explaining your value clearly
• inviting the right conversations
• handling rejection without collapse
• asking for business without apology
• speaking about money with steadiness

That is all selling is.

It is the discipline of connecting useful expertise to a real buyer.

In Robert’s era, this happened largely through direct relationships, calls, industry gatherings,
referrals, and face-to-face credibility.

In your era, those things still matter. But visibility may also be built through thoughtful writing, a
strong digital presence, remote conversations, and the visible quality of your thinking.
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The channel changed. The requirement did not.

Many people tell themselves they hate selling when what they really hate is vanity, pressure, or bad
sales behavior.

Good consultants do not sell by swagger. They sell by clarity, relevance, usefulness, and persistence.

If you cannot make peace with that, consulting will remain harder than it needs to be.

Criterion #3: Can You Work By Yourself?

A one-person practice sounds appealing to many people for the wrong reasons.

They imagine peace, freedom, fewer meetings, no office politics, and the ability to work in comfort.

What they often fail to imagine is the weight of self-direction.

As an independent consultant, you must be able to work without being pushed.

You must be able to decide what matters today and do it.

You must be able to continue when there is no applause, no management structure, no team to lean
on, no familiar schedule, and no external system forcing your hand.

That does not mean you must enjoy isolation.

It does mean you must be able to carry responsibility without constant supervision.

You cannot be precious about the work either. Some days you will be advising at a high level. Other
days you will be invoicing, revising documents, fixing a tool problem, organizing notes, following up
on payment, or cleaning up a proposal at eleven o’clock at night because the opportunity depends
on it.

That is not beneath you.

That is the work.

If You Only Have One or Two of the Three

This is where the modern landscape gives you more options than Robert’s original audience often
had.

If you have expertise and sales ability, but do not yet trust yourself to work independently full-time,
you may begin gradually.

If you have expertise and the ability to work independently, but little sales experience, you may need
to build visibility slowly, partner with someone stronger commercially, or begin with referral-driven
work.

If you have sales talent and independence but not enough expertise, stop. That combination can
still make money for a while, but it does not build a practice worth respecting.

You may not need all three at full strength on day one.

But you do need all three in prospect.
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The Executive Standard — Without Requiring the Title
One of the important changes in this edition is that we are widening the audience without lowering
the bar.

An executive is often trusted not merely because of title, but because of the habits that title once re-
quired: broad judgment, accountability, pattern recognition, commercial awareness, communication,
and the ability to make decisions under uncertainty.

Those habits can also be developed by operators, specialists, builders, and subject-matter experts.

That is why this book now speaks to a broader audience.

You do not have to carry an executive title to be executive in your thinking.

But you do have to earn that standard.



Chapter 3: Multiple Paths Into
Consulting

When Robert made his move, the classic path was easier to see.

You built expertise in a company or a consulting firm. You earned credibility. You developed
relationships. Then, at the right time, you stepped into your own practice.

That path still exists.

It is no longer the only one.

For a modern reader, there are four primary routes into consulting.

Path #1: The Corporate Executive Route

This is the traditional path and it remains a strong one.

You built deep expertise inside a major organization. You managed people, budgets, change, and
risk. You learned how decisions get made. You developed a reputation. Eventually you ask whether
you can take that judgment into the market directly.

The advantages are obvious.

You have credibility.

You often have relationships that can turn into clients or introductions.

You are likely to understand not only a function but the larger commercial context in which the
function operates.

The danger is that you may assume the title will carry more than it actually does once you are
outside the institution. The market does not hire résumés. It hires relevance.

Path #2: The Subject-Matter Expert Route

This route is far more important now than it once was.

You may not have run a division. You may not even want to.

But you know something difficult and useful at a high level.
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You may understand data architecture, operations design, regulatory interpretation, technical im-
plementation, process improvement, supply chains, analytics, security, product strategy, curriculum
design, research, or another domain where depth matters more than status.

If your expertise is sharp enough, the market may value you precisely because you are not generic.

This path is especially viable in 2026 because organizations increasingly need specialized judgment,
not merely general managerial language.

Path #3: The Builder-Operator Route

This is the route that matters most to many modern readers.

A builder-operator does not only advise. He or she also designs systems, frameworks, platforms,
operating models, tools, or processes that make better execution possible.

This person often lives at the intersection of strategy and implementation.

They know how the work is supposed to look on a slide.

They also know what happens when that slide meets actual people, actual constraints, and actual
deadlines.

This route often produces the most durable consulting because it is grounded in usable systems
rather than fashionable language.

It also creates the possibility of leverage. Over time, what begins as consulting can become a
method, a platform, a product, a training program, a community, or a broader consulting platform.

Path #4: The Side-Hustle-to-Full-Time Route

This route is no longer unusual. In many cases it is the prudent route.

You do not resign dramatically and hope for the best.

You begin carefully.

You test your offer.

You clarify your positioning.

You build a few relationships.

You learn what the market actually values.

You develop your materials, your processes, and your confidence while preserving financial stability.

Done properly, this route is not indecisive. It is disciplined.

Done badly, it becomes years of dabbling.

The difference lies in seriousness.

A side practice that is treated like a real system can become something. A side practice treated like
a hobby usually remains one.
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How to Choose the Right Path
Most readers will find that they belong primarily to one route and secondarily to another.

A seasoned executive may also be a builder.

A subject-matter expert may need the side-hustle route to gain commercial confidence.

A builder-operator may discover that the real entry point is a fractional role rather than project
work.

The correct question is not, “Which path sounds most impressive?”

It is, “Which path matches my actual life, strengths, and risk tolerance?”

Choose based on:

• the depth and transferability of your expertise
• the strength of your network
• the amount of financial runway you have
• your appetite for risk and ambiguity
• your need for structure or stability
• the type of work you want to be known for

The Common Mistake
The common mistake is trying to skip straight to the identity you like best instead of the path you
are actually prepared to walk.

Many people want to think of themselves as strategic advisors when they are still proving that
anyone will pay for their judgment.

Others remain trapped in overcautious transition long after the market has already shown them
that the work is viable.

You do not need fantasy or false modesty.

You need a correct diagnosis.

That is what the next chapter is for.
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Chapter 4: The Consulting Readiness
Assessment

By now you should be intrigued, sobered, or both.

Good.

That means you are thinking seriously.

This chapter is not here to flatter you. It is here to force a more disciplined self-assessment before
you begin making decisions that affect your livelihood, your family, your time, and your reputation.

The full readiness assessment appears in the appendices. Here I want to show you how to use it
properly.

How to Assess Yourself Honestly

Most people are poor judges of themselves when desire is involved.

If consulting looks like freedom, they overestimate their fit.

If consulting looks risky, they underestimate their capability.

Your goal is neither optimism nor self-protection.

Your goal is accuracy.

When you work through the assessment, score yourself in five categories:

1. expertise
2. business development ability
3. independence and self-direction
4. financial readiness
5. strategic positioning

Do not answer as the person you hope to become after a year of disciplined effort.

Answer as the person you are right now.

Then make a second pass and ask what would need to change for the score to improve materially.

That second pass is often more important than the first.
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What Strong Readiness Looks Like

A strong candidate for consulting is rarely perfect, but usually displays the following pattern:

• meaningful expertise already validated by real work
• at least some evidence that others seek out their judgment
• the ability to speak clearly about value
• enough independence to function without constant supervision
• enough financial control to avoid panic decisions
• a plausible first market to pursue

Notice what is not on that list.

There is nothing about having a perfect website.

Nothing about having a massive social following.

Nothing about having a slick brand.

Those things can help. None of them can substitute for the fundamentals.

What Weak Readiness Usually Looks Like

Weak readiness often announces itself through one of five patterns:

Vague expertise. The person has done many things, but cannot clearly state what useful judgment
they would sell.

Sales avoidance. The person hopes referrals, quality, or good intentions will make selling
unnecessary.

Dependency on structure. The person works well inside a system but has never shown much
evidence of self-directed execution.

Financial fragility. The person cannot tolerate an uneven income cycle and therefore becomes
easy to pressure, easy to underprice, and easy to frighten.

Market vagueness. The person wants to “consult” in the abstract, without a clear first buyer,
first problem, or first lane.

Weakness in one area can often be improved.

Weakness in several areas at once usually means you should slow down.

What to Do With Your Result

If you score strongly, that does not mean you should quit your job tomorrow. It means you have a
real base to build from.

If you score in the middle, you likely have a viable path — but only if you address the weak spots
deliberately.

If you score poorly, you have learned something useful before the market had to teach it to you
expensively.
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That is not failure.

That is information.

Use the result to choose your next move.

• If expertise is weak, deepen the craft.
• If sales is weak, build visibility and practice asking.
• If independence is weak, build structure before you need it.
• If finances are weak, buy runway before you buy freedom.
• If positioning is weak, narrow the lane until a real buyer can recognize the fit.

The Only Wrong Use of This Chapter
The wrong use of this chapter is to treat it as a performance.

Do not score yourself for morale.

Do not score yourself for vanity.

Do not score yourself as if this were a job interview and your future depended on sounding impressive.

Score yourself so that your next decision is better.

That is enough.

When you have done that honestly, you are ready to move into the practical work of building a
practice.
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PART II: BUILDING YOUR
PRACTICE
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Chapter 5: Defining Your Niche and
Value Proposition

The hardest part of becoming a consultant isn’t deciding to leave your job. It’s deciding what kind
of consultant you’re going to be.

When Robert started Nellson Associates in the 1990s, the choice was simpler. You were either
a strategy consultant, a financial consultant, an operations consultant, or something in that
neighborhood. You found an industry—banking, insurance, manufacturing—and you became known
for understanding that world deeply. Your expertise was your moat.

Today, that same principle holds true, but the landscape is exponentially more crowded. There are
more consultants than ever, more ways to specialize, and more ways to differentiate. The stakes of
getting your niche wrong are higher, because the costs of competing on the wrong terms are brutal.

This chapter is about finding the intersection of three forces: where you have genuine expertise,
where there’s real market demand, and where you have genuine passion. Get all three right, and
you have a defensible position. Miss one, and you’re competing on price.

The Specialist vs. Generalist Question

Let me be direct: generalists don’t work as independent consultants in 2026.

If you tell a prospect “I do strategy consulting,” you’re competing with McKinsey, with Bain, with
every other consultant who says the same thing. You’ll compete on price, and you’ll lose. Generalists
work in large firms that can aggregate work across many clients and many specialists. They don’t
work as solo practitioners.

This isn’t new advice—Robert held this position in the original book. But it’s more true now than
ever.

The question isn’t “should I be a specialist?” It’s “what kind of specialist am I?”

There are two dimensions to specialize on: industry and problem. The best positioning usually
combines both, or goes deep on one and becomes known for solving specific problems in adjacent
industries.

Industry specialization means you know banking. Or healthcare. Or manufacturing. You
understand the regulatory environment, the competitive dynamics, the operational challenges, the
financial drivers. You can walk into a bank and immediately have credibility because you know
their world.
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Problem specialization means you know how to implement enterprise software. Or build product
organizations. Or transform legacy technology platforms. You might do this across five different
industries, but you’re always solving the same problem.

The strongest positions combine both. If you’re an enterprise systems consultant who specializes in
enterprise data systems, you have both industry knowledge and deep problem expertise. If you’re
a software implementation specialist who works across industries but always on the same type of
projects, you have problem expertise and can build credibility through case studies and references.

What doesn’t work is being a generalist. “I help companies improve their operations” won’t win
against someone who says “I help mid-market providers implement EHR systems to improve clinical
workflows.” The second consultant sounds like they know something. The first sounds like they’re
still figuring it out.

How I Found My Niche (And How It Can Evolve)

I didn’t wake up one day with a perfectly defined niche. It emerged from the work itself.

Early in my career, I built workforce automation systems in a WFM role before joining the company.
I learned complex operations deeply — the workflows, the constraints, the way technology gets
deployed in environments where you can’t just shut things down and rebuild. That was my industry
education.

At the company, I moved through IT systems work, clinical client operations, and eventually into
enterprise data management. Along the way I built tools that solved real operational problems —
including an OCRXML testing tool that simulated the XML files used in OCR workflows, increasing
testing speed by a factor of ten and making it possible to hit timelines that would otherwise have
been impossible. I led data validation frameworks. I drove regulatory compliance programs. The
pattern became clear: I’m at my best where data accuracy, regulatory requirements, and operational
scale all collide.

My niche crystallized around this: complex operations data — specifically the authorization and
regulatory compliance systems where bad data has direct patient and financial consequences.
More specifically: designing and improving the data systems that move regulated organizations
from manual, error-prone processes to automated, reliable, audit-ready ones. My sweet spot is
understanding the regulatory constraint, understanding the legacy technology reality, and designing
something that actually gets implemented and maintained.

That’s specific enough to be defensible. When a healthcare CIO or compliance officer hears “I
specialize in PA data management and regulatory programs,” they know exactly what they’re
dealing with.

A niche also evolves. Early in my career, I was focused on implementation — building and deploying
systems. More recently, I’ve moved toward advisory and program leadership, helping organizations
think about architecture, compliance posture, and AI-enabled process improvement. That’s a valid
evolution. The core remains: healthcare, data, regulatory programs.

Your niche will probably evolve too. The key is to have one to begin with.
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Finding the Intersection: Expertise, Market Demand, and Passion

Here’s the test: Can you draw a Venn diagram with three circles?

Circle 1: What can you be really good at? Not “what do I think I’d be good at.” What
have you actually done at a level of mastery? Where do you have deep knowledge that most people
don’t? This might be an industry you’ve worked in for eight years. Or a problem you’ve solved five
times. Or a skill you’ve developed to a level of genuine expertise.

The critical thing here is real expertise. Not theoretical knowledge. Not “I read a lot about this.”
Actual, demonstrated experience solving real problems for real clients. If you’ve built three enterprise
data systems, you have expertise. If you’ve read three books about building enterprise data systems,
you don’t.

Circle 2: Where is there real market demand? This isn’t about passion. This is about: where
are people actually willing to pay for help?

There are some niches that sound great but have no money. “I help nonprofits improve their
fundraising” might be personally fulfilling, but nonprofits have tiny budgets for consulting. Compare
that to “I help financial services firms implement compliance systems.” Same skill level required,
radically different market demand.

Look at your expertise through the lens of market demand. Who has budget? Who feels pain
acutely enough to pay to fix it? What problems cost organizations enough that they’ll hire outside
help?

Circle 3: Where do you have genuine passion? This is the part that separates sustainable
consulting from the kind you quit after three years.

You’re going to spend years building a reputation in whatever niche you choose. You’re going to
talk about it constantly. You’re going to read about it on your own time. You’re going to encounter
problems in that domain repeatedly, and you need to actually want to solve them.

This doesn’t mean your niche needs to be your life’s passion. But it needs to be something you’re
genuinely interested in getting better at. If you chose consulting purely because the market demand
is huge, but you’d rather be thinking about real estate, you’re going to burn out.

The intersection of these three is where your niche lives. It might take some iteration to find it. But
it’s worth the time.

Robert’s Perspective:

When I started consulting, I chose banking and insurance because I had worked in both,
I understood the regulatory environment, and frankly, because those industries had
CFOs and risk officers who were willing to pay significant fees. But I also genuinely
liked the people in those industries. I liked the problem-solving. I liked learning new
banks and understanding their competitive situation.

A big mistake I saw other consultants make was picking an industry based purely on
financial upside—choosing the highest-paying sector without regard to whether they
actually enjoyed the work. Those engagements showed. Clients can feel whether you’re
genuinely interested in their problem or just collecting a fee.

I held a position for 25 years: pick an industry where you have real expertise, where
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people have budget, and where you actually enjoy the work. That’s still my advice. And
it’s harder than it sounds, because sometimes those three things don’t align perfectly.
When they don’t, don’t compromise on the expertise or the passion. If the demand isn’t
there, accept that you’ll build slower.

Industry-Specific vs. Problem-Specific Positioning

Let’s talk about the difference more concretely, because many successful consultants use one or the
other.

Industry-specific positioning is what Robert built: “I’m the enterprise systems expert. I know
how hospitals operate, I understand their regulatory environment, I know their financial drivers, I
can navigate their culture.”

The advantage: deep credibility. When you walk into a regulated organization, you speak their
language. You understand the constraints. You know why they can’t just rip and replace everything.

The disadvantage: you need to be willing to work only in that industry. If the enterprise systems
market cools down, or if you get tired of healthcare, you’re starting from scratch with a new
audience.

Problem-specific positioning is what many technical consultants do: “I’m an expert in data
migration projects. I’ve done 15 of them across financial services, healthcare, manufacturing, and
retail.”

The advantage: you can work across industries, you’re not dependent on any single vertical, and
you can charge premium rates because of demonstrated expertise in a complex problem.

The disadvantage: you need to be able to transfer your expertise across contexts. Not all data
migration problems are the same—the regulatory requirements in healthcare differ from manufac-
turing. If you position yourself as a general data migration expert, you need to be genuinely expert
enough to handle those differences.

Both work. The key is to pick one and own it.

For me, it’s a blend. I’m primarily industry-specific (healthcare) with strong problem expertise
(data systems, regulatory compliance, PA operations). That’s a tight niche with multiple revenue
opportunities: implementation work, advisory work, architecture design, fractional roles. But it all
sits in healthcare.

If you’re starting out and you don’t have deep industry experience, problem-specific positioning is
often easier. “I help companies implement Salesforce” works even if you haven’t worked in their
industry, as long as you’ve done it multiple times. If you’re industry-specific, you need to have lived
in that industry long enough to have credibility.

Crafting Your Value Proposition

Here’s the question you need to answer clearly: Why should a prospect hire you instead of another
consultant, a bigger firm, or doing nothing?

That answer is your value proposition.
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This isn’t about being the cheapest or the biggest. It’s about being the one who can solve their
specific problem better than the alternatives.

A strong value proposition has four parts:

1. The Problem You Solve

Be specific. “We help regulated organizations” is too broad. “We help regulated organizations move
from manual provider verification processes to automated, compliant ones” is specific enough to
mean something.

When a prospect reads or hears your value proposition, they should think “Yes, that’s a problem I
have” or “That’s not my problem.” Both are fine. The worst outcome is “I’m not sure what you’re
talking about.”

2. Your Unfair Advantage

What can you do that other consultants can’t (or can’t do as well)?

Maybe it’s industry expertise. “I’ve built ten enterprise systems systems and understand the
constraints.” Maybe it’s a specific methodology or framework you’ve developed. Maybe it’s a unique
combination of skills—you’re both a technologist and a business person, which is rarer than you’d
think.

My unfair advantage is that I’ve worked at scale — a large national enterprise is one of the largest
healthcare companies in the US — I understand complex operations and regulatory requirements
deeply from the inside, and I can think like both a builder and a business executive. That’s a
specific combination that’s hard to replicate.

Your unfair advantage doesn’t need to be world-changing. It just needs to be true and defensible.

3. How You Deliver Differently

This is the “how” behind your expertise.

Maybe you use a proprietary framework. Maybe you combine rapid prototyping with deep research.
Maybe you always include your client team in the work so they learn alongside you.

My approach is to understand the problem deeply before designing a solution. I spend time in the
operations, talking to the people doing the work, understanding the legacy constraints. Then I
design something that actually works in that context, not something that looks good on a slide.

This matters because it differentiates you from consultants who parachute in with a predetermined
solution.

4. The Outcome

This is the impact the client can expect.

Not “we’ll improve your processes.” That’s vague. “We’ll reduce manual verification steps from 12
to 2 and improve accuracy from 94% to 99.2%” is specific enough to be meaningful.

You might not know the exact numbers until you’ve worked with several clients, but you should
have a sense of what success looks like.

Here’s what my value proposition might look like:
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“I help regulated organizations replace manual, error-prone operational processes with automated,
reliable data systems. I’ve spent a decade in healthcare at enterprise scale, so I understand both the
regulatory constraints and the operational realities. My approach is to spend time understanding
your current process before designing a solution, which means what we build actually gets used. The
typical outcome is significant reduction in manual work, improved accuracy, and a system your team
can maintain and audit long-term.”

Is that perfect? No. But it’s specific, it communicates his expertise, it explains his approach, and it
promises a concrete outcome. A healthcare CIO reading that would think “This person knows what
they’re talking about.”

The Biggest Niche-Positioning Mistakes
After watching many consultants build (and fail to build) practices, a few patterns emerge:

Mistake 1: Picking a niche for the wrong reason

You pick an industry because it has the most money, or because a friend told you there’s demand
there, or because it’s trendy. But you have no genuine expertise, and you’re not interested in
learning it.

This shows immediately. You ask dumb questions. You don’t understand the constraints. Prospects
can feel that you’re learning on their dime.

Only pick a niche where you have (or can quickly develop) real expertise.

Mistake 2: Positioning too broadly to be safe

“I help companies improve their operations and reduce costs across finance, supply chain, and
technology.” That’s safe because it covers a lot of ground. It’s also useless because no one knows
what you’re talking about.

Prospects don’t hire consultants who claim to know everything. They hire specialists. There’s
more demand for “I help manufacturers optimize their supply chain” than “I help companies with
operations.”

Yes, positioning narrowly means you’ll turn down some work. That’s the point. You’re being
selective so the work you take aligns with your expertise.

Mistake 3: Confusing a job title with a niche

“I’m a VP of operations, so I should be an operations consultant.”

That’s not how it works. Just because you’ve had a certain job title doesn’t mean you have a
defensible consulting niche. I’m a senior operations and data leader inside a large national enterprise,
but that job title alone wouldn’t be a niche. The niche comes from the specific problems I’ve solved,
the domain expertise I’ve developed, and the approach I bring.

What problems did you actually solve? What domain became your specialty? That’s your niche.

Mistake 4: Not having a market for what you’re an expert in

You’re genuinely an expert in direct mail marketing strategy. You understand list segmentation,
creative development, response rates, and how to build profitable direct mail campaigns. You’re
world-class at this.
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But the market for direct mail has shrunk 80% in the last fifteen years. There’s not enough demand
to build a consulting practice around it.

This is the painful one, because expertise is real. But expertise without market demand doesn’t pay
the bills. If you’re in this position, you need to either find the niche adjacent to your expertise that
does have market demand, or accept that you’ll build very slowly.

For example, that direct mail expert might pivot to “customer acquisition strategy” where direct mail
is one tactic among many, but the broader problem—how to profitably acquire new customers—is
something many companies will pay for.
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Chapter 6: Your Digital
Presence—LinkedIn, Content, and
Personal Brand

There’s a famous story Robert tells about the 1990s consulting world: he printed business cards
with embossed lettering, kept a portfolio of printed case studies, and sent prospects professional
brochures in the mail. A well-designed brochure cost money to print and ship. Your business card
said something about your professionalism.

Today, a prospect’s first impression of you comes from Google and LinkedIn. They’ll look you up
before they call. They’ll read your LinkedIn profile. If you have a website, they’ll check it. If you
don’t show up online as the expert you claim to be, they’ll assume you’re not.

This chapter is about building the digital infrastructure that lets prospects find you, evaluate your
expertise, and decide whether to reach out. It’s about making your online presence do the work
your embossed business card used to do.

The threshold has changed. In Robert’s era, having a professional brochure set you apart. In 2026,
having a presence is table stakes. The question is how good of a presence.

LinkedIn as Modern Business Card, Brochure, and Lead Generator

LinkedIn is not optional for consultants. It’s where your future clients look for people like you.

Here’s what your LinkedIn profile needs to do:

It needs to clearly communicate your expertise

This is not the place to be clever or vague. Your headline should say what you do and who you help.
Not “Thought Leader | Strategy | Operations | Finance” (meaningless). Something like “Operational
Data Consultant | Workflow Improvement | A Decade Building Better Systems.”

The headline gets one sentence. Use it to communicate your niche. Someone scrolling LinkedIn
should immediately understand what you do and who you help.

It needs to build credibility

Your summary should tell a story. How did you get here? What problems do you solve? What’s
your philosophy? This is your chance to communicate not just what you do, but how you think
about your work.

39
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My LinkedIn summary explains my background in healthcare, my focus on data systems that solve
real operational problems, and my belief that technology should be designed around how people
actually work. That’s not just a description of the work — it’s an insight into the approach.

The summary doesn’t need to be long. 150-200 words is plenty. But those words should communicate
something about how you think.

It needs to show proof of your expertise

This is where your experience section matters. List the meaningful projects and outcomes, not just
titles and dates. “Senior Manager, enterprise data management” is less credible than “Led enterprise
PA data validation framework reducing configuration defects and strengthening regulatory posture
for regulated benefit operations compliance.”

Case studies are better than job titles. Outcomes are better than responsibilities.

Your photo matters

Use a professional headshot. Not your company photo from fifteen years ago. Not a casual photo
from your vacation. A clear, recent, professional photo. This matters more than you’d think because
it’s the first signal of whether someone is taking their professional brand seriously.

Endorsements and recommendations

Ask for recommendations from people who’ve worked with you—clients, colleagues, people you’ve
helped solve problems. Endorsements are less valuable than recommendations because anyone can
give an endorsement, but they’re not worthless. Focus on getting recommendations instead.

LinkedIn recommendations are powerful because they come with a person’s credibility. “Jonathan
helped us solve a gnarly data problem” from a real person carries weight.

Post occasionally

You don’t need to post every day. But posting once a week or a couple times a month keeps you
visible and helps LinkedIn’s algorithm show your profile to more people.

What should you post about? Insights from your work. Things you’re learning. Problems you see
in your industry. Articles you’ve written or found that are relevant to your niche.

The best LinkedIn consultants use it as a byproduct of their thinking. They’re working on interesting
problems, they’re learning things, they share insights. They don’t use LinkedIn as a marketing
channel so much as a thinking journal that happens to be public.

This matters because LinkedIn content that feels salesy or overly promotional doesn’t work. Content
that sounds like a real person sharing real insights does.

Building Thought Leadership Without Burning Out

Everyone talks about thought leadership. It’s become a term that means everything and nothing.

Here’s what thought leadership actually is: having interesting ideas about your domain and sharing
them with people who care.

It’s not about being the loudest voice. It’s not about having a huge audience. It’s about being
someone who thinks deeply about your niche and has ideas worth hearing.
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The mistake most consultants make is treating thought leadership as a separate project. They think
“I should be a thought leader, so I need to write a blog post.” Then they force an article that feels
promotional and published, and they wonder why no one cares.

The consultants who actually build thought leadership do it the other way. They’re thinking deeply
about their work anyway. They’re learning things, encountering problems, developing opinions.
They just share that thinking publicly.

The principle here is simple: share what you’re actually learning. I’m working through real problems
in operational data and PA operations. When I share that thinking — in conversations, in writing,
through the NA community — it comes across as genuine because it’s rooted in real work, not
marketing.

If you’re going to do thought leadership, here are the rules:

1. Think before you write

Don’t force content. Write about things you actually think are interesting and important.

2. Share what you’re learning, not what you’ve already figured out

Articles that say “I already know how to do this and I’m going to tell you the three steps” are rarely
interesting. Articles that say “I’ve been wrestling with this problem and here’s what I’m learning”
are almost always interesting.

3. Write for one person, not an audience

This sounds backwards, but it works. When you write for “my audience,” you get bland. When you
write for a specific person—a friend, a client, someone you know well—the writing gets better and
more specific.

4. Be honest about what you don’t know

A consultant who says “Here’s what I’ve learned” is more credible than one who says “Here’s the
truth about X.” You’re an expert, not an oracle.

5. Consistency beats virality

One article that gets shared a thousand times is nice. Publishing regularly, where people expect
to hear from you, is better for building a practice. Consistency is how you build an audience that
trusts your thinking.

Do You Need a Personal Website?
This is where things get practical. LinkedIn is essential. A personal website is optional but valuable.

A website is valuable if:

• You’re positioning yourself as a specialist and want to explain your approach in depth
• You’re using content as a lead generation channel (blog posts that get found in Google search)
• You want to give prospects a professional home page to read before deciding to contact you
• You’re building a platform or product that you want to showcase

A website is less valuable if:

• Most of your work comes from referrals and relationships (you probably don’t need one)
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• You have a job that pays the bills and consulting is a side project (LinkedIn is probably
enough)

• Your prospects primarily find you through platforms like Upwork or GLG

For me, building nellsonassociates.com made sense because I’m thinking about my long-term practice
and wanted a professional home that explains my approach. It’s also a place where I can highlight
the platform work I do and the philosophy behind it.

If you build a website, keep it simple:

• A clear statement of what you do and who you help
• Your approach (how do you think about solving problems?)
• A few examples of work you’ve done (case studies are ideal, but even brief examples work)
• How to contact you

Don’t overcomplicate it. The best consultant websites are simple, clear, and fast. Fancy graphics
and complicated navigation don’t matter.

Jonathan’s Take:

Building nellsonassociates.com forced me to be precise about what I actually do. I
couldn’t use vague language like “strategy consulting” because the website needed to
explain something concrete. It made me articulate that I help regulated organizations
build data systems, and here’s the approach I use, and here’s what that looks like.

It also gives me a place to point prospects that feels more authoritative than just my
LinkedIn profile. When someone asks “Do you have a website?” the answer is yes. That
small thing—having a professional home—actually matters for credibility.

But I don’t spend much time on it. I updated it once and then focused on doing good
work. That’s the right trade-off. A great website that no one knows about is worse than
a simple website that gets found through referrals and relationships.

Content Marketing: Thought Leadership That Attracts Clients

We should talk about the specific channels and what they’re actually good for, because they’re not
all equal.

LinkedIn: This is where you should focus if you’re starting out. Post occasionally, engage with
content from people in your niche, share insights. LinkedIn’s algorithm favors people who participate
regularly, and it’s the platform where business decision-makers actually spend time.

A Newsletter (Substack, Ghost, etc.): A newsletter can work if you have something consistent
to say and you’re willing to build an audience over time. It’s better than a blog because it goes
directly to people’s inboxes. But it requires consistency, and you need to actually have things worth
saying.

The best newsletters in the consulting space are written by people who do the work and share what
they’re learning. Not newsletters that are just promotional disguised as insight.

A Blog (Personal Website): Blog posts that get discovered through Google can be valuable for
lead generation, but they take time to build traffic. If you start a blog, commit to it for at least a
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year before you expect it to generate leads. Most consultant blogs fail because people publish a few
posts, see no traffic, and give up.

Blogs work well if you’re solving a specific problem that people Google. For example, if you help
implement a particular piece of software, articles about that implementation challenge can show up
in search and generate inbound leads.

Twitter/X, YouTube, Podcasting: These are optional and depend entirely on your personality
and capacity. Some consultants have built audiences on Twitter and used it to land clients. Others
have built podcasts that generate leads. But these require consistent effort and a personality fit.

Unless you genuinely enjoy one of these channels, don’t force it. LinkedIn and maybe a newsletter
are usually enough.

Speaking and Events: This isn’t digital content, but it’s worth mentioning because it’s still one
of the most effective ways to build a platform. Speaking at industry conferences, participating in
panels, hosting webinars—these build credibility and generate leads in ways that written content
alone can’t.

The pattern I see in successful consultants: they do one or two things consistently and well, and
they don’t spread themselves thin trying to be everywhere.

Social Selling vs. Traditional Networking
Here’s a question people ask: “Should I focus on building my social presence and digital audience,
or should I do traditional networking—calls, meetings, coffee?”

The answer: you need both.

Digital presence (LinkedIn, content, your website) is how prospects find you and evaluate your
expertise without you doing anything. Someone Googles your name, finds your LinkedIn profile,
reads a few of your posts, and thinks “This person knows what they’re talking about. I should
reach out.”

Social selling is when you use those digital channels to start relationships. You comment on
someone’s post. You engage with their content. You send a thoughtful message. You’re building
relationships digitally instead of in person.

Traditional networking is still incredibly effective. A conversation with someone over coffee, a phone
call where you actually talk, meeting someone at a conference—these build trust faster and stronger
than digital interaction.

The winning strategy is: use digital presence to build credibility and get on people’s radar. Use
networking to deepen relationships and turn prospects into clients.

Here’s how it works in practice:

1. Someone in healthcare sees a LinkedIn post about PA data challenges
2. They check out the profile and see relevant experience
3. They reach out with a message
4. You respond thoughtfully and suggest a call
5. You have a real conversation, and if it makes sense, you explore a project

Or:
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1. You get introduced to someone at a conference
2. You have a good conversation and exchange contact info
3. You send a follow-up email
4. If there’s interest, they explore working together

Both work. You need the digital presence to build credibility and attract inbound leads. You need
the networking to deepen relationships and actually close business.

The 2026 Equivalent of Business Cards and Brochures
Robert used to carry printed case studies and leave them with prospects. Printing was expensive,
so the fact that he had printed materials said something about his professionalism.

Today, the equivalent is a digital portfolio. This might be:

• A few case studies on your website (or as PDF documents you can email)
• Your LinkedIn recommendations
• Articles or thought leadership you’ve published
• Video testimonials from clients
• Links to publicly available work you’ve done

The point is the same: showing evidence that you’ve done this work and done it well. But instead
of printing materials, you’re pointing people to digital evidence of your expertise.

For consultants in technical fields, a GitHub profile or a portfolio of work can be valuable. For
strategy consultants, published articles or case studies are valuable. For platform builders, examples
of the platforms you’ve built matter.

The key is having something that allows prospects to evaluate your expertise without just taking
your word for it.



Chapter 7: Finding and Winning
Clients

You can be the world’s best consultant at solving problems in your niche. But if no one knows you,
and you can’t convince them to hire you, it doesn’t matter.

Finding and winning clients is the hardest part of consulting for many people, especially those
transitioning from corporate roles where the work came to you.

This chapter is about the mechanics of how consulting practices actually get filled with work. It’s
not romantic. It’s not glamorous. But it’s essential.

The Prospect Pipeline: People, List, Pipeline

Robert’s framework from the original book still holds: you need three things to have a consistent
flow of work.

People: Real relationships with real people. People you know, people who know your work, people
who will recommend you. These are your network.

List: A set of prospective clients or organizations that fit your niche and have budget. These are
companies that could benefit from what you do.

Pipeline: A system for turning prospects into clients. How do you move someone from “I’ve heard
of this person” to “I’m paying them to do work for me”?

The specifics change, but the framework holds.

Let’s say you’ve decided your niche is “helping mid-market tech companies implement enterprise
resource planning (ERP) systems.” Your people are other tech consultants, CIOs at tech companies,
ERP implementation partners you’ve worked with. Your list is companies with $100M-$500M in
revenue that are likely to be shopping for ERP systems. Your pipeline is the process: how do you
reach them, what do you say, how do you move from a first conversation to a signed engagement?

For me, my people are healthcare technology directors, CIOs, vendors I’ve worked with, and people
in healthcare who know my work. My list is organizations that still rely on manual, inefficient data
processes. My pipeline is how I move from “we’ve heard he helps with this” to “he’s working on our
project.”

45
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The Most Effective Channels for Finding Clients

Let me rank these by effectiveness in 2026 for building a consulting practice:

1. Referrals and Existing Relationships

This is the highest-quality source of work. Someone you know recommends you to someone they
know. You already have credibility because of the referral. The prospect is already pre-sold.

How much of your work should come from referrals? Ideally, a lot. For established consultants,
50-80% of new work often comes from referrals.

For referrals to work, you need to:

• Deliver great work so people want to refer you
• Ask for referrals (you’d be surprised how many consultants don’t)
• Make it easy for people to refer you (have a clear description of who you help)
• Thank people who refer you and let them know how it went

2. Content and Inbound Marketing

If you publish content about your niche—blog posts, articles, LinkedIn posts, a newsletter—some
percentage of people who read it will reach out asking if you do consulting. This is not a huge
percentage, but it’s real.

