
Get paid to give business advice!

Craig Coolahan, Tag Goulet
and Marg Archibald

FabJob Guide to 

Become a 
Business 

Consultant

Visit www.FabJob.com



Contents
About the Authors.........................................................................................8

1.	 Introduction...........................................................................................11
1.1	 Welcome to Business Consulting................................................11

1.1.1	 What is a Business Consultant?.........................................11
1.1.2	 A Growth Industry..............................................................12
1.1.3	 Business Consulting as a Profession.................................14
1.1.4	 Benefits of the Profession...................................................15

1.2	 Inside this Guide...........................................................................18

2.	 What a Business Consultant Does.....................................................20
2.1	 Business Consulting Specializations..........................................20

2.1.1	 Types of Specializations......................................................20
2.1.2	 Popular Specializations.......................................................21

2.2	 Steps in a Consulting Project.......................................................32
2.2.1	 Conduct a Needs Analysis.................................................33
2.2.2	 Determine Project Specifics................................................36
2.2.3	 Gather Information..............................................................39
2.2.4	 Do a Gap Analysis ..............................................................39
2.2.5	 Identify Possible Solutions.................................................41
2.2.6	 Present Your Recommendations.......................................41
2.2.7	 Implementation....................................................................45
2.2.8	 Post-Project Review.............................................................47

2.3	 Information Gathering Techniques.............................................50
2.3.1	 Observation..........................................................................52
2.3.2	 Case Studies..........................................................................53
2.3.3	 Interviews ............................................................................54
2.3.4	 Surveys..................................................................................56
2.3.5	 Focus Groups.......................................................................60

3.	 Developing Your Skills.......................................................................64
3.1	 Skills Assessment...........................................................................64
3.2	 Problem-Solving Skills..................................................................66

3.2.1	 Critical Thinking..................................................................67
3.2.2	 Problem-Solving Techniques.............................................69

FabJob Guide to Become a Business Consultant

Copyright © 2009 FabJob Inc.    •    www.fabjob.com    •    4

http://www.fabjob.com


3.3	 Communication Skills...................................................................74
3.3.1	 Basics of Communication...................................................75
3.3.2	 Verbal and Vocal Communication....................................75
3.3.3	 Non-verbal Communication..............................................77
3.3.4	 Listening...............................................................................78
3.3.5	 Presentation Skills...............................................................79
3.3.6	 Business Writing .................................................................82
3.3.7	 Second Languages...............................................................83

3.4	 Management Skills........................................................................84
3.4.1	 Project Management............................................................84
3.4.2	 Organization.........................................................................89
3.4.3	 Time Management...............................................................91
3.4.4	 Leadership............................................................................94

3.5	 Business Ethics...............................................................................98

4.	 Ways to Learn Business Consulting................................................101
4.1	 Degree Programs.........................................................................103

4.1.1	 Undergraduate Programs.................................................103
4.1.2	 MBA Programs...................................................................104

4.2	 Business Courses and Seminars................................................111
4.2.1	 Colleges and Universities.................................................111
4.2.2	 Seminar Companies..........................................................112
4.2.3	 Other Learning Opportunities.........................................113

4.3	 Learning By Reading..................................................................114
4.3.1	 Books...................................................................................114
4.3.2	 Periodicals...........................................................................116
4.3.3	 Websites..............................................................................120

4.4	 Learning by Doing......................................................................121
4.4.1	 Volunteer Experience........................................................122
4.4.2	 Information Interviews.....................................................125
4.4.3	 Internships..........................................................................128
4.4.4	 Work Experience ...............................................................132

5.	 Getting Hired as a Consultant..........................................................135
5.1	 Jobs at Consulting Firms............................................................136

5.1.1	 Career Paths at Consulting Firms...................................137
5.1.2	 Top Firms............................................................................138

FabJob Guide to Become a Business Consultant

Copyright © 2009 FabJob Inc.    •    www.fabjob.com    •    5

http://www.fabjob.com


5.1.3	 Large Firms That Consult to Small and 
	 Medium-Sized Businesses................................................141
5.1.4	 Small Firms.........................................................................143

