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Hidden Consultants within 
your Organization

You’ve all heard the old joke about 
a consultant being someone who 

uses your watch to tell you the time, 
and then steals your watch. There’s 
some truth to the story: consultant 
recommendations are often the same 
things that your employees or custom-
ers have been telling you all along. But 
while you will listen to a consultant, 
you don’t listen to your employees 
and customers. Why is that? Why do 
companies pay more attention to con-
sultants then they do to employees or 
customers? And what should you do 
about it? But let’s start with an even 
more important question: why should 
you listen to employees and custom-
ers?

Why Listen?
The best reason for listening to 

employees and customers is that they 
have a detailed understanding of your 
company’s problems. They’re close 
to day-to-day operations so they see 
what’s happening and what’s wrong. 
When you implement their ideas 
they’re committed to success because 
of their personal involvement. The re-
sult is a fast implementation of change, 
with a high probability of success.

So why don’t companies listen 
to employees and customers? Based 
on my own experience, here are the 
primary reasons why companies 
don’t take advantage of their hidden 

consultants:

No Clear Summarization
First, we don’t hear recommenda-

tions from employees and customers in 
a clear summarized way. We interact 
so much with these people that the 
recommendations aren’t separated out 
from everyday comments. A profound 
statement is dropped casually into a 
conversation on another subject, and 
we miss the importance of the state-
ment.

When I’m working as a consul-
tant doing interviews with employees 
and customers, I often hear significant 
statements, but I notice them because 
I’m listening for them. My brain is 
focused on gathering important infor-
mation, and so I’m able to separate out 
the irrelevant stuff from the important 
things. Most people don’t listen that 
way on a day-to-day basis.

Then, after I’ve heard an im-
portant statement and verified it with 
others, I’ll figure out the best way to 
convey the statement to my client. 
Sometimes the issue with accepting 
a recommendation isn’t so much the 
recommendation itself; it’s how the 
recommendation is presented. Impor-
tant truths have to be presented in a 
way that makes the client see the light 
without taking offense. Employees and 
customers don’t often use appropriate 
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Your employees and customers know far more about your business 
than an external consultant. Here’s how to use that knowledge.
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summarization and presentation tech-
niques, and so we reject their recom-
mendations.

Bias
Second, we think employee and 

customer opinions are biased and 
therefore unreliable. We think they are 
trying to advance their own personal 
agendas. For example, an employee 
just wants to do that project because it 
would make his job bigger. Or a cus-
tomer wants us to improve our service 
because she won’t take responsibility 
for problems in her own company. 
Sometimes personal bias will color 
an opinion, but we don’t take the time 
to sort out the motivations and get to 
the truth of the matter. Instead, we just 
tune out the employee and customer 
comments, throwing out valid sug-
gestions because we think the source 
is biased.

Reluctance
Third, we have made it pretty 

clear to employees and customers that 
we don’t want their advice, and as a 
result, they are reluctant to offer it. 
They see us criticize ideas and shoot 
them down, and they see us label idea 
creators as rabble-rousers and trouble-
makers. In such an unsupportive en-
vironment, they have determined that 
it’s best to keep their heads down and 
their ideas to themselves.

Other Reasons
Here are some other reasons I’ve 

run across:

• Some managers don’t want to ac-
knowledge that their own employ-
ees can be more knowledgeable 

about a subject than the managers 
are. The managers forget that the 
employees (a) are usually closer to 
everyday problems, and (b) have 
had a life before working for this 
manager, and so they have other 
experience to bring to the table.

• Managers sometimes feel that giv-
ing an employee a strong say in an 
issue will be viewed as “giving up 
control.” We forget that we aren’t in 
control anyway. At best we’re lead-
ing and steering, and certainly we’re 
accountable, but the employees who 
do the work actually have control 
over the process—not the manag-
ers.

• There’s a feeling of “you get what 
you pay for,” so we feel that a low-
paid employee can’t provide as good 
an opinion as a high-paid consultant. 
This is a narrow viewpoint, but it 
feeds the families of many consul-
tants.

How to use your Hidden 
Consultants

So what can you do to take advan-
tage of these hidden consulting talents? 
Here are some suggestions:

�. Help your hidden consultants learn 
how to focus. Provide training for 
your employees and customers in 
techniques that help them find the 
root cause of a problem, determine 
possible solutions, and put together 
a plan to solve the problem.

2. Provide a way to get feedback from 
employees without you being bi-
ased by the source of the feedback. 
Create a method for employees 
to submit suggestions and ideas 
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Harwell Thrasher advises se-
nior executives on IT strategy, and 
helps them increase IT’s value to the 
business.  Harwell is the author of 
the book, Boiling the IT Frog: How 
to Make Your Business Information 
Technology Wildly Successful Without 
Having to Learn Anything Technical. 
He has spent over �5 years leading 
IT organizations: as a developer of 
information systems, as a manager 
of software development groups, and 
as a technology vice-president. He’s 
made a lot of mistakes and gained a 
lot of insight. Now he uses that in-
sight to help others avoid making the 
same mistakes.  See more at www.
makingITclear.com

anonymously, but with a way to 
subsequently identify the suggester 
if you want to provide a reward.

�. Identify someone (internally or ex-
ternally) who is good at summariz-
ing and presenting. Have that person 
summarize employee and customer 
feedback and present it in the way 
that an outside consultant would.

4. Have a program in which selected 
employees can be “consultants for 
a week.” Having these employees 
think like consultants takes them 
outside the day-to-day process, if 
only temporarily, and gives the em-
ployees the opportunity to identify 
issues and recommend solutions. 
Sometimes this approach is even 
more effective if the employees act 
as consultants for different depart-
ments than their own.

5. Help your employees to learn how 
to differentiate between a “reason” 
(why you are a certain way) and an 
“excuse” (why you stay that way). 
And make sure that you understand 
the difference yourself.

Conclusion
I make my living as a consultant, 

so I obviously don’t want you to stop 
using my services. But ultimately my 
goal is to help companies be more 
profitable and become better places to 
work, and most companies are missing 
a huge opportunity for self-improve-
ment. By taking advantage of the ideas 
generated by your own employees and 
customers, and by focusing those ideas 
on providing benefit to your business, 
you can reserve the use of outside con-
sultants for the things we’re best at:

• Providing ski l ls  and exper-
t i se  tha t  don’t  ex i s t  w i th -
i n  y o u r  o rg a n i z a t i o n ,  a n d 

• Helping your organization develop 
better processes for optimizing your 
own skills and expertise.

You have a huge pool of hidden 
consulting talent within your organi-
zation. You just have to focus it and 
use it.

The mater ia l  in  th is  whi te  paper 
was originally published in the June, 2004  
issue of the MakingITclear® Newsletter.   
Go to www.makingITclear.com/newsletters to 
join the mailing list for a free subscription to this 
monthly email newsletter.
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