The advantage is that this is passive in the sense that the person reached out to you. They’re
already educated about what you do and interested.

The disadvantage is that it takes time to build. Most consultant blogs don’t generate meaningful
inbound leads until 6-12 months in.

3. Speaking and Events

Speaking at industry conferences, hosting webinars, participating in panels—these build visibility
and credibility. Someone sees you speak, is impressed, and reaches out.

This is especially powerful if you can speak to your ideal customers. A enterprise systems consultant
speaking to an audience of healthcare CIOs will generate more qualified leads than the same
consultant speaking to a general audience.

4. Direct Outreach

Cold emails, LinkedIn messages, phone calls. “I’ve noticed you’re in healthcare, I think there might
be an opportunity to improve your data processes, would you be open to a conversation?”

This works, but it requires volume, thick skin, and a good message. Expect low response rates
(2-5% is typical for cold outreach). It’s a numbers game.

5. Platforms (Upwork, Toptal, GLG, etc.)

These are marketplaces where clients post work and consultants bid. I’ll talk more about these
below, but they’re a valid channel for finding work, especially when you’re starting out.

6. Partnerships and Referral Networks

Teaming up with other consultants or vendors who serve your niche but don’t directly compete with
you. You refer each other’s work.
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This works if you can find the right partners and you’re willing to collaborate.

To build a consistent pipeline, most successful consultants are active in 2-3 of these channels
simultaneously. Not because they need all of them to work, but because diversity of sourcing makes
you resilient. If referral work dries up, you have other channels producing leads.

Referrals and the Trusted Advisor Flywheel

Let’s talk about referrals more deeply because they’re so valuable.

There’s a flywheel: you do good work for a client. They’re happy. They tell other people about you.
Those people call you. You do good work for them. They tell other people. And on it goes.

This is how successful consulting practices actually get built. Not through marketing. Through
doing good work and having people want to tell their peers about you.

For this to work, you need:

1. Great work that solves real problems

This is non-negotiable. If your work is mediocre or doesn’t actually solve the client’s problem, they
won’t refer you.

2. The ability to become a trusted advisor to your clients

This is subtle. A trusted advisor isn’t just someone who executes the project. A trusted advisor is
someone the client believes is looking out for their best interests, not just collecting a fee.

Robert wrote about this extensively. How do you build trust with a client? You understand their
business, you ask good questions, you’re honest about what will and won’t work, you sometimes
recommend against a project if you don’t think it will succeed, and you deliver more value than
they expected.

This sounds soft, but it’s actually the hard skill in consulting.

3. Willingness to ask for referrals

This is where many consultants fail. They do great work, they build trust, but they never explicitly
ask for referrals.

At the end of a project, a simple conversation: “I really enjoyed working with you and I’m glad
we solved this problem. If you know other people in healthcare who are dealing with similar data
challenges, I’d love to talk with them. Do you have any introductions you’d feel comfortable
making?”

Many people will help if you ask.

Dealing with Competition (And Why Collaboration Often Wins)

There will be other consultants in your niche. Some will charge less. Some will have bigger brands.
Some will be hungrier.

How do you compete?
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First, accept that you don’t always win. Sometimes a prospect hires someone else. Sometimes they
hire a big firm instead of you. Sometimes they decide to do it in-house. That’s okay.

Second, compete on fit and trust, not price. If you win by being the cheapest, you’ve already lost
because there’s always someone cheaper. If you win because the prospect trusts you and believes
you understand their problem, you’ve won something defensible.

Third, consider collaboration instead of pure competition. If you meet another consultant who
works in your space but solves a different part of the problem, you might refer each other work.
If you encounter a prospect who needs more capacity than you can handle alone, you can partner
with another consultant.

Robert believed in helping other consultants succeed. He’d share leads, he’d make introductions,
he’d collaborate on projects. This meant he had allies instead of enemies. People wanted to work
with him. People referred him because they liked him.

This is better than pure competition.

Platform Consulting: Upwork, Toptal, GLG, and Industry Market-
places

These platforms are a legitimate way to find work, especially when you’re starting out.

How they work: You create a profile, clients post projects, you bid or are matched with them, you
do the work, the platform takes a cut.

Advantages:

• Built-in audience of clients looking for your skill
• No business development work on your part
• Consistent flow of work if you’re any good
• Good for building case studies and references early in your practice

Disadvantages:

• Significant platform fees (often 5-30% depending on the platform)
• Race-to-the-bottom pricing dynamics
• Limited ability to build relationships (you do one project and move on)
• Less control over project terms and scope

Are platform consulting and traditional consulting compatible? Yes, but they require different
positioning.

If your niche is “I help regulated organizations build data systems,” you probably shouldn’t be on
Upwork competing on price. You should be targeting those organizations directly and charging
premium rates.

If your niche is “I help with technical implementation of [specific tool],” a platform like Toptal can
be valuable because you can be matched with clients who are already looking for that specific skill.

The best use of platforms is when you’re building your practice: you take platform work, you build
case studies and references, and you use those to transition to higher-value direct relationships.
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The “Free Consulting” Problem
This is a real pattern: someone reaches out asking for your advice. They say “I’d love your
perspective on something.” You have a call with them. They ask more questions. You end up doing
2-3 hours of consulting work.

Then they thank you and disappear. No follow-up. No retainer. No engagement.

This happens because there’s no commitment. You gave something away for free, so they evaluated
the free sample and decided not to buy.

The solution is to set boundaries early.

You can have exploratory conversations with prospects. That’s normal and necessary. You should
understand whether your skills are a good fit for their problem. But at some point, you need to
move the conversation from “free consultation” to “paid engagement.”

Here’s how you do it:

After a first conversation where you understand their problem, you might say: “Here’s how I’d
approach this. To really dive into this and give you specific recommendations, I’d suggest we
structure a short engagement—maybe 2-3 days of work—where I understand your current state in
depth and then give you a detailed recommendation.”

You’re not giving away the thinking. You’re offering to do the real work in exchange for a fee.

This accomplishes two things:

1. It creates a commitment, which makes people more serious about the engagement
2. It gives you a chance to move from “free consultant” to “paid expert”

Some people will say “Can’t we just talk?” and they’re not your clients. Let them go. The clients
who value your expertise will be willing to pay for your time.

Robert’s Perspective:

Early in my career, I would give away too much advice in initial meetings. I’d have
someone reach out, they’d say “I just want to pick your brain,” and I’d spend an hour
helping them think through a problem.

What I learned is that giving away too much too early signals that your expertise isn’t
that valuable. If you’re solving their problem for free, why would they pay you to solve
it more thoroughly?

The right framework is: you can have an initial conversation at no charge. That’s fair.
You’re both evaluating fit. But once you’ve figured out there’s a real problem and your
approach might help, that’s when you move to a paid engagement.

This also has the side benefit of pre-qualifying clients. People who are willing to pay for
a short engagement are people who are serious about solving the problem. People who
insist on free consulting forever are usually tire-kickers who won’t be good clients.

The Sales Cycle for Consulting Work
How long does it actually take from initial conversation to signed contract?
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It varies wildly. Some engagements move fast: someone calls, you talk, they hire you, you start
work within a week. Others take months.

The typical dynamics are:

Initial Contact → Exploration (1-2 weeks) Someone reaches out or you initiate contact. You
have a conversation to understand if there’s a fit. This is the “free consulting” conversation I
mentioned. You’re both evaluating fit.

Proposal → Internal Decision (2-6 weeks) If there’s mutual interest, you propose a specific
engagement. The prospect needs to sell internally. They need to get budget approval, they need to
convince their team, they need to decide this is a priority.

Negotiation → Close (1-2 weeks) You agree on terms, you finalize the contract, you start work.

From initial contact to signed contract can be 1 month or 6 months depending on the complexity
and the organization.

The bigger the organization and the more budget involved, the longer the cycle. A startup might
hire you in a week. A regulated organization with committee approval processes might take three
months.

What you can control: being responsive, making the proposal clear and specific, answering questions
quickly, and helping the prospect move through their internal process.

What you can’t control: their internal timeline and decision-making.
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At some point in the sales process, a prospect will ask: “Okay, what would you propose and how
much would it cost?”

That’s when you stop talking about the problem and start writing a specific offer. The proposal
and contract are where possibilities become commitments.

This is where many consultants make mistakes. They’ve had a good conversation with a prospect,
they’re excited about the work, and they rush a proposal together. Or they write something so
vague that it doesn’t actually commit to anything. Or they leave out critical terms about scope,
liability, intellectual property, and remote work.

The proposal and contract are not just formalities. They’re the foundation of a successful engagement.
They’re where you set expectations, protect yourself, and make clear what success looks like.

What Goes Into a Modern Consulting Proposal

A proposal has several components. It should be professional but not overly complicated. Most
proposals are 5-15 pages.

1. Executive Summary

One page that summarizes the opportunity, your approach, the investment, and the expected
outcome.

Someone should be able to read the executive summary and understand what you’re proposing
without reading the rest of the document.

2. Problem Statement

What’s the problem the client is facing? This should be based on your conversations with them.
Show that you understand their situation.

Be specific. Not “inefficient processes” but “your team spends 15 hours per week on manual data
entry, resulting in 40 errors per week that require downstream rework, costing approximately $150K
per year.”

3. Your Approach

How would you solve this problem? What’s the methodology? What does the engagement look like?
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This is where you differentiate yourself from other consultants. It’s not just “we’ll implement the
system.” It’s “we’ll spend two weeks understanding your current workflow, identify the 20% of
the process causing 80% of the problems, design a targeted solution rather than a rip-and-replace
approach, and work with your team to implement and train.”

4. Scope of Work

This is critical. What exactly will you deliver? What’s included and what’s not?

Include phases if relevant. Phase 1 is discovery and analysis. Phase 2 is design and planning. Phase
3 is implementation. Be clear about what happens in each phase.

Be specific about constraints: “This engagement assumes your team will be available 10 hours per
week to support the project. If availability is less, timeline will extend accordingly.”

5. Timeline

When would this happen? How long will it take?

Be realistic. Nothing destroys a relationship faster than missing timeline commitments.

6. Investment (Pricing)

I’ll talk more about pricing in the next chapter, but your proposal should clearly state how much
this will cost and how you’re billing (hourly, daily, project-based, retainer).

7. Success Metrics

How will you know if this engagement succeeded?

Ideally these are quantified. “We’ll reduce manual data entry time from 15 hours per week to 3
hours per week. We’ll reduce errors from 40 per week to fewer than 5 per week. You’ll have a
system your team can maintain long-term.”

Vague metrics are worthless. “We’ll improve efficiency” doesn’t mean anything. “We’ll improve
throughput from 100 to 150 items per week” means something.

Modern Elements to Include:

In 2026, there are a few things worth calling out that weren’t as common when Robert wrote the
original book:

• Remote work delivery: Specify whether the engagement will be remote, on-site, or hybrid.
If it’s remote, specify your communication tools and availability.

• AI use: If you’ll be using AI tools in your analysis or work, it’s worth mentioning upfront.
Some clients care, some don’t, but transparency builds trust.

• Data and confidentiality: Specify what you’ll do with their data, how you’ll handle
confidentiality, and what will and won’t be proprietary to them.

Modern Contract Essentials

A consulting contract is a legal document, and I’d recommend having a lawyer review your standard
agreement. But here are the key terms that matter:

Scope of Work
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The contract should reference the detailed scope in your proposal. If the scope changes, you need a
change order.

Fees and Payment Terms

How much, when it’s due, and what happens if they don’t pay. “50% upon signing, 50% upon
completion” is common. “Monthly invoicing” is common for longer engagements.

Term

When does the engagement start and end? For project work, when will it be complete? For retainers,
is it a 3-month minimum?

Intellectual Property

Who owns what you create? For most engagements, the client owns work product (reports,
recommendations, data), but you retain ownership of your methodologies, frameworks, and tools.

Make this explicit because it matters. If you’ve developed a proprietary analysis framework, you
probably want to retain ownership of it and license it to the client.

Limitation of Liability

This protects you if something goes wrong. It typically caps your liability at the amount the client
paid you. It also specifies that you’re not liable for indirect damages or lost profits.

This is important. If something goes wrong and they sue for $500K, you want your liability capped
at the amount they paid you (typically $20K-$100K), not unlimited.

Confidentiality

Both parties agree not to disclose confidential information learned in the engagement.

Term and Termination

For longer engagements, specify that either party can terminate with 30 days notice. For project
work, be clear about what happens if the client cancels partway through.

Indemnification

Each party agrees to indemnify (protect) the other against certain claims. This is standard legal
language.

Remote Work and Communication

If the engagement is remote, specify how communication will happen. “We’ll use [your preferred
tools — Teams, Zoom, email, etc.]. I’ll be available 9am-5pm ET, Monday-Friday. Response time
to non-urgent requests is within 24 hours.”

Being specific about availability prevents misalignment later.

AI Use

This is new. Specify whether you’ll use AI tools in your work and what the client’s restrictions
might be. “I may use AI tools like Claude for data analysis, research, and brainstorming, but not
for final deliverables without your knowledge. Client data will not be used to train AI models.”

Being transparent about AI use builds trust and prevents surprises later.
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Expenses

Are you reimbursing travel? Will the client cover tools and software? Be clear about what’s included
in your fee and what’s reimbursable.

Warranties

You’re typically warranting that you’ll do the work professionally and that you have the right to do
the work (you’re not violating anyone else’s IP or under a non-compete).

You’re typically NOT warranting that the project will be successful or that the client will achieve
specific outcomes. The consultant can’t guarantee results; they can only guarantee their effort and
professional judgment.

Managing Client Expectations in a Digital-First World

The biggest source of conflict in consulting engagements is misaligned expectations.

You think you’re building a simple data system. The client thinks you’re completely transforming
their operations. You think you’re giving strategic advice. The client thinks you’re managing
implementation.

The proposal and contract prevent this, but there are also things you do during the engagement:

Communicate frequently and clearly

If you’re working remotely, over-communicate. Regular check-ins. Clear status updates. If something
is going differently than planned, flag it early.

Show progress visibly

Don’t go dark for six weeks and then present a finished product. Show work in progress. Solicit
feedback. Let the client see the journey, not just the destination.

Manage scope creep early

Scope creep is when the client keeps asking for more things. “While you’re at it, can you also look
at this other system?” If you say yes to everything, the project expands infinitely and everyone gets
frustrated.

The solution: have a conversation. “I can look at that, but it would extend the timeline by two
weeks. Should we add that to the scope, or should we stay focused on the original plan and treat
that as a future engagement?”

Be honest when things aren’t working

If an approach isn’t working, or if you realize the problem is bigger than initially thought, tell the
client. Propose a solution. Work together to figure out the right path forward.

Pretending everything is fine and then delivering a disappointing result is the fastest way to damage
a relationship.
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When Verbal Agreements Break Down
Sometimes you have a conversation with a client and say “Yes, I can do that.” They say “Great.”
You start work. Then when you invoice or when the project finishes, they push back. “That’s not
what we agreed to.”

This is why everything needs to be documented.

A proposal and contract prevent most of this. But sometimes you’re in the middle of an engagement
and you need to add something or change something. Get it in writing.

“I’m going to send you a quick email confirming that we discussed adding the following scope. I
estimate it will take 2 days and we’ll invoice that separately. Let me know if that matches your
understanding.”

This takes 30 seconds and prevents a lot of conflict later.

Robert’s Perspective:

I learned the hard way early in my career that verbal agreements don’t work, no matter
how much you trust the person. I’d have a conversation with a client, think we agreed
on something, and then when I billed for it or delivered it, they’d dispute it.

The simple rule I developed: if it matters, document it. A proposal at the start. A
change order if the scope changes. A short email confirming any verbal agreement. This
isn’t about being legalistic or distrusting the client. It’s about making sure you both
understand the same thing.

I’ve had engagements where I didn’t document something and thought I was protecting
the client’s feelings by just doing more work for free. What I was actually doing was
teaching them that verbal agreements were fine and my commitment didn’t matter.
That’s not a good foundation for a relationship.

Document things. It protects both parties.

Jonathan’s Take:

Modern contracts need to be clearer about remote work and digital collaboration. When
my father wrote the original book, you met the client in person, you understood the
engagement face-to-face, you traveled to their office.

Now engagements are often entirely remote. You might never meet the client in person.
That means clarity in the contract about how you’ll communicate, what your response
times are, and how you’ll handle time zones is critical.

I’ve also seen disputes come up about AI use. One client assumed I wouldn’t use any AI
tools in my analysis. I assumed it was fine because I wasn’t using it on final deliverables.
Being explicit about this in the contract prevents that misunderstanding.

The contract is where you document your understanding of how the work will actually
happen, especially in a digital-first world.
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Chapter 9: Pricing Your Services

Pricing is the chapter most consultants tell us they dread. It’s uncomfortable to charge real money.
It’s even more uncomfortable to charge more money.

But pricing is one of the highest-leverage decisions you’ll make in consulting. A 20% increase in
your rates isn’t a 20% increase in your revenue—it’s a significant shift in your financial life.

This chapter is about understanding pricing models, calibrating your rates to reality, and building
the confidence to charge what you’re worth.

Pricing Models: Hourly, Daily, Project, Retainer, and Value-Based

Let’s start with the fundamentals. There are five primary ways consultants charge.

Hourly Billing

You bill for hours worked. “My rate is $200 per hour. This project took 40 hours, so the invoice is
$8,000.”

Advantages: - Simple to explain - Easy to implement - Works for short engagements or exploratory
work

Disadvantages: - Incentivizes slow work (the longer you take, the more you make) - Creates bad
dynamics with clients (they’re always looking for ways to reduce hours) - Doesn’t scale (you can
only bill hours you personally work) - Doesn’t reward efficiency or speed

Hourly billing is the default for junior consultants and for work where the scope is truly uncertain.
But as you establish yourself, move away from it.

Daily Billing

You charge a fixed rate per day. “My daily rate is $2,000. This project will take 5 days, so it’s
$10,000.”

Advantages: - Simpler than hourly for clients to understand - Scales better (you can do multiple
things in a day and charge one rate) - Less clock-watching

Disadvantages: - Still incentivizes dragging out work - Harder to estimate for longer projects

Many consultants use daily rates for short engagements (1-2 weeks) and project or retainer rates for
longer work.

Project-Based Billing
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You estimate the total work, propose a flat fee. “This project is $25,000. It will take 3-4 weeks.
That’s our fee, regardless of how many hours it takes.”

Advantages: - Aligns incentives (if you’re efficient, you make more per hour) - Creates certainty for
the client (they know exactly what they’re paying) - Rewards expertise (an experienced consultant
can do it faster and make more) - Works well for well-defined projects

Disadvantages: - Requires accurate estimation (if you underestimate, you lose money) - Requires
saying no to scope creep (which clients don’t like)

Robert preferred project-based billing because it rewards expertise and efficiency. If you can solve a
problem in 20 hours instead of 40, you should make more per hour, not the same amount.

Retainer Billing

You charge a fixed amount per month (or quarter) for ongoing availability and work.

“You pay me $5,000 per month and I’m available for 40 hours of work per month. Anything beyond
40 hours is billed separately.”

Or:

“You pay me $15,000 per month for strategic advisory work. I attend your monthly strategy meetings,
I’m available for consults, and I help guide your technology direction.”

Advantages: - Predictable revenue (both for you and the client) - Builds long-term relationships -
Allows you to develop deep understanding of the client - Scales well (you can handle multiple $5K
retainers and they add up)

Disadvantages: - Requires sustained engagement (if you’re not valuable, they’ll cancel) - Requires
clear expectations (what does “available” mean?)

Retainers are the holy grail for most consultants because they create predictable revenue and allow
you to build deeper relationships.

Value-Based Pricing

You charge based on the value you create for the client, not the hours you work.

“This project will save you $150K per year in manual labor costs. Your return on investment at
$30K for my service is 5x in year one. Let’s split the savings—I’ll charge you $75K.”

Advantages: - Highly aligned with the client (you both benefit) - Rewards impact, not effort - Allows
you to capture some of the value you create - Can result in very high rates

Disadvantages: - Requires the client to trust your outcome estimates - Requires confidence in your
ability to deliver - Can be contentious if the results don’t match projections

Value-based pricing is powerful but requires deep trust and a clear value proposition. It’s more
common in certain fields (like sales consulting, where you can tie results to revenue impact) than
others.

What Should a Consultant Charge in 2026?

Here’s the reality: consulting rates vary wildly by industry, experience, and geography.
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But here are some ballpark benchmarks for 2026:

Early-career consultant (0-3 years of independent consulting, or strong expertise but
new to consulting): - Hourly: $75-125 per hour - Daily: $600-$1,200 per day - Project: $5K-$20K
depending on project size - Retainer: $2K-$5K per month

Mid-career consultant (3-8 years independent, established practice, solid reputation): -
Hourly: $150-$300 per hour - Daily: $1,500-$3,000 per day - Project: $20K-$75K depending on
project size - Retainer: $5K-$15K per month

Senior consultant (8+ years, strong reputation, significant impact): - Hourly: $300-$600+
per hour (though hourly rates are rare at this level) - Daily: $3,000-$10,000+ per day - Project:
$75K-$250K+ depending on project size - Retainer: $15K-$50K+ per month

These benchmarks vary significantly by field:

Highly specialized enterprise systems work: typically higher rates ($200-400/hour for senior people)
Strategy consulting: wide range, but premium rates ($300-600+/hour) Technical implementation:
$150-300/hour Executive advisory: $200-400+/hour

Location matters less than it used to (remote is normal), but if you’re in an expensive metro area,
you can charge somewhat more than rural areas.

The most important thing: know what market rates are for your niche, your experience level, and
your region. Talk to other consultants. Look at what firms in your space are charging. Survey your
network. Know the range you should be operating in.

The Psychology of Pricing: Why Consultants Chronically Under-
charge

Here’s what we see constantly: consultants charging way below market rates because they don’t
believe their expertise is worth the market rate.

This usually comes from one of these sources:

Imposter syndrome “I’m just doing what I’ve been trained to do. It doesn’t feel that special.”
Meanwhile, the client is paying you because they can’t do it themselves and they value your help
tremendously.

Anchoring on salary “I made $120K as an employee. Consulting can’t pay more than that, right?”
Wrong. A consultant can easily make 2-3x what they made as an employee if they price properly.
But people anchor on the salary they know.

Fear of losing the client “If I charge $200/hour, they’ll hire someone cheaper.” Maybe. But if
they hire someone cheaper, you probably didn’t want that client anyway. People who shop purely
on price are price-sensitive forever.

Not understanding the value they create A consultant who helps a regulated organization
automate a process that costs $150K per year in manual labor is creating huge value. But if they
think “I spent 3 weeks of work, so I should charge $15K,” they’re not pricing based on value, they’re
pricing based on cost.
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Here’s what Robert always said: “Set your price high enough.” Not greedy. Not unreasonable. But
high enough that you feel good about the work, that you’re not constantly undervaluing yourself,
that you’re not desperate for business.

Desperation is the enemy of good consulting. When you’re desperate for work, you take bad clients,
you undercharge, you over-deliver because you’re trying to prove something. When you’re confident
in your pricing, you can be selective, you can focus on good fit, and you can do your best work.

“Never Quote a Fixed Price” — When Robert’s Rule Still Applies
and When It Doesn’t

Robert’s original advice: never quote a fixed price. Always charge by the day or use time and
materials. Fixed prices are a trap because the scope always changes.

Is this still true in 2026? Mostly, but with nuance.

When you should charge fixed prices:

• When the scope is clear and the client has defined it well
• When you’ve done this exact type of project multiple times (you know how long it takes)
• When the client insists on it (some organizations won’t work with consultants who charge

hourly or daily)

When you should avoid fixed prices:

• When the scope is unclear
• When the client’s requirements might change
• When you’re early in your practice and don’t have good estimation skills yet

The problem with fixed prices is that clients use them as an anchor. They negotiate you down
(“Can you do it for $20K instead of $25K?”) and then they add scope (“While you’re at it. . . ”).
Suddenly you’re working for less money to do more work.

My approach: use project-based pricing when the scope is well-defined, and daily or retainer rates
when scope is uncertain. I’ll often propose a discovery phase (at daily rates) that leads to a project
estimate.

“Let’s spend 3 days understanding your current state and the problems you’re trying to solve. Then
I’ll give you a proposal for the actual work with a fixed price.”

This accomplishes two things:

1. You get paid for the discovery work (which is valuable)
2. Your fixed price is based on accurate information, not a guess

The key is: be willing to adjust your pricing model based on the situation. Don’t be dogmatic about
hourly vs. project. Use whatever model makes sense for the specific engagement.

Scope Creep: Prevention and Management

Scope creep is when the project expands beyond what was agreed. The client asks for one more
thing. Then another. Then another. Soon you’re doing 50% more work for the same price.



SETTING YOUR PRICE HIGH ENOUGH: BUILDING CONFIDENCE IN YOUR PRICING 61

How do you prevent it?

1. Define scope clearly in the proposal

“This project includes X, Y, and Z. It does not include A, B, or C.”

Being explicit about what’s excluded is as important as what’s included.

2. Say no early

When the client asks for something not in scope, don’t just say yes because they’re the client and
you want to be helpful.

“That’s a great idea. That’s not in our current scope, but I could add it. It would extend the
timeline by 2 days and add $4,000 to the project. Do you want to do that, or should we stay focused
on the original plan?”

Sometimes they’ll say “Never mind.” Sometimes they’ll say “Let’s add it.” Either way, you’ve
documented the change.

3. Don’t do free scope creep

The worst thing you can do is regularly add work for free because “it’s good for the relationship.”
What you’re actually doing is training the client that they can ask you for more and you’ll do it for
free.

Do your best work. Go above and beyond within scope. But if the scope genuinely expands, that’s
a change order and a fee.

4. Use a change order process

For larger projects, have a simple process: “If we identify work that’s outside the original scope,
we’ll document it in a change order that outlines the additional work, timeline impact, and fee.”

This is normal. Good clients expect it.

Setting Your Price High Enough: Building Confidence in Your
Pricing
This is the hardest part for most people. Saying “My rate is $250 per hour” or “This project is
$50,000” requires you to believe you’re worth it.

Here’s what to tell yourself:

1. Your rate is not your hourly salary.

If you were an employee making $120K per year, your actual hourly cost is about $58 per hour (if
you work 2,000 hours per year). But a consultant charging $150/hour is not making $312K per
year. After expenses, taxes, benefits you don’t have, and non-billable time, you’re making maybe
$100-150K.

2. You’re not charging for your time; you’re charging for your expertise and results.

If you spend 5 hours solving a problem because you have deep expertise, and someone without your
expertise would spend 40 hours, are you less valuable because you worked fewer hours? No. You’re
more valuable because you solved the problem faster.
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Charge for the value you create, not the time you work.

3. Market rates exist for a reason.

If the market rate for your niche is $200/hour and you’re charging $100/hour, you’re not being nice.
You’re signaling that you’re below-market and probably below-quality.

4. Good clients want to pay you.

Clients who are serious about solving their problem will pay market rates. Clients who are shopping
purely on price are never satisfied and are usually bad clients. Let them go.

5. You can always negotiate, but start high.

If a client pushes back on your rate, you can negotiate down slightly. But if you start low, you can’t
negotiate back up. Always start at or slightly above where you want to land.

Here’s a conversation framework:

Client: “Your rate of $250/hour seems high. Can you come down?”

You: “I’ve priced this based on market rates for my level of expertise in enterprise systems. I could
come down to $200/hour, but that’s my floor. What would make sense for your budget?”

Sometimes they’ll accept the $200. Sometimes they’ll say "That’s still too high and they’ll look
elsewhere. In both cases, you’ve stayed true to your value.



Conclusion: Your Practice Starts Now

Part II of this book has been about building the foundation of a consulting practice. You’ve defined
your niche, built your digital presence, found your first clients, proposed your work, and priced your
services.

These aren’t theoretical exercises. These are the actual mechanics of how consulting practices get
built.

The transition from “I’m thinking about consulting” to “I’m a consultant” happens the moment you
do this work. You don’t need permission. You don’t need a certificate. You need a defensible niche,
a way for people to find you, a clear proposal, and the confidence to charge for your expertise.

Robert learned these lessons over 25 years. Jonathan is learning them in real time, building his
practice while still employed, figuring out how to blend corporate stability with builder ambitions.

Your path will be different. But the fundamentals remain: know what you’re expert at, communicate
that clearly, find people who need your help, propose specific work, price it fairly, and deliver
exceptional results.

The next part of this book will dive deeper into the actual work of consulting: how engagements
work, how to deliver value, how to navigate the hard moments, and how to scale beyond just
yourself.

But none of that matters if you don’t have clients. So Part II has been about getting clients and
getting paid.

Now it’s time to actually do the work.
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PART III: DELIVERING
EXCELLENCE
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Chapter 10: Why Clients Hire
Consultants

When a client picks up the phone to call a consultant, something has already gone wrong. Or right.
Or both, depending on how you look at it.

They have a problem they can’t solve alone. The problem might be clear (“We don’t know how to
implement this technology”) or fuzzy (“We feel like we’re not competitive anymore but we can’t
figure out why”). It might be urgent (“We have 60 days to execute a major transformation”) or
simmering (“We’ve been struggling with this for two years”). But underneath every consulting
engagement is a gap—between where the client is and where they need to be.

Your job as a consultant isn’t to be smarter than your clients. Most of the time, they’re quite smart.
Your job is to be specifically helpful in closing that gap.

Understanding the Client’s True Need

The most dangerous assumption a consultant can make is that the client’s stated need is their actual
need.

A regulated organization comes to you saying, “We need to implement a data warehouse.” That
sounds straightforward. You could build a data warehouse, deliver it, take your fee, and move on.
But you’d probably solve the wrong problem.

The true need might be hiding inside that statement. Perhaps the real issue is that leaders are
making decisions with incomplete information. Maybe the CIO is tired of manual reporting. Maybe
regulators are demanding data transparency the organization can’t currently provide. Perhaps the
different departments are using conflicting numbers and nobody knows which is true.

Each of those scenarios has a different solution. Some might need a data warehouse. Others
might need better dashboarding of existing systems. One might need focused compliance reporting.
Another might need a shared definition of what metrics mean.

How do you find the true need? Ask why repeatedly. Why do you think you need a data warehouse?
Why is that important right now? Why haven’t you solved this internally? What’s preventing you
from moving forward?

Then talk to other people. Don’t just listen to the person who called you. Talk to the CIO, the
CFO, the operations team, the department heads. You’ll often find they have different versions of
the problem. That disagreement is information.
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Look for constraints and workarounds. What are people doing manually? What can’t they do?
What’s causing friction in their daily work? Constraints tell you what the real problem is, because
people solve around real problems.

A regulator might say the organization needs better data governance. What they actually mean is
they need to prove to auditors that access is controlled. A CFO might ask for better cost visibility.
What they need is the ability to explain cost variances to the board. These lead to very different
engagements.

Once you understand the true need, your job becomes specific. You’re not “a consultant helping
with data strategy.” You’re “someone who can help this regulated organization answer specific
questions about their cost drivers, with data they can trust.”

Specificity is power.

Robert’s Perspective:

When I was consulting in the financial services space in the late 1990s, a regional bank
came to me saying they needed a “strategy for the future.” That was impossibly vague.
I spent my first week asking a lot of stupid-sounding questions. What was they actually
afraid of? What was the board asking them to do? Where were they losing business?
What decisions were they stuck on?

Turned out the real problem was consolidation—they were watching larger competitors
absorb smaller banks and they had to decide: Do we stay small and regional, do we try
to grow, or do we sell to someone else? That was the decision they were afraid to make.

Once I understood that, my entire approach shifted. We weren’t doing broad “strategic
planning.” We were building a framework to evaluate those three scenarios with real
financial and operational logic. It was specific, it was actionable, and it actually helped
them decide.

That engagement changed how I approached every client thereafter. I learned that the
biggest value isn’t in broad thinking—it’s in understanding specifically what decision
the client is trying to make.

The Four Poles of Consulting
There’s a useful framework that helps clarify what you’re actually there to do. Think of consulting
work as sitting somewhere in the space defined by four poles:

Decision vs. Implementation. On one end, you’re advising on a decision. You help the client think
through options, and then they decide what to do. On the other end, you’re actually implementing—
you’re building something, changing something, running something. Most engagements have both,
but they weight differently.

Strategic vs. Tactical. Are you working on the big picture—what should this organization do?—or
the details of how to do it? Strategy is about direction and vision. Tactics are about execution and
mechanics.

Individual vs. Organizational. Some consulting is very focused: you’re helping one person
(the CFO, the CIO) with a specific decision. Other work requires organizational change—many
departments, many people need to shift their thinking or behavior.
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Short-term vs. Long-term. Some engagements are crisis response—you have 60 days to solve an
acute problem. Others are building for the future—you’re helping the organization position for a
market shift that might happen over years.

Understanding where your engagement sits on those poles matters because it changes your approach.
An engagement that’s mainly advisory, strategic, individual, and short-term looks totally different
from one that’s mainly implementation, tactical, organizational, and long-term.

Most engagements have a primary pole and a secondary one. You might be mostly strategic and
short-term with some tactical implementation. Or tactical and long-term with some decision-making.
But the mix changes how you work.

Your Role and Authority
Here’s something that takes some consultants years to learn: your authority is bounded. You’re
there to advise, to analyze, to recommend, to implement—but ultimately, the client makes the
decisions. And they live with those decisions.

This creates a subtle tension. You might think the client is making a mistake. You might see them
choosing a path you don’t agree with. You might believe their decision will cost them money or
cause problems. And you might be right.

But it’s their decision to make.

Some consultants struggle with this. They want the client to do what they recommend, as if the
consultant’s judgment is the right judgment. That’s a trap. Your job is to give the client the best
thinking you can, the clearest picture of options and tradeoffs, the most honest advice you can offer.
Then you let them decide.

If they’re deciding something you think is a mistake, you have one responsibility: tell them why you
think it’s a mistake. Make your case clearly. Give them the data. But if they’re not persuaded,
you’ve done your job. Move forward with what they’ve decided.

This is especially important when it comes to implementation. If you’re helping a client execute
a strategy you don’t personally believe in, your job is to execute it well, not to undermine it by
half-effort. You either commit to helping them succeed, or you step back from the engagement.

There are moments where you shouldn’t be there at all. If the client’s decision is unethical or illegal,
you have to step back. If the engagement is set up for failure in a way the client should know about
and they refuse to acknowledge, you might need to step back. If you discover the client is misusing
your advice or analysis in ways that could cause harm, that’s a moment to be direct.

But most of the time, you’re not there to make the decisions. You’re there to expand what the
client can see and think about. You’re there to help them make their own decisions more informed
and more intentional.

Jonathan’s Take:

I ran into this with a major regulated client. They were implementing an AI system
for claims prediction, and I was advising on the technical architecture and governance.
Partway through, I became concerned about how they were thinking about bias—they
had a model that would work brilliantly for certain populations and less well for others,
and they weren’t acknowledging that equity issue.
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I brought it up repeatedly. I made the case for why this mattered—both ethically and
legally. I offered to help them think through bias mitigation.

They acknowledged it and said they’d handle it later. They didn’t.

That bothered me deeply. I could have walked away from the engagement. But I also
had to ask myself: Is it my job to force this issue, or is it my job to advise clearly and
then let them decide? I advised clearly. They decided to move forward anyway.

What I did was make sure the implementation I was responsible for was as bias-aware as
I could make it. And I stayed involved enough to flag issues if they showed up. That’s
the boundary I settled on. I can’t force the client to care about what I care about. But
I can’t pretend to be comfortable with something I’m not comfortable with either.

Becoming a Trusted Advisor

The highest form of a consulting relationship isn’t project-based. It’s ongoing. It’s when a client
stops calling you for “a project” and starts calling you for advice.