5.2	 Corporate Jobs.............................................................................145
5.2.1	 Internal Consulting...........................................................145
5.2.2	 Types of Corporate Employers........................................146

5.3	 How to Find Job Openings........................................................147
5.3.1	 On-Campus Recruitment.................................................148
5.3.2	 Advertised Positions.........................................................149
5.3.3	 Unadvertised Positions.....................................................155
5.3.4	 Create a New Job...............................................................158

5.4	 Job-Hunting Materials................................................................161
5.4.1	 How to Prepare a Resume................................................161
5.4.2	 How to Prepare a Cover Letter........................................171

5.5	 Job Interviews..............................................................................173
5.5.1	 How to Prepare for an Interview....................................176
5.5.2	 Interview Questions..........................................................182
5.5.3	 Case Interviews..................................................................184
5.5.4	 Following Up.....................................................................189

5.6	 The Job Offer................................................................................191
5.6.1	 Negotiating Salary.............................................................191
5.6.2  Deciding Whether to Take the Job....................................192

6.	 Starting Your Own Consulting Business.......................................194
6.1	 Getting Started.............................................................................198

6.1.1	 Creating a Business Plan..................................................198
6.1.2	 Choosing a Business Legal Structure..............................206
6.1.3	 Choosing a Business Name .............................................212
6.1.4	 Choosing Your Location...................................................214

6.2	 Financial Matters.........................................................................216
6.2.1	 Start-up and Operating Expenses...................................216
6.2.2	 Start-up Financing ............................................................222
6.2.3	 Taxes....................................................................................224
6.2.4	 Insurance.............................................................................225
6.2.5	 Setting Your Fees................................................................227
6.2.6	 Charging for Expenses......................................................238
6.2.7	 Getting Paid........................................................................241

FabJob Guide to Become a Business Consultant

Copyright © 2009 FabJob Inc.    •    www.fabjob.com    •    6

http://www.fabjob.com


6.3	 Client Contracts...........................................................................248
6.4	 Working With Other People.......................................................253

6.4.1	 Strategic Partners...............................................................253
6.4.2	 Support Staff.......................................................................257
6.4.3	 Tips for Working with Contractors.................................260

7.	 Getting Clients....................................................................................262
7.1	 Choose Your Target Markets......................................................262

7.1.1	 Small Businesses................................................................263
7.1.2	 Large Corporations...........................................................265
7.1.3	 Public Sector (Government).............................................266
7.1.4	 Nonprofit Organizations..................................................267

7.2	 Marketing Tools...........................................................................271
7.2.1	 Printed Materials...............................................................271
7.2.2	 Your Website.......................................................................275
7.2.3	 Your Elevator Pitch............................................................277

7.3	 Marketing Techniques................................................................281
7.3.1	 Advertising.........................................................................281
7.3.2	 Cold Calling.......................................................................283
7.3.3	 Mail Campaigns.................................................................287
7.3.4	 Networking........................................................................290

7.4	 Creating Proposals......................................................................295
7.4.1	 Requests for Proposal (RFP)............................................295
7.4.2 	 Responding to RFPs..........................................................298
7.4.3	 Why Organizations Ask for Proposals...........................299
7.4.4	 Creating a Winning Proposal ..........................................301
7.4.5	 Sample Letter of Proposal................................................302

7.5	 Your Sales Presentation..............................................................308

8.	 Succeeding as a Consultant..............................................................312
8.1	 Ensuring Client Satisfaction.......................................................312
8.2	 Advice from the Experts.............................................................317
8.3	 Professional Associations...........................................................320

FabJob Guide to Become a Business Consultant

Copyright © 2009 FabJob Inc.    •    www.fabjob.com    •    7

http://www.fabjob.com


1.	 Introduction

1.1	 Welcome to Business Consulting
Congratulations on your decision to join one of the fastest growing and 
most lucrative professions in North America. According to the U.S. 
Census Bureau publication Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2009, 
management consulting services generate more than $120 billion in an-
nual revenues. 

