Q: I am a consultant. I do not have a lot of money to spend on building my business and was wondering whether you might have any ideas on the best use of my time and money in this regard. Thank you.

Jason, Maryland
A: Indeed I do, but it first depends upon what type of consultant you are. Essentially, there are five types of consultants:

1. Executive coaches assist customers, clients, and businesses handle a variety of business issues – everything from human resources to accounting, to time-management to success strategies. 

2. Expert consultants help resolve problems within a specific area of expertise because of the consultant’s work experience, training, and education.

3. Process consultants assist clients with implementing proper business methodologies – creating a business plan for instance.

4. Project consultants help on a particular project, such as writing a grant or conducting a survey. 

5. Downsized executives are people who call themselves “consultants” for lack of better term. These are folks who are out of work, haven’t found another job yet, and may be picking up some extra work from their old employer.  

If you fall into the first four consultant categories, then I have good news for you. There is a great way to boost business, and all it requires is some of your time. What is it? It’s increasing your value to your clients, and thus the amount you can charge, by obtaining extra training and getting additional work-related certificates.

Think about it. Why do businesses hire consultants? Because consultants bring an expertise and perspective to the table that regular employees do not. Well, one of the best ways to increase your value to both current and prospective clients alike is to distinguish yourself by becoming even more exceptional, more invaluable. Increased training does that.

The more you can say, “I am the only person you are talking to who . . .” the more distinctive you become, the more you can charge, and the more money you will make.

Take the case of my friend Jeremy, an executive who dropped out of MBA School many years ago to take an attractive job with a Fortune 500 firm. But after 10 years on the job, he was laid off. Jeremy then decided to become a marketing consultant, and thereafter worked for many of the same companies he had worked with earlier. But without the cache of his former employer behind him, Jeremy found that he consistently could not make enough money. So he went back to school at night and finished his MBA. While it took him two years, after it was over, he became a very highly sought-after marketing consultant. 

In The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, author Stephen Covey calls this “sharpening the saw,” and he uses this analogy: “Suppose you were to come upon someone in the woods working feverishly to saw down a tree. 

‘What are you doing?’ you ask. 

‘Can’t you see?’ comes the impatient reply. ‘I’m sawing down this tree.’

‘You look exhausted!’ you exclaim. 

‘How long have you been at it?’ 

‘Over five hours,’ he returns, ‘and I’m beat! This is hard work.’ 

‘Well why don’t you take a break for a few minutes and sharpen that saw?’ you inquire. ‘I’m sure it would go a lot faster.’ 

‘I don't have time to sharpen the saw,’ the man says emphatically. ‘I'm too busy sawing!’

By attending adult education courses at your local community college, by attending a training and getting a certification, by going to seminars and workshops, by finishing up that degree, you sharpen the saw. Not only will clients see how sharp your saw is, but they will not be surprised or dismayed (well, at least not much) when you charge commensurate fees to go along with your increased stature and value.

Today’s tip: “Steve, I read your recent discussion with Ken Yancey about SCORE and I must say, you touched on all the most important bases. What I want to discuss is [the fact that] many would-be entrepreneurs have very little idea of the real world problems they will be confronted with when they actually start operations.
“Therefore, when I see a book come along such as “Please, I’d Rather Manage Myself” by Marsha Haigh Arend I really get excited. There is something of “The One Minute Manager” in it, particularly in its style - brief stories presenting real-life solutions to  problems facing every business owner at some time during his career.
I believe [this book] can be a great source of useful guidance during those rough periods that every entrepreneur eventually encounters.” (BTW, this letter did not come from the author.)