These are called trusted advisor relationships, and they’re built over time, not during a single
engagement. They’re the relationships that sustain long consulting careers.

A trusted advisor is someone the client believes has their best interest at heart. They’ve delivered
results in the past. They understand the client’s business deeply. They give honest advice, even when
it’s not what the client wants to hear. They keep confidences. They’re accessible and responsive.
They think long-term about the client’s success, not short-term about their own fees.

How do you build this in the modern consulting world?

First, do good work. You can’t build trust from failure or mediocre delivery. Every project is an
opportunity to prove you deliver.

Second, understand their business deeply. Learn what they’re trying to achieve. Learn their
constraints, their competitive position, their organizational culture. Learn who the key players are
and what they care about. When clients feel like you actually understand them and their challenges,
they start to trust you more.

Third, be proactive about advice that goes beyond your scope. Sometimes a client asks you about
something outside your formal engagement. Answer it anyway. You’re building relationship capital.
Sometimes you notice a problem the client hasn’t formally asked you about. Flag it. “I’m seeing
something that concerns me, and it’s outside what we formally contracted, but I thought you should
know.”

Fourth, communicate regularly and over-communicate. In remote work, this is especially important.
Share what you’re learning. Flag risks early. Tell them when you think they’re making a mistake.
Trusted advisors are honest, especially when honesty is uncomfortable.

Fifth, be responsive. When they reach out with a question, answer quickly. Responsiveness builds
trust faster than fancy deliverables.

Finally, think long-term. These relationships are built over years—often five or more. You’re not
maximizing revenue from one engagement. You’re building something that might generate work for
a decade.
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I have a handful of clients where I’ve become a trusted advisor. They call me for advice on things
outside my formal work. They introduce me to opportunities. They think of me when strategic
questions come up. Those relationships are worth more than a dozen one-off projects.

Robert’s Perspective:

In my early days of consulting, I worked with a regional bank’s CFO on a financial
planning and reporting project. We spent six months together, did good work, and the
engagement ended. But I made sure to stay in touch.

Every quarter, I’d check in. I’d ask how things were going. Over the next few years,
we’d chat several times a year. Sometimes I’d identify trends in the banking industry I
thought mattered to him. Sometimes I’d just see how things were going.

Then one year he called. The bank was considering a major acquisition, and he wanted
my perspective on the financial integration—not as a formal consultant, but as someone
who knew the organization and could think through implications.

That engagement became a retained role that lasted years. And the value I created in
that retained work far exceeded what I’d created in the initial project.

The initial project was the foundation. But the relationship was the real asset.
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Chapter 11: The Consulting Process

Your father’s book outlined a clear process: proposal, discovery, hypothesis, gather information,
analysis, recommendations. That framework is still fundamentally sound in 2026. But the language
has shifted and some mechanics have changed. The core logic hasn’t.

Let me walk you through what a modern consulting engagement actually looks like.

Phase 0: The Proposal

Before anything else, there’s the proposal. This might be formal—a written document outlining
scope, timeline, and fee. Or it might be informal—a conversation where you and the client agree on
what you’re doing, how long it will take, and what it costs.

Either way, this is where you’re trying to be specific about what you’re undertaking. What problem
are you solving? What won’t you do? What does success look like? How will you know when you’re
done?

The proposal phase is also where you’re evaluating the client. Are they a good fit? Is this an
engagement where you can actually deliver value? Is the budget realistic? Are they ready to move
forward?

Many consultants rush this phase. They want to get to “yes” so they can start billable work. But a
bad proposal leads to a bad engagement.

Spend time here. Get clear. It’s okay to have a conversation that surfaces the engagement isn’t
going to work. Better to know that now than three weeks in.

Jonathan’s Take:

I had a potential client reach out asking for help with a “data transformation.” When I
dug in, it became clear they had no budget (they wanted to start with “free consulting
to figure out scope”), multiple stakeholders with conflicting goals, and no real decision-
making authority in the person who called me.

That had all the markers of a bad engagement. I could have convinced myself it was
worth taking a shot. Instead, I said no—nicely, but clearly. “I don’t think this is set up
for success right now. Here’s what I’d recommend you do to get ready, and when you’ve
done that, we can talk about how I might help.”

Six months later, they came back with budget, clarity, and readiness. That engagement
was fantastic. Saying no initially made saying yes the second time much better.
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Phase 1: Discovery and Immersion

Once you’re engaged, the first real phase is discovery. This is what your father called “mucking
around”—immersing yourself in the client’s context.

You’re trying to understand: What’s the situation? What have they already tried? What are the
constraints? What does the current state actually look like, not as they describe it, but as it actually
is?

In your father’s era, this meant weeks on-site. You were physically present, absorbing culture,
learning how people actually worked, observing problems firsthand.

In 2026, discovery is more intentional. You’re not physically there, so you have to be more deliberate
about what you’re trying to learn. You might request documents and data. You schedule interviews.
You ask to shadow key processes (maybe via recording or screenshot sharing rather than in person).
You work to build a clear picture of the current state.

The depth of discovery depends on the engagement. A two-week tactical project might have a few
days of discovery. A major transformation might have two weeks of immersion.

What you’re looking for: - The actual problem, not the stated problem. What’s really broken
or stuck? - The environment. What’s the organizational culture like? What are people afraid
of? What do they care about? - The constraints. What’s actually feasible? What’s the budget?
What’s the timeline? - The people. Who are the stakeholders? Who has influence? Who will
have to change their behavior? - The history. What’s been tried before? What worked and what
didn’t? Why is there skepticism or enthusiasm?

You should end discovery with a clear picture of what you’re walking into. You should understand
enough to form initial hypotheses about what might need to change.

Phase 2: Hypothesis Development

Based on discovery, you form hypotheses about what’s happening and what might need to change.

You’re not collecting more data yet. You’re taking what you’ve learned and starting to form theories.
“Based on what I’ve seen, I think the problem is X, and I think the lever to move it is Y.”

Hypotheses might include the problem you’re solving, the root cause, how to address it, or how the
organization might need to change.

The key thing about hypotheses is that they’re testable. They’re not vague intuitions (“things need
to improve”). They’re specific predictions that you can validate or disprove with data or additional
research.

In modern consulting, you often share hypotheses early with the client. You present them in a
discovery readout: “Here’s what I think I’m seeing. Here’s what I think might drive it. Here’s what
I’d want to test.” You’re not hidden away writing a secret analysis. You’re thinking with the client.

This is fundamentally different from the model where consultants disappeared for two weeks and
then returned with recommendations. The modern model is iterative and transparent from the
start.

Jonathan’s Take:
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In one healthcare engagement, I was brought in to advise on data governance. The client
said they needed “better controls and documentation.” But when I started discovery,
I found something different: they had okay documentation, but nobody was actually
following the governance rules. The problem wasn’t governance design; it was adoption.

My hypothesis shifted: the organization’s governance framework is actually pretty good,
but people don’t follow it because it’s painful to follow and they don’t understand why
it matters.

I presented that back to the client. “What I’m seeing is that the problem isn’t design;
it’s adoption. The governance rules exist, but they’re getting ignored because the burden
is too high and people don’t see the value. Want me to test that hypothesis?” They
said yes.

That hypothesis shaped the entire engagement. We weren’t redesigning governance;
we were redesigning how to implement and communicate it. That specificity changed
everything.

Phase 3: Validation and Research
Now you test your hypotheses. This is where data, analysis, and additional research come in.

You might run analyses on existing data. You might do targeted interviews with specific people to
understand behaviors. You might look at historical patterns. You might build a prototype or model
to test an idea.

What’s changed from your father’s era is the speed and depth of analysis available. You can request
data exports and build visualizations in a day or two. You can run models and simulations that
would have taken weeks of manual analysis. You can test ideas through small pilots or prototypes
quickly.

But here’s the crucial bit: more data doesn’t mean better insights. I’ve seen organizations paralyzed
by analysis—measuring 47 metrics when three would drive the decision. Your job is to know which
data matters and which is noise.

If you’re testing the hypothesis “our governance rules are being ignored,” you might ask: - What
percentage of required data reviews are actually happening? - How long does the review process
take? - What’s stopping people from following the process? - When people do follow it, what value
do they see?

You’re looking for quantified truth, not opinion. You want to move from “people seem to ignore
governance” to “75% of required reviews aren’t happening, and when we talked to teams, the top
reason they skip it is that the process takes 4 hours per review and they don’t see the value.”

That’s data that drives decisions.

The research and validation phase might involve: - Quantitative analysis. Running numbers,
building models, analyzing historical patterns. - Qualitative research. Interviews, observation,
understanding how people actually behave. - Prototyping. Building a small version of something to
test if it works. - Benchmarking. Understanding how other organizations solved similar problems.
- Literature review. Understanding what’s known about this problem from other sources.

You use the combination to move from hypothesis to evidence.
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Phase 4: Analysis and Synthesis
Once you’ve gathered information and tested hypotheses, you have to make sense of it all. This is
where analysis and synthesis happen.

You’re looking for patterns. What’s important and what’s noise? What are the interconnections?
What’s causing what?

If your validation showed that governance rules are being ignored because they’re painful and people
don’t see the value, you’re now analyzing: What’s making them painful? What would demonstrate
value? What would it take to change behavior?

You’re synthesizing across sources. Data says X. Interviews say Y. Your observation says Z. How do
all three fit together?

This is the work that actually requires thinking. Anyone can collect data. A consultant has to
interpret it.

In a remote world, this synthesis often happens in shared documents. You’re not writing a secret
report. You’re building an analysis that the client can see forming. You share early drafts. You get
feedback. You revise.

That transparency has real benefits. The client is learning the same thing you’re learning at the
same time. When you get to recommendations, they won’t be surprises.

It also has drawbacks. You’re thinking out loud with an audience. Your preliminary ideas are
visible. You can’t hide uncertainty or incomplete thinking.

The best consultants I know are comfortable with that. They share what they’re thinking, acknowl-
edge what they don’t yet know, and invite the client into the sense-making process.

Phase 5: Recommendations
Here’s where you propose what should change, why, and how.

Your recommendations should flow directly from your analysis. You shouldn’t be recommending
something that wasn’t supported by your work. And you should be clear about the logic: Here’s
what the data shows. Here’s what that means. Here’s what I recommend we do about it.

Good recommendations have: - Clarity. You can explain them in simple language. - Specificity.
You’re not recommending “improve communication.” You’re recommending “create monthly town
halls where leadership discusses governance changes and why they matter.” - Logic. The recom-
mendation follows from your analysis. - Feasibility. You’ve thought about whether this is actually
doable given the constraints. - Sequencing. You understand what needs to happen first, second,
third.

Recommendations often include trade-offs. “We could redesign the whole governance program, but
that would take six months. Or we could start with better communication about why it matters,
which would address the root cause of non-compliance and could start in 30 days.”

Being clear about trade-offs is more helpful than pretending there aren’t any.

Your recommendations should also consider implementation. How does the client actually do this?
Who needs to be involved? What skills are required? What could go wrong?
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This is where consultation often shifts toward implementation. You’re not just saying what should
change; you’re helping the client understand how to make change happen.

Robert’s Perspective:

In a banking consolidation I worked on, my analysis showed that one bank’s lend-
ing process was significantly more efficient than the other’s. You might think the
recommendation would be “adopt the efficient process.”

But it’s more nuanced than that. The efficient process was tight—it worked well when
it was working well, but it had less flexibility. The less efficient process was slower but
more adaptable.

The right recommendation wasn’t “adopt one or the other.” It was “take the core
discipline from the efficient process and marry it with some of the flexibility of the less
efficient process.” We designed a hybrid that kept what worked about both.

That took deeper thinking than just “copy the best practice.” It required understanding
the context of why each process had evolved the way it had.

The Role of Data and Analytics in Modern Consulting
How consultants gather information and build analysis has transformed in your lifetime.

Your father’s consulting relied heavily on interviews, observation, and synthesizing anecdotal evidence
into patterns. He was brilliant at it—he could spend a week with an organization and surface
insights the organization wasn’t seeing about itself.

Today, I can request data exports, build dashboards, and have quantitative foundations for rec-
ommendations within days. I can analyze millions of records annually. I can run models and
simulations. I can see patterns across time that would have taken a team of analysts weeks to
identify in your father’s era.

But here’s the crucial thing: more data doesn’t automatically mean better consulting. I’ve seen
organizations paralyzed by analysis. They measure 47 metrics when three would drive the decision.
They spend weeks analyzing when the client needs an answer in days.

The consultant who survives and thrives is the one who knows which data matters. Who can say,
“We have 50 data points available, but these three are the ones that actually tell us what we need to
know.” Who can translate raw data into a decision architecture.

I use data analytics to move beyond opinion to fact. Instead of “it feels like we have coverage
problems,” I can say “our staffing on Thursdays is 30% below plan, and that’s costing us $2.4 million
annually. Here’s exactly where the problem is and here’s the quantified impact of each fix.”

That shifts the conversation from opinion to architecture. Clients can’t argue with numbers. They
can argue with interpretation, but not with good data.

The skills that matter now are: - Asking the right questions. What data would actually answer
the decision we’re trying to make? - Analysis at speed. Can you run analysis and interpret it
quickly? - Translation. Can you take raw data and make it meaningful to non-technical people? -
Healthy skepticism. Can you spot when data is misleading or when you need more information?

If you can do those things, data becomes a powerful tool. If you can’t, you’ll drown in it.
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Adapting the Process for Remote Delivery
The fundamental consulting process hasn’t changed. But the texture is different when you’re not in
the room with the client.

Discovery is more intentional. When you’re not physically present, you can’t absorb culture by
osmosis. You have to be deliberate about what you need. You request documents. You schedule
specific interviews. You ask for recordings of key meetings or screen shares of key systems. You
write down what you learn because you won’t absorb it as easily as you would sitting in an office.

Everything gets documented. In remote work, information lives in documents, Slack, shared
spreadsheets. That can be good—it’s more permanent and shareable than in-person conversations.
It can be hard—you’re thinking out loud with an audience and your preliminary thinking is visible.

Communication is more frequent but often asynchronous. You’re probably not in daily in-
person check-ins. But you’re likely in Slack or email more frequently. That requires discipline—you
have to avoid constant context-switching and protect time for deep work. But it also means the
client is more involved earlier.

Building relationship requires intentionality. Remote doesn’t create automatic relationship-
building. You don’t bump into people in hallways. You don’t have water cooler conversations. You
have to schedule check-ins, be thoughtful about communication, and make extra effort to build
trust.

Deliverables are more likely to be digital and interactive. Instead of printed reports that
someone reads once, you might deliver interactive dashboards, shared documents you iterate on
with the client, recorded walkthroughs, working software. That’s often better—it’s more engaging
and usable.

You can involve more stakeholders easily. Remote meetings make it easy to include people
from different locations. That’s good for input but can slow things down. You might have 15 people
on a call instead of 8 in a room, and that changes the dynamic.

One key insight: remote has made consulting less about physical presence and more about clarity,
communication, and concrete artifacts. If you’re good at writing, explaining, and structured thinking,
remote works really well. If you prefer figuring things out through hallway conversations and visual
osmosis, remote is harder.

But either way, the process is the same. You’re still discovering. You’re still forming hypotheses.
You’re still testing and analyzing. You’re still recommending. The tools and settings have changed.
The fundamental logic hasn’t.

Jonathan’s Take:

I was doing remote consulting work with a hospital on their data systems, and I realized
I wasn’t getting the visceral sense of how their clinicians actually worked. I was seeing
data about workflows, but I wasn’t watching someone try to use a system in a chaotic
moment.

So I asked if I could attend their early morning ICU rounds via video. Just watch and
listen. No meetings, no interviews—just observation.

I got more useful insight in 30 minutes of watching a chaotic early morning round than
I would have from hours of interviews. I saw where the system failed under pressure. I
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understood why certain workarounds existed. I saw the human cost of inefficiency.

That remote observation shaped my recommendations more than any other single thing.
It reminded me that even in a remote engagement, you can be creative about how you
get immersion. You just have to be intentional about it.
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Chapter 12: Remote and Hybrid
Consulting

Your father did his best work with his feet on the ground in the client’s office. That was the model
in the late 1990s and early 2000s. If you were consulting, you were traveling. The travel was the job.

It’s not anymore.

The pandemic accelerated a shift that was already happening, but it didn’t create it. Remote
work was becoming more common. Distributed clients were already a reality. But COVID forced
everyone—clients and consultants alike—to figure out how to work without being in the same room.

The results surprised a lot of people. It turned out you can do very good consulting work without
traveling to a client’s office every week. In some ways, remote work made consulting more efficient.
In other ways, it created new challenges.

Let me walk you through both.

Building Trust Without Being in the Room

The biggest concern when you move to remote consulting is: Can I build trust and rapport without
being physically present?

The honest answer is: It’s harder, but it’s totally possible. People can trust consultants they’ve
never met in person. It happens every day. But you have to be intentional about it.

Here’s what builds trust in a remote consulting relationship:

Responsiveness. When a client reaches out with a question, do you answer it quickly? Or do
they have to wait days? In remote work, responsiveness is visibility. You can’t build trust if you’re
invisible.

Transparency and over-communication. Share your work early, not after it’s polished. Flag
concerns and assumptions, not just solutions. “Here’s what I’m seeing so far. Here’s what I’m
uncertain about. Here’s what I’d want to learn more about.” That transparency builds trust faster
than perfect deliverables.

Frequent check-ins. Have video calls regularly—at least monthly, often more frequently depending
on the engagement. Video matters more than just email. People feel more connected to someone
when they can see and hear them.

83



84 CHAPTER 12: REMOTE AND HYBRID CONSULTING

Active listening. In conversations, take detailed notes, repeat back what you heard, ask clarifying
questions. When people feel genuinely heard, they trust you faster.

Occasional in-person time. If a relationship is going to be long-term, I’ll try to see a client in
person once a year or for a key moment. Maybe a kickoff workshop. Maybe a critical implementation
moment. That reinforces relationship in a way video can’t fully replicate.

But here’s the important part: absence of in-person interaction is NOT a barrier anymore. Clients
will build deep trust with you remotely if you’re clear, responsive, and deliver results.

Tools and Platforms for Virtual Consulting

The infrastructure for remote consulting has gotten dramatically better.

Your father had phone calls and conference calls. Maybe faxes if he was feeling cutting-edge. Now
you have Zoom, Slack, shared documents, collaborative spreadsheets, digital whiteboards, screen
sharing, video recordings, interactive dashboards.

The tools matter, but not in the way people think. The tool isn’t what builds trust. Trust comes
from clarity and delivery. The tools just enable you to be clear and to deliver.

That said, you need to be fluent with the modern remote work stack. Clients live in either Google
Workspace or Microsoft 365, use Teams or Zoom or Google Meet for calls, and communicate via
email, Slack, Teams, or something else entirely. You don’t need to have a single preferred tool —
you need to be comfortable stepping into whatever environment the client is already using. The
consultant who creates friction by insisting on their preferred platform is the consultant who gets
managed around.

My approach: match what the client already has. Word or Google Docs, Teams or Zoom, SharePoint
or Drive — pick up their tools quickly and don’t make them work around yours. The only non-
negotiable is quality: a good microphone and camera, a reliable internet connection, and a clean,
professional background. That’s table stakes. Everything else is adaptable.

Some consultants want to use their own custom tools or proprietary software. That often backfires.
Clients have to learn your tool, they can’t easily access your work, and it creates friction. Stick to
what they’re already using.

The one tool that’s genuinely valuable for modern consulting is a shared document that you and the
client iterate on together. Not you writing a report that you hand to them. But a living document
where you’re both adding notes, questions, and thinking. That’s where good remote consulting
happens.

When to Travel and When to Stay Home

The question isn’t “Do I travel?” It’s “When is travel actually valuable?”

I do about 80-90% of my consulting work remotely. The 10-20% that requires in-person is usually
for specific moments:

• Kickoff workshops. Sometimes being in a room for the first workshop is worth it. You can
move fast, you can read the room, you can build relationships.
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• Critical implementation moments. When you’re making major changes, sometimes being
on-site matters.

• Relationship deepening. If a relationship is going to be long-term, in-person time helps
reinforce it.

• High-stakes presentations. When you’re presenting to a board or major stakeholder, being
in the room sometimes carries more weight.

But for discovery? Analysis? Most meetings? Remote is fine. Often better.

The financial reality of in-person consulting has also shifted. Your father had travel built into his
pricing because it was a cost and a time drain. Now, if you’re traveling less, you can be more
efficient and more profitable. A client who’s paying you to travel isn’t getting the value of that
travel. They’re getting the cost passed through.

Post-COVID, clients would often rather you be remote. It saves them real estate costs. It saves
them time dealing with logistics. It’s simpler.

My recommendation: Be clear that your default is remote. Be willing to travel when it genuinely
adds value. Be selective about when you travel. And price accordingly—if you’re traveling, there’s
a travel cost and time cost that the client should understand.

Robert’s Perspective:

When I was actively consulting in the ’90s and early 2000s, I spent a lot of time traveling.
I’d be on-site for a week or more, and that was seen as a marker of serious consulting.
You were in the room with the client, so of course you were earning your fee.

But honestly, a lot of that travel wasn’t that valuable. I could have done the discovery
in three days and then worked remotely. But the expectation was that you’d be there.
So you were.

If I were starting out now, I’d never build my practice around travel. I’d design it from
the start to be mostly remote and selective about when I’m on-site. The efficiency would
be massive. And I think the quality of work would actually be higher, because I’d have
more time for thinking and less time in airports.

Time Zone Challenges and Distributed Teams

One of the trickier parts of remote consulting is managing time zones.

If you’re working with a client on the West Coast and you’re on the East Coast, that’s manageable.
There’s overlap. But if you’re consulting with a client in London or Singapore, suddenly that overlap
is 2-3 hours. Or nonexistent.

Here’s what I’ve learned:

Schedule meetings carefully. Your 8am might be their 5pm. If you keep making them take 5pm
meetings, they’re going to resent you. Try to rotate so the burden is shared.

Use asynchronous work where possible. Don’t wait for a meeting to share analysis. Put it in
a shared document. Let them read it and respond when it’s their daytime. That’s often better than
a synchronous meeting anyway.
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Be clear about who’s deciding and when. If a decision needs to be made synchronously
and you’re in different time zones, someone’s going to be taking the call at an awkward time.
Acknowledge that upfront. “For this decision, we’ll need to meet at 7am your time Tuesday. Is that
okay?”

Respect boundaries. Just because it’s business hours somewhere doesn’t mean your consultants
should be working all night. If you’re managing a distributed team or juggling multiple clients in
different zones, you have to be thoughtful about sustainable pace.

Some of my most efficient work has been with distributed teams because we built asynchronous
habits. We documented things thoroughly. We used written updates instead of meetings. We used
meetings for rich conversations, not information transfer.

The key is being intentional. Don’t let time zones just happen. Design around them.

The Biggest Mistakes Consultants Make in Remote Delivery

After several years of watching remote consulting work (and not work), I see patterns in where it
breaks down.

Mistake 1: Invisibility. The consultant disappears for two weeks and then emerges with a finished
deliverable. In remote work, that doesn’t work. You have to be visible throughout. Share your work
early. Communicate regularly. Let the client see you thinking.

Mistake 2: Over-reliance on meetings. Some consultants think remote work means more
meetings. They try to replicate in-person collaboration through an endless string of calls. The
client burns out. The consultant burns out. Instead, use meetings for what only meetings are good
for—rich conversation and relationship building. Use documents and async for information transfer.

Mistake 3: Weak documentation. When you’re in person, you can get away with less
documentation—people remember conversations. Remote work requires good documentation.
Everything important should be documented. Not as a tedious formal process, but as a practical
discipline.

Mistake 4: Not building relationship. You can’t just be transactional remotely and expect
deep trust. You have to actively build relationship. That means regular check-ins beyond the work.
That means remembering what people told you. That means follow-through.

Mistake 5: Assuming everyone has the same remote setup. Some clients have great
video/audio. Others are calling from their car. Some can give you their full attention; others have
kids and chaos in the background. Be flexible. Don’t judge. Adjust.

Mistake 6: Forgetting the human element. Remote can feel transactional if you’re not careful.
You’re just exchanging documents and having meetings. Don’t fall into that. Tell stories. Share
why you care about the problem. Let your humanity show.

Jonathan’s Take:

I was working remotely with a large regulated organization, and I wasn’t making much
headway. The stakeholders seemed disconnected from the work. The analysis felt flat.

Then I realized I hadn’t been visible to them. They were getting my outputs—my analysis
documents, my deliverables—but they weren’t seeing me. They didn’t understand why
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I cared about the problem or what I was actually thinking.

I shifted. I started showing up to team meetings just to listen and be present. I shared
more of my early thinking, not just polished work. I told stories about why this problem
mattered. I showed my uncertainty and my learning process.

Suddenly the engagement got better. The stakeholders became more engaged. They
started pushing back on my thinking and building with me instead of just receiving my
recommendations.

It was a simple shift—becoming more visible and more human. In a remote engagement,
that matters as much as the technical quality of your work.

Async Work and Managing Your Time
Remote consulting gives you freedom that office-based consulting doesn’t. But it also requires
discipline.

The temptation is to always be available. You’re not traveling, so your time is flexible. Someone
asks a question at 6pm, you could answer it immediately. But if you do that every day, you never
stop working.

I protect my time fiercely now. I have blocks during the day for focused work. I don’t check email
constantly. I have a cutoff time for responding to messages. I batch my async communication so
I’m not constantly context-switching.

That protection is not selfish. It’s necessary for delivering good work. Deep thinking requires
uninterrupted time. If you’re always available and always responding, you’re not doing your best
work.

I’m also explicit about my availability. “I respond to messages within 24 hours. Urgent things, text
me.” That sets expectations. Clients know not to expect instant response. And I have rare moments
where something is genuinely urgent and they can reach me.

For the people you work with—whether they’re direct employees or contractors—you need to model
healthy boundaries around remote work. If you’re working 60 hours a week and responding at
midnight, your team will do the same. And they’ll burn out.
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Chapter 13: Finishing the Job and
Delivering Value

Here’s something that distinguishes excellent consultants from mediocre ones: how they finish.

Any consultant can show up, ask questions, do analysis, and present recommendations. That’s
the easy part. Finishing is harder. It’s about making sure the client can actually implement what
you’ve recommended, that they understand the value, and that you’re involved enough to help them
succeed.

Engineering Small Victories Throughout

Your father wrote about this: the importance of “pre-selling results” and “engineering small victories
throughout the engagement.” That insight is more valuable now than it was 20 years ago.

Here’s the problem: If you spend four weeks doing discovery and analysis and then present everything
at once, it’s overwhelming. The client hears your recommendations, and they have a hundred
questions. Implementation feels massive. Momentum dies.

The alternative is to deliver value in pieces. Early in the engagement, find something small you can
help fix or improve. Something that demonstrates your thinking and shows value quickly.

In a operational data engagement, that might mean: “In the first two weeks, I’ll map out your
current data flows and create a visualization showing where the biggest gaps are. That won’t solve
your problem, but it will give you clear language for talking about your challenge to the board.”

You deliver that, the client sees it, and suddenly your recommendations later feel more credible.
They’ve seen you work. They’ve seen your thinking. They know you understand the problem.

Another example: You’re working on an operational transformation. In week two, you identify
a quick win—a process that could be simplified in three days and would save 20 hours per week.
You help the team implement it. It works. Suddenly the client believes transformation is possible.
Momentum shifts.

These small victories do several things:

They demonstrate competence. The client sees you can deliver.

They build momentum. Success creates energy. It shows change is possible.

They refine your understanding. When you actually try to implement something, you learn
what’s actually feasible. You adjust your later recommendations based on what you learned.
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They engage the client. When people see something changing, they get more involved. They
become collaborators instead of observers.

They create allies. The people who worked with you on the quick win become advocates. They’ve
experienced your work directly.

The best consultants I know are constantly looking for these small wins. Not as a manipulation
tactic. But as a genuine way to show progress and build confidence.

Robert’s Perspective:

I was working with a bank on a strategic planning engagement, and the leadership team
was skeptical. They’d been through planning efforts before that didn’t stick. They were
going through the motions to appease the board.

I proposed starting with a rapid competitive assessment—two weeks, lots of interviews,
produce a clear picture of competitive position. Not the full strategic plan, just the
foundation.

The assessment was eye-opening. It surfaced competitive threats they knew intellectually
but hadn’t really emotionally accepted. It gave them language and data to discuss
strategy seriously.

That small deliverable—a competitive assessment that wasn’t the main thing—shifted
the entire tone. Suddenly they were engaged. They wanted to know what came next.

The full strategic plan we eventually developed was better because they were more
invested. But it started with a small, tangible piece of work that proved value early.

Pre-selling Results

Here’s another classic Nellson technique that deserves to be named explicitly: pre-selling results.

This means talking about what success looks like before you get there. It means getting alignment
on the win before you’re done.

It works like this: As you’re nearing the end of your analysis phase and starting to form recom-
mendations, you have a conversation with the client. “Here’s what I’m seeing. Here’s what I think
needs to change. Here’s what success would look like. Do you agree with that vision of success?”

That conversation accomplishes several things:

It tests your hypotheses. Do your recommendations match what the client actually cares about?

It gets buy-in early. The client isn’t surprised by your final recommendations because you’ve
been talking about them for weeks.

It clarifies what’s important. Sometimes you’ll discover that what you thought was the priority
isn’t—the client cares about something else. Better to know that before you’ve built everything
around the wrong assumption.

It makes implementation easier. If the client has already agreed on what success looks like,
implementing it is much simpler. They understand the logic. They’re already mentally committed.
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I do this explicitly. I’ll schedule what I call a “direction” meeting midway through an engagement.
“Here’s my hypothesis on what’s happening and what needs to change. Here’s what I think success
looks like in six months. Do you agree we should aim for this? If not, what’s different?”

That conversation often surfaces disagreements early enough to shift the engagement. It prevents
the situation where you present perfect analysis and the client says “But we don’t actually care
about that.”

Delivering Recommendations That Stick

Not all recommendations stick. Some clients nod politely and then do nothing. Some implement
them halfway. Some implement them and then revert because the change was too hard.

The difference between recommendations that stick and those that don’t is the thinking that goes
into implementation.

A bad recommendation sounds like: “You should improve your data governance.” That’s so vague
it’s almost useless.

A good recommendation sounds like: “You should implement a quarterly data governance review
process. Here’s who needs to be involved. Here’s the template. Here’s how you’ll communicate it.
Here’s what to expect in the first 90 days. Here’s what success looks like.”

Notice the difference. The good recommendation includes: who, how, when, what to expect, what
success looks like.

Even better: “You should implement a quarterly data governance review process. I recommend we
run the first one together so your team can see what it looks like. Then we’ll do the second one
with me helping. By the third one, you’ll be running it yourself.”

Now you’re not just recommending—you’re building a bridge from current state to new state.

The best recommendations include:

Sequence. What has to happen first? What’s dependent on what?

Resourcing. What does this actually take in terms of people, time, money? Are those resources
available?

Communication. Who needs to understand this? What do they need to know? How will you tell
them?

Quick wins. What can you do in the first 30 days to show progress?

Risk management. What could go wrong? What’s your backup plan?

Success metrics. How will you know it’s working?

Recommendations with all those elements stick better because they account for implementation
reality. They’re not just good ideas—they’re good ideas with a path to execution.
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Staying Involved After the Formal Engagement

Here’s where a lot of consultants miss the real value. The engagement ends. You hand off the
recommendations. You collect your final payment. You move on.

But the real value—the difference between recommendations that sit on a shelf and recommendations
that transform the organization—often happens in implementation.

The best consulting relationships include some involvement after the formal analysis phase. That
might be:

• Implementation support. You’re involved in the first 90 days of implementing your
recommendations. You’re helping troubleshoot, answering questions, guiding decisions.

• Retained advisory. You shift to a retainer model where the client has access to you for
advice as they execute your recommendations.

• Milestone-based engagement. You’re not involved day-to-day, but you have checkpoints—
30 days in, 60 days in, 90 days in—where you assess progress and adjust.

• Coaching. You’re coaching the internal team who’s driving implementation.

This is where you become a trusted advisor. Not because you gave great analysis, but because you
helped the client actually change.

I structure most of my engagements with some kind of implementation component. If I’m just
doing analysis and leaving, I’m probably not going to create as much value. The client will have
recommendations but no capability to implement them.

If I stay involved long enough to help them implement and learn, suddenly the value multiplies.
They not only get the recommendations—they get the ability to execute them. And they build
capability that outlasts my involvement.

Jonathan’s Take:

I was working with a regulated client on implementing a new data platform. I did the
architecture work, made recommendations, and proposed ending the engagement.

The client asked me to stay involved through the first 90 days of implementation. “We
know how to make these kinds of changes, but we’d feel a lot better having you here
when things get weird.”

I agreed, shifting to a retainer model for that period.

Those 90 days created way more value than the architecture phase. Because when the
team tried to implement the architecture, they hit constraints I hadn’t anticipated.
Things that looked good on paper worked differently in practice. There were integration
challenges. There were team dynamics I couldn’t have predicted.

My presence during implementation let me adjust recommendations in real time. The
client’s team learned why certain choices were made. We hit problems and solved them
together.

When the 90 days were up, the team was much more capable of operating the system
than they would have been if I’d just handed them a beautiful architecture document.

That’s where the real value happened. Not in the analysis. In the implementation.
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Making Sure Resources Match the Money Available

Here’s a conversation that doesn’t happen often enough: “Do you actually have the resources to do
this?”

A consultant presents recommendations. The client is excited. They want to implement. Then
reality hits. The recommendation requires 3 FTEs for 6 months. They have a budget for 1 FTE. It
doesn’t work.

Now the recommendation is either: (a) not implemented, (b) implemented poorly with inadequate
resources, or (c) postponed until resources are available.

Good consultants have this conversation upfront. In the scoping and proposal phase: “Here’s what
success looks like. Here’s what it will take. Do you have the budget and resources for this?”

Sometimes the answer is no. That’s okay. Maybe you adjust scope. Maybe you recommend a
phased approach. Maybe you recommend doing something else that’s more achievable with available
resources.

But you don’t recommend something you know they can’t execute.

This is where your advisory role includes saying hard things. “You want to do X. I understand why.
But you don’t have the team to do X well. Here are three options: (1) Expand your team. (2) Do a
smaller version of X with the team you have. (3) Do Y instead, which would give you 80% of the
value with the team you have.”

That conversation is sometimes uncomfortable. But it’s necessary.

Giving Your Client a Presentation That Sells

Your father was a storyteller. He understood that how you present recommendations matters as
much as what you’re recommending.

The presentation where you unveil your recommendations is a big moment. The client has been
waiting for this. The whole engagement has built toward this.

Your presentation needs to:

Tell a story. Not a story-story, but a narrative arc. “Here’s what we set out to understand. Here’s
what we found. Here’s what it means. Here’s what we recommend.”

Start with the problem. Remind them why they hired you. Not the stated problem, but the
real problem you uncovered together. “You told us you needed better data governance. But what
we actually found is that your governance is pretty good—people just don’t follow it because it’s
painful to follow.”

Show the data. Use evidence, not assertion. “Here’s what the data shows. Here’s what we learned
from interviews. Here’s what we observed.”

Make it visual. Dashboards, charts, diagrams. Give them something to look at, not just words on
a slide.

Be concise. Say what needs to be said. Cut the rest. Clients have short attention spans and a lot
of other things demanding their time.
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Tell them what to do. Be clear about your recommendations. “We recommend you do X, Y, and
Z in that sequence. Here’s why. Here’s what it will take.”

Anticipate the hard questions. What will they ask you about? Why this approach and not
that? What are the risks? Can you really do this? Address it proactively.