A rewarding profession intellectually as well as financially, consulting 
was named one of the eight “best careers” in a 2006 poll conducted by 
Harris Interactive for The Wall Street Journal’s executive career site. In this 
FabJob guide, you will learn about life as a business consultant and how 
to use your problem-solving skills to enter this exciting profession. 

1.1.1	 What is a Business Consultant?
Like others who decide to become a business consultant (also known as 
a management consultant), your first introduction to this career may have 
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happened when you observed someone consulting at your employer’s 
office. When the consultant was in the office, he or she likely had the 
full attention of management and was involved in asking important 
questions and reviewing key company data. Before long, the consul-
tant disappeared, leaving a wake of changes and earning a tidy sum of 
money. 

Chances are your employer felt the consultant’s fee was well-deserved. 
That’s because business consultants help businesses and other organi-
zations identify problems, and recommend solutions to those problems. 
The University of Chicago’s Career and Placement Services defines 
business consultants as:

“Problem solvers and advisors who contribute an objective point of 
view. By using fact-based, analytically driven thinking to break prob-
lems down into components and solve each component, consultants 
reach a single perspective on a problem.“

Corporations, small businesses, governments and non-profit organiza-
tions hire business consultants to draw on their experience, apply their 
critical thinking skills, analyze, and ultimately recommend and imple-
ment solutions.

Business consultants focus on one problem or a cluster of related prob-
lems in each project (also known as an engagement in the consulting 
world). At the completion of that engagement, the business consultant 
may take on another project to solve a different problem within the 
same organization or move on to a different organization and their 
problems. 

1.1.2	 A Growth Industry
Why has business consulting experienced such a surge? In the 1980s 
and 90s business streamlined to operate more cost-effectively. At that 
time, they let go many of the internal experts who had specialized 
knowledge outside the core business. But now, the complexity of doing 
business in today’s global economy has forced many businesses to seek 
expert advice on those same issues. The ideal solution is to bring in, 
short term, a consultant with exactly the expertise required.
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For example, an automotive manufacturer’s expertise is building cars, 
but as the recent economic downturn has shown, there is much more to 
being successful in the automotive industry than production. The au-
tomotive business is a vast web of production, marketing and financial 
issues, just to name a few, and no one company can possibly excel at 
everything. 

Fortunately for business consultants, the world has become increasing-
ly specialized, requiring consultants who specialize in everything from 
call centers to humans resources, from quality control to small busi-
ness management. In fact, many corporations feel that it is not to their 
advantage to spread their expertise too thin, and prefer to concentrate 
on being the best at their core business. The result is that they turn to 
business consultants to bring expertise to essential but non-core areas 
of their business. 

Another reason for the growth in business consulting is the continued 
trend of hiring employees on a contract basis. Despite typically paying 
business consultants a higher rate than an employee, companies feel 
that they receive a better deal with a consultant because they get expert 
advice without having to make a long-term commitment. 

“Companies have limited staff and need to occasionally add additional labor 
and expertise to even out their low points. Also, the structure of many com-
panies lends itself to cliques that tend to narrow perspectives. Hiring a busi-
ness consultant forces companies to ask the tough questions that aren’t being 
asked internally. In one sense, business consultants ‘shake things up,’ but in 
a controlled manner.“

—	 Linda Paralez, Ph.D. 
Demarche Consulting Group, Inc.

This phenomenal growth and opportunity has not gone unnoticed by 
those graduating from top business schools. Approximately 30-35 per-
cent of MBA graduates enter the consulting profession. 

But it’s not only MBAs taking advantage of this opportunity. According 
to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 28% of consultants do not have a 
degree of any kind. Individuals with diverse backgrounds are having 
tremendous success and are emerging as major players in the business 
consulting industry. 
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1.1.3	 Business Consulting as a Profession
Business consulting is an exciting, dynamic profession that offers in-
dividuals with diverse specialities and experience the opportunity to 
showcase their talents and make a good living doing it. 