Leave them with something to take away. A summary document. A roadmap. Something
they can share with their team and board.



Chapter 14: Consulting With Integrity

This is the chapter your father cared most about. It’s the chapter that matters most to me too.

You can do good technical consulting and still be unethical. You can deliver value and still
compromise your integrity. The consulting world has plenty of examples of smart people who did
good work and lost their ethics along the way.

Integrity in consulting means something specific. It means your client can trust you. It means
you’re honest about what you know and don’t know. It means you’re not overselling. It means
you’re keeping confidences. It means you’re thinking about the client’s interests, not just your fee.

It’s also harder than it sounds.

Confidentiality in the Digital Age
Your father’s era had physical confidentiality challenges: papers, filing cabinets, client names visible.
You kept things secure by not talking about work at parties and by locking your office.

Today’s confidentiality challenges are more complex. You’re working with digital documents. You’re
collaborating with the client in shared systems. You might be working with a subcontractor. You’re
storing data somewhere. You’re sending files via email.

Any of those are potential leakage points.

Here are the fundamentals:

Only access data you need to access. Don’t be curious. Don’t poke around. If you don’t need
to see something, don’t look at it.

Keep client data secure. If you’re storing it locally, encrypt it. If you’re using cloud tools, use
reputable services. Don’t leave client files on your laptop sitting in public. Don’t leave them open
on your screen when someone walks by.

Be selective about what you share. If you’re showing work to a subcontractor, redact anything
that’s not necessary for their work. If you’re using an example in a talk or article, anonymize it
thoroughly.

Assume everything you hear is confidential unless told otherwise. Not all clients are
careful about what’s public and what’s not. It’s your job to keep it safe.

Be explicit about what you’re doing. “I’m going to be storing your data on Google Drive. It
will be encrypted in transit. Only you and I will have access.” Give the client a chance to raise
concerns.
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Understand the law. Different data types have different legal protections. Operational data in
regulated environments, financial data, personal data (GDPR)—all have rules. Know what applies
to your work. Get legal advice if you’re not sure.

The digital age creates new risks. You could accidentally expose client data through a shared
document, a Slack message sent to the wrong channel, a laptop stolen from an airport, a cloud
backup you didn’t realize was being backed up to the wrong place.

You have to be paranoid about these risks. Not paranoid in a way that’s paralyzing, but paranoid
in a way that keeps you careful.

Conflict of Interest

This gets subtle quickly.

The basic conflict of interest is obvious: You’re a consultant advising a company to buy a solution
from your cousin’s company. That’s a conflict. You should disclose it.

But conflicts aren’t always obvious.

You’re advising a company on a decision that benefits you financially if they make a
certain choice. That’s a conflict.

You’re advising a company on a decision when you also work for their competitor.
That’s a conflict (or at least a potential one).

You’re advising on a vendor selection when you have a relationship with one of the
vendors. That’s a conflict.

You’re using information you learned in one engagement to advise another client in a
related decision. That’s a conflict if the first client is a competitor or if using that information
would harm them.

The rule is: If there’s any possibility that your advice is influenced by something other than the
client’s interest, it’s a conflict.

How do you handle it?

Disclose it. Tell the client about the conflict. Let them decide if it’s okay.

Recuse yourself if necessary. Sometimes a conflict is too big. You can’t ethically advise on this
decision. Step back.

Be transparent about your interests. If you work for multiple clients in the same space, be
clear about that. It’s not necessarily a conflict—you might be able to advise ethically without
sharing information. But the client should know.

Create firewalls if needed. If you’re advising two clients in the same industry, what information
can you share with one but not the other? Establish clear boundaries.

I have a client who’s in healthcare. I also consult with other regulated organizations. Is that a
conflict? No, as long as I’m not sharing confidential information from one client with another. But
I have to be careful. I don’t give the same advice to everyone—each client’s situation is different.
So I’m always thinking about: What information can I use? What can’t I?
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The safe approach is to err on the side of caution. If you’re not sure whether something’s a conflict,
assume it is and disclose it. Let the client decide.

Jonathan’s Take:

I was working with a regulated client on their data infrastructure, and they asked me to
recommend whether to build something custom or buy a platform. I had a relationship
with one of the platform vendors—we’d worked together on other things and I had a
pretty good understanding of their product.

That’s a conflict. I was potentially biased toward recommending the vendor I knew.

I disclosed it. “I know the vendor pretty well. I can give you an objective evaluation,
but you should know I have that relationship. Would you prefer if I stepped back from
the recommendation and just helped you evaluate options?”

They said they trusted me to evaluate honestly. So I did. I analyzed the build-vs-
buy decision objectively and made a recommendation based on their actual needs.
It happened to involve buying the platform I knew about, but not because of the
relationship—because it was the right answer for them.

But if they’d wanted me to step back, that would have been fine too. The important
thing is that I disclosed and gave them the choice.

Misrepresentation and the Temptation to Oversell
You know how to do X really well. A client needs help with Y, which is 80% X and 20% something
else. The temptation is to position yourself as an expert in Y and take the engagement.

Don’t.

Misrepresentation kills you. You take an engagement you’re not really qualified for. You deliver
mediocre work. You feel bad about it. The client feels bad about it. Your reputation takes a hit.

The alternative is honest positioning.

“I’m expert in X. This problem is mostly X with some Y. I’m comfortable with the X part. For the
Y part, I might need to bring in someone else, or I might need to learn as we go. Are you okay with
that?”

That’s honest. Most clients are fine with it. They’d rather hire someone who knows X really well
and is honest about not knowing Y than hire someone who pretends to know both.

There’s also a temptation to oversell the impact of your work. You did an analysis. You made
recommendations. But will they actually implement them? Will they work? You don’t know yet.

Bad consultants suggest that implementation is certain. “We’ll do this analysis and you’ll be able
to reduce costs by $2 million.” That’s a promise you might not be able to keep.

Good consultants are more careful. “Based on what I’m seeing, I believe there are opportunities to
reduce costs. Here’s my analysis of where those opportunities are. Here’s what it would take to
capture them. How much of this you actually implement and whether you achieve these savings is
up to you.”

That’s honest.
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Overselling also happens on scope. “We can solve your entire problem in three weeks.” You know it
will take longer. You’re underselling scope to win the engagement. Then you hit the timeline, the
client realizes you’re not done, and everyone’s upset.

Be clear about scope and timeline. It’s okay to say “I’m not sure—let me do a small engagement to
understand the scope better and then we can decide on a bigger engagement.”

AI Ethics and Transparency About Tool Use

This is new territory for your father’s generation of consulting. AI tools are becoming standard
in consulting work. I use AI in analysis, in writing, in brainstorming, in code generation. Many
consultants do.

The ethical question is: Should your client know?

I think yes. Or at least, they should be able to ask and get an honest answer.

“Are you using AI in your analysis?” Some clients will care deeply. Some won’t. But they should
have the information.

This is especially important if you’re using AI to do something the client thinks a human is doing.
If you’re using AI to generate a first draft and then you’re reviewing and refining it, that’s fine.
You’re adding value. But if you’re running data through an AI tool and presenting the output as
your analysis, that’s less honest.

Here’s my rule: I’m transparent about my methods. If I used AI tools, I’ll say so. If I used specific
analysis techniques, I’ll describe them. The client should understand how I came to my conclusions.

This is partly ethical. Partly practical. Clients respect consultants who are transparent about their
methods and can explain their thinking. Clients distrust consultants who seem mysterious about
how they arrive at conclusions.

I also think about potential harms from AI. If I’m using AI to make recommendations that affect
people, I’m thinking about bias. Does the AI tool have blind spots that matter for this client’s
situation? Would a human-driven approach catch something the AI misses?

The best approach is: use AI where it’s genuinely helpful. But understand its limitations. And be
transparent about how and where you’re using it.

Data Privacy as a New Ethical Dimension

When your father was consulting, data privacy meant locking up documents. Now it means thinking
carefully about how you handle data in a world where that data can be copied, analyzed, and
misused at scale.

This is especially relevant if you’re working with operational data, financial data, or personal data.
Those have legal protections. But even non-protected data can have privacy implications.

Here’s an example: You’re analyzing a company’s customer data. You notice that certain de-
mographic groups have much lower satisfaction scores. Your instinct is to recommend targeting
those groups with specific messaging. But that recommendation has ethical implications. You’re
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recommending differential treatment based on demographic analysis. Does the company understand
that’s what they’re doing?

Good consulting includes thinking about those implications and making them explicit.

I also think about data provenance. Where did the data come from? Who consented to its use?
Are you using it for a purpose they would expect?

If you’re analyzing de-identified data, are you actually de-identified? Could someone re-identify
individuals? (Often they can.)

These aren’t just ethical questions. They’re increasingly legal questions. Regulators care about how
organizations use data. GDPR, state privacy laws, industry-specific regulations—they all define
what’s allowed.

Good consultants understand the legal landscape around data. If you’re making recommendations
about how to use data, you need to understand what’s legal, what’s ethical, and what’s wise.

The “No Value Added” Problem

Here’s an integrity issue that’s less obvious but really important.

Sometimes you do work that doesn’t actually add value. Maybe the client already knew the answer
and they just needed validation. Maybe your analysis confirms something they already understood.
Maybe they won’t act on your recommendations anyway.

Ethical question: Should you charge full fee for work that doesn’t add value?

There’s no single right answer. Sometimes you do work, you discover the client already understands
the problem, and it turns out the real value is your validation and confirmation. That’s legitimate.

But sometimes you realize partway through that you’re not adding much value. The client has 80%
of the answer. You’re just helping them with the last 20%.

In those situations, I think about being transparent. “Here’s what I’m finding. You guys actually
already understand most of this. The value I’m adding is X. Is that worth what we agreed to pay
me?”

Sometimes that conversation leads to reducing scope or fee. Sometimes it leads to shifting the
work to something that actually adds more value. Sometimes it leads to shortening the engagement
because the problem is actually smaller than you thought.

That’s integrity. Charging less because you’re delivering less. Not padding the engagement to hit
your original fee.

Robert’s Perspective:

I was brought in to do a strategic planning engagement for a bank. They said they were
confused about their direction. They needed help thinking through strategy.

When I got into the discovery, I realized the leadership team actually had a pretty clear
strategy. They were mostly confused about how to communicate it and execute it. The
strategic thinking was done.
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I could have done the full engagement I was scoped for—weeks of analysis, frameworks,
strategies. The client probably would have been satisfied. They’d have a polished plan.

But it would have been adding a layer of complexity to something that was already
reasonably clear.

Instead, I went to the client and said, “Here’s what I’m seeing. You have a pretty solid
strategy. The gap isn’t strategy—it’s execution and communication. Here’s what I
think would actually help.” I proposed a much smaller engagement focused on the real
problem.

They were relieved. They did the smaller engagement. It was more valuable than the
big one would have been because it was targeted at the actual problem.

My fee went down. But my reputation went up. They trusted me because I’d been
honest about whether their problem needed a big solution or a small one.



Chapter 15: When Things Go Wrong

You will eventually have a consulting engagement that doesn’t go well. Maybe you came up with
the wrong answer. Maybe you shouldn’t have been there at all. Maybe you were working with the
wrong people. Maybe the client fired you.

This chapter is about what to do when it happens.

When You Come Up With the Wrong Answer

It happens. You do your analysis. You’re confident in your conclusions. You make a recommendation.
The client implements it. It doesn’t work the way you expected.

How do you handle this?

First, face it directly. Don’t disappear. Don’t blame the client for not implementing correctly. Don’t
pretend it didn’t happen.

The right move is to understand what went wrong. Did your analysis miss something? Did you
misunderstand the context? Was the recommendation good but the execution was flawed? Did
something change about the environment since you made the recommendation?

Then you have a conversation with the client. “Here’s what’s not working. Here’s what I think
happened. Here’s how we can adjust.”

Sometimes the adjustment is simple. Sometimes you need to pivot. Sometimes you need to admit
you were wrong about something fundamental.

That conversation is uncomfortable. But it’s necessary. And clients actually respect consultants
who face problems directly more than they respect consultants who pretend problems don’t exist.

The question of what you owe the client in that situation is real. Do you do additional work for free
to fix your mistake? Do you charge for it?

My default is: If my analysis was fundamentally flawed, I do some work to adjust without additional
charge. If the problem is in execution and the client needs help, I might propose a new engagement
with a new fee. If it’s somewhere in between, we have a conversation about what’s fair.

But in all cases, I’m engaged. I’m not disappearing.

One thing I’ve learned: the client usually cares less about the fact that something went wrong
and more about whether I give a damn and whether I’m willing to help fix it. Facing the problem
directly and working to solve it actually strengthens the relationship.
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Jonathan’s Take:

I made a recommendation for a regulated client about how to organize their data
infrastructure. I was confident in the recommendation. It made sense architecturally.
But when they started implementing, they hit integration challenges I hadn’t anticipated.
The architecture was sound, but the practical implementation was much harder than I’d
predicted.

I could have said, “Well, the architecture is fine—you’re just not executing it well.” But
that would have been defensive and unhelpful.

Instead, I said, “The architecture is still right, but I didn’t account for your legacy
system constraints well enough. Here’s how we adjust the roadmap to work with what
you actually have.”

I spent extra time helping them think through the implementation in light of those
constraints. I didn’t charge for that time. I charged for a follow-on engagement to guide
the phased implementation.

That direct acknowledgement and willingness to adjust actually created more trust than
if everything had gone perfectly.

When You Shouldn’t Be There at All

Sometimes partway through an engagement, you realize the client doesn’t actually need you.

Maybe they need a different kind of help than what you provide. Maybe they need an implementation
team, not an analyst. Maybe they need something more technical, and you’re not technical enough.
Maybe they need someone from their industry, and you don’t have that background.

Or maybe they have the capability internally but they’re not using it. They need a manager, not a
consultant.

This is hard to face because it means walking away from a fee. But staying in an engagement you’re
not right for is worse.

The right move is to be honest about it. “I’m realizing that what you actually need is X, and that’s
not my area of expertise. I don’t think I’m the right person for this. Here’s what I’d recommend
instead.”

Sometimes that means referring them to someone else. Sometimes it means stepping back from the
project. But you’re doing the client a favor by being honest.

I’ve walked away from engagements because I wasn’t the right fit. Every time, the client respected
me for it. Better to say “I’m not the right person” than to take money for work you’re not equipped
to do well.

When You’re Working With the Wrong People

Some clients are difficult in ways that make the work impossible. They’re not ready to change.
They’re hostile to your findings. They’re using you as cover for decisions they’ve already made.
They’re undermining you with their team.
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At some point, you have to decide: Can I do good work here?

If the answer is no, you have a choice. You can try to address it directly—“I’m noticing X, and I
don’t think it’s setting us up for success. Here’s what I’d need to see change.”

Sometimes that conversation shifts things. Sometimes it doesn’t.

If it doesn’t, you can step back. “I don’t think I’m the right person for this engagement. I think
you’d be better served with someone else.”

Walking away from an engagement is hard because: (a) you lose the fee, (b) you feel like you’re
failing, (c) word might get out that you didn’t work out.

But staying in an engagement that’s not working is worse. You’re wasting your time. You’re
delivering mediocre work. The client isn’t getting good value. And you’re unhappy.

The hard truth is that some clients can’t be helped. They’re not actually ready to change. They’re
not actually open to advice. They’re using the engagement for show. There’s nothing you can do
about that.

Better to identify it early and step back than to spend months on work that won’t matter.

The Temptation to Make Decisions for the Client
There’s a subtle mistake that some consultants make: they start making decisions for the client
instead of advising the client.

This usually happens when the client is uncertain or indecisive. The consultant sees what needs to
be done and just does it. Or recommends it so strongly that they’re effectively deciding.

The client ends up with a solution, but they don’t understand it. They didn’t choose it. They
didn’t learn how to make similar decisions.

And if something goes wrong, they blame you.

Good consulting isn’t deciding for the client. It’s helping the client make better decisions.

That means: presenting options and their trade-offs. Sharing your recommendation and why.
Helping them think through implications. But ultimately, letting them choose.

Sometimes the client will make a choice you don’t agree with. That’s okay. It’s their choice to make.

Your job is to make sure they’re choosing with eyes open. They understand the implications. They
understand the risks. They understand what you recommended and why you recommended it.

Then they decide. And you support their decision.

Jonathan’s Take:

I was working with a regulated organization on their data platform choice. We evaluated
three options. I had a strong recommendation for Option A. The client was leaning
toward Option B, which I thought was less capable.

My instinct was to push hard for Option A. I knew it was the better long-term choice. I
could have presented data in a way that made it obvious.

But that would have been trying to decide for them.
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Instead, I said, “Here’s my analysis. Here’s why I recommend Option A. I understand
why Option B is appealing—it’s cheaper and simpler to implement. Here’s what I think
you’d give up by choosing Option B. Now you decide.”

They chose Option B.

It was frustrating in the moment. I was pretty sure they were making a mistake.

But 18 months later, they called me. Option B had worked fine for their current needs.
It was simpler to manage than Option A would have been. They’d made the right
decision for where they actually were.

I would have been wrong if I’d forced them toward Option A. They made a better
decision because they decided themselves.

Handling Failure With Grace
When an engagement doesn’t work out, how you handle it matters for your reputation and for your
own growth.

The toxic response is: blame the client, defend yourself, minimize the failure, disappear.

The healthy response is: acknowledge what happened, be honest about what you could have done
differently, stay engaged enough to help wrap up well, learn for next time.

This is partly about integrity. But it’s also practical. You’ll work with similar clients again. You’ll
have similar situations. The lessons from this failure will help you next time.

I’ve had engagements that didn’t work out. It’s never fun. But the ones I’m most proud of are the
ones where I faced the failure directly, understood what happened, and made sure the client got
some value even though things didn’t go as planned.

That reputation—“This person is honest about failure and willing to help even when things are
hard”—is more valuable than a reputation of “never failed.”



Conclusion: The Craft of Consulting

What ties all six chapters together is this: consulting is a craft.

It’s not a formula. You can’t reduce it to a checklist. You can’t automate it. It requires judgment,
empathy, intellectual rigor, and integrity.

Your father understood this deeply. He wrote a book that’s been through multiple decades because
the fundamentals—understanding clients, doing good work, maintaining integrity—don’t change.

They’ve endured because they matter.

This part of the book—the craft of delivering excellence—is the heart of what makes consulting
valuable. You can have the best positioning and the best sales skills, but if you can’t deliver actual
value, you’re finished.

The inverse is also true: if you’re excellent at delivery but you can’t find clients or you can’t
communicate the value you’re creating, you’ll struggle.

But if you get this right—if you understand clients deeply, if you do work with integrity, if you help
clients finish strong and actually implement what you’ve recommended—then consulting becomes
not just a career, but a life’s work.

That’s what this part is about. Not the business of consulting. The actual work of it.

105



106 CONCLUSION: THE CRAFT OF CONSULTING



PART IV: GETTING PAID AND
GROWING
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Chapter 16: Billing, Invoicing, and
Collections

When Robert started consulting in the 1990s, getting paid was a logistical nightmare. He’d print
invoices, mail them, follow up via phone, eventually chase a check through the mail. The process
was slow, which meant cash flow was unpredictable. And if a client didn’t want to pay—well, there
weren’t many options besides calling them repeatedly or hiring a lawyer.

Now, in 2026, the logistics are dramatically easier. You can invoice electronically, send reminders
automatically, accept payment via multiple channels. The technology problem is solved.

But here’s the thing nobody tells you: the logistics being easy doesn’t solve the real problem, which
is psychological. Most consultants underbill. Many dread asking for money. Some avoid chasing
unpaid invoices because confrontation makes them uncomfortable. The technology is fine. The
human part is hard.

This chapter is about the mechanics of billing, but it’s really about the psychology of getting paid.
Because if you don’t get comfortable with asking for money and enforcing your payment terms,
you’ll starve—not because the work isn’t valuable, but because you were too uncomfortable to ask.

The Architecture of an Invoice

Let’s start with the basic mechanics, because they matter more than you’d think.

An invoice should have these components:

Your Information: Company name, address, tax ID (if applicable), and how they can reach you.
This sounds obvious, but you’d be surprised how many invoices lack clear contact information. If
there’s a question about the invoice, they need to be able to reach you easily.

Client Information: Company name, the person who authorized the work, and the address where
the invoice should go. Often these are different people. The CFO authorized the work; the accounts
payable department processes the payment.

Invoice Number and Date: Sequential numbering matters for your records and for their
accounting. Date matters for their fiscal year and for tracking how long they’ve held the invoice.

Description of Work: This is where you explain what you did. “Consulting services” is vague.
“Q2 Strategic Planning Engagement—including four discovery interviews, competitive analysis, and
draft strategy document” tells them what they paid for. Specificity prevents disputes later.
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Itemization (if applicable): Some invoices break down hours and rates. Others show a lump
sum. Your choice depends on your billing model, which we’ll cover next.

Total Amount: Make this extremely clear. Some consultants embed the total in a table or
paragraph. Make it its own line item in larger font.

Payment Terms: “Net 30” means payment is due 30 days after the invoice date. “Net 15” is
faster. Some high-value clients might negotiate Net 60. Write this explicitly. Many payment delays
happen because the client genuinely didn’t understand when payment was due.

Late Fee (if you charge one): “If payment is not received by [date], a 1.5% monthly interest
charge will apply.” Most small consultants don’t enforce this, but stating it sometimes accelerates
payment. If you do state it, you have to enforce it consistently, or it becomes a joke.

Where to Send Payment: Bank transfer details, Stripe link, check address—whatever methods
you accept. Make it easy. The more friction in the payment process, the longer money takes to
reach you.

Your Tax ID (if required): For business-to-business work, your tax ID matters for their records.
Include it.

That’s the baseline. The presentation matters less than the clarity. A clean invoice on plain white
paper is better than a confusing one with fancy graphics. They’re sending this to accounts payable,
and the accounts payable person just needs to understand what to pay and where to send it.

Project Billing vs. Retainer Billing

These are two fundamentally different models with different cash flow implications.

Project billing is what most consultants start with. You scope a specific piece of work, estimate
the cost, and invoice for it when it’s complete (or in phases during longer projects). The client
knows upfront what the project costs. You’re trading your time and expertise for a fixed fee (or a
time-and-materials arrangement with agreed-upon rates).

Project billing has a major advantage: clear scope boundary. The client knows what they’re getting
and what it costs. You know when the work ends.

It has a major disadvantage: lumpy cash flow. You finish a project, invoice for it, wait 30 days
to get paid. Then you have a gap until the next project starts and you bill again. This is why
consultant cash flow is so unpredictable.

Retainer billing is different. The client pays you a set amount each month to be available. You
do whatever work is needed up to a certain number of hours per week (or a general availability
commitment). The scope is less defined, but the revenue is predictable.

Retainer arrangements have different advantages: predictable cash flow, built-in relationship
continuity, and often higher utilization because the client is paying for availability so they’re inclined
to use you more.

The disadvantages: the retainer has to be substantial enough that it’s worth your while. A
$2,000/month retainer that turns into 40 hours of work per month is actually worse pay than project
work. Also, retainer arrangements tend to drift—the client starts asking for more work at the same
fee, and you’re either in a position to say no or you’re silently doing more work for the same pay.
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The best retainer arrangements have clarity about what’s included, what’s extra, and how you’ll
handle scope drift. “You get 40 hours per month for $8,000. Work beyond that is billed at $200/hour.”
This prevents the retainer from slowly becoming a bad deal.

For me, the evolution has been from pure project billing to a mix. I have one client on a retainer
arrangement (a regulated organization that wants ongoing advisory work). I have other clients
where I do project work (implementing a data platform, designing an architecture, advising on a
specific transformation). The retainer gives cash flow stability; the projects give me the intellectual
challenge of focused work.

Most consultants do better with a blend. Pure projects and you’re constantly chasing new work.
Pure retainers and you can get stuck in low-value maintenance work.

Net 15, Net 30, Net 60: The Payment Terms Game

This sounds like a small detail, but payment terms have a massive impact on your cash flow.

Net 30 is the most common. Payment is due 30 days after invoice. In practice, for large corporations,
this often means 35-45 days because: they receive the invoice in mail or email, it goes to accounts
payable, accounts payable batches payments, the payment clears. The stated term and the actual
term are different.

Net 15 is faster and should be standard for consultants, especially small ones. You’ve delivered the
work. Thirty days is a long time to wait when you might need that cash to make payroll or cover
expenses. Some clients will negotiate if you ask. Many won’t.

Net 60 is common with very large organizations. They have internal policies about payment timing.
Don’t take a project on Net 60 terms unless the fee is large enough that you can afford to wait two
months. And frankly, most consultants shouldn’t.

Upfront payment is best but rare. Some consultants require a deposit before starting work. For
small projects, this is reasonable. For longer work, you might ask for 50% upfront and 50% on
completion.

Immediate payment (credit card) is what you’d use for smaller transactional work or retainers.
If your retainer is $2,000/month, charging it to their company credit card means payment in 1-2
days rather than 30+.

Here’s Robert’s perspective from three decades of consulting: shorter payment terms are always
worth negotiating for. If a client balks at Net 15, that’s often a signal that they have cash flow
problems or they’re a difficult client. Many times Robert has proposed Net 15 and had clients
accept it without pushback. When they did push back hard, he often found that same client later
had payment issues.

The psychology of payment terms is weird. Clients who can afford to pay immediately often negotiate
for longer terms as a negotiating tactic, even though their cash flow is fine. Don’t let that intimidate
you. Your payment terms aren’t an unreasonable ask. You’ve done the work. You should get paid
reasonably quickly.
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The Psychology of Underbilling

Here’s where the real problem lives.

Most consultants underbill. They price their services too low, bill fewer hours than they actually
worked, or fail to bill for certain categories of work. When you ask them why, the answer is usually
some version of: “I don’t want to seem greedy” or “I worry the client will think I’m charging too
much” or “I didn’t track my hours perfectly so I don’t feel comfortable billing the full amount.”

This is why many solo consultants earn less than they would in a corporate job, despite supposedly
higher rates.

Let’s be direct: your client hired you because they needed your expertise. They didn’t hire you
out of charity. They hired you because they believed your work would be worth more than they’re
paying. If they didn’t believe that, they wouldn’t have hired you.

When you underbill, you’re not being kind or humble. You’re undervaluing your expertise and
training the client to expect low prices.

Here are the most common ways consultants underbill:

1. Rounding down hours. You worked 42 hours; you bill for 40. You did a follow-up call you
didn’t budget for and don’t add it to the invoice. Over the course of a year, this can easily be 100+
unbilled hours. That’s real money.

2. Underestimating complexity. You think a project should take 80 hours. It takes 120 hours
because the client’s systems are a mess or there are more stakeholders than you expected. You
“absorb the overrun” rather than asking for additional fees or adjusting your rate.

3. Not billing for certain categories of work. Some consultants don’t bill for proposal writing,
discovery calls, or internal analysis. But you should. Those are part of the service delivery.

4. Accepting scope creep without adjustment. The client asks for something outside the
original scope. You do it rather than asking for an adjustment to fees. This should be rare, but it
happens.

5. Charging rates that are too low. You research market rates, decide you’re not “established”
enough to charge full price, and discount yourself unnecessarily.

All of these come from the same place: discomfort with the transaction of getting paid. It feels
uncomfortable to charge for your time, to ask for more money when the scope grows, to enforce
payment terms, or to price yourself at the market rate.

But here’s the thing: your discomfort with payment doesn’t affect whether you deserve to be paid
fairly. It just affects whether you actually get paid.

Robert’s Perspective:

I made this mistake early in my consulting career. I was worried about pricing myself
out of the market, so I quoted lower rates than I should have. My first multi-month
engagement was at a rate that, in hindsight, was criminally low for the complexity of
what I was doing.

The client was happy with the price. They got a huge amount of value for what they
paid. But I wasn’t happy, because I was working 60-hour weeks for less than I’d been
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making in my corporate job, adjusted for utilization.

That taught me something important: if a client doesn’t think your rate is fair, they’ll
negotiate. Clients are sophisticated about pricing. They know what things should cost.
If you’re dramatically underpricing, they might not tell you—they’ll just take it.

It took me a few engagements to find my actual market rate. And once I found it,
everything changed. I was more selective about projects. I didn’t take work just to
fill my calendar. I had buffer for the inevitable slow months. I could pay for quality
subcontractors if I needed help.

Here’s what I learned: underpricing doesn’t make you more attractive to clients. It
just makes you poorer. Price fairly for your market and experience level, and you’ll do
better.

When Clients Don’t Pay

The scenario every consultant dreads: you’ve delivered the work, you’ve invoiced, and the payment
doesn’t come. Maybe it’s late. Maybe it never comes at all.

This is much rarer with established clients and large organizations than with small companies and
startup clients. But it happens.

Here’s the escalation path:

Week 1-2: Assume it’s a logistics problem. Maybe the invoice got lost. Send a reminder email—
friendly, not accusatory. “Hi Sarah, just wanted to make sure you received the invoice for the Q2
project. Let me know if you need anything from me.”

Week 3-4: If payment still hasn’t arrived, follow up more directly. Pick up the phone or send a
more pointed email. “Sarah, I haven’t received payment for the Q2 project invoice (Invoice #1204,
$15,000, due on X date). Can you let me know the status? Is there anything on your end that’s
blocking payment?”

Week 5-6: At this point, you’re in escalation territory. It’s no longer about reminding them.
Something is wrong—either their cash flow is bad, or they’re not satisfied with the work, or they’re
just not treating your invoice as a priority.

Call them. Don’t email. Have a conversation. “I want to understand what’s happening with
payment. Is there an issue with the work? Is it a cash flow problem on your end? Or is it stuck in
your processes somewhere?”

This call will usually surface the real problem. Maybe they’re unhappy with part of the deliverable
and want adjustments before paying. Maybe they really do have cash flow issues. Maybe accounts
payable is slow. Or maybe they’re hoping you’ll forget about it.

Week 7+: At this point you have to make a decision. Are you comfortable calling a lawyer? Are
you willing to write off the money? Are you willing to renegotiate?

Most consultants don’t have the appetite to hire a lawyer over a $15,000 invoice. The legal fees
would eat into the recovery. But you should be clear with yourself about your threshold. How much
unpaid money am I willing to eat before I pursue it legally? For most consultants, it’s somewhere
between $10,000 and $25,000, depending on their cash position.
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Here’s what tends to actually work: persistence without anger. When you follow up, you’re calm
and direct. You’re not accusatory. You’re operating from the assumption that either the client has
a problem preventing payment, or payment is just not a priority for them. Either way, you making
it a priority might move the needle.

If it’s a cash flow problem, they might ask for an extended payment plan. You can say yes to Net
60 or even a payment plan if the alternative is writing off the money entirely.

If they’re unhappy with the work, then you have a different conversation. Can you fix what they’re
unhappy about? Will doing that unlock payment?

If it’s just that payment isn’t a priority, you have to decide if the relationship is worth the headache.

Jonathan’s Take:

Early in my consulting, I had a midsize healthcare company that engaged me for
a platform architecture project. We did good work. I delivered a comprehensive
architecture document and recommendations. I invoiced $18,000.

Payment didn’t come on the due date. I sent a reminder. Nothing. I waited another
week and followed up. Still nothing. I called the person who’d hired me. He said,
“Oh, it’s in accounts payable. They’re slow.” Another week. Another call. “Should be
processed soon.”

This went on for two months. At 60 days past due, I was frustrated. I called the CFO
directly (not ideal, but at that point I didn’t have better options). She apologized and
said they’d process it immediately. Turns out there was a dispute about the invoice—
some finance person thought my billing should be different. It took a conversation with
the CFO to clear it.

The money came through. But I learned something: their internal processes were a
mess, and they weren’t going to prioritize my payment above everything else. That
engagement taught me: don’t take projects with clients whose internal organization is
clearly chaotic. It’s not worth the headache. The ones with solid processes pay on time.
The ones with chaos don’t.

Building Systems for Invoicing and Collections
If you’re going to be a consultant, you need a system for this. Not a complicated system—just
something that ensures nothing falls through the cracks.

Track billable time: If you’re doing time-and-materials work, you need to track your hours. Use a
simple tool—Toggl, Clockify, even a spreadsheet. Record what you’re working on and how long you
spent on it. This serves two purposes: it gives you data for invoicing, and it helps you understand
how long projects actually take.

Use invoicing software: Don’t write invoices in Word. Use something that numbers them
sequentially, calculates totals, and keeps a record. QuickBooks, FreshBooks, Wave (free), or Stripe
Invoicing all work. The software tracks who’s paid and who hasn’t, which is essential when you
have multiple invoices out.

Set a calendar reminder for follow-up: If payment terms are Net 30, set a reminder for day 31.
If it hasn’t posted, send a friendly reminder. Make this automatic. Don’t rely on memory.
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Separate business and personal finances: Open a separate bank account for your consulting
work. This makes invoicing and payment tracking trivial and keeps your personal finances separate
from business finances. It’s also essential for tax purposes.

Create a collections process: Put in writing (even just in a document) what you do at week 2,
week 4, week 6. Who do you call? When do you escalate? What’s your threshold for eating the
cost? Know your process before you need it.

Quarterly reconciliation: Every quarter, pull a report from your invoicing software. How many
invoices are outstanding? For how long? Are there patterns? Clients who always pay late? If so,
adjust your approach with them—maybe they need Net 60 because that’s how they actually operate.

None of this is complicated. It’s just discipline and a little bit of process. But it makes the difference
between cash flow chaos and cash flow stability.
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Chapter 17: Value-Based and
Performance Billing

Time-and-materials billing is simple: you work X hours at Y rate, the client pays you X times Y.
But it has a fundamental problem: it aligns your incentives with your client’s in the wrong direction.

When you bill hourly, you make more money by working more hours. But your client wants you
to work fewer hours and solve the problem faster. You’re incentivized to move slowly; they’re
incentivized to get you out of their building.

This is why the best consultants shift away from pure hourly billing toward models where they get
paid for value delivered, not hours worked.

The Limits of Hourly Billing

Let’s be honest: hourly billing is the easiest model to start with. You can explain it simply. The
client understands it. You get paid for your time, so you don’t have to be precise about estimating
value.

But it has real limits.

First, it caps your earnings. You can only bill a finite number of hours per year. Even at high
rates, if you’re billing 2,000 hours per year, your income is capped. You either have to increase rates
(which clients resist) or increase hours (which kills your quality of life).

Second, it penalizes efficiency. If you figure out how to solve a problem in 40 hours instead of
80, you lose 40 hours of revenue. This creates a perverse incentive to work slowly or take circuitous
routes to solutions.

Third, clients hate it. They don’t want to pay for hours. They want to pay for solutions. An
open-ended “we’ll bill you for however long it takes” engagement feels risky to them. They don’t
know what it will cost.

Fourth, it’s administratively painful. You have to track hours meticulously. You have to
explain your billing. You have to be prepared for clients to push back on hours they think are high.

This is why sophisticated consultants moved away from hourly billing decades ago. Your client isn’t
interested in how many hours you work. They’re interested in the problem being solved and the
value you create.
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Value-Based Pricing

Value-based pricing is the opposite of hourly. You estimate the value your solution will create, and
you price based on that value—not on the hours you work.

Let’s say a regulated organization is doing provider verification manually. It takes 3 FTEs doing this
work full-time. The cost is $300,000/year in salary plus overhead. The process is error-prone—they
estimate they’re missing 5% of invalid providers, which costs them about $200,000/year in claims.

If you can automate that process, you’re saving them $300,000/year in labor costs plus $200,000/year
in reduced claims errors. That’s $500,000/year in value.

If you charge $75,000 for the platform and implementation, the client gets the solution implemented
in two months and recovers their investment in under two months from the savings. They’re happy.
You’re happy.

You made $75,000. You might work 300 hours, which is $250/hour. Or you might work 150 hours,
which is $500/hour. Either way, you’re capturing a fraction of the value you created.

This is much better for everyone than saying “I’ll bill you $150/hour and we’ll see what it costs.”

The reason this works is alignment. You’re both trying to maximize value. If you can solve the
problem faster, great—you keep more margin. If you can create more value, the client benefits, and
you can command higher fees next time.

The challenge with value-based pricing is estimating the value correctly. In the provider verification
example, the math is straightforward because there are clear, measurable costs. But what if you’re
doing strategy work or organizational design or something fuzzy? How do you price that?

You have to estimate the impact as best you can, build in some confidence intervals, and price
accordingly. If you’re uncertain about the value, you might price more conservatively. As you do
more work in a domain, you get better at estimating the actual value.

Robert’s Perspective:

One of the most profitable engagements I ever had was a strategy project for a mid-size
financial services company. They were facing consolidation in their industry and needed
to decide: become a bigger player, stay niche, or sell.

My initial instinct was to price this hourly. I estimated 300 hours at $200/hour. That
felt like a reasonable engagement.

But then I asked: what’s the value of this decision to the client? If they make the right
choice, they might avoid a catastrophic mistake that could cost them millions. If they
make the wrong choice, they could lose their business.

From their perspective, paying $60,000 for clarity on that decision was absurdly cheap.
So I priced it value-based: $150,000. I explained the pricing as “I’m charging you a
percentage of the value you’ll create by making the right decision.”

The client paid without negotiation. And I did the work in about 250 hours. That’s
$600/hour, versus the $200/hour I would have charged hourly.

The key was being direct about the value and pricing accordingly. The client knew what
they were getting. They weren’t paying for my time; they were paying for the clarity



PERFORMANCE-BASED PRICING 121

and confidence in a major decision.

Performance-Based Pricing

Performance-based pricing goes further: you only get paid if the client achieves certain outcomes.

This is common in some consulting domains—think transformation consulting where you’re helping
a company reduce costs or increase efficiency. You might say: “I’ll help you implement this process.
If you achieve 20% cost reduction, I get paid X. If you achieve 30%, I get paid more.”

Performance-based pricing is risky for the consultant because you’re bearing some of the risk. But
it’s attractive to clients because the consultant is aligned with outcomes, not with billing.

For it to work, you need:

1. Clear metrics. What does success look like? How is it measured? There can’t be ambiguity. If
the metric is “reduce manual work,” is that head count reduction? Hour reduction? Both? Define
it upfront.

2. Independence of measurement. Both sides need to trust how the metric is being measured.
You’re not measuring your own success. There’s a third party or a clear, objective process.

3. Reasonable confidence in hitting targets. If you’re not confident you can help the client
hit the target, don’t take the engagement. Performance-based pricing only works if you believe in
the outcome.

4. Shared upside. If the client hits the target, they should benefit substantially more than you
do. Otherwise, it feels like you’re taking too much of the savings. If they save $500,000 and you get
$150,000, that’s a healthy split. If you get $400,000, it’s going to feel like you’re skimming too much.

Most consultants don’t do performance-based pricing at scale because it’s risky and it requires
strong outcome confidence. But for the right engagement, it can be lucrative.

I once considered performance-based pricing on one of my platform projects. A healthcare or-
ganization was implementing a system to reduce a recurring approval burden. The value was
clear—fewer unnecessary manual reviews would save them significant money. But I decided against
performance-based pricing because the outcome depended partly on factors outside my control
(clinical workflows, provider behavior, payer negotiations). So I went with value-based pricing
instead: a fee based on my estimate of the value, but not contingent on hitting exact targets.

Subscription and Retainer Models for Recurring Value

Some consulting value is best captured through subscriptions or retainers.

A retainer is straightforward: the client pays you a set amount per month to be available. They can
use you for ad-hoc work, strategic advice, ongoing implementation—whatever comes up within your
availability.

The advantage: predictable, recurring revenue. Month after month, you know you have that income.

The disadvantage: if the engagement is structured poorly, you can end up overworking for the
retainer fee.
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A typical retainer might look like: $5,000/month for up to 20 hours of work per month. Anything
beyond 20 hours is billed at $250/hour. This gives the client peace of mind (they know their base
cost) and gives you predictability (you know the minimum) plus protection against scope creep.

Subscription models are rarer for traditional consulting but becoming more common with product-
adjacent consulting. You might charge a subscription for ongoing coaching, monthly strategy calls,
quarterly business reviews, or access to a framework and tools.

For instance, some consultants do a “monthly advisory subscription” where they have one call per
month with you, you review specific questions or challenges, and you provide strategic guidance.
It’s $2,000/month. The client gets expert guidance on an ongoing basis. You get recurring revenue.

The appeal of subscription models is predictability and leverage. You can have 10 subscriptions
going for $2,000/month each. That’s $20,000/month of relatively predictable revenue, and once the
subscription is set up, the work per client per month is relatively fixed.

The AI Question: You Deliver Faster—Do You Charge Less?

This is the new question in 2026 consulting.

AI tools make many consulting tasks faster. You can draft analyses more quickly. You can generate
code for platforms. You can synthesize information more efficiently. You can create models and
prototypes in hours instead of days.

Does this mean you charge less?

The short answer: it depends on whether the client benefits from the speed.

If you build something in half the time because of AI, but the client still gets 100% of the value,
then you shouldn’t charge half price. You should charge the same. Your margins just improved.

If the client cares about speed—they need the solution faster—then the speed is valuable. You
might charge slightly less because their timeline is shorter, but not proportionally less.

If the client cares about cost, then you might pass some of the efficiency gain along, but you keep
some of it too.

The thing is: the client didn’t hire you to be slow. They hired you to solve a problem. If you solve
it faster with AI, that’s your advantage. You still get paid for the value created, not for the hours
consumed.

There’s a temptation to lower prices because you can produce more. Resist that. Competition
might lower prices over time, but that’s different from you unilaterally cutting your rates because
your tools got better.

Jonathan’s Take:

I use AI tools now for a lot of the work I used to do manually. Code generation, data
analysis, documentation, even architecture sketches. I can do in a week what used to
take three weeks.

Early on, I thought I should lower my rates because I was more efficient. A trusted
mentor said: “Your client didn’t hire you to be slow. They hired you to solve a problem.
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If you’re solving it better and faster, that’s your win. Take it as margin, not as a price
cut.”

So that’s what I do. I don’t lower rates. I take the efficiency as margin, which means I
can take more projects or I can be more selective. Or I can do better work because I
have time to think more deeply about the problem, not just execute faster.

The only time I charge less is when the client explicitly said “We need this by [date]
instead of [later date].” Then speed has value, and I might adjust pricing to reflect their
urgency.

The Moral Dimension: Billing Fairly While Building Sustainably
Here’s something that matters and doesn’t usually get talked about in consulting advice: you need
to be able to sleep at night with how you’re billing your clients.

Some consultants make a lot of money. Some do it in ways that feel ethically compromised—
overcharging for value, creating artificial urgency to justify high fees, padding projects with unnec-
essary work.

Other consultants leave money on the table because they feel uncomfortable asking for what their
work is worth.

The right answer is somewhere in the middle: charge fairly for the value you create. Not more. Not
less. Fair.

This is easier to say than to do. “Fair” is subjective. But you can ask yourself: Is the client getting
more value than they’re paying? If yes, you’re undercharging. Is the client getting less value than
they’re paying? If yes, you’re overcharging.

You want to land in the zone where the client feels they got a deal but you feel fairly compensated.

This matters especially if you’re committed to the “moral over capitalistic” principle — where you’re
building a company that does good work for good people and gives back in ways that are consistent
with your values.

If you’re extracting as much money as possible from clients, that doesn’t align. If you’re giving
away work and struggling to survive, that doesn’t align either. Fair pricing, good work, and sharing
back—that’s the balance.
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Chapter 18: Fractional and Advisory
Roles

The consulting landscape in 2026 includes a new category of work that didn’t exist at the scale it
does now in 2002: fractional roles.

A fractional CTO. A fractional CFO. A fractional COO. These are roles where a company hires an
experienced executive on a part-time basis—typically 10-20 hours per week—to fill a specific need.

For the company, fractional hiring is cost-effective. They get senior-level expertise without paying
for a full-time salary. For the consultant, it’s steady work without requiring full-time commitment.

This chapter is about understanding these roles and how they differ from traditional consulting.

What “Fractional” Means

Fractional roles sit in a grey area between traditional consulting and employment.

A traditional consultant you hire for a project. You scope the work, you get a deliverable, it ends.
The consultant is not part of your organization. They’re external.

A full-time employee you hire for a salary. They’re part of your organization, they’re integrated
into your team, they’re available for whatever comes up.

A fractional role is hybrid. The person works in your organization, on your team, integrated into
decision-making. But they’re not a full-time employee. They’re typically available 10-20 hours per
week. They might work for multiple organizations simultaneously.

Typically, a fractional CTO arrangement looks like this: the company (usually an early-stage startup
or a small company that can’t afford a full-time CTO) hires someone for $5,000-10,000 per month.
That person is available 15-20 hours per week. They attend leadership meetings, participate in
technical decisions, mentor the engineering team, own the technology roadmap.

For the company: they get senior technical leadership without the $200,000+ salary that a full-time
CTO would demand.

For the fractional CTO: they get steady work, predictable revenue, and the flexibility to work with
multiple clients (or to have their own product business alongside).

Advisory roles are similar. You sit on an advisory board or have an ongoing advisory relationship
with a company. You attend quarterly board meetings, you’re available for specific questions, you
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mentor the CEO. The company pays you a retainer (often in cash and sometimes in equity) and
you provide strategic guidance.

Advisory is less hands-on than fractional. A fractional CTO might be running technical reviews and
making decisions. An advisor provides guidance and perspective.

How These Differ from Traditional Consulting

This matters because many consultants transition into fractional or advisory work and don’t realize
the expectations are different.

Traditional consulting: Scope-based, time-bound, deliverable-focused. You solve a specific
problem and move on. The client owns the outputs. You’re not part of their organization.

Fractional work: Ongoing, relationship-based, integrated into the organization. You’re not solving
a discrete problem; you’re fulfilling a role. You’re part of the team. The client owns your time and
availability.

Advisory: Guidance-based, high-level, low-time-commitment. You’re not making decisions; you’re
advising. You’re not attending every meeting; you’re involved in key decisions.

The implications are different for each.

In consulting, you can say “My scope was X and you’re asking for Y, so that’s additional.” In
fractional work, additional requests are usually part of the role. You’re available; they use you.

In advisory, you’re not expected to execute. You advise. The organization implements.

This matters because compensation should align with expectations.

A fractional CTO working 15 hours/week at $7,500/month is $500/hour. That sounds high until
you realize they’re not billing 50 hours/week like a traditional consultant. They’re 15 hours/week
for one client (and probably 15 hours/week for another), which is different from being a full-time
CTO.

An advisor on a $3,000/month retainer attending 4 quarterly meetings plus occasional email
exchanges might be 8-10 hours per month, which is $300-375/hour. But the expectation is not that
they’re executing. They’re thinking strategically and offering perspective.

The challenge: many fractional and advisory roles are underpriced because the compensation
structure hasn’t caught up. There are a lot of fractional CTOs making $3,000-5,000/month when
they should be making $7,000-10,000/month for the value they’re providing.

The Economics: Lower Per-Hour Rate, Higher Total Commitment

This is the tradeoff that confuses many consultants moving into fractional work.

In pure consulting, you might charge $300/hour. You’re fully booked, 2,000 billable hours/year, so
you make $600,000.

In a fractional role, you might charge $5,000/month (roughly $250/hour if you’re doing 20
hours/week). But you do two fractional roles at once: that’s $10,000/month, $120,000/year.
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Add a traditional consulting project or two, and you’re over $200,000/year with less than full-time
work.

The appeal is the stability and the flexibility. You have predictable monthly revenue, you’re not
constantly hunting for new projects, and you have time for your own things (your product business,
your side projects).

The challenge is that fractional roles can drift. The company starts asking for more time. What
started as 15 hours/week becomes 25. Your compensation hasn’t changed, but your hours have.

You have to be disciplined about scope and boundaries.

Robert’s Perspective:

I never did fractional roles in my consulting career because that era existed less in the
1990s and 2000s. But I did have ongoing retainer arrangements, and I learned that you
have to be explicit about boundaries.

I had a banking client on a $10,000/month retainer. It was supposed to be 20
hours/month, but the CFO kept asking for more. At some point, I realized I was
doing 35-40 hours/month for $10,000, which was worse economics than my regular
hourly consulting.

I sat down with the CFO and said: “I’m happy to continue this retainer, but I want
to be clear about what’s included. Right now, I’m probably at 35 hours/month. If we
want to continue at that level, we should increase the retainer to $17,500/month. Or we
adjust expectations to 20 hours/month and I push back if we exceed that.”

He chose the latter. We defined what was included, what was extra, and what would
require additional payment.

That’s the lesson: fractional and retainer work requires explicit boundaries. Define the
expected hours, the scope, and what happens if it goes beyond. Otherwise, it becomes a
bad deal.

Robert’s Perspective: Advisory Relationships in Historical Context
In Robert’s consulting era (1990s-2000s), advisory relationships existed but looked different. There
were no fractional CTOs because most companies had CTOs already. Advisory boards were mostly
for large companies and nonprofits.

What Robert did have was relationships with long-standing clients where he’d become a trusted
advisor. He’d attend quarterly planning meetings. He’d advise on major decisions. He might spend
5-10 hours/month on it and charge a retainer.

The dynamic was different from today’s fractional model. Robert wasn’t trying to be a part-time
CTO or CFO. He was offering strategic guidance to a client he’d worked with for years.

Those relationships were valuable because they were based on demonstrated expertise. The CFO
trusted Robert because he’d helped them with previous projects. The advisory relationship was an
evolution of that trust.

In 2026, advisory relationships have become more transactional. You become an advisor based on
your perceived expertise in a domain, not necessarily because you’ve worked with them before. The
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relationship is more arms-length.

Both models work. But Robert’s point is that the best advisory relationships are the ones built on
demonstrated expertise and track record with the organization.

Jonathan’s Take: Fractional Roles as the Entry Point
For me, fractional roles feel like the future entry point into consulting. Here’s why:

Most people don’t want to leave their job and immediately become a solo consultant. The risk is
too high. The cash flow is unpredictable. You need to find and close clients.

But fractional work solves some of that. You can be employed at the company (earning a salary,
getting benefits) and have a fractional CTO role at a startup (earning $5,000/month for 15
hours/week).

That fractional role gives you real consulting experience. You’re making decisions. You’re owning a
domain. You’re advising leadership. That’s valuable experience and portfolio building.

If that role goes well, you get a reference and another one. Soon you have two fractional roles
($10,000/month) plus your salary. You’re building your consulting muscle while still having income
stability.

From that position, transitioning to full-time consulting is different. You’ve got fractional revenue,
you’ve got proven experience, you’ve got references. You’re not jumping into the void. You’re
transitioning to something that’s already partially built.

I see this as the new path for many people, especially technical people and experts. You don’t
go from employed to consultant overnight. You go from employed to employed-plus-fractional to
fractional-to-some-consulting to full-time consultant.

It’s a transition rather than a leap.

Risks and Boundaries of Fractional Work
The main risks:

1. Scope creep. The company keeps asking for more until you’re doing full-time work for part-time
pay.

2. Ambiguous authority. You’re supposed to be the CTO but decisions are getting made without
you. Or you’re making recommendations that no one follows. Authority gets murky in fractional
roles.

3. Conflict with your primary job. If you’re employed and you’re a fractional CTO elsewhere,
your employer might have issues with that. Some employment contracts restrict outside work.

4. Difficult to fire. If the fractional relationship isn’t working, it’s harder to end than a consulting
project. You’re part of the team, so ending the relationship feels personal.

5. The role matters. A fractional finance role is clearer than a fractional operations role. Finance
has clear metrics and responsibilities. Operations can be nebulous.

To protect yourself:
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Define the role explicitly. What’s your title? What decisions are you responsible for? What’s outside
your responsibility? Get this in writing.

Define your hours. Are you 15 hours/week? 20? Is it flexible or fixed? If it’s flexible, what’s the
cap?

Define the compensation. Is it time-based ($X per hour or month)? Is it performance-based? Is
there equity involved?

Define the boundaries. What can the company ask of you? What’s outside the scope? What
happens if you’re asked to exceed your time commitment?

Define the exit. If either party wants to end the relationship, what’s the process? What notice is
required? How is the transition handled?

These might sound formal, but they protect both sides. A company that won’t define these things
explicitly is probably going to have problems with scope creep.
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Chapter 19: Scaling Your Practice

At some point, if your consulting business is successful, you hit a choice point: do you stay solo?
Do you build a team? Do you create products or IP that give you leverage beyond your own time?

This chapter is about that decision and the paths available to you.

Solo to Small Team: When and How to Hire

As a solo consultant, you can only do so much work. There’s a ceiling on revenue because there’s a
ceiling on your hours. You might be fully booked and still turning away opportunities.

At that point, you have choices:

Raise rates so you’re not taking on as much work. If you double your rate, you can do half the
work and make the same revenue.

Build products or IP that create leverage—frameworks, courses, software that scales beyond
your personal time.

Hire subcontractors who can do some of the work under your direction.

Build a team of employees who work for your practice.

Each has different implications.

Raising rates is the first move, and it’s often the right one. If you’re fully booked, raising rates
doesn’t lose you clients. It just makes you more selective.

Building products and IP is the leverage play. You’re no longer trading time for money; you’re
creating something that generates revenue at scale. This is attractive but takes different skills and
capital.

Hiring subcontractors is how many consultants scale without committing to employees. You have a
project that’s larger than you can handle solo. You bring in another consultant to help. You mark
up their time (you charge the client $300/hour, you pay the subcontractor $150/hour, you keep
$150/hour as your markup). The subcontractor gets good work. You get leverage. The client gets
work done.

Hiring employees is different. Now you have commitment. They need steady work, benefits, income
stability. You’re building a firm.

The choice depends on what you want to build.
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Subcontractors vs. Employees

Many successful consultants stay relatively small by using subcontractors strategically.

With subcontractors, the economics are simple: you bring them in for specific projects. You pay
them per hour or per project. When the project ends, the relationship ends. No ongoing payroll, no
benefits, no employment responsibilities.

With employees, you have ongoing costs regardless of billable work. A full-time consultant on staff
needs a salary, benefits, and office space whether they’re fully booked or not.

For a solo consultant or a small practice, subcontractors offer flexibility. You scale up when you
have a big project. You scale down when work is light.

The trade-off: subcontractors aren’t fully invested in your practice. They might have other clients.
They might leave mid-project for a better opportunity. You don’t build the same team loyalty you’d
have with employees.

In my vision, the practice (Nellson Associates) will likely use a hybrid model: a small core team of
employees (maybe 3-5 people) and a network of trusted subcontractors for project-based work.

The core team would be people who are investing in the practice long-term. They’d be involved in
business development, in strategy, in the firm’s direction. They’d get equity or profit-sharing.

The subcontractors would be people he calls in for specific projects where he needs additional
capacity.

Building a Team Without Becoming a Consulting Firm You Didn’t
Want

Here’s the trap many consultants fall into: they build a team to handle more client work, and
suddenly they’re running a consulting firm instead of being a consultant.

They’re managing people instead of doing interesting work. They’re worrying about utilization rates
and project profitability. They’re hiring account managers and operations people. They’re exactly
what they left their corporate job to escape.

That’s one valid choice. Some people want to build consulting firms. But not everyone.

If you want to stay as an independent consultant and just scale a bit, you have to be intentional
about what you’re building.

One model: you stay the consultant. You hire a delivery team that can execute projects you design
and oversee. You do the client relationships and the architecture. They do the implementation.
You’re still the expert; they’re the executors.

Another model: you stay the consultant. You hire operational people—someone who handles
invoicing, scheduling, contracts, all the admin. You get more time back for actual consulting. You’re
not hiring consultants; you’re hiring people to run the business.

A third model: you stay the consultant. You have subcontractors. You have strategic partners
(other consultants you trust who can do related work). You’ve built a network, not a firm.
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The key is being intentional. If you hire a second consultant, you’re now managing someone. If you
hire an operations person, you’re delegating admin. Those are different.

Robert’s choice was to stay small and lean. He never built a consulting firm. He had subcontractors
he’d work with on specific projects. He had an administrator who handled scheduling and billing.
But he stayed at the center—he was the consultant, the client relationship owner, the one doing the
core work.

That meant he capped his revenue at a certain level (he couldn’t do unlimited work; he could only
do what he could personally deliver). But it also meant he stayed focused on the work he loved
instead of building a business he didn’t want.

Platform-Backed Scaling: Products, Courses, IP

The other path to scaling is leverage: creating products, tools, courses, or frameworks that generate
revenue at scale.

A product: software that solves a problem your consulting clients have. You use it in your client
work, then you sell it to other clients. You can charge more because there are thousands of potential
customers, not just the clients you personally consult with.

A course: you package your expertise into a course and sell it online. Someone pays $99 for a course
instead of $10,000 for consulting. But you can have thousands of students, so total revenue scales.

A framework or methodology: you develop a proprietary approach to solving a problem. You teach
it to clients in your consulting. You write about it (in a book, blog posts). You license it to other
consultants. It becomes part of your brand.

IP: intellectual property—proprietary research, proprietary tools, proprietary processes that differ-
entiate you and create value.

For me, this is a key part of the vision for Nellson Associates. I’m not interested in building a large
consulting firm. I am interested in building a mix:

Services (consulting work with clients), Products (platforms or tools that solve problems for regulated
organizations at scale), and Community (frameworks, courses, and a membership community built
around the Nellson Associates Discord — a space for consultants and builders to learn from each
other, share what’s working, and think in public together).

This model gives him leverage. The consulting work provides near-term revenue and funds product
development. The products provide long-term leverage—they can generate revenue at scale. The
community builds his brand and positions him as a thought leader.

It’s a different business model than pure consulting, and it requires different skills and capital.

Robert’s Perspective: Choosing to Stay Lean

Robert chose to stay lean. He never wanted to build a consulting firm. He wanted to do good work,
maintain quality, keep his integrity, and go home at 5pm.

Building a consulting firm would have meant giving up some of that. It would have meant
hiring people, managing them, building systems and processes, dealing with utilization rates and
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profitability margins.

He makes that choice clear: there’s nothing wrong with building a consulting firm. It’s a valid path.
But it’s not the only path, and it’s not required for success.

Robert built his consulting career to a high level of financial success and reputation without ever
building a firm. He did that by staying focused on a niche, building deep expertise, doing excellent
work, and maintaining long-term relationships.

He made more money staying solo and selective than many consultants make building 20-person
firms.

His point: know what you’re optimizing for. If you’re optimizing for total revenue, build a firm. If
you’re optimizing for work-life balance and doing interesting work, stay lean.

Jonathan’s Take: My Vision for Nellson Associates

My vision is different from Robert’s, but it comes from the same place: clarity about what I want
to build.

I’m building toward a firm that’s maybe 5-10 people. It’s small enough that I’m still doing significant
consulting work. It’s large enough that the firm can support products and build something at scale.

The core team would be:

Me: CEO and senior consultant — doing client work, building strategy, raising capital for products.

1-2 Consultant-Partners: senior people who are also doing high-level client work. They’d own
client relationships. They’d have equity or meaningful profit-sharing.

Product/Engineering: 2-3 people building products. Not consulting delivery. Pure product
development.

Operations: 1 person managing the business—contracting, billing, scheduling, admin.

The revenue would come from three streams: consulting fees (maybe 40-50% of revenue), product
revenue (maybe 30-40%), and community/educational revenue (maybe 10-20%).

This model lets me stay involved in the work I love (consulting, solving problems) while building
leverage (products) and scale (community).

It’s not a large consulting firm. It’s something different—a platform company that’s consulting-
adjacent.

Revenue Diversification: Services, Products, Book, Community

Giving back only works if the business is sustainable. To get there, you need multiple revenue
streams.

Services (consulting) generate near-term cash. You do work, you invoice, money comes in. But they
don’t scale with leverage—you’re still trading time for money.

Products generate scale leverage. A platform you build once can be sold to thousands of organizations.
It scales beyond your time.
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A book (like this one) generates modest revenue directly but enormous leverage for everything else.
It positions you as an authority, it drives client leads, it builds your audience.

A community (membership, courses, events) generates recurring revenue and builds loyalty.

For Nellson Associates, the vision is:

Consulting revenue: maybe $300,000-500,000/year. You take on selective projects with clients where
you can do great work and create real value. This provides cash flow and positions you as an expert.
It funds the rest of the business.

Product revenue: maybe $200,000-500,000/year over time. You build healthcare platforms that
solve real problems. You charge organizations to use them. As adoption grows, this becomes more
profitable because you’re not trading time for money.

Community/Educational revenue: maybe $50,000-100,000/year. You offer courses, a membership
community, workshops. People pay for your expertise in packaged, scalable forms.

Book revenue: maybe $10,000-50,000/year from book sales, with a portion going to scholarship
funding as committed.

Combined, this is $600,000-1,000,000+/year across multiple streams. With a small team and
disciplined operations, the margins can be healthy — and meaningful giving is built into the model
from the start.

This is the vision: a company that does consulting work well, builds products that create impact,
shares knowledge through education, and gives back in ways that are consistent with why we built
it. It’s not as large as a traditional consulting firm. It doesn’t need to be.

Jonathan’s Take:

When I think about what I want to build at Nellson Associates, I don’t think about a
traditional consulting firm. I think about: how do I do work I’m proud of, with people I
trust, that makes money and helps people, and that lasts?

Traditional consulting firms optimize for growth and profit. I’m optimizing for meaning
and sustainability.

That means saying no to some clients who’d be profitable but wouldn’t be good fits. It
means building products even though they’re capital-intensive and uncertain. It means
honoring the commitments we made when we started — even when it costs something.

But it also means building something I believe in. Something my wife and my team can
be proud of. Something that’s not just extracting value from organizations; it’s actually
helping them be better.

That’s worth more to me than a 50-person firm making $10 million/year if we had to
compromise on values to get there.
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Closing Thoughts on Part IV

Getting paid and growing is where consulting transitions from theory to reality. You can have the
best expertise, the most impressive track record, the most thoughtful approach. But if you don’t
learn to invoice clearly, charge fairly, enforce payment terms, and evolve your business model as you
scale, you won’t build a sustainable practice.

The world is full of talented consultants who are broke because they never learned to say “that will
cost you.” There are others who built significant practices but hate their lives because they built
the wrong business. And there are a few who figured out how to do work they’re proud of, charge
fairly for it, build a team without losing quality, and share the abundance with others.

That last group understood something important: consulting isn’t just about your hourly rate. It’s
about the total system—how you price value, how you enforce boundaries, how you scale without
losing your soul, and what you do with the money you make.

Get that right, and you have a practice that lasts.
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PART V: RUNNING YOUR
BUSINESS
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There’s a moment that comes for every consultant, usually around two to three years in, when the
work itself stops being the hardest part. You’ve figured out how to scope projects, navigate client
politics, and deliver results that matter. You’ve built a reputation. People call you for real reasons
now, not because you’re the cheapest option. That’s when you realize that running the business
part of consulting is its own complete discipline.

I learned this the hard way. I was good at consulting work—comfortable with the complexity, the
ambiguity, the politics of large organizations. I thought that skill would translate naturally to
running my own thing. It mostly didn’t. I had to learn how to think like a business owner while
remaining grounded in the craft of consulting. I had to understand finances I’d never tracked before,
insurance I’d never considered, and legal structures I’d never questioned.

My father, Robert, built Nellson Associates into something substantial without the modern tools
and frameworks I have. His approach was more seat-of-the-pants, guided by hard-earned mistakes
and a few core principles that never changed. Some of his decisions were brilliant. Some he’d do
differently if he had the chance.

This section is about the practical, unglamorous work of building and maintaining a consulting
practice as a real business. It’s where the rubber meets the road. You can be brilliant at consulting
and still go broke. You can be mediocre at consulting and stay profitable if you understand the
business fundamentals. This part of the book is what separates the consultants who last from the
ones who burn out, overextend, or quietly fade away.
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Chapter 20: Legal, Tax, and Insurance
Essentials

As I’ve been building Nellson Associates alongside my work at a large national enterprise — on my
own time, on personal time — one of the first things I did was call a business lawyer.

The legal and tax foundation of your consulting business matters because it shapes everything else.
It affects how much you keep, how protected you are, and how much of your mental energy goes
toward compliance instead of client work. Get it right, and it becomes invisible. Get it wrong, and
it becomes expensive.

Business Structure: The Choice That Shapes Everything
When you start consulting, you have options for how to structure your business. Your choices
are typically a sole proprietorship, a limited liability company (LLC), an S-corporation, or a
C-corporation. The right choice depends on your situation, your ambitions, and how much tax
complexity you’re willing to tolerate.

A sole proprietorship is the simplest. You’re just you, reporting your business income on your
personal tax return. There’s no separate legal entity. The downside is exposure. If a client sues you
or if something goes wrong, they can come after your personal assets—your house, your car, your
savings. For consulting work where you’re the primary deliverable and the risk is largely professional
liability, this exposure feels too real.

Most new consultants move to an LLC. An LLC is a legal structure that separates your personal
assets from your business assets. If a client sues, they sue the LLC, not you personally. Your
exposure is limited to what’s in the business. This protection is worth the modest extra paperwork
and filing fees. An LLC taxed as a sole proprietor (the default for a single-member LLC) is simple to
maintain. Your business income still flows to your personal return, but you have liability protection.
It feels like the right starting point.

An S-corporation is where the optimization starts. An S-corp is a tax classification, not a business
structure. Your LLC can be taxed as an S-corp. What this means, in practice, is that you split your
income into two categories: a reasonable salary that you pay yourself (which is subject to payroll
taxes), and a distribution of profits (which isn’t). This separation saves you self-employment tax on
the distribution portion. Self-employment tax is 15.3 percent—Social Security and Medicare. If you
have significant profit, saving that tax on a portion of your income can be meaningful.

The complexity is real, though. You have to actually pay yourself a reasonable salary. The IRS
doesn’t like people who create an S-corp, pay themselves a $50,000 salary on a $500,000 income,
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and distribute the rest as profit. You’ll get audited. You need to determine what a “reasonable
salary” would be for someone doing your job. You also need payroll processing, quarterly filings,
and a bit more accounting overhead. An accountant who does S-corp returns charges more than
one who does solo Schedule C returns.

For many consultants, the math works out to an S-corp making sense once you’re earning $100,000
to $150,000 or more in profit. Before that, the extra complexity often outweighs the tax savings.
My accountant ran the numbers for me, and I made the switch at the right point in my growth.
It was worth it because the savings exceeded the extra cost, and I had enough revenue that the
complexity was manageable.

Robert’s Perspective:

I structured Nellson Associates as an S-corp decades before I probably should have. At
the time, I was doing it partially for liability protection and partially because I thought
it sounded more legitimate. I probably overpaid in accounting costs relative to the tax
savings I was getting, especially in the early years. The bigger issue was that I didn’t
really understand what I was doing—I delegated it entirely to my accountant and never
developed financial literacy around it. That gap cost me. The times I wish I could go
back and redo: I would have been much more intentional about separating personal and
business finances from day one, and I would have educated myself more thoroughly on
the tax implications of my structure rather than assuming my accountant was optimizing
for my situation.

A C-corporation is rarely the right choice for an individual consultant. It’s the default structure for
larger companies, but for solo or small consulting practices, it creates tax complications (double
taxation, to start) that don’t make sense.

The actual choice I made was an LLC taxed as an S-corp. We filed the paperwork, paid the filing
fees in our state, and set up the infrastructure to pay myself a salary and take distributions. It’s
straightforward, it provides liability protection, and the tax optimization made sense for our income
level.

Professional Liability Insurance (Errors & Omissions)

Professional liability insurance, often called E&O insurance, is non-negotiable for consultants. This
is the insurance that covers you if a client claims your work caused them harm. Maybe you made a
recommendation that led to a failed implementation. Maybe you missed something that resulted in
a loss. Maybe a client simply claims you did something you didn’t do.

Even if you’re right, defending yourself against a claim costs money. Lawyers, expert witnesses,
depositions—defending a single claim can cost tens of thousands of dollars. Professional liability
insurance covers those costs and any settlement or judgment.

The tricky part is that not all consulting work is equally insurable. Insurance companies treat
different specialties differently. Management consulting is easier to insure than IT infrastructure
work, which carries more technical risk. The insurance cost depends on your specialty, your revenue,
your claims history, and your coverage amount.

Most consultants carry between $1 million and $2 million in coverage. The annual premium typically
runs between $1,000 and $3,000 for most solo consultants, depending on the risk profile. For
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Nellson Associates, with our mix of technology, education, and business consulting, the premium is
reasonable relative to the protection it provides.

When you buy E&O insurance, read the policy carefully. Understand what’s covered and what’s
not. Understand the deductible. Some policies have $0 deductibles. Others have $5,000 or $10,000.
That deductible is your responsibility before insurance kicks in. Understand the coverage limits and
make sure they’re appropriate for your client base. If you’re working with large enterprises that
demand higher coverage, you might need $3 million to $5 million to be competitive.

Also understand the tail coverage. If you stop consulting, your E&O policy ends. But claims
can arise years later. Tail coverage extends your protection after you leave the business. It’s
worth discussing with your insurance broker as you’re starting out so you understand the cost and
implications.

Jonathan’s Take:

As I’ve been building Nellson Associates, I looked at E&O insurance and the premium
stung a bit. For a moment I considered skipping it to save money early on. Then I
thought about the math. A single disputed deliverable — even a misunderstanding,
even one where you’re clearly in the right — can cost tens of thousands of dollars to
defend. The premium is not the cost of something going wrong. It is the cost of not
being defenseless if it does. Robert put it this way: “I never had a claim. But there
were moments where a conversation turned uncomfortable, where a client’s expectations
and my deliverable weren’t perfectly aligned. Having E&O in place meant I could have
that conversation honestly, without the fear that being wrong about anything would
cost me everything.” Don’t skip this.

General Liability and Cyber Liability

E&O insurance covers your professional advice and work product. General liability covers you for
bodily injury or property damage. If a client slips and falls at your office, or if you accidentally
damage their equipment, general liability is what covers it. It’s relatively inexpensive (usually
$500–$1,000 per year) and often bundled with other business insurance.

Cyber liability is newer and increasingly important. Cyber insurance covers you if your systems are
breached or if you lose or expose client data. Given the sensitivity of information most consultants
access, this is worth considering. The cost varies, but you can often get meaningful coverage for
$1,000–$2,000 per year. Some clients now ask about your cyber liability insurance during contract
negotiations, especially if you’re handling sensitive data.

For Nellson Associates, we carry all three: professional liability, general liability, and cyber liability.
Together, they run around $5,000 per year. That’s roughly 1–2 percent of our annual revenue,
depending on the year. For the protection and the ability to work with larger clients who require it,
it’s worthwhile.

Tax Planning: The Continuous Work

Consulting creates tax complexity because you don’t have an employer withholding taxes for you.
You’re responsible for quarterly estimated tax payments. You also have a lot of deductions that
regular employees don’t get to claim because they’re paid with pre-tax income.
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Quarterly estimated taxes are your federal income tax liability divided into four payments due on
April 15, June 15, September 15, and January 15. State income taxes have their own schedule.
These aren’t optional. If you don’t pay them and don’t owe enough at tax time, you’ll owe penalties
and interest.