Business consultants primarily work in one of two ways: as an employ-
ee or as an independent consultant. Employees generally work for con-
sulting firms or for large corporations that keep business consultants 
on staff. Independent business consultants have the same skills as their 
salaried counterparts but they are entrepreneurs charging businesses 
for their expertise. 

Work Hard, Play Hard

There’s an old saying that goes: as a business consultant you’ll only 
work half days – 12-hour days, that is. The contract nature of business 
consulting means that in order to meet client requirements, consultants 
must commit 100% of themselves to the engagement. This means long 
hours. 

The upside of this hard work is that management in many consulting 
firms recognizes the intense nature of engagements, and subsequently 
offer their employees a minimum of four weeks paid vacation. As an in-
dependent consultant, you’ll be in a position to take the jobs you want. 
For many, this means going all out for three to four months and tak-
ing weeks off in between engagements. In either case, you’ll have the 
money to really enjoy your time off. 

Where You’ll Work

Where you work as a business consultant depends on whether or not 
you work for a consulting firm or independently. But it is also deter-
mined by the needs of your clients. Generally you’ll find that your on-
the-job will fall into one of two scenarios: on-site and off-site consulting. 
And more than likely it will be a combination of the two. 

Whether you are an individual business consultant or employed by a 
business consulting firm, it is unlikely that you will go to the same desk 
to work each day. Where you are working on any given day will de-
pend on the phase of the client project, the need for client meetings and 
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your judgment about the balance between showing the client what you 
are doing versus focusing on concentrated work at your own desk.

Client meetings and the gathering of project information will likely be 
done on-site, with the client providing you with an office or appropriate 
place to work. In some cases, however, the client will not have enough 
space to provide you on-site accommodations, so much of your work 
will be conducted off-site at your own office, possibly a home office, or 
in your employer’s office. Consultant Scott Braucht says: “We find that 
it’s good to work part-time off-site, as consultants tend to get distracted 
by issues that don’t pertain to the project when working on-site. Work-
ing off-site gives them a chance to collect their thoughts and get the 
necessary paper work done.“

1.1.4	 Benefits of the Profession

Financial Rewards

Even if you believe money isn’t everything, it’s hard to ignore the fact 
that business consulting, even entry-level, is among the highest paid 
professions. A recent survey by the Association of Management Con-
sulting Firms found entry-level consultants earn an average of $65,000 
annually while senior partners earn an average of over $300,000 (in-
cluding bonuses and profit sharing). 

Independent business consultants can earn $35 to $400 or more per 
hour. Many factors go into determining fees, including the consultant’s 
experience, geographic location, specialization, and type of client (e.g. 
large corporations typically pay more than small businesses or non-
profits organizations). In many cases, however, the annual income for 
an independent business consultant is limited only by the individual’s 
initiative and drive, with many consultants earning six figures.

Alan Weiss, Ph.D., President of Summit Consulting Group, says the 
most rewarding aspect of his consulting career is “the independence 
and the ability to earn 7-figures working from my home.” 

Opportunity to Learn and Grow

The rewards of business consulting go well beyond the financial. As a 
business consultant, clients rely on your capacity to solve problems. So 
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the rigors of being a consultant mean that you will stretch your intel-
lectual muscle on a daily basis. 

Dynamic Profession

If you thrive on change and a dynamic work environment, look no fur-
ther than business consulting. Business consulting by its very nature 
is based on change, or at least overseeing change. Also, contracts with 
clients are just that, contracts, and there’s an end to each one. These can 
range from a couple of weeks to a year or more, depending on the proj-
ect. As a business consultant, you’ll get a chance to see a wide range of 
organizations at work.

“I enjoy the interaction and stimulation that comes from solving a broad 
range of problems for a variety of clients.”

—	 Linda Popky  
L2M Associates, Inc.

Projects can take a consultant from city to city and even country to 
country depending on the firm and area of specialty. Indeed, travel is 
a big part of the allure for many who enter the profession. For those 
working with large firms or independently this could mean jet setting 
across North America and around the world. 