Your accountant will help you calculate these, but the burden is on you to understand roughly how
much you owe and to make the payments. I use quarterly financial snapshots to estimate my income
for the year and ensure we’re paying enough. Missing these payments is one of the fastest ways to
get into trouble with the IRS.

The flip side is deductions. Because you’re self-employed, you can deduct many expenses that
reduce your taxable income. Home office space (if you have a dedicated workspace at home, you
can deduct the proportional cost). Professional development. Equipment. Software. Internet and
phone expenses. Travel for client work. Meals with clients. The list is long.

These deductions are legitimate, but they’re also where the IRS pays attention. Keep documentation.
Receipts for expenses. Mileage logs for travel. Detailed records of what various expenses were for.
The IRS accepts self-reported deductions, but if you’re audited, you need to prove what you claimed.

I spend time at the beginning of each year talking with my accountant about the tax implications of
significant business decisions. If I’m considering hiring an employee, that has payroll tax implications.
If I’m buying equipment, there are depreciation schedules to consider. If I’m considering taking a
large distribution, that affects my estimated tax payments for the next quarter. The key is thinking
about taxes as part of business planning, not as an afterthought when you file your return.

For retirement savings, you have options that regular employees don’t have. A SEP-IRA lets you
contribute up to 25 percent of your net consulting income (up to about $66,000 per year as of 2026)
into a tax-deferred retirement account. A Solo 401(k) lets you contribute more and gives you some
additional flexibility. These are worth understanding because they let you save for retirement while
reducing your current taxable income.

Robert’s Perspective:

I was terrible about tax planning for most of my career. I’d run the business, make
good income, and then get surprised at tax time with a big bill I had to pay. I didn’t
understand estimated taxes until I was already behind. I didn’t use retirement accounts
strategically until late in my career. If I were starting over, I’d hire an accountant from
day one and treat their advice as a business investment, not an expense. I’d spend
30 minutes quarterly reviewing my finances and understanding my tax position. That
simple discipline would have saved me tens of thousands of dollars and a lot of stress.

Contracts and Legal Protection

We covered contract fundamentals in Chapter 8, but it’s worth emphasizing here: your contracts are
your most important legal document. They define the scope of your work, what you’re responsible
for, and what you’re not. They protect both you and the client by setting clear expectations.

For E&O insurance to protect you, you need contracts that clearly define the scope of work and
limit your liability for outcomes you can’t control. A contract that says “you are responsible for
the success of this project” is uninsurable. A contract that says “you will provide analysis and
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recommendations as outlined in this scope” and “you are not responsible for client implementation
decisions or outcomes” is much more insurable.

The boilerplate in your contracts—the section on liability limitations, indemnification, and
warranties—matters deeply. Some consultants use templates from the internet. Some have lawyers
draft their contracts. Wherever you start, the key is that these provisions protect you while
remaining fair to clients.

One protective practice is including a liability cap. You can limit your liability to the amount of fees
you earned on the engagement. This prevents a situation where a client claims a loss of $500,000
and tries to recover that from you when your fees were $50,000. Most reasonable clients accept this
provision. It’s standard in professional services.

Another protective practice is clearly excluding liability for decisions the client makes, implementa-
tions they control, or failures caused by third-party systems. You can’t control everything. Your
contract shouldn’t pretend you can.

Structuring Nellson Associates
When Jennifer and I started Nellson Associates, we spent time thinking through the business
structure.

We started with professional liability insurance appropriate for our consulting work. We didn’t
rush into an S-corp structure because the tax savings didn’t justify the added complexity when our
revenue was still modest. Once our income reached a certain level, we revisited the structure and
made the switch.

We’re thoughtful about contracts. Not every engagement needs a full written agreement, but
significant work does. We use templates that we’ve had a lawyer review, and we’ve customized
them over time based on client feedback and our own experience.

The goal isn’t to have the most sophisticated legal structure or the heaviest insurance coverage. The
goal is to have appropriate protection for our actual risk, with complexity proportional to our scale.
As we’ve grown, we’ve added more structure. If we were just starting, we’d keep it simpler.
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Chapter 21: Your Office, Tools, and
Tech Stack

I have a home office. It’s a dedicated room with a desk, two monitors, a comfortable chair, and a
bookshelf. The door closes so I can isolate myself from household noise during client calls. The
lighting is good. The temperature is controllable. The work I do there feels professional and focused.

The psychology of workspace is real. Where you work shapes how you work. The coffee shop works
for some people some of the time, but it’s not a substitute for a dedicated workspace for a consulting
practice. Clients notice when they see your background on video calls. They notice whether they can
hear your kids or dogs in the background. They notice whether you’re distracted or fully present.

Some of what I value about my office is about professional appearance. Some of it is about
eliminating distractions. Some of it is about mental hygiene—the ability to leave your work behind
by closing the door when the day ends. A dedicated workspace gives you all of this.

If you’re starting out and a dedicated space feels impossible, prioritize what you can. At minimum,
you want a clean, quiet place to take client calls. You want to be able to close a door or move
yourself away from household activity. You want to be able to control your background and lighting.
If you can’t do this from home, find a co-working space with private meeting rooms for client calls.

Essential Tools: The Consultant’s Stack

Your toolkit has expanded dramatically since my father started consulting. The tools available to a
solo consultant today are sophisticated enough that we can compete effectively with large firms
in certain areas. The challenge is not having enough tools—it’s choosing the right ones and not
disappearing into tool management instead of client work.

The essential categories are project management, invoicing and financial tracking, customer rela-
tionship management, and communication. In 2026, these categories have merged somewhat. A
good project management tool has invoicing. A good CRM has project tracking. The key is finding
an integrated system that works for how you work, rather than running four separate tools that
don’t talk to each other.

I use Notion for project management and as a lightweight CRM. It’s flexible enough that I’ve
customized it to track active clients, ongoing projects, future opportunities, and archived engagements.
Everything lives there. It’s not a specialized project management tool like Monday or Asana, but
for a solo consultant or small team, the flexibility is worth more than the specialized features.

I use Quickbooks Online for financial tracking and invoicing. It’s integrated with my business bank

149



150 CHAPTER 21: YOUR OFFICE, TOOLS, AND TECH STACK

account, so transactions sync automatically. I can see at a glance how much money is coming in and
going out. Creating invoices takes minutes. I set up automatic reminders for invoices that haven’t
been paid. The integration with my accountant is seamless.

For communication, I use email primarily. For team and async collaboration, I prefer Microsoft
Teams and Discord — Teams when working in a client’s Microsoft environment, Discord for Nellson
Associates’ own community and team coordination. The right choice is whatever the client is already
using; adaptability matters more than preference.

For email, calendar, and document work, I run Microsoft 365 — Outlook, OneDrive, and Office are
my personal defaults. Many clients are in Google Workspace; I work fluently in both. The principle
matters more than the platform: you need professional email, the ability to share and collaborate
on documents, and clear calendar management. Whether you’re a Google or Microsoft household is
less important than being fluent in whichever environment your clients use.

For video calls, I default to Microsoft Teams when clients are in a Microsoft environment and match
whatever the client uses otherwise. The important thing isn’t the specific tool — it’s the quality of
your setup. A good webcam, a quality microphone, and a clean background matter. You’re paid
partly for your presence and clarity of communication; degraded audio or a chaotic background
undercuts that.

Tools Integrated into Daily Workflow
The difference between tools that clutter your practice and tools that enhance it is integration. The
tools should work the way you work, not force you to change your workflow.

For document work, I primarily use Microsoft Word. For clients who prefer Google Docs, I work
comfortably in both. The key for consulting work is version control and clear change tracking.
When you’re delivering documents to clients, they need to see what changed and approve revisions.
Both tools support this well.

For data analysis, I use Python and SQL locally for complex work. I use Excel or Google Sheets
for simpler analysis that needs to be shared with clients — Excel for Microsoft shops, Sheets for
Google environments. The output format depends on what the client understands and prefers.

For presentations, I use PowerPoint as my default. For clients in a Google environment, Google Slides
works fine. I spend enough time on presentations that I’ve developed a template library—frameworks
for status updates, findings presentations, roadmap documents. These templates accelerate my work
significantly. Rather than creating each presentation from scratch, I start with a template, adapt it
to the specific situation, and iterate.

The tool that’s transformed my work more than any other is Claude, the AI assistant made by
Anthropic. I use Claude for research, drafting, analysis, and iterative development of ideas. The
way I work today looks completely different from how I worked five years ago because of AI tools.

Jonathan’s Take:

I was skeptical about AI tools at first. They seemed like they’d be surface-level, not useful
for deep consulting work. Then I actually started using Claude for research—pulling
together information on a topic I wasn’t deeply familiar with, organizing it, and using
that as the foundation for my own analysis. It cut research time in half. I started
drafting analyses, having Claude iterate on my thinking, and building on its output. The
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thing that shifted my perspective was realizing that AI is best used as a thinking partner,
not as a replacement. I’m still doing the hard intellectual work. Claude is amplifying
my capability—helping me move faster, explore more angles, and catch things I might
miss. That’s powerful.

AI Tools in the Modern Consulting Stack

AI is relevant to consulting practices in 2026 in ways that would have seemed like science fiction a
few years ago. The key is understanding what AI is actually good for and where it creates risk or
requires human judgment.

I use Claude primarily for research, synthesis, and drafting. If I’m working on a problem I don’t fully
understand yet, I can have Claude help me structure the research. If I’m writing a document, I can
draft a rough version and have Claude help me refine the language and logic. If I’m analyzing data,
I can work through the analysis with Claude, exploring different angles and testing my thinking.

For sensitive client data, I don’t use cloud-based AI tools. I run local models or I use only information
that’s already been publicly discussed. Client confidentiality has to come first. There are situations
where using Claude with client data would be a breach of trust. I’m thoughtful about those
boundaries.

For GPT-4 and other tools, I’m similarly selective. The technology is genuinely useful, but it has
failure modes. Sometimes it hallucinates or confidently states things that are wrong. Sometimes it
has training data limitations that mean it doesn’t understand context that you understand. I use it
as an input to my thinking, not as a source of truth.

The Enterprise AI Hackathon Story

In 2023, I won the enterprise AI hackathon. the company and Microsoft partnered on the event —
Microsoft’s AI offerings at the time ran on OpenAI’s models, so while my direct work was with
Microsoft’s developer team, the underlying technology had that lineage. The week gave me access
to some of the top developers in Microsoft’s AI ecosystem, which turned out to be more valuable
than the competition itself.

The project was a decision-support system: take recurring decision scenarios, gather structured
input from stakeholders, analyze it using GPT-4, surface areas of disagreement, and present a clear
summary to decision-makers.

What we found was that the value wasn’t in the AI’s decision or recommendation. The value was in
how the AI forced clarity. When you asked the system to analyze input and surface what people
were disagreeing about, it made implicit disagreements explicit. When you asked it to identify
which factors were driving different perspectives, it made the unstated assumptions visible. The
decision-makers still made the final decision. But they made it with better information.

Winning was gratifying. But the more important lesson was about how AI fits into consulting work.
The consultant’s role is to think clearly, ask the right questions, and help organizations navigate
ambiguity. AI can accelerate that process — surfacing patterns faster, organizing complexity,
making the implicit explicit. But the core work — the judgment, the political navigation, the ethical
considerations — that’s still on you.
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Building AI into Your Consulting Offering
Some consultants now offer AI-augmented consulting as a distinct service. They might help a client
implement AI tools into their operations. They might build custom AI systems for specific problems.
They might provide guidance on AI strategy and risk.

I’m cautious about this because the field is moving fast and many consultants don’t have deep
expertise. If you’re going to offer AI consulting, you need to actually understand AI—its capabilities,
its limitations, its failure modes, the ethical implications. You need to stay current because the field
changes rapidly. You can’t just read a few articles and offer it as a service.

What I do offer is consulting that incorporates AI tools. I use AI in my research and analysis, which
makes me more effective. I’m transparent with clients about where AI is being used in my work. I
explain the limitations. I validate AI output with my own thinking. The consulting offering itself
isn’t “AI consulting”—it’s better consulting that happens to use AI tools.

The Danger of Over-Tooling
There’s a particular temptation for consultants, especially those with technical backgrounds: spending
more time on tools and systems than on client work. I’ve caught myself in this. You find a new
project management tool that might be slightly better than your current one. You decide to migrate
everything. It takes a week. You realize the new tool doesn’t do something the old one did. You
end up back where you started, having lost a week of productive time.

The trap is thinking that if you can just optimize your tools and systems enough, the work will
become effortless. It won’t. The work is inherently complex. Tools can make you more efficient at
the margins. They can’t transform the fundamentals of consulting.

My rule is this: use tools that work for how you think, maintain them consistently, and change
them only when there’s a compelling reason. I’ve used Notion for project management for three
years. It works. I’m not switching to another tool because it would only benefit me by 5 percent
and would cost time to implement. That’s the wrong trade-off.

Tech Stack for Security and Client Data Protection
As you grow and work with larger clients, you’ll handle increasingly sensitive information. Client
data needs to be protected. This isn’t just about being ethical—it’s about being professional and
meeting contractual obligations.

For stored data, I use encrypted cloud storage. Google Drive encrypts data in transit and at rest.
I’m comfortable storing client information there with appropriate access controls. For documents
containing truly sensitive information (employee data, financial information, security details), I
store them locally on encrypted drives rather than in the cloud.

For communications, I use encrypted email for information that’s particularly sensitive. I’m careful
about what information I include in emails or cloud documents. Client information that appears in
emails gets discussed clearly—this is a client document, treat it accordingly.

For device security, I keep my laptop and devices updated with the latest security patches. I use a
strong password manager. I enable two-factor authentication on critical accounts. I’m not paranoid
about security, but I take basic precautions.
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For client data that’s particularly sensitive, I sometimes ask clients about their security requirements.
I’ve had contracts where the client requires all work to be done on their systems, without copying
data to my devices. I’ve had situations where I can’t take certain information home. I respect these
boundaries because they’re usually there for good reasons.

The key principle: client data protection is part of your professional responsibility. It’s not optional.
It’s not something you do only for clients who specifically ask. It’s the standard.
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Chapter 22: AI as Your Consulting
Superpower

AI isn’t replacing consultants. But AI is making the good ones significantly better, and it’s making
marginal ones obsolete. This matters for how you think about your career.

The reason AI matters for consultants specifically is that consulting is fundamentally about thinking—
about understanding complexity, synthesizing information, identifying the root of problems, recom-
mending solutions. These are exactly the things AI can now augment substantially.

Five years ago, when you got hired as a consultant, much of your first week was research. You had
to understand the client’s industry, their business model, their current challenges. You did this by
reading, talking to people, learning from scratch. Now, you can use AI to accelerate that research
dramatically. You can ask Claude to summarize the key dynamics in your client’s industry. You can
ask it to outline the most common organizational problems companies like theirs face. You can ask
it to help you structure your research questions. The time you save on foundational understanding
goes into deeper thinking and more substantive client interaction.

When you’re drafting a client deliverable, you can now draft a rough version and iterate with AI
to improve the logic, clarity, and completeness. Not because AI writes better than you do, but
because iteration with a smart system helps you think more clearly. You externalize your thinking,
get feedback, and refine.

When you’re analyzing data or patterns, you can work with AI to explore different angles faster. You
can ask it to help you think through the implications of what you’re seeing. You can pressure-test
your conclusions by asking it to argue the other side.

What you can’t do with AI, and what remains the core of your value as a consultant, is the judgment,
the political navigation, the ethical consideration, and the trust. You can’t outsource the part where
you tell a client something hard that they need to hear. You can’t use AI to build relationships or
navigate organizational politics. You can’t use AI to make the call about what’s right when the
answer is ambiguous.

Robert’s Perspective:

I’ve watched technology change consulting multiple times. Spreadsheets changed it.
Then databases. Then the internet. Each time, consultants adapted or faded. The ones
who adapted understood that technology amplifies your human capability—it doesn’t
replace it. The human work—the hard conversations, the political sense-making, the
judgment calls—that’s always been where the value is. Technology changes the vehicle
for delivering that, but not the core. AI is the same. It’s a tool for amplifying your
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thinking. If you use it as a crutch to avoid thinking, you’ll fail. If you use it to think
harder and faster, you’ll succeed.

Practical AI Applications in Your Work

Research is the obvious one. Client situations rarely exist in isolation. They’re shaped by industry
trends, competitive dynamics, technological change, regulatory environment. You need to understand
all of this. AI can help you synthesize this landscape quickly. Rather than spending days reading,
you can spend days thinking.

The way I work now is: I ask Claude to summarize the key trends in a particular industry or
technology space. I review that summary and identify gaps or areas I want to understand better. I
ask follow-up questions. Then I use that foundation to have much richer conversations with the
client because I’m not starting from zero.

Drafting is another area where AI is genuinely useful. Most consulting deliverables are documents:
strategy documents, findings reports, implementation roadmaps, presentations. These documents
need to be clear, well-organized, logically sound. You can draft them yourself, or you can draft a
version and use AI to help you iterate.

The way I do this is: I draft the core thinking—the main points, the recommendations, the logic.
Then I use Claude to help me think through the organization and clarity. I ask it to identify where
I’m not being clear. I ask it to help me strengthen weak arguments. I ask it to review for logical
consistency. The final product is better because I’ve iterated with an intelligent system.

Analysis is another area. If you’re working with data—customer data, financial data, operational
data—you can use AI to help you work through the analysis. You can ask it to help you think
through what questions to ask the data. You can work through different ways of organizing the
data to illuminate different patterns. You can ask it to help you understand the implications.

One of my projects involved a lot of data validation work. There were hundreds of data quality
issues to understand. Rather than trying to categorize all of them manually, I used AI to help
identify patterns across the issues, group them by root cause, and prioritize which ones mattered
most. The AI didn’t do the analysis for me, but it made the analysis much more tractable.

Jonathan’s AI Workflow

My current workflow blends multiple AI tools, each used where it’s strongest.

For research and synthesis, I lean on Claude. It’s conversational in a way that works well for
iterative thinking. I can ask Claude something partially formed, get feedback that helps me clarify,
and iterate until I’ve thought through the problem.

For code-based work—when I’m writing SQL to analyze a database or Python to process data—I use
Claude for that too, but I’m more careful. I’m testing the code. I’m verifying it’s actually correct
rather than just assuming it works. AI-generated code can have subtle bugs. You’re responsible for
validating what AI generates.

For specific technical questions where I need state-of-the-art information, I use GPT-4 through
OpenAI’s interface. GPT-4 sometimes has more current training data on certain topics.
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For anything involving sensitive client data, I don’t use cloud-based AI services at all. If I need AI
for analysis on sensitive data, I run local models that never leave my system.

For image analysis and vision tasks, I use Claude or GPT-4 depending on what works better. This
is useful sometimes for analyzing screenshots or diagrams.

The important thing isn’t the specific tools. It’s that I’m using AI intentionally—where it actually
adds value—rather than using it everywhere or nowhere.

The Transparency and Ethical Framework

If you’re using AI in your consulting work, clients need to know. This isn’t because it’s bad to use
AI—it’s because it’s your responsibility to be honest about your methods.

When I deliver a research summary I’ve synthesized with Claude’s help, I tell the client that. When
I present analysis, I explain my methodology, including where AI tools helped. Clients appreciate
transparency. They understand that using modern tools makes you more effective. They don’t
appreciate discovering later that you used AI without mentioning it.

The ethical framework is: you remain responsible for the output, regardless of how it was generated.
If you use Claude to draft a document and then pass it on to the client without reading it carefully,
you’re not using a tool—you’re being negligent. You’re responsible for the quality, accuracy, and
ethics of everything you deliver.

This means validating what AI generates. If AI helps you draft something, you read it. You check
the logic. You verify that any facts are correct. If AI helps you analyze data, you understand the
analysis. You know where it might be wrong. You don’t just trust it.

It also means thinking through consent. Are you using AI in a way the client would accept? If
you’re uncertain, ask. Most clients are fine with AI being used in your work. Some have specific
restrictions. Some industries have regulatory constraints on what’s allowed. Understanding these
constraints is your responsibility.

What AI Can’t Do

There are fundamental limits to what AI can do in consulting. AI can’t build trust. It can’t
navigate organizational politics. It can’t make judgment calls about what’s right when the answer
is ambiguous. It can’t substitute for your expertise and credibility.

Trust is built through repeated interaction, through showing you understand the client’s situation,
through being honest about what you know and don’t know, and through delivering on commitments.
No amount of AI can compress this. You build trust by being present, by listening, by following
through.

Organizational politics is the texture of how decisions actually get made in organizations, as opposed
to how they’re supposed to get made. It’s about understanding which stakeholders matter, what
their interests are, where the real power lies, what will gain support and what will face resistance.
AI can help you identify stakeholders and their stated positions. It can’t help you navigate the
informal dynamics and build coalition.

Judgment calls about what’s right are ultimately human decisions that rest on values and context.
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If a client is headed toward a decision you think is unethical, you have to make that call, have the
hard conversation, and potentially walk away. AI can’t do this because it doesn’t have stakes in the
outcome. You do.

AI and the Changing Economics of Consulting
The fact that AI makes consultants more productive is interesting because it means the cost structure
of consulting is changing. You can now do in a day what took three days five years ago. That’s not
a reason to charge less. That’s a reason to charge the same for more value or to be more selective
about which engagements you take.

Some of this has already happened. Clients are more willing to try consulting for work they might
have done internally because remote work and AI tools make consulting more accessible and less
expensive. The market for smaller, shorter engagements has expanded.

This creates an opportunity and a risk. The opportunity is that you can serve more clients, take on
more projects, and grow faster. The risk is that the market becomes more commodified and cheaper,
especially for work that’s straightforward enough that any consultant with AI tools can do it.

The way to navigate this is to be intentional about where your value lies. If your value is in the
thinking, the judgment, the relationships, and the expertise, then AI makes you more powerful. If
your value is in doing work that’s routine enough that it could be commoditized, then you’re under
pressure. You have to stay ahead of commoditization by developing deeper expertise or different
kinds of value.

Staying Current: The Meta-Skill of Continuous Learning
The most important skill related to AI for consultants isn’t knowing how to use a particular tool.
It’s developing the capability to stay current as the tools and field rapidly evolve. In 2026, AI tools
are changing faster than any technology has in the past. New models are released. Capabilities
expand. New applications emerge.

How do you stay current? You spend time with the tools. You use them in your work. You
pay attention to what’s happening in the field without becoming obsessed by every incremental
improvement. You talk to other consultants about how they’re using AI. You think about what’s
relevant to your specialty and what’s hype.

Most importantly, you maintain epistemic humility. You acknowledge that you don’t know what’s
coming. You’re prepared to adapt. You don’t commit to a particular tool or approach as permanent.
You know that what’s true about AI in 2026 might be outdated in 2028.
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Cash flow is the number one killer of consulting practices. Not lack of revenue. Cash flow. The
difference is that you can have a healthy pipeline and positive economics and still go broke if you’re
not managing cash carefully.

Here’s how it happens: you land a six-month engagement with a large client. The contract is
$100,000, which is great. You’re excited. You start work. At the end of month two, the client hasn’t
paid your first invoice. You invoice monthly, so you’re now out two invoices. By month four, you’re
three invoices behind. You’re waiting on $75,000 in revenue that you’ve already earned. You can’t
make payroll. You can’t cover your office rent. You’re in trouble.

This situation is common, especially with large clients. They have their own payment cycles. They
might invoice every 30 days and pay 30 or 45 days after invoicing. Meanwhile, you have expenses
that need to be paid weekly or monthly.

The solution to this is basic but requires discipline: you have to have operating reserves. You need
to have cash on hand that covers your expenses for six to nine months. This means if your monthly
burn rate (expenses you have to pay regardless of revenue) is $10,000, you need $60,000–$90,000 in
reserves before you’re safe.

This feels like a lot of money sitting in an account doing nothing. It is. But it’s the difference
between a sustainable practice and one that’s perpetually fragile.

Robert’s Perspective:

I didn’t understand cash flow management for far too long. I was making good income,
but the timing of invoicing and payment didn’t align with the timing of my expenses.
I was constantly stressed about whether I had enough cash to cover everything. The
moment I built up nine months of operating reserves, the stress disappeared. I could
turn down bad engagements because I didn’t desperately need every dollar. I could
invest in the business because I wasn’t living month-to-month. That reserve changed
everything. I wish I’d built it sooner.

Revenue Forecasting and Pipeline Management

You also need visibility into your pipeline. What projects are you likely to win in the next three to
six months? What’s the probability of each? What’s the timing? When will you bill? When will
you get paid?

I maintain a simple pipeline view in Notion. It tracks active engagements, proposed engagements,
and warm opportunities. For each, I estimate the revenue and the probability. I can see at a glance
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what my expected revenue is for the next quarter and beyond.

This forecasting isn’t about precision. It’s about directional visibility. If you can see that you have
three months of strong revenue booked, then four months of uncertainty, then likely revenue after
that, you can plan around it. You can be thoughtful about what new work you chase during that
uncertain period. You can decide whether to hire a contractor during high-demand periods or
whether to turn down work.

Without this visibility, you’re flying blind. You’re either taking every engagement because you’re
worried about the next month, or you’re turning down work because you’re nervous about capacity,
without actually knowing your situation.

The “No Single Client Above 30 Percent” Rule

One specific principle that’s saved me from serious trouble is never letting a single client represent
more than 30 percent of your annual revenue. If one client is paying you half your income and they
fire you, you’ve got a serious problem.

This rule sounds simple and it’s crucial. It forces diversification. It keeps you from becoming too
dependent on a single relationship. It keeps you focused on developing multiple client relationships
and opportunities.

Robert applied this principle throughout his independent practice. He was intentional from the
start about not letting any single client relationship become the entire business. When the work
with one client grew, he deliberately pursued others to maintain balance. That discipline kept him
from being in a position where losing one client could be catastrophic.

Separating Business and Personal Finances

You need separate bank accounts for business and personal finances. Full stop. This isn’t about
being sophisticated. It’s about basic accounting and clarity.

When business and personal finances are mixed, you can’t tell how much money you actually have.
You can’t accurately calculate business income. You can’t track business expenses for tax purposes.
You complicate your life significantly.

I have a business checking account and a business savings account (where I keep operating reserves).
Personal finances flow through my personal accounts. The separation makes everything clearer. A
business credit card can be useful as an emergency backstop or for overdraft protection, but I do
not recommend using one to fund startup operations — that path leads to debt that compounds
against you when income is inconsistent early on.

When I take a distribution from the business to pay myself, it flows from business checking to
personal checking. Clear. When the business pays an expense, it comes from business accounts.
Clear. Tax time is simpler because I can export my business account activity and know it represents
actual business transactions.
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Reinvestment in the Business

As you make profit, you need to decide: what portion do you keep, and what portion do you reinvest
in the business?

My principle is to reinvest 10–15 percent of profit back into the business. This might be professional
development, software tools, equipment, contractor help, or marketing. It keeps your practice fresh
and capable.

If you don’t reinvest, your business will slowly decay. Your tools will get outdated. Your skills will
get stale. Your capacity will become constrained.

For Nellson Associates, we’ve reinvested in a few key areas over the years. We’ve invested in
upgrading technology—better tools, faster internet, better equipment. We’ve invested in professional
development—me taking courses, staying current on trends, developing new expertise. We’ve
invested in marketing and business development—both of which we initially didn’t do enough of.
We’ve invested in contractors when we had more work than we could handle alone.

Financial Runway for Going Independent

If you’re thinking about leaving a stable job to start your own consulting practice, the financial
planning matters. You need enough runway to cover the period while you’re building your practice.

Most consultants recommend having 12 months of living expenses saved before you leave your job.
That’s the time it takes to get established, build some initial clients, and start having positive cash
flow. Some consultants suggest 18 months to be safer.

I’d add a 20 percent buffer on top of that. Something will cost more than you expected. Work
won’t come as quickly as you hope. A client will take longer to pay. The buffer accounts for the
inevitable surprises.

If you can’t build up this runway, you have a few options. You can start your consulting practice
while still employed, building it until it’s large enough to sustain you. You can start with a partner
who has runway, so one person can cover expenses while the other is building the practice. You can
start with a specific large client already lined up, which reduces risk significantly.

There’s no shame in building your practice slowly while employed. Some of the best consultants did
exactly this. They worked their day job, did consulting on nights and weekends, built it up, and
eventually had enough revenue to make the jump. It took longer but it was less risky.

Jonathan’s Thinking on the Transition

I haven’t made the jump yet. I’m still at the company, and I’m building Nellson Associates and
Dynamic Discoveries on personal time, carefully and intentionally. But I’m already thinking through
the financial model for when that transition comes, because the worst time to plan it is after you’ve
decided to go.

Here is how I am approaching the planning. Jennifer and I are building financial reserves with a
specific runway target in mind — enough months of living expenses that the income gap between
leaving a salary and replacing it with consulting revenue feels manageable, not terrifying. Jennifer is
building Dynamic Discoveries as an independent income stream. The fact that we have two people



162 CHAPTER 23: MANAGING YOUR FINANCES

building two things means we won’t need the consulting practice to be fully self-sustaining from day
one.

I am also building the practice itself before the transition — not waiting until I leave to find clients.
The Nellson Associates website, the relationships we are developing, the platforms we are building —
all of that creates something to step into, not a blank page.

One thing I am being deliberate about: not taking on new personal financial obligations that would
increase the pressure. The lower our monthly burn rate, the more options we have. The more
options we have, the better the decisions we make.

I’m also intentional about not taking on new personal debt right before the transition. No new
major obligations that would increase the monthly burn rate. When the numbers say we are ready,
we will move. Not before.



Chapter 24: Knowing When to Pivot,
Pause, or Quit

My father asked himself a recurring question: “Is this still right for me?” He asked it every few
years, sometimes more often. He didn’t always act on what the question revealed, but he asked it.
It was a discipline. He was honest with himself about whether consulting still made sense for him.

This is important because there are three distinct things you might need to do: pivot, pause, or
quit. They’re different, and they require different responses.

Pivoting means changing your specialty, your client base, or your service offering while remaining in
consulting. Maybe you’ve been doing technology implementation consulting for ten years and you
realize you actually want to do strategy work. That’s a pivot. Maybe you’ve been doing general
management consulting and you want to specialize in a particular industry. That’s a pivot. You’re
still consulting. You’re just doing something different.

Pausing means stepping back from active consulting for a period of time, with the intention to return.
Maybe you’re burned out and need to recharge. Maybe you want to take a job internally somewhere
to understand how your advice actually plays out. Maybe you want to focus on something else for a
while. Pausing is temporary.

Quitting means leaving consulting altogether. Not taking another consulting engagement. Choosing
a different path. Moving on.

Signs It’s Time to Pivot
The sign that it’s time to pivot is that some aspect of your work has stopped working for you, but
consulting in general still feels right.

Maybe you’re doing work that’s too tactical or too strategic. Maybe you’re working with clients in
an industry that’s no longer interesting. Maybe your specialty has become commoditized and you’re
feeling the pressure. Maybe you’ve built expertise that isn’t being used and you want to leverage it
differently.

When you’re getting these signals, the question is: what would make this feel right again? Can you
pivot within your current structure, or do you need a bigger change?

I know a consultant who spent 15 years doing operations consulting for manufacturing companies.
He was good at it. But he realized he was more interested in the strategic questions than the tactical
improvement work. So he pivoted toward strategy consulting. He kept much of his manufacturing
expertise but approached the work differently. It reinvigorated his practice.
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Signs It’s Time to Pause

The sign that it’s time to pause is that you need recovery or perspective, but you’re not ready to
leave consulting. Burnout is a real thing. You can be good at something and still need a break from
it.

Common reasons to pause: you’ve been grinding hard for several years and you’re running on empty.
You want to try something internally to see what it’s like. You want time to develop new skills or
knowledge. You want to take on a project that’s outside your normal consulting work.

When you pause, the ideal is to have a plan for when you’ll come back. Maybe you’re taking a job
for two years with the intention to return to consulting after. Maybe you’re taking a sabbatical and
you’ve saved for it. Maybe you’re saying yes to a large project that will consume your consulting
time for a year.

The risk with pausing is that it’s easier to stay away than it is to come back. Your clients move on.
Your network gets rusty. Your expertise gets dated. You have to be intentional about reconnecting
when you’re ready to return.

Signs It’s Time to Quit

The signs that it’s time to quit are more subtle and more personal. It’s not about being tired of
consulting. It’s about the fundamental question: Do I want to do this anymore?

Maybe you’ve realized that consulting was a way to learn something or achieve something, and now
you’ve learned it or achieved it. Maybe you want to build something of your own—a product, a
company, an organization. Maybe you want to be part of something larger rather than independent.
Maybe you want more stability or more focus.

There’s no wrong answer to this question. Consulting isn’t the goal of life. It’s a way to spend a
significant chunk of your time. If it’s no longer the right way to spend your time, the answer is to
change.

The Proxee Story

Before I joined the company, I was working as a business analyst in a WFM role. On the side, I
started building something: a small technology venture called Proxee, working on it alongside my
day job the way a lot of people build things — nights, weekends, whenever there was time.

I believed in it. My father and I worked on it together. But the market moved past us. The problem
we were solving was being solved differently, at a scale and speed we couldn’t match. The right call
was to wind it down.

That felt like a failure at the time. It wasn’t. Closing Proxee was the right decision, made at the
right moment, and making it clearly meant I could focus fully on what came next — finishing my
master’s degree, joining the company, and building real expertise in operational data systems.

The Proxee story taught me something important: the question of whether to keep going or move
on is not something you answer once. It’s something you revisit. And sometimes the honest answer
is: the market moved, the timing passed, and the best thing you can build from here is a clean
decision and what you learned along the way.
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Pivoting vs. Quitting: The Difference Matters

This is important because pivoting and quitting have very different implications. If you’re quitting,
you can be explicit about it and move on. If you’re pivoting, you need to manage the transition
carefully.

When you pivot, you might still have clients or a reputation in your old specialty. You want to
transition professionally. You might continue some of that work while building new work. You want
to be clear with clients about where you’re heading.

If you quit, you’re leaving consulting. That might mean transitioning your clients to other consultants,
or it might mean simply ending those relationships. It’s a cleaner break.

The stakes of the distinction: if you think you’re pivoting and later realize you actually wanted to
quit, you might have built obligations and relationships that make quitting harder. If you think
you’re quitting and later realize you wanted to pivot, you’ve lost relationships and credibility that
would have been valuable.

Being honest with yourself about which one it is matters.

Robert’s Perspective:

I’ve asked myself the “Is this still right for me?” question many times. The honest
answer has been: yes, but with caveats. Yes, I still love the work and the relationships.
But I’m tired in a way that’s hard to fix with a vacation. Yes, I want to do consulting,
but I want to do it differently. Yes, I still want to be independent, but I’m wondering if
I want to build something larger.

Looking back, I think I stayed in consulting longer than I should have, partially because I
didn’t know how to quit well and I didn’t want to disappoint people. If I were advising a
younger consultant, I’d say: don’t stay in something you’ve outgrown just because you’re
good at it. Don’t stay because other people are depending on you. By the time you’re
old enough to question whether it’s still right, you’ve likely built something substantial.
You’ve probably built enough of a reputation and enough of a network that you can
move to whatever’s next and it will be fine. The people who depend on you will figure it
out. That’s not an excuse to be reckless, but it’s permission to take seriously what your
inner voice is telling you.

Permission to Question the Path

This is perhaps the most important part of this chapter: you have permission to question whether
consulting is still the right path. You don’t have to stay because you’re good at it. You don’t have
to stay because clients depend on you. You don’t have to stay because you’ve built a reputation.

Consulting is a way to spend your time and energy. If it’s no longer the way you want to spend it,
the answer is to change. It doesn’t require a perfect plan. It doesn’t require knowing exactly what’s
next. It requires acknowledging to yourself that something isn’t working and then taking steps.

For many of the consultants I know well, the question of whether to stay in consulting has come
up multiple times throughout their careers. Some stayed and felt more aligned with the work and
their lives. Some pivoted and found something that felt more right. Some quit and built something
completely different.
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I know a consultant who left to start a software company. I know a consultant who left to teach. I
know a consultant who left to do non-profit work. I know a consultant who left to take a corporate
role. All of them are fine. Their consulting experience gave them skills and perspective that served
them in whatever came next.

The Final Message: Consulting as a Privilege
Here’s what I want to end with: consulting is a privilege. You’re paid to think, to advise, to help
organizations navigate complexity. You get to work with interesting problems and interesting people.
You get independence and flexibility. You get to learn constantly.

It’s also hard. You’re carrying the weight of being the expert, even when you don’t fully feel like
one. You’re managing client relationships and managing yourself. You’re dealing with ambiguity
and uncertainty. You’re sometimes saying hard things to people who don’t want to hear them.

The combination—the privilege and the difficulty—is what makes the consulting life feel meaningful
for many of us. But it’s not everyone’s path. It’s not always the right path. And it’s okay if at
some point, you decide it’s no longer the path for you.

Closing Thoughts on Building Something That Matters
I’m going to step back from the granular advice for a moment and zoom out.

When we started Nellson Associates, we had some explicit values. One of them was a commitment
to give back in ways that reflect why we do this work — starting with scholarship funding tied to
this book. We’ve built that into the structure from the beginning. The details of that commitment
are in the foreword. What matters here is the principle: build something worth building, and let
your values show up in the structure, not just the marketing.

That’s not a business best practice. It doesn’t optimize profit. It ties up half our book revenue
in perpetuity. But it’s what made the book feel worth writing. It’s what makes the book mean
something beyond just being another business book.

I mention this because the financial advice, the tool recommendations, the tax strategies—they
all matter. They’re the infrastructure. But they’re not why you build a consulting practice. You
build it because you want to do meaningful work, help people navigate real challenges, and build
something that reflects your values.

If your consulting practice is purely about maximizing profit, you’ll probably optimize it in ways
that make the work less interesting. You’ll take the highest-paying clients even if they’re not good
fits. You’ll focus on billable hours and utilization rates. You’ll avoid the interesting but less lucrative
work.

If your consulting practice is about building something that matters, you’ll make different trade-offs.
You might turn down revenue to avoid a bad client. You might invest time in mentoring other
consultants even though it doesn’t generate billable revenue. You might write articles or speak at
conferences without direct compensation because it advances your field. You might give back in
other ways.

Robert built Nellson Associates to be a consulting practice that mattered to the people in it and
that did good work. It wasn’t always the most profitable choice. But it was the right choice for the
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life he wanted to live.

For Jennifer and me, we’re trying to do something similar. We want Nellson Associates to be a
place where good work happens, where we take clients we actually want to work with, and where
we give back in meaningful ways.

As you build your consulting practice, think about what would make it feel meaningful to you.
What kinds of problems do you want to solve? What kinds of clients do you want to work with?
What do you want to give back? Those questions matter more than optimizing every tax dollar.

The infrastructure is important. Get it right. Understand legal structures, manage cash flow, invest
in tools that actually serve you. But don’t let the infrastructure become the point. It’s supporting
something larger—the work itself, the relationships you build, and the impact you have.



168 CHAPTER 24: KNOWING WHEN TO PIVOT, PAUSE, OR QUIT



APPENDICES

169





171



172



Appendix A: Sample Consulting
Proposal

Introduction to This Proposal

A consulting proposal is your sales document, your scope document, and your contract foundation
all rolled into one. It needs to be clear enough that a non-technical stakeholder understands what
you’re doing, detailed enough that a technical stakeholder can’t claim you missed something, and
compelling enough that they actually want to sign it.

This sample is for a operational data consulting engagement—realistic scope, real budget consid-
erations, and the kind of complexity you’ll see in 2026. We’ve added annotations (in italics and
brackets) explaining why each section matters and what mistakes we see consultants make.

SAMPLE PROPOSAL: Operational Data and Workflow Modern-
ization

Prepared for: [Client Organization] Prepared by: [Your Consulting Firm Name] Date: [Insert
Date] Valid Through: [Insert Expiration Date]

COVER LETTER

Dear [Client Contact Name],

Thank you for the opportunity to propose a solution for your organization’s data governance
challenges. Based on our discovery conversations with leadership, operations, compliance, and
technology stakeholders, we understand the urgency: critical data now spans multiple systems and
teams, scrutiny is increasing, and your current governance approach has not kept pace with your
growth.

This proposal outlines a phased approach to implement a comprehensive data governance framework—
one that will give your organization clear visibility into what data you have, where it lives, who can
access it, and whether it meets regulatory requirements.

We’re confident this approach will work because we’ve done similar work in organizations facing
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comparable complexity. We’re also committed to making sure your team can sustain this work after
we leave—that’s why we’ve included extensive knowledge transfer and training.

We’re available to discuss any aspect of this proposal and can accommodate your timeline preferences.
We’re also happy to adjust scope if priorities shift.

Best regards, [Your Name]

[Why this works: It shows you listened during discovery, it acknowledges the real business problem
(not just the technical problem), it shows relevant experience, it signals flexibility, and it’s brief
enough that a busy executive will actually read it.]

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Situation

The client organization currently operates data systems across multiple business units with limited
centralized governance. Business, operational, and compliance-sensitive data flows through primary
platforms, legacy systems, custom applications, and spreadsheet-based reporting tools. While this
infrastructure has served the organization, it has also created several business risks:

• Regulatory Risk: Recent applicable privacy and security requirements compliance audits
identified gaps in access controls and data inventory documentation.

• Operational Risk: Data quality issues are causing reporting delays; departments maintain
duplicate data sources.

• Strategic Risk: Leadership lacks reliable, timely access to system-wide metrics needed for
strategic planning.

Solution

We propose a 6-month data governance engagement to establish:

1. A centralized data inventory and metadata repository
2. Documented data governance policies and procedures
3. Implemented access controls aligned with applicable privacy, security, and industry regulations
4. A sustainable governance operating model with assigned roles and responsibilities
5. Reporting dashboards providing leadership with reliable system-wide visibility

Impact

Upon completion, the client organization will have: - Documented compliance with applicable
privacy and security requirements regulations and state data protection requirements - Faster, more
reliable reporting cycles - Reduced risk of security incidents through standardized access controls -
A foundation for future data modernization initiatives, including analytics and AI-assisted tools

Investment

Total consulting engagement: $185,000 - Professional services: $155,000 (approximately 1,000
billable hours) - Technology licensing and tools: $30,000 (one-time setup and year-one licensing)

[Why this works: The executive summary is for people who will only read this page. It needs
situation-complication-solution-impact-investment in that order. Notice we lead with business risk,
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not technical complexity. We quantify impact where possible. We’re transparent about cost.]

SCOPE OF WORK

Phase 1: Discovery & Assessment (Weeks 1-3, 60 hours)

Deliverables: - Current State Data Architecture diagram (systems, data flows, integration points) -
Data Inventory spreadsheet (all data repositories, data types, data owners, access controls, retention
policies) - Compliance Gap Analysis (comparison against applicable privacy and security requirements
Privacy Rule, Security Rule, and Breach Notification Rule requirements) - Governance Readiness
Assessment (organizational readiness for governance processes, training needs, resistance areas)

Activities: - System access inventory across all five locations - Stakeholder interviews with IT, com-
pliance, operations, and finance - Review of existing data policies and access control documentation
- Analysis of current data quality issues and reporting workflows

Phase 2: Framework Design (Weeks 4-6, 85 hours)

Deliverables: - Data Governance Operating Model (roles, responsibilities, decision rights, governance
committees) - Data Governance Policies document (data classification, access control, data quality,
data retention, breach response) - Technology Architecture design (metadata repository tool selection,
access control implementation approach, audit logging) - Implementation Roadmap (detailed tasks,
owners, timeline, dependencies)

Activities: - Design data classification schema (public, internal, sensitive, highly sensitive) - Establish
data governance committee structure and charter - Document data stewardship roles and responsi-
bilities - Evaluate and recommend metadata management tools (Collibra, Alation, or open-source
alternatives) - Plan access control implementation methodology

Phase 3: Implementation - Infrastructure (Weeks 7-12, 250 hours)

Deliverables: - Deployed metadata repository and catalog (integrated with your systems) - Im-
plemented centralized access control system (LDAP/Active Directory enhancements, IAM tool
evaluation) - Documented access control procedures for all major systems - Audit logging and
monitoring configuration - Data lineage documentation for key business and operational metrics

Activities: - Deploy selected metadata tool and configure system integrations - Configure and
test access control changes in non-production environments - Implement audit logging across core
platforms, legacy tools, and critical applications - Establish data quality baselines and monitoring
dashboards - Document data lineage for revenue and operational quality metrics

Phase 4: Implementation - Governance Processes (Weeks 12-24, 350 hours)

Deliverables: - Trained governance committee (2 sessions, 20 participants) - Data steward training
program (2 sessions, 50+ participants) - Documented governance workflows and procedures (request
access, change data classification, respond to data quality issues) - Initial data inventory completion
(100% of critical systems cataloged) - Quarterly governance reporting dashboard

Activities: - Facilitate governance committee formation and charter approval - Execute data
stewardship training program - Populate metadata repository with data asset information - Establish
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and operationalize access request workflow - Create compliance documentation for regulatory audit
- Conduct pilot access control rollouts in lower-risk departments

Phase 5: Knowledge Transfer & Closure (Weeks 24-26, 65 hours)

Deliverables: - Operations and maintenance runbook (tools, procedures, escalation paths) - Data
governance policy and procedure documentation (turnkey, ready for your governance committee
to adopt) - 2-day on-site training for your governance operations team - Post-engagement support
plan (30-day warranty period)

Activities: - Document all systems, tools, and procedures - Train your internal governance team on
day-to-day operations - Conduct transition planning for sustainability - Review governance metrics
and establish baseline performance targets - Provide 30 days of support (email support, optional
calls)

Out of Scope

The following are explicitly not included in this engagement:

• System migrations or major infrastructure changes (these will be documented as separate
projects)

• Development of custom tools or integrations (we’ll recommend commercial tools)
• Ongoing governance operations (our role ends at transition)
• Changes to frontline workflows or data collection processes
• Integration with EHR systems beyond access control documentation

[Why this matters: Clear scope definition is your protection against scope creep. Notice we specify
hours per phase, which gives you control over the budget. We list deliverables in a form the client
can actually use. We explicitly state what we’re NOT doing to prevent misunderstandings.]

METHODOLOGY

Our Approach: Proven, Pragmatic, Sustainable

We don’t believe in governance theater—frameworks that look good on paper but create compliance
burden without solving real problems. Our approach is built on three principles:

1. Start with Business Problems, Not Technology. We begin by understanding what’s
actually broken (compliance gaps, slow reporting, data quality issues) before we propose
solutions. This keeps the governance framework focused on solving real problems.

2. Build Sustainable Governance, Not Consultant Dependency. We design operating
models that your team can sustain. That’s why we include extensive training, documentation,
and a 30-day support period. When we leave, you should be able to continue without us.

3. Implement Incrementally, Not with a Big Bang. We’ll start with your most critical
data assets and most pressing compliance gaps. We’ll then expand to less critical systems.
This reduces risk and lets you learn as you go.

Key Assumptions
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• Your organization will dedicate one full-time internal resource (data governance lead or
compliance officer) to work alongside our team during the engagement.

• Key stakeholders (IT leadership, compliance, operations, finance) will be available for interviews
and feedback sessions.

• You’ll make timely decisions when we present options (e.g., tool selection, policy direction).
• We’ll have appropriate system access to conduct our work (read-only access to production

systems, full access to development environments).

[Why assumptions matter: Stating assumptions protects you both. If the client doesn’t actually have
a dedicated resource, or if they delay decision-making, you’ve documented that and can adjust your
timeline and fees accordingly.]

TIMELINE & MILESTONES

Phase Weeks Milestone Client Decision
Discovery 1-3 Current State

Assessment complete
Proceed to Design

Design 4-6 Operating Model &
Tech Architecture
approved

Tool Selection (Collibra vs. Alation
vs. open-source)

Implementation
-
Infrastructure

7-12 Metadata tool
deployed, access
controls tested

Pilot department selection

Implementation
- Governance

13-24 Governance committee
operational, data
stewards trained

Scope of ongoing governance
support

Knowledge
Transfer

25-26 All documentation
complete, team trained

Project closure approval

Start Date: June 1, 2026 (flexible, can discuss alternative timelines) End Date: November 15,
2026

We can adjust this timeline if you prefer a slower pace or want a compressed timeline—just let us
know your constraints.

DELIVERABLES SUMMARY

Deliverable Format Delivery Date
Current State Data Architecture Visio diagram +

presentation
Week 3

Data Inventory & Compliance
Gap Analysis

Excel spreadsheet +
narrative report

Week 3
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Deliverable Format Delivery Date
Governance Operating Model &
Policies

Word document
(50-60 pages)

Week 6

Technology Architecture & Tool
Recommendations

Presentation +
RFP template

Week 6

Metadata Repository (deployed) Live system Week 12
Access Control Documentation Procedures manual Week 18
Governance Committee Training 2-day on-site

workshop
Week 15

Data Steward Training 2-day on-site
workshop

Week 19

Operations & Maintenance
Runbook

Word document
(30-40 pages)

Week 26

30-Day Post-Engagement
Support

Email support +
optional calls

Weeks 27-30

FEES & PAYMENT TERMS
Professional Services: $155,000

Based on 1,000 estimated billable hours, billed at $155/hour. Hours are estimated based on our
experience with similar organizations. Actual hours may vary based on:

• Complexity of your data environment (more systems = more hours)
• Organizational readiness (more aligned organizations = fewer hours)
• Quality of existing documentation (less documentation = more discovery hours)

We track hours weekly and communicate any significant variance from estimate.

Technology Licensing & Setup: $30,000

• Metadata repository tool one-year license: $18,000 (assumes Collibra; could be less with
Alation or open-source)

• Integration and setup services (by tool vendor): $7,000
• Audit logging and IAM licensing enhancements: $5,000

If you select a different tool or scope changes, we’ll adjust this estimate in writing before proceeding.

Monthly Support (Optional): $3,500/month

After the engagement concludes, we can offer ongoing support for: - Quarterly governance committee
facilitation - Escalation support for complex data access issues - Updates to policies and procedures
as regulations change - Tool administration and optimization

This is optional—many clients do this work internally after the engagement.

Total Project Investment: $185,000 + optional ongoing support

[Why transparency matters: State your assumptions about hours. Explain what factors could change
hours. Show how optional costs work. This prevents scope creep disputes and makes budgeting easier



PAYMENT TERMS 179

for the client.]

PAYMENT TERMS

• Initial retainer: 33% ($61,650) due upon contract execution
• Monthly invoices: 33% ($61,650) monthly starting Month 1, based on phase completion
• Final payment: 34% ($61,700) due upon project completion

We accept ACH transfer, check, or corporate credit card.

WHY US

Our Team

•
•
•

Relevant Experience

• Implemented data governance in regulated, multi-site organizations with complex reporting
requirements

• Led applicable privacy and security requirements compliance remediation for three regulated
organizations

• Designed data governance operating models that have been sustained 3+ years post-engagement

Client References

We can provide references from three similar regulated organizations. We’ll share these after you’ve
reviewed this proposal.

[Why social proof matters: One paragraph listing relevant experience and client references matters
more than a ten-page case study. Busy executives want proof you’ve done this before, not a detailed
story about it.]

NEXT STEPS

If you’re ready to move forward:

1. Schedule a 30-minute call to discuss any questions about scope, timeline, or fees
2. Review our proposed contract (we’ll send separately)
3. Execute the engagement agreement and schedule a kick-off meeting

If you’d like to modify scope or fees, we’re open to discussion. We can be flexible on timeline,
technology platform, or depth of implementation—let’s find an approach that works for your budget
and timeline.
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We’re available to start as soon as June 1, 2026, or can accommodate your timeline.

Contact: [Your email] | [Your phone] | [Your website]



Appendix B: Sample Consulting
Services Agreement

Introduction to This Contract

Your contract is not the place to be clever or comprehensive. It’s the place to be clear about what
happens when things go wrong. This is a realistic consulting services agreement with modern
provisions (data security, AI usage, remote work, etc.). We’ve added annotations explaining why
each clause matters and what happens when you skip them.

This contract assumes a consulting engagement with a corporate client. Use it as a starting point,
not a finished document—adjust for your specific situation and have a lawyer review it once.

CONSULTING SERVICES AGREEMENT

This Consulting Services Agreement (“Agreement”) is entered into as of [DATE] (“Effective Date”),
by and between [YOUR CONSULTING FIRM], a [state] [entity type] (“Consultant”), and [CLIENT
NAME], a [state] [entity type] (“Client”).

1. SERVICES

Consultant agrees to provide consulting services as described in the attached Proposal dated [DATE]
(“Statement of Work” or “SOW”), which is incorporated by reference into this Agreement. Services
include:

• Assessment and analysis of Client’s current data governance state
• Design of data governance operating model, policies, and procedures
• Implementation of governance infrastructure (metadata repository, access controls, audit

logging)
• Training and knowledge transfer to Client’s internal team
• 30-day post-engagement support period

The SOW is the source of truth for scope, deliverables, timeline, and fees. If any conflict exists
between this Agreement and the SOW, the SOW controls.

181



182 APPENDIX B: SAMPLE CONSULTING SERVICES AGREEMENT

[Why this matters: Your scope document (the proposal) should be legally incorporated into your
contract. This prevents clients from later claiming that services were out of scope. The phrase
“source of truth” is explicit enough to hold up in court.]

2. FEES AND PAYMENT

2.1 Professional Services Fees

Consultant will charge $155 per hour for professional services, estimated at 1,000 billable hours, for
a total estimated fee of $155,000.

2.2 Expenses

Client will reimburse Consultant for reasonable out-of-pocket expenses, including: - Travel (airfare,
hotel, meals while on-site) at Client’s preferred vendor rates - Technology licensing and integration
fees per SOW ($30,000) - Mileage at the current IRS standard rate

Consultant will request advance approval for any single expense exceeding $500.

2.3 Actual Hours May Vary

The estimate of 1,000 hours is based on assumptions documented in the SOW. If actual hours exceed
the estimate by more than 10% (110 hours), Consultant will notify Client and discuss options: -
Adjust the engagement scope to stay within budget - Extend timeline to spread hours more evenly -
Increase the budget to accommodate additional hours

Client authorizes Consultant to proceed beyond the 1,000-hour estimate only with written approval.

2.4 Payment Terms

• Initial retainer: 33% ($61,650) due upon execution of this Agreement
• Monthly invoices: 33% ($61,650) due monthly, invoiced on the 1st of each month
• Final invoice: Remaining balance due within 30 days of project completion

Invoices must be paid within 30 days of receipt. Past-due amounts will accrue interest at 1.5% per
month.

2.5 Taxes

Client is responsible for all applicable sales tax, value-added tax, or goods and services tax.
Consultant will collect such taxes if required by applicable law.

[Why this works: You’re explicit about hourly rates, estimated hours, and what happens if hours
exceed estimate. You require advance approval for overages. You define your payment terms clearly
(retainer, monthly invoices, final balance) and specify payment due dates. You hold the line on late
payment interest.]

3. TERM AND TERMINATION

3.1 Engagement Term
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This engagement will commence on June 1, 2026, and is estimated to conclude on November 15,
2026, subject to any adjustments mutually agreed in writing.

3.2 Termination for Convenience

Client may terminate this Agreement at any time with 10 business days’ written notice. Upon
termination:

• Consultant will immediately cease work
• Client will pay for all work completed to date (including reimbursable expenses)
• Consultant will deliver all work-in-progress documents and materials within 5 business days
• Client will pay a termination fee equal to 15% of any unearned retainer

3.3 Termination for Cause

Either party may terminate this Agreement immediately if:

• The other party materially breaches this Agreement and fails to cure the breach within 10
business days of written notice

• The other party becomes insolvent or files for bankruptcy

In the case of Client termination for Consultant’s material breach, Client will pay for work completed
to date only (no termination fee).

3.4 Effect of Termination

Upon termination: - All confidential information must be returned or destroyed - Sections 4
(Intellectual Property), 5 (Confidentiality), 6 (Limitation of Liability), and 7 (Indemnification)
survive termination

[Why this matters: You need clarity on what happens if the client wants out. A 10-day notice period
gives you time to find other work. The 15% termination fee on unearned retainer compensates you
for turning down other work. Specifying which sections survive termination (IP, confidentiality,
liability limits) prevents disputes about what obligations continue after the engagement ends.]

4. INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY

4.1 Work Product Ownership

Client owns all work product and deliverables created during this engagement, including:

• Reports, analyses, diagrams, and recommendations
• Data inventory and assessment documents
• Data governance policies and procedures
• Training materials created specifically for Client
• Deployed systems and configurations

Upon final payment, Consultant transfers all ownership rights to Client.

4.2 Consultant’s Materials

Consultant retains ownership of:
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• Pre-existing tools, frameworks, and templates used in the engagement (e.g., our standard data
governance operating model template)

• General methodologies and approaches
• Any deliverables that are substantially similar to Consultant’s prior work for other clients

Client receives a perpetual, royalty-free license to use Consultant’s pre-existing materials for Client’s
internal purposes.

4.3 Residual Knowledge

Consultant may use general knowledge, skills, and experience gained during this engagement to
serve other clients, provided such use does not violate Consultant’s confidentiality obligations.

[Why this split matters: Client owns the specific output (your report on their data, their policies,
their deployed systems). You keep your tools and methodologies—that’s how you stay efficient for
future clients. This is standard in consulting. Clients expect this; it’s how we stay affordable.]

4.4 No License to Trademarks

Nothing in this Agreement grants Client a license to use Consultant’s name, logos, or trademarks.
Client may not represent Consultant’s work as its own or use Consultant’s name in marketing
materials without Consultant’s prior written consent.

5. CONFIDENTIALITY

5.1 Confidential Information

Each party acknowledges that the other party may disclose confidential information during this
engagement. Confidential information includes:

• Client’s data, systems, architectures, and business processes
• Consultant’s methodology, pricing, and techniques
• Any information clearly marked as confidential or disclosed orally with a confirmation email

Confidential information does not include:

• Information that is or becomes publicly available through no breach of this Agreement
• Information that is independently developed without use of the other party’s confidential

information
• Information the receiving party is legally required to disclose (subject to Section 5.3)

5.2 Use and Protection of Confidential Information

Each party agrees to:

• Use the other party’s confidential information solely for purposes of this engagement
• Protect confidential information with the same care used for its own confidential information

(but no less than reasonable care)
• Limit access to employees and contractors with a need to know

5.3 Legally Required Disclosure

If either party is legally required to disclose the other party’s confidential information, it will:
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• Promptly notify the other party (unless legally prohibited from doing so)
• Cooperate with the other party’s efforts to seek a protective order
• Disclose only the minimum information legally required

This Section does not restrict Client’s ability to provide Consultant’s work product to Client’s legal
counsel, auditors, or regulatory authorities.

5.4 Data Security

Consultant will:

• Use encryption for all data transmission and storage
• Maintain up-to-date security software and firewalls
• Implement multi-factor authentication for access to Client systems
• Report any suspected data breach or security incident to Client within 24 hours
• Comply with applicable privacy and security requirements and HITRUST requirements if

Client data includes protected health information

Consultant is not responsible for security incidents caused by Client’s negligence (e.g., sharing
passwords with unauthorized users).

5.5 Confidentiality Duration

Confidentiality obligations survive termination of this Agreement for a period of: - 3 years for
Client’s business information and data - 5 years for Client’s operational data (protected health
information)

[Why data security matters: This is 2026. You need explicit language about encryption, multi-factor
authentication, and incident reporting. applicable privacy and security requirements fines for data
breaches are real. Client wants to know you take this seriously. The language that says you’re not
responsible for security incidents caused by Client negligence is important—it prevents clients from
claiming you’re liable for their own sloppy security practices.]

6. LIMITATION OF LIABILITY
6.1 Disclaimer of Warranties

CONSULTANT PROVIDES SERVICES “AS IS” AND “AS AVAILABLE.” CONSULTANT MAKES
NO WARRANTY, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING:

• Any warranty that services will meet Client’s requirements
• Any warranty of merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose
• Any warranty that services or deliverables are error-free or uninterrupted

This disclaimer applies to the extent permitted by law. Some jurisdictions do not allow disclaimers
of implied warranties, so this disclaimer may not apply to you.

6.2 Limitation of Liability

IN NO EVENT SHALL CONSULTANT BE LIABLE TO CLIENT FOR:

• Indirect, incidental, special, or consequential damages (including lost profits, lost revenue, lost
data, or business interruption)
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• Damages arising from Client’s use of Consultant’s recommendations, even if Consultant has
been advised of the possibility of such damages

• Any claim arising more than 12 months after the end of the engagement

6.3 Cap on Liability

CONSULTANT’S TOTAL LIABILITY TO CLIENT UNDER THIS AGREEMENT SHALL NOT
EXCEED THE TOTAL FEES PAID TO CONSULTANT IN THE 12 MONTHS PRIOR TO
THE CLAIM. This cap does not apply to either party’s indemnification obligations or breaches of
confidentiality.

6.4 Essential Term

Client agrees that these limitations of liability are essential terms of this Agreement. Client would
not engage Consultant at these fee rates without these limitations. If any limitation is unenforceable,
the remaining limitations will continue to apply.

[Why liability limits matter: Consulting fees are often 1-3% of the cost of a major IT project.
Without liability limits, a failed implementation could expose you to millions in damages from a
client claiming you recommended the wrong tool or didn’t identify all risks. These limits are standard
in professional services. Clients will negotiate them, but they understand why they’re necessary.
Note that indemnification (Section 7) is NOT capped—that’s intentional, because indemnification is
about you paying for your own negligence, not for speculative damages.]

7. INDEMNIFICATION
7.1 Consultant’s Indemnification

Consultant will indemnify, defend, and hold harmless Client from any third-party claims, damages,
or costs (including attorney’s fees) arising from:

• Consultant’s violation of applicable law
• Consultant’s infringement or misappropriation of intellectual property (e.g., Consultant

recommends a tool that infringes a patent, or Consultant uses Client’s data in violation of
privacy law)

• Consultant’s negligence or willful misconduct

7.2 Client’s Indemnification

Client will indemnify, defend, and hold harmless Consultant from any third-party claims, damages,
or costs arising from:

• Client’s use of Consultant’s recommendations or work product in a manner not authorized by
this Agreement

• Client’s violation of applicable law in providing data or instructions to Consultant
• Third-party claims arising from Client’s business operations (e.g., a customer sues Client, not

related to Consultant’s work)

7.3 Indemnification Procedures

The indemnified party must: - Promptly notify the indemnifying party of any claim - Give the
indemnifying party control of the defense and settlement - Cooperate reasonably in the defense
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8. AI USAGE AND DISCLOSURE
8.1 Consultant’s Use of AI

Consultant may use artificial intelligence tools (including large language models) to assist with
research, analysis, and documentation during this engagement. Consultant will:

• Disclose to Client any use of AI tools that generate Client-specific work product (e.g., draft
policies, analysis)

• Maintain responsibility for accuracy and appropriateness of all AI-generated content
• Not train or fine-tune AI models on Client’s confidential data without Client’s prior written

consent
• Not share Client data with AI vendors outside of vendors’ standard terms of service

8.2 Client Oversight

Client may request that Consultant disclose: - Which AI tools are being used - What data or
information is being processed by those tools - What vendor terms and data handling practices
apply

Consultant will provide this disclosure upon request.

8.3 Accountability

Regardless of AI usage, Consultant remains responsible for all deliverables. Consultant warrants
that: - All recommendations are appropriate for Client’s situation - All deliverables have been
reviewed for accuracy and applicability - Any AI-generated content has been validated against
industry standards and Client’s specific requirements

[Why this matters: Your clients are worried about AI hallucinations, data privacy, and whether
an AI wrote their policies. This section is honest about your use of AI (which clients increasingly
expect), but maintains your accountability. Notice we don’t prohibit AI use—that would make you
uncompetitive—but we require disclosure and maintain responsibility.]

9. TERM AND CONDITIONS
9.1 Independent Contractor

Consultant is an independent contractor, not an employee of Client. Consultant is responsible for: -
All payroll taxes, employment taxes, and withholding - Securing workers’ compensation and liability
insurance - Compliance with all applicable independent contractor laws

Client will not provide benefits, insurance, or worker protections.

9.2 No Authority to Bind

Consultant has no authority to bind Client to any commitment or to enter into contracts on Client’s
behalf.

9.3 Entire Agreement
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This Agreement, including the attached SOW, constitutes the entire agreement between the parties
and supersedes all prior understandings and agreements. Any modification must be in writing and
signed by both parties.

9.4 Governing Law

This Agreement is governed by the laws of [STATE], without regard to conflicts of law principles.
Any litigation will be brought exclusively in the state or federal courts located in [COUNTY],
[STATE].

9.5 Severability

If any provision of this Agreement is found to be unenforceable, the remaining provisions will
continue in full force and effect.

9.6 Notices

Any notices under this Agreement must be in writing and delivered: - In person - By overnight
courier (FedEx, UPS) - By email with read receipt (to the email address listed below)

Notices are effective upon receipt.

SIGNATURES
CONSULTANT:

[Your Name/Company Name]

By: _________________________ Date: _____________

Name: ________________________

Title: _________________________

Address: ________________________

Email: _________________________

Phone: _________________________

CLIENT:

[Client Name]

By: _________________________ Date: _____________

Name: ________________________

Title: _________________________

Address: ________________________

Email: _________________________

Phone: _________________________
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Appendix C: Your First 90 Days
Launch Checklist

How to Use This Checklist

You’ve decided to go independent. Now you have 90 days to get your business operational, profitable,
and sustainable. This isn’t a nice-to-have list—these are the things you need to do to stay legal, get
paid, and build a real business.

We’ve organized it by week and by category. Some items are sequential (you can’t open a business
bank account before you have a legal entity). Some are parallel (you can work on brand positioning
while setting up your accounting system). We’ve noted dependencies.

The reality: not every item will apply to your situation. If you’re in a state that doesn’t require
business licenses for independent consultants, skip that. If you already have business insurance from
prior work, you don’t need to shop for it again. Use this as your checklist, but adapt it to your
reality.

WEEKS 1-2: LEGAL AND FINANCIAL SETUP

By the end of Week 1, you should have:

□ Decided on business structure (sole proprietorship, LLC, S-corp). Action: Schedule 30-minute
call with accountant or tax attorney to discuss structure for your state and income level.

□ Chose a business name and verified it’s available. Action: Search your state’s business registry
and check domain availability.

□ Registered business entity with your state (or determined you don’t need to). Action: File
paperwork with Secretary of State or equivalent; allow 1-2 weeks for processing.

□ Opened business bank account. Action: Bring EIN letter (if you have it) and articles of
organization to your bank. Set account up for ACH transfers (you’ll need this for client
payments).

Why this matters: A business bank account separates your personal finances from business
finances. This is critical for accounting, taxes, and credibility. Clients are more likely to pay an
invoice from “Your Consulting LLC” than from your personal checking account.

By the end of Week 2, you should have:
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□ Applied for EIN (Employer Identification Number) from the IRS, even if you’re a sole
proprietorship. Action: Apply online at irs.gov; you’ll get your EIN immediately or via mail.

□ Registered for sales tax (if required in your state). Action: Check your state’s revenue
department website.

□ Registered for payroll tax withholding (if you plan to hire anyone). Action: Register with
your state’s employment tax board.

□ Set up basic accounting system (Quickbooks Online, Xero, or Wave). Action: Pick one, set it
up, categorize expense accounts (contractor services, software tools, travel, office, continuing
education).

□ Purchased business insurance: general liability and professional liability (errors and omissions).
Action: Get quotes from 2-3 insurance brokers specializing in professional services. Budget
$1,500-$3,000 per year.

□ Reviewed and customized your consulting contract template (Appendix B). Action: Send to
lawyer for 1-2 hour review; budget $200-$500. This investment pays for itself immediately.

□ Created basic invoice template. Action: Use Wave, Quickbooks, or a simple Google Docs
template with your EIN, business address, payment terms.

Why this matters: You need insurance (clients will ask for proof). You need a contract (never
start a project without one). You need basic accounting (the IRS will ask for it). You need invoices
(clients won’t pay without them).

Dependency warning: You can’t open a business bank account without your EIN. You can’t
apply for some business licenses without your EIN. Get this done first.

WEEKS 3-4: BRAND AND POSITIONING

By the end of Week 3, you should have:

□ Registered your domain name (if creating a website; optional but recommended). Action:
Register at GoDaddy, Namecheap, or Google Domains. Cost: $12-15/year.

□ Created a one-page description of your consulting focus. Action: Answer: “What do I consult
on? Who do I help? What problem do I solve?” Example: “Operational data consulting. I
help mid-sized organizations improve governance, workflows, and reporting.” Keep it to 2-3
sentences.

□ Identified your target market segment. Action: Be specific: “mid-sized multi-site organizations
in the Midwest” is better than “healthcare.” “Financial services companies transitioning to
cloud” is better than “tech.”

□ Researched your competitors and market rates. Action: Look up 3-5 consultants in your
space. What do they charge? What’s their positioning? What market are they going after?

□ Decided on pricing strategy. Action: Decide: hourly rate, project-based, retainer, value-
based? (See Chapter 3 for pricing strategies.) Budget range you’re targeting: $150-300/hour
is typical for experienced consultants; adjust for your market and expertise.

Why this matters: You don’t need a fancy brand. You need clarity about what you do and who
you help. This clarity makes it easier to market yourself, easier to say no to bad fit clients, and
easier to pitch to good fit clients.

By the end of Week 4, you should have:
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□ Created a basic website or LinkedIn profile showcasing your expertise. Action: At minimum,
set up a LinkedIn profile with a professional photo, your background, and 3-5 relevant
experience highlights. A website is nice but not required for launch.

□ Created email signature with your business details. Action: Name, title, phone, email, website
(if you have one).

□ Drafted 3-5 case studies or success stories (anonymized if needed). Action: Write 500-word
summaries of similar projects you’ve done. Include: situation, approach, outcome, metrics.
These are your proof points.

□ Connected with 20-30 people on LinkedIn in your target market. Action: Search for titles
like “IT Director,” “Chief Data Officer,” “VP of Operations.” Send personalized connection
requests. No sales pitch yet—just “I’m starting an independent consulting practice; I’d like to
stay connected.”

□ Created a 30-second elevator pitch. Action: Practice saying: “I help [target market] solve
[problem]. I’ve done this [number] times at [similar companies]. Here’s a recent result: [metric].”
Example: “I help multi-site organizations improve governance and reporting. I’ve done this in
environments with similar complexity, and I know how to make the work stick.”

Why this matters: You’re establishing credibility and visibility. You’re not selling yet—you’re
positioning yourself as an expert in your space. People will refer you if they know what you do.

WEEKS 5-8: PIPELINE BUILDING AND OUTREACH

Parallel to Weeks 3-4, start this immediately:

□ Created a list of 50 target prospects (companies or people) in your ideal target market.
Action: Use LinkedIn, company research, industry directories. Write down company name,
contact person, their title, phone/email if you have it.

□ Reached out to 5 warm contacts (former colleagues, clients, mentors) to let them know you’re
starting an independent practice. Action: Phone call or email: “I’m starting independent
consulting focused on [area]. If you know anyone in [target market] facing [problem], I’d love
to talk to them. And I’m available if you need work in this area.”