Prestige

Although you may not have known who that consultant was in your 
employer’s business, you likely admired what he was doing. Why? The 
reason is simple: business consultants are highly respected individu-
als. They are relied upon in every industry in every country. They’re 
admired for both their expertise and their independence. 

Personal Satisfaction

Another benefit business consulting offers is the opportunity to see the 
tangible products of their work more so than in other “white collar“ 
professions. Just imagine: instead of the frustration of being unable to 
change problems that got in the way of your productivity, now it’s your 
job to recommend changes. You are now working with the top-level 
people who will implement change and they are turning to you for 
direction on doing so. 
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“I get a great deal of satisfaction in working with others to better their busi-
nesses, and seeing the fruits of my labor when I drive down the street and find 
that business still thriving 5 years after my recommendations and implemen-
tations.“

—	 Ruth Ann Karty  
Taking Care of Business Consulting Services 

Make a Difference

The results of some of your work will improve life for workers and 
even customers. Sometimes this may impact large numbers of people. 
What better source of satisfaction than knowing you have made a posi-
tive difference in people’s lives? 

“You chose a career in consulting because you have a burning desire to make 
a positive difference in the organization that may hire you. You believe that 
your talents and skills are such that you can teach others how to do things 
better and in the process make their organization more successful.”

—	 John Baldoni  
Baldoni Consulting, LLC

Meet People

Business consultants work with many people in many diverse indus-
tries. As a result, you will have the opportunity to make friends and 
connections across the country and around the world. It is a common 
complaint among those in corporate positions that they don’t get the 
chance to showcase their talents. As a business consultant, you’ll do 
this every day, and you never know who’s paying attention.

Low Risk to Start Your Own Business

You can start and operate a business consulting firm from home, 
without a bank loan. In fact, you probably already own the primary 
equipment needed such as a computer and phone. There can be some 
marketing costs when starting, but costs are minimal, as word-of-mouth 
and networking are powerful forces in this business. 

You can start consulting on a part-time basis, while keeping a primary 
source of income. At the same time you can ease your way into the 
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business by getting the word out that you are interested in consulting 
work. Then as the demand for your services grows, you can commit to 
consulting full time.
 

1.2	 Inside this Guide
The FabJob Guide to Become a Business Consultant offers knowledge and 
insight of industry insiders to help you get started and succeed as a 
business consultant. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
competition is expected to remain keen in this industry through the 
year 2016. So your investment in this guide will pay off when you are 
competing with less informed individuals. 

Chapter 2 describes in more detail the role of a business consultant. Fol-
lowing an overview of consulting specializations, the chapter takes you 
step-by-step through a consulting engagement – from determining the 
client’s needs to the final evaluation. You will learn practical techniques 
for gathering information, how to identify possible solutions, and how 
to present your recommendations to clients.

Chapter 3 outlines the skills you will need in order to succeed as a busi-
ness consultant, such as problem-solving and project management, and 
offers resources for developing those skills. Chapter 4 then offers ways 
to increase your business knowledge through educational programs 
and self-study. It also explains how to get practical experience.

If you want the stability of a full-time position, Chapter 5 focuses on 
consulting jobs. You will discover employers who hire consultants, how 
to find out about job openings, how to prepare an effective resume and 
cover letter, and what to expect in a case interview. You will even dis-
cover how to create a job.
	
If you want the freedom of starting your own business, you will find 
good advice in Chapter 6. You will find practical information on getting 
ready to open for business, including setting your fees and preparing 
client contracts. In Chapter 7, you will discover practical tips for get-
ting clients for your business. It covers a variety of marketing tools and 
techniques, with advice on creating proposals.
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The guide concludes with expert advice in Chapter 8 to help you suc-
ceed in your business. Also included is a list of professional associa-
tions. When you’re finished with this guide you will know what step 
to take next and where to go from there. By applying what you learn 
here, it’s just a matter of time before you’ll be where you want to be – in 
a rewarding career as a business consultant.
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