Why this matters: Most consulting work comes from referrals, not cold outreach. Your warm
network is your fastest path to your first client.

By the end of Week 5, you should have:

□ Reached out to 10-15 warm contacts with your positioning statement. Action: Use email or
LinkedIn. Personalize each outreach—don’t send a template.

□ Had initial calls with 3-5 warm contacts to discuss their current challenges and needs. Action:
These are research calls, not sales calls. Listen more than you talk. Ask: “What challenges
are you facing in [your area]?” Offer: “I’m not the right fit for this, but here’s someone who
might be. . . ”

By the end of Week 6, you should have:

□ Created a list of 10 “dream clients”—companies you’d ideally like to work with. Action:
Research these companies. Find someone you know who works there or who might know
someone.



194 APPENDIX C: YOUR FIRST 90 DAYS LAUNCH CHECKLIST

□ Identified a decision-maker or influencer at each dream client (CTO, VP Data, Director of
Operations, etc.). Action: Use LinkedIn, look at company websites, check industry reports.

□ Drafted a personalized cold outreach email for 5 dream clients. Action: Subject line: make it
specific, not generic. Example: “Operational data governance ideas for [Organization Name]”
is better than “Consulting Opportunity.” Body: 3-4 sentences. No ask, just: “I help [target
market] solve [specific problem]. I noticed [specific company challenge]. Would you be open to
a 15-minute call to discuss?” Include a link to schedule a brief call.

□ Set up a simple scheduling link (Calendly or similar). Action: Create a 15-minute “introduc-
tory call” slot. Make it available 2-3 times per week.

Why this matters: You’re creating a pipeline. Most outreach won’t convert, but that’s fine. You’re
playing a numbers game. If you outreach to 50 prospects and 2-3 convert to initial conversations,
that’s success.

By the end of Week 7, you should have:

□ Sent cold outreach emails to at least 10 prospects (from your list of 50 targets). Action:
Expect 5-10% response rate. Some will respond positively, some will ignore, some will say
“we’re not interested.”

□ Had initial calls with 2-3 prospects who responded. Action: Same goal as warm contacts:
listen, ask questions, offer value where possible, but don’t hard-sell. Ask: “Are you facing
[specific challenge] right now?” If yes: “I’ve helped [similar company] solve this. Can I send
you a brief case study?” If no: “Who else in your organization might be dealing with this?”

□ Followed up with warm contacts who might refer you. Action: Send a follow-up email to
anyone who said they might know someone: “Did you have a chance to think about anyone
facing [challenge]? I’m particularly interested in connecting with [specific title/company type].”

By the end of Week 8, you should have:

□ Built a simple pipeline spreadsheet or CRM (Pipedrive, HubSpot free tier, or Google Sheets).
Action: Track prospect name, company, contact person, last outreach date, next follow-up
date, status (cold, warm, conversation started, proposal stage).

□ Scheduled 5-10 exploratory calls in the next 4 weeks. Action: Don’t expect all of them to
convert, but having conversations keeps your pipeline alive.

□ Created a “weekly outreach routine.” Action: Every week, identify 5 new prospects, personal-
ize outreach, send emails. Log them in your pipeline. Follow up on existing prospects who
haven’t responded.

□ Identified any patterns in initial conversations: what problems are prospects most concerned
about? What are they asking you about? Action: Adjust your positioning based on this
feedback. If everyone asks about “compliance,” emphasize your compliance expertise.

Why this matters: You don’t need to do a lot of outreach—you need to do consistent outreach. 5
new prospects per week = 20 per month = you’ll have enough conversations to land your first client
within 2-3 months.

WEEKS 9-12: FIRST ENGAGEMENTS AND SYSTEMS

By the end of Week 9, you should have:



WEEKS 9-12: FIRST ENGAGEMENTS AND SYSTEMS 195

□ Landed your first potential client engagement (or are in active conversation with one). Action:
If not yet, increase your outreach. Check your pipeline—is anyone warm enough to move to a
proposal?

□ Created a proposal for your first engagement (or are in the middle of creating one). Action:
Use the template in Appendix A. Customize it. Make it professional but not fancy. Include:
current state assessment, scope, timeline, fees, next steps.

□ Set up a proposal review process. Action: Run it by a trusted colleague or mentor. Ask:
“Would you sign this as the buyer?” Get feedback, adjust, finalize.

□ Practiced your discovery conversation. Action: Before you meet with a client to discuss their
needs, know what you’re going to ask: What’s the problem? When did it start? What have
they tried? What’s the cost of inaction? What’s the budget?

By the end of Week 10, you should have:

□ Submitted at least one proposal to a prospect. Action: Follow up 5-7 days after submission:
“Did you have a chance to review? Any questions?” Don’t be pushy, but don’t be invisible
either.

□ Created a “project kickoff” template. Action: If your first proposal converts, you’ll need this.
Include: project charter, team roles and responsibilities, communication plan (weekly status,
escalation process), timeline, success criteria.

□ Set up project management systems (even basic ones). Action: At minimum: Google Docs for
shared documents, recurring calendar invites for status calls, a shared folder for deliverables.
(Many consultants use Asana, Monday, or similar for more structure, but this is overkill for
your first project.)

□ Created a timesheet or time-tracking system. Action: If you’re billing hourly or fixed-fee,
you need to track time. Use Harvest, Toggl, or even a Google Sheet. Log time daily—don’t
try to reconstruct hours at end of week.

By the end of Week 11, you should have:

□ Closed your first engagement OR are in active negotiation on one. Action: If closed:
congratulations! If in negotiation: follow up, answer questions, adjust proposal if needed,
negotiate timeline/fees if appropriate.

□ If your first engagement is closed, completed your kickoff meeting with the client. Action:
Cover: project charter, success criteria, communication plan, next steps.

□ Set up ongoing operations. Action: Create a folder structure for client deliverables. Set up
calendar reminders for status calls, invoicing dates, milestone reviews.

□ Created a client communication template. Action: Weekly status emails, monthly invoices,
monthly business reviews (if applicable). Having a template keeps you consistent.

By the end of Week 12, you should have:

□ Started work on your first engagement (or are finalizing contract terms). Action: Keep
outreach going even while busy with first client. You need a pipeline.

□ Created a “lessons learned” system. Action: After each week, or at project milestones,
capture: what went well? What would you do differently? What surprised you? This feedback
loop makes you better.

□ Established a monthly business review routine. Action: Every month, review: How much
revenue came in? What’s in your pipeline? What’s your burn rate (expenses)? Are you ahead
of or behind on profitability? This discipline saves many consulting businesses.
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□ Continued warm outreach. Action: Even if your first client is consuming 60% of your time,
spend 20-30% on pipeline building. Future work depends on this.

Why this matters: Your first engagement is your proof point. It’s not about making a ton of
money on it—it’s about finishing well, getting a reference from a satisfied client, and using that to
land your second and third engagements.

SUMMARY: YOUR 90-DAY MILESTONES

By Week 2 By Week 4 By Week 8 By Week 12
Legal entity formed Website/LinkedIn set

up
Active pipeline (5-10
conversations)

First engagement
closed

Bank account opened Pricing decided Regular outreach
routine

Project underway

Basic accounting
system

Brand positioning
clear

10-15 outreach emails
sent

Revenue coming in

Insurance in place Case studies drafted Proposal created and
submitted

Next clients identified

Contract reviewed Warm contacts
reached out

Initial calls scheduled Systems in place

CRITICAL MISTAKES TO AVOID

1. Skipping the legal setup. I know it’s boring, but you need a business entity, a bank account,
and insurance. Don’t start client work without these.

2. Waiting until you’re “ready” to start outreach. You’ll never feel ready. Your website
doesn’t need to be perfect. Your elevator pitch doesn’t need to be polished. Start outreach
when you have 50% confidence, not 100%.

3. Only reaching out to people you know. Warm contacts are great, but they’re usually
not enough. You need to get comfortable with cold outreach. Personalize it, be genuine, and
most people will respond.

4. Not tracking your pipeline. Without a pipeline spreadsheet or CRM, you’ll forget who
you’ve talked to, when to follow up, and what they said. Use something—even a Google Sheet.

5. Focusing 100% on landing clients and 0% on systems. You’ll land your first client
and realize you have no process for invoicing, tracking time, or delivering work. Invest 20% of
your time in systems.

6. Underpricing your first engagement. Don’t charge $50/hour because you’re nervous. If
you calculated $150/hour is your rate, stick with it. Clients respect consultants who have
conviction about their value.
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7. Not having a contract. If you skip the contract to “be easy to work with,” you’ll regret it.
Every engagement should start with a signed agreement that specifies scope, timeline, and
fees.
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Appendix D: Tools and Resources
(2026)

A Note Before You Read This
Most tools guides for consultants read like sponsored content. They list the most popular options,
assign star ratings, and imply that using the right stack is the key to a successful practice. It isn’t.

The honest version: most tools are interchangeable. What matters is whether you know how to use
them and whether your clients are already using them. A $15/month tool you actually use is worth
more than a $50/month tool you’ve optimized in theory.

The deeper principle — the one that shapes how Nellson Associates, Dynamic Discoveries, and
Jexida are actually built — is this: where it makes sense, build your own systems rather than renting
them from someone else. Jexida exists partly as a demonstration of this: a custom AI platform,
knowledge management system, and operational infrastructure built to support how we actually
work, rather than stitched together from SaaS subscriptions. The Nellson Associates website (built
on Django) is the same idea. When you build your own infrastructure, you understand it, you own
it, and you’re not dependent on a vendor’s roadmap.

That’s not the right choice for everyone in every situation. If you’re starting out and building your
first consulting practice, use off-the-shelf tools. The goal is to serve clients well, not to spend six
months building project management software. Use what works, what your clients use, and what
you can afford.

This section lists tool categories and options. Use it as a starting point, not a prescription. The tools
listed here are well-regarded in the industry; they’re not personal endorsements unless specifically
noted. Pick what fits your situation and move on. The tools are not the practice.

The total cost of running a solo consulting business should be $150-300/month in tools and software.
That’s a ceiling, not a goal.

FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT
Invoicing and Time Tracking

Harvest (www.getharvest.com) - What it does: Time tracking, invoicing, expense tracking all
in one platform. You log hours as you work; Harvest creates invoices automatically. - Why it’s
recommended: Integrates with most accounting software. Beautiful invoices. Automatically sends
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payment reminders. You can see which projects are profitable in real-time. - Cost: $12/month
(free tier available, but limited) - Who it’s for: Solo consultants and small teams who bill hourly
or by project and want invoicing automated.

Toggl Track (www.toggl.com) - What it does: Simple time tracking. You click “start” when you
begin work, “stop” when you finish. At end of week, you can see hours by project. - Why it’s
recommended: Incredibly simple. No learning curve. Free tier covers most needs. Integrates with
project management tools. - Cost: Free (Professional plan is $9/month)

Quickbooks Online (quickbooks.intuit.com) - What it does: Full accounting system. Invoicing,
expense tracking, tax preparation, financial reporting. - Why it’s recommended: The standard
for small business accounting. Integrates with your bank account. Exports to tax software. Scales
with you. - Cost: $15-50/month depending on features - Trade-off: More powerful than Harvest
but more complex. Use both: Harvest for time tracking and invoicing, Quickbooks for accounting.

Wave (www.waveapps.com) - What it does: Free invoicing and accounting software. Creates
invoices, tracks expenses, generates financial reports. - Why it’s recommended: Genuinely free.
Good for your first year when every dollar counts. Integrates with Stripe for online payments. -
Cost: Free (they make money from payment processing fees) - Trade-off: Fewer features than
Quickbooks, but if you’re just starting, it’s enough.

BUSINESS MANAGEMENT

Email and Communication

Email and Workspace: Google or Microsoft

The two standard ecosystems are Google Workspace and Microsoft 365. Both work well. The right
choice is whichever one your clients primarily use — or whichever you’re more fluent in. Many
corporate clients are Microsoft shops; many smaller organizations default to Google. Being fluent in
both is more valuable than being opinionated about one.

Google Workspace (workspace.google.com) - What it does: Professional email at your custom
domain, calendar, video calls, shared storage, Docs/Sheets/Slides. - Cost: $6-18/month per user

Microsoft 365 (microsoft.com/microsoft-365) - What it does: Professional email (Outlook), Teams
for calls and messaging, OneDrive for storage, Word/Excel/PowerPoint. - Cost: $6-22/month per
user

Project Management and Collaboration

Asana (asana.com) - What it does: Project management system. Track tasks, deadlines, depen-
dencies, deliverables. Works for solo consultants and teams. - Why it’s recommended: Flexible
enough for different project types. Good for tracking deliverables and milestones. Integrates with
most tools. - Cost: Free for up to 10 people, $10.99/month premium per user - Who it’s for: If
you want visible project status and deliverable tracking, especially once you have multiple projects.

Notion (notion.so) - What it does: All-in-one workspace. Database, documents, notes, project
tracking. Incredibly flexible. - Why it’s recommended: Can build almost anything you need.
Good for solo consultants because you customize it to your workflow. - Cost: Free (Notion Plus is
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$10/month for more storage and features) - Trade-off: More powerful but has a learning curve. If
you like tinkering with systems, you’ll love Notion.

Google Drive and Google Docs - What it does: Cloud storage and collaborative document editing.
- Why it’s recommended: Simple, reliable, integrates with Gmail. Clients are already using it.
$0 friction to share documents. - Cost: Free (100 GB per account; Google One is $1.99/month for
100 GB or $9.99/month for 2 TB) - Note: Many clients default to Google Docs for collaboration.
Know how to use it even if it’s not your primary environment.

SALES AND BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT

Pipeline Management (CRM)

HubSpot CRM (hubspot.com) - What it does: Track prospects, leads, deals. See which prospects are
hot, which need follow-up, which are cold. Generate pipeline reports. - Why it’s recommended:
Free version is actually useful. Integrates with email so it tracks your conversations automatically.
Built-in templates for sales email. - Cost: Free (CRM Suite is $50+/month but you don’t need it
starting out) - Note: Good starting point for consultants who want a free, functional CRM without
heavy setup.

Pipedrive (pipedrive.com) - What it does: Sales pipeline management. Visual pipeline board
(like Kanban). Track deals at each stage. Get reminders when deals need attention. - Why it’s
recommended: Very visual and intuitive. Sales teams love it. Good for consultants who have
multiple proposals in flight. - Cost: $14/month - Trade-off: Less integrated email than HubSpot,
but more visually intuitive.

Simple Spreadsheet (Google Sheets) - What it does: You manually track prospects: name, company,
contact info, last outreach, next follow-up, status. - Why it’s recommended: Zero learning curve.
Zero cost. You can customize it exactly how you want. - Cost: Free - Note: This is fine for your
first 50 prospects. After that, you’ll want a real CRM.

Scheduling and Calendars

Calendly (calendly.com) - What it does: Your booking link. Prospects go to your Calendly, see
your available times, and book meetings directly. Syncs with your Google Calendar. - Why it’s
recommended: Eliminates the “what time works for you?” back-and-forth. Increases meeting
booking by 30-50%. - Cost: Free (Premium is $12/month) - Note: Eliminates the “what time
works for you?” back-and-forth. Syncs with Google Calendar or Outlook.

CONTENT AND THOUGHT LEADERSHIP

Website

Webflow (webflow.com) - What it does: Website builder without needing to code. Drag-and-drop
interface, templates, hosting included. - Why it’s recommended: Creates beautiful, professional
websites. Good for consultants who want to look polished. - Cost: $14-49/month - Trade-off: Has
a learning curve if you’re not familiar with web design.
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WordPress.com - What it does: Website and blog platform. Themes, plugins, built-in blogging.
- Why it’s recommended: More flexible than Webflow for complex sites. Better for blogging.
Huge ecosystem of plugins. - Cost: $4-25/month (plus domain) - Trade-off: Steeper learning
curve than Webflow.

Simple Landing Page (Google Sites or Carrd) - What it does: Google Sites creates a basic
landing page in minutes. Carrd creates a one-page website (about, services, contact). - Why it’s
recommended: If you don’t need a complex website, this is the fastest path to being “online.” -
Cost: Free (Google Sites) or $19/year (Carrd) - Note: A simple, fast website is better than a
complex, slow one. Start simple and upgrade later.

Email Newsletter (Optional)

Substack (substack.com) - What it does: Send newsletters to subscribers. Manages your subscriber
list, sends emails, tracks opens. - Why it’s recommended: Incredibly simple. Great way to build
thought leadership and stay connected with prospects. - Cost: Free (free plan has the option to
become paid, which Substack takes a cut of)

Mailchimp (mailchimp.com) - What it does: Email marketing and list management. Templates,
automation, segmentation. - Why it’s recommended: Industry standard. Integrates with CRM.
Good for sending campaigns (not for regular newsletters though; Substack is better for that). -
Cost: Free up to 500 contacts (paid plans start at $20/month)

AI AND RESEARCH TOOLS
AI Writing and Research Assistance

ChatGPT (openai.com) - What it does: AI assistant for research, writing, brainstorming, analysis.
Can also search the web. - Why it’s recommended: Indispensable for consultants. Use it for:
writing proposal sections, analyzing data, brainstorming frameworks, researching market trends,
drafting email responses. - Cost: Free (ChatGPT Plus is $20/month) - Important note: Make
sure you’re not putting confidential client data into ChatGPT. Your contract with the client matters
here (see Appendix B, Section 8).

Claude (claude.ai) - What it does: AI assistant similar to ChatGPT, different training. Good for
analysis and reasoning. - Why it’s recommended: Sometimes better than ChatGPT for complex
analysis. Worth trying as a complement. - Cost: Free (Claude Pro is $20/month)

Perplexity (perplexity.ai) - What it does: AI search engine. You ask questions, it searches the web
and gives you cited answers. - Why it’s recommended: Better than ChatGPT for recent news
and market research. Good for staying current. - Cost: Free (Pro is $20/month)

Data Analysis and Visualization

ChatGPT or Claude with Data Upload - What it does: Upload a CSV, Excel file, or PDF. Ask
AI to analyze it, find patterns, suggest visualizations. - Why it’s recommended: Fast way to
understand data you’ve collected. Saves you from having to learn Python or R. - Cost: Included in
paid tiers ($20/month)

Google Sheets with AI Integration - What it does: Native AI features in Google Sheets (as
of 2025-2026) let you ask questions about data, create formulas, generate insights. - Why it’s
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recommended: You’re already in Google Sheets for most work. No additional tool to learn. -
Cost: Included in Google Workspace ($6-18/month)

SECURITY AND COMPLIANCE
Password Management

1Password (1password.com) - What it does: Secure password vault. Stores passwords, credit card
info, secure documents. Autofills passwords on websites. - Why it’s recommended: Industry
standard for small business. Lets you create unique passwords for everything without memorizing
them. - Cost: $2.99/month - Note: Non-negotiable for security. Use this.

Bitwarden (bitwarden.com) - What it does: Open-source password manager. Same features as
1Password. - Why it’s recommended: Cheaper and open-source (which some people trust more).
- Cost: $10/year or $3/month

Data Security

Proton VPN (protonvpn.com) - What it does: VPN service. Encrypts your internet connection.
- Why it’s recommended: If you work in coffee shops or airports, use a VPN. Encrypts your
connection so local networks can’t see what you’re doing. - Cost: Free (Proton Unlimited is
$12.99/month and includes VPN + email + storage)

2FA (Two-Factor Authentication) - What to do: Enable two-factor authentication on every
important account (email, banking, cloud storage, password manager). - Why it matters: Even if
someone gets your password, they can’t access your account without the second factor. - Cost:
Free (usually built into the service)

SPECIFIC TO YOUR SITUATION
If you’re a industry consultant:

Platform-Specific Training or Certification Resources - If you advise on a major industry platform,
consider maintaining the training or certifications that matter in that market. This is important for
credibility. - Cost: $500-2,000 per certification course - Note: Worth it when your niche depends
on platform-specific expertise. Your clients will ask about direct experience.

applicable privacy and security requirements Compliance Resources - Use the primary regulatory
source for your industry when compliance questions matter, not a secondary summary. - Consider
the applicable privacy and security requirements Journal newsletter ($10-30/month) to stay current
on regulatory changes.

If you’re a data or analytics consultant:

SQL Databases and Tools - DBeaver (dbeaver.io) - Free database management tool - SQLite
(sqlite.org) - Free database for testing queries - These let you learn or stay current with databases
clients are using. - Cost: Free
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YOUR MONTHLY TOOLING BUDGET (2026)

Category Tool Cost Total
Email/Workspace Google Workspace or Microsoft 365 $6-22/month $6
Invoicing Harvest or Wave $12/month $12
Accounting Quickbooks Online $15/month $15
Time Tracking Included in Harvest — —
CRM/Pipeline HubSpot Free or Spreadsheet Free —
Scheduling Calendly Free —
Project Management Notion or shared documents Free —
AI Tools ChatGPT Plus $20/month $20
Password Manager Bitwarden $3/month $3
Domain GoDaddy or Namecheap $12/year (~$1/month) $1
Website (if separate) Google Sites or Carrd Free —
TOTAL ~$57/month

You can add project management ($10-15), premium CRM ($10-20), or other tools as you grow.
But start with this baseline. You should be able to run your entire consulting business for under
$100/month in tools.



Appendix E: The Consulting
Readiness Assessment

How to Use This Assessment

Before you leave your job or go independent, take this assessment. Answer the questions honestly.
There are no “right” answers—this is not a test to pass. This is a diagnostic tool to help you
understand whether you’re actually ready to be an independent consultant.

After you answer all questions, score yourself and read the interpretation guide. The goal is to
identify your weak areas and decide: Do I start now? Do I spend the next 6-12 months preparing?
Or do I realize consulting isn’t right for me?

THE ASSESSMENT

EXPERTISE (Questions 1-8)

1. In my field, I have: - A) Less than 3 years of experience - B) 3-7 years of experience, mostly
at one or two companies - C) 7+ years of experience across multiple companies and projects - D) 7+
years of experience, including leadership or specialized expertise

2. When faced with a problem in my area of expertise, I typically: - A) Need to research
or ask others for guidance - B) Can solve it myself, but it takes time to think through - C) Can
solve it quickly and confidently - D) Can solve it and teach others how to solve it

3. In the past 12 months, how many people (clients, colleagues, managers) have
specifically asked for my advice or expertise outside of my job? - A) None or maybe 1-2 -
B) 3-5 - C) 6-10 - D) 10+ or I’ve been repeatedly asked to solve the same type of problem

4. If I had to deliver a presentation or workshop to a room of peers in my area of
expertise, I would feel: - A) Very nervous; I’d worry about not knowing the answer to every
question - B) Somewhat nervous but capable; I know my stuff but might need to look things up -
C) Confident; I know the material well enough to answer most questions - D) Very confident; this is
a strength of mine

5. How many relevant certifications, degrees, or credentials do I have in my field? - A)
None - B) One (college degree or one certification) - C) Two or more (degree + certifications, or
multiple certifications) - D) Relevant credentials plus ongoing education or specialization
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6. In my current or most recent role, what percentage of my time would clients
willingly pay for my direct expertise or work? - A) 0-25% (most of my value is in management,
relationships, or execution) - B) 25-50% - C) 50-75% - D) 75-100%

7. Could I credibly describe my expertise to a prospective client in a 5-minute pitch? -
A) Not really; my expertise is hard to explain or seems too generic - B) Kind of; I’d need to think
about how to frame it clearly - C) Yes; I can clearly articulate what I’m good at and why it matters
- D) Yes; I could describe it in multiple ways depending on the audience

8. In the past 2 years, how many people have referred someone to me because of my
expertise? - A) None - B) 1-2 - C) 3-5 - D) 5+ or I get referred regularly for similar work

Expertise Score: A=1, B=2, C=3, D=4. Total points possible: 32

FINANCIAL READINESS (Questions 9-15)

9. How many months of personal expenses do I have saved (not counting retirement
or home equity)? - A) 0-1 months - B) 1-3 months - C) 3-6 months - D) 6+ months

10. My personal debt situation (student loans, credit cards, car loans, etc.) is: - A)
Significant; my monthly debt payments are more than 20% of my gross income - B) Moderate;
monthly payments are 10-20% of gross income - C) Low; payments are less than 10% of gross income
- D) Minimal or none; I have no significant debt

11. Do I have dependents (spouse, children, aging parents) whose financial security
depends on my income? - A) Yes, and they’re completely dependent on me being employed with
a stable income - B) Yes, and they have some alternative income but rely on me as primary earner -
C) Partially; they have diversified income sources - D) No, or they have independent income

12. My monthly business expenses (tools, insurance, office, etc.) would be approxi-
mately: - A) More than $500/month in fixed costs - B) $300-500/month - C) $100-300/month - D)
Less than $100/month or I can run it from home very cheaply

13. What is my realistic target hourly rate or project fee? - A) $75-100/hour (or equivalent
project rates) - B) $100-150/hour - C) $150-250/hour - D) $250+/hour

14. To reach financial break-even (covering my living expenses + business expenses),
I would need to bill approximately: - A) More than 40 billable hours per week - B) 30-40
billable hours per week - C) 20-30 billable hours per week - D) Less than 20 billable hours per week

15. My spouse/partner’s opinion on me going independent is: - A) They’re against it;
they want me to keep a stable job - B) They’re concerned but will support me if I have a plan -
C) They’re generally supportive and understand the risks - D) They’re fully supportive and we’ve
planned for the transition together

Financial Readiness Score: A=1, B=2, C=3, D=4. Total points possible: 28
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PERSONALITY FIT (Questions 16-23)

16. When I think about not having a regular paycheck, I feel: - A) Very anxious; I need
financial predictability to sleep at night - B) Somewhat anxious, but I think I could handle it - C)
Mostly okay; I’m confident I can manage the uncertainty - D) Energized; the challenge appeals to
me

17. How do you handle rejection? - A) I take it personally and it damages my confidence - B)
I feel discouraged but bounce back fairly quickly - C) I see it as part of the game and move on to
the next prospect - D) I analyze it to improve, but don’t let it affect me emotionally

18. In my current job, how much of my success depends on me driving my own work
(vs. being given work)? - A) Almost everything is assigned; I’m not great at self-direction - B)
Some work is assigned; I can drive projects when needed - C) About half and half; I’m good at
self-directed work - D) Most of my success comes from me driving projects and initiatives

19. How comfortable am I with continuous learning and skill-building? - A) I prefer to
use the skills I already have; I don’t like feeling incompetent - B) I’ll learn what’s necessary for the
job, but I’m not proactive about it - C) I actively learn new things related to my field; I take some
courses or read - D) I love learning; I regularly take courses, read, experiment, and level up

20. When facing a complex problem with no clear solution, I: - A) Freeze or look for
someone else to solve it - B) Try to solve it but feel stressed and anxious - C) Work through it
methodically; I usually find a solution - D) Find it interesting and energizing; problem-solving is a
strength

21. How important is having a boss or manager to report to? - A) Very important; I
need a boss to guide me and validate my work - B) Important; I work better with some external
structure - C) Somewhat important; I can work independently but like feedback - D) Not important
at all; I can hold myself accountable

22. How comfortable am I with sales and business development? - A) Very uncomfortable;
I don’t like asking people for work - B) Somewhat uncomfortable, but I understand it’s necessary -
C) Neutral; I can do it when I need to - D) Comfortable; I enjoy building relationships and finding
opportunities

23. If a project went badly, how would I respond? - A) I’d blame external factors and get
discouraged about doing more projects - B) I’d feel responsible and somewhat defeated, but would
try again - C) I’d do a post-mortem, fix the issues, and apply the lesson to the next project - D) I’d
see it as a learning opportunity and be excited to do the next project better

Personality Fit Score: A=1, B=2, C=3, D=4. Total points possible: 32

MARKET OPPORTUNITY (Questions 24-28)

24. In your target market, how many potential clients could realistically hire you? - A)
Probably fewer than 20 companies or organizations - B) 20-50 potential clients - C) 50-200 potential
clients - D) 200+ potential clients (or a large number of individuals)

25. How urgent is the problem you solve for these clients? - A) Nice-to-have; solving it
would be beneficial but not urgent - B) Somewhat important; clients will eventually get around to
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solving it - C) Important; clients know they need to solve this within 6-12 months - D) Urgent or
critical; clients would invest to solve this quickly

26. Would your target clients typically hire an external consultant to solve this problem,
or do they usually solve it internally? - A) Usually solve internally; external consultants
are rare - B) Sometimes hire external help, sometimes solve internally - C) Often hire external
consultants for this type of work - D) Nearly always hire external consultants; it’s standard practice

27. What’s the typical budget for the type of project you’d offer? - A) $10,000 or less
(small projects) - B) $10,000-50,000 - C) $50,000-150,000 - D) $150,000+

28. How much competition exists in your consulting space (companies or individuals
offering similar services)? - A) Very high; many competitors, hard to differentiate - B) Moderate
to high; some competitors, but you have some differentiation - C) Moderate; several competitors
but clear opportunities - D) Low; relatively few people doing this specific work

Market Opportunity Score: A=1, B=2, C=3, D=4. Total points possible: 20

SUPPORT SYSTEM (Questions 29-33)

29. Do you have a network of people (friends, colleagues, mentors) in your target
market or industry? - A) Not really; most of my network is outside my target market - B) Some;
I have a few people I can reach out to - C) Yes; I have a solid network in my target space - D) Yes;
I’m well-connected and get referred regularly

30. Do you have a mentor or someone you can talk to about the ups and downs of
being independent? - A) No; I don’t know anyone I’d feel comfortable talking to - B) Maybe; I
have someone in mind but haven’t asked - C) Yes; I have at least one person I can bounce things off
- D) Yes; I have multiple people (mentor, peer group, spouse/partner)

31. How much do the people closest to you (spouse, family, close friends) understand the
realities of independent consulting? - A) They don’t really get it; they think I’ll immediately be
making more money - B) They have some understanding but their expectations might be unrealistic
- C) They understand the challenges and have realistic expectations - D) They’ve been through it
themselves or are very supportive and informed

32. Is your spouse/partner willing to potentially support the family on their income
alone for 6-12 months if needed? - A) No; we both need stable incomes right now - B) They
could, but it would be very stressful for us - C) Yes, though it would be tight for a while - D) Yes,
and we’ve talked through this scenario - N/A: I’m single with no dependents (score as D)

33. Do you have access to professional support (accountant, lawyer, business mentor)
who can advise you? - A) No; I’d have to figure it out myself - B) Maybe; I know someone but
haven’t formally engaged them - C) Yes; I have relationships with an accountant or business advisor
- D) Yes; I have an accountant, lawyer, and mentor (or equivalents) I can call

Support System Score: A=1, B=2, C=3, D=4. Total points possible: 20
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SCORING AND INTERPRETATION

Calculate your totals:

• Expertise Score (max 32): _____
• Financial Readiness (max 28): _____
• Personality Fit (max 32): _____
• Market Opportunity (max 20): _____
• Support System (max 20): _____

TOTAL SCORE (max 132): _____

SCORE INTERPRETATION

110-132: You’re Ready (or Nearly Ready)

You have strong expertise, financial runway, a good personality fit for independent work, a viable
market opportunity, and a support system in place. You could reasonably go independent within
the next 1-3 months.

Action: Review your lowest-scoring category. If Financial Readiness is your weakest area, save
6 more months of expenses before launching. If Market Opportunity is lowest, spend 3 months
validating that your target market will actually hire you. Otherwise: Create your 90-day launch
plan (Appendix C) and start.

85-109: You’re Probably Ready, But Address One or Two Areas

You’re close, but there’s one or two areas that need work. This is the most common score.

Action: Identify your two lowest scores.

• If Expertise is lowest (under 20): Before you go independent, get 1-2 years more experience,
earn a credential, or find a niche where your current expertise is more clearly differentiable.

• If Financial Readiness is lowest (under 18): Save 6 months of expenses. This is
non-negotiable. Financial stress will cloud your judgment during the difficult first year.

• If Personality Fit is lowest (under 20): Honestly assess whether you’re cut out for
self-directed work and sales. If you hate sales, can you partner with someone who loves it? If
you need external structure, can you create it for yourself?

• If Market Opportunity is lowest (under 12): Before going independent, validate your
market. Interview 10-15 prospective clients. Do they actually have the problem? Would they
hire someone external? What’s the budget? Don’t assume—ask.

• If Support System is lowest (under 12): Build this before you leave your job. Find a
mentor. Build your network. Talk to your spouse about the reality. A strong support system
makes the difference between success and burnout.

Timeline: 3-6 months. Fix the lowest-scoring area, then reassess.

60-84: You’re Not Ready Yet
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This doesn’t mean you shouldn’t do it—it means you should spend the next 12 months preparing.
You have multiple areas that need work.

Action: Pick your two lowest-scoring categories and focus on those.

• Build expertise (take courses, get certifications, work on side projects)
• Save money (shoot for 6+ months of expenses)
• Build your network (attend industry events, reach out to people in your target market)
• Validate your market opportunity (interview prospects, see if they’d actually hire you)
• Strengthen your support system (find a mentor, talk to your spouse about the reality)

Timeline: 12 months. Use this year to prepare, not to launch.

Below 60: Reconsider

A very low score suggests that either (a) you’re not ready for independent consulting right now, or
(b) consulting might not be the right path for you. This is important feedback, not a failure.

Action: Honest assessment:

• Do you actually want to be independent? Or are you escaping something you don’t like about
your current job? Independent consulting won’t be an escape—it’ll be harder.

• Are you suited for sales and business development? If you hate it, you’ll hate consulting. No
amount of money will make up for that.

• Does your expertise actually have market value? Talk to 10 prospective clients. If none of
them would hire you, your expertise might be too niche, too common, or not addressing a real
problem.

You might be better suited for a senior role at a company, a role that combines your expertise with
project leadership, or a different career path entirely.

REFERENCE BACK TO CHAPTER 4

Earlier in this book, we discussed whether consulting is right for you. This assessment operationalizes
that discussion. Use this to supplement Chapter 4’s framework:

• Chapter 4 asked: Do you have the temperament, skills, and financial situation for indepen-
dent work?

• This assessment asks: On a scale of 1-4 in each category, how ready are you?

If Chapter 4 gave you doubt, and this assessment scores you below 85, trust that signal. You don’t
have to be independent to do great consulting work. Many talented consultants work for consulting
firms, take on high-leverage roles at companies, or structure their work differently.

FINAL THOUGHTS

This assessment is a tool, not a verdict. High scores don’t guarantee success (plenty of highly-scored
people fail because they don’t execute, or because the market changes). Low scores don’t guarantee
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failure (plenty of lower-scored people launch and succeed because they’re willing to work harder and
smarter).

But the scores tell you where to focus your energy before you launch. Save money if Financial
Readiness is low. Build your network if Support System is low. Validate the market if Market
Opportunity is low.

The entrepreneurs and consultants who fail fast are often those who ignore the weak spots and
launch anyway, hoping it’ll work out. The ones who succeed tend to address the weak spots first.

Take your time. The consulting market isn’t going anywhere. Three more months of focused
preparation can mean the difference between a chaotic first year and a solid launch.
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Total word count: Approximately 11,800 words across five appendices.

Use and customization notes:

• Appendix A (Proposal) and B (Contract) should be customized with your specific name,
company, and legal jurisdiction. Have a lawyer review Appendix B before using it in real
engagements.

• Appendix C (90-Day Checklist) is calendar-based. If you’re launching at a different time of
year, adjust the specific weeks but keep the sequence.

• Appendix D (Tools) reflects 2026 pricing and capabilities. As tools evolve, update costs and
capabilities.

• Appendix E (Readiness Assessment) is designed to be photocopiable or shareable. Readers
can score themselves and use the results as a foundation for action.
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