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Consulting to Family
Businesses: A Practical Guide
to Contracting, Assessment,
and Implementation

Jane Hilburt-Davis and W. Gibb Dyer, Jr.
( Jossey-Bass/Pfeiffer, San Francisco; 2003;
ISBN 0-7879-6249-X) $32.15 

Family businesses encompass over
90% of the businesses in North

America, the majority of businesses
worldwide, and nearly 35% of the For-
tune 500. As this book ably demon-
strates, consultants serving family
businesses should be accomplished in
disciplines ranging from process
change to content information. Con-
sulting to Family Businesses clearly and
comprehensively addresses this rich
choreography of skills in a practical
matter.

The authors posit three major sys-
tems present in family firms—business,
ownership/governance, and family
dynamics—with opportunity for con-
sultant intervention in each. Compli-
cating family business consulting are
the tensions generated by clashes of
these three systems and the range of
skills demanded of the consultant.

The authors’ consulting frame-
work, based on the organization de-
velopment methodology of action
research, advocates generating data
about clients’ problems and feeding
the data back to clients. The book is
replete with exercises, worksheets,
and resources for accomplishing this
and for further study. 

Much of the book pertains specif-
ically to family business consulting:
genograms; simple and complex con-
flicts (complex conflicts focus on the
past; simple conflicts focus on the here
and now); and family dynamics such
as scapegoating, triangling, and sculpt-
ing. For this niche, the book offers a
sophisticated framework matched
with ample resources.

Great Consulting Challenges
and How to Surmount Them 

Alan Weiss ( Jossey-Bass/Pfeiffer, 
San Francisco; 2003; 
ISBN 0-7879-5510-8) $36

The prolific Alan Weiss aims this
book at “successful, veteran con-

sultants who are seeking still new 
levels to conquer.” Presenting ten
challenges under each of four cate-
gories—marketing, sales, delivery, and
practice management—Weiss offers
down-to-earth, in-your-face, some-
times contrarian, and often aggressive
advice. He sprinkles throughout his
personal anecdotes of dealing with
challenges as well as vignettes from
other consultants. Large swaths of this
book cover topics Weiss has written
about before (economic buyer, value
pricing, gatekeepers, choice of yes’s),
but they reheat well. In general, the
book’s strengths lie in the marketing
and selling portions more than in the
delivery and practice management
portions. For example, his chapters on

international work and failed projects
seemed forced.

A compulsive list maker, Weiss tells
you 12 tricks for traveling better; 10
reasons to visit a distant prospect; 
10 deadly sins of competing on price;
10 tips for developing invulnerable
confidence; 10 steps toward being paid
promptly; 5 techniques to achieve
name recognition; 5 ways to fill your
pipeline of prospects; and a partridge
in a pear tree.

Weiss opines on everything. Here-
with a few: “This nonsense about ‘find-
ing pain’ is quite dangerous”; “When
you walk in with visual aids, you’re not
only a salesperson, but you’re a low-
level salesperson”; “I don’t think that
most alliances make much sense, since
there’s seldom the self-interest in-
volved to create exponential business
for the tentative alliance partners”;
and “RFPs should probably only be
pursued when the resulting business
is so large or impressive or of such
long-term high potential that the
work invested in competing for it is
justified.”

As with any Weiss book, you will
be simpatico if you practice as a solo,
believe in being a generalist (“you spe-
cialize and die or you generalize and
thrive”), apply process rather than
content knowledge, rely on relation-
ships more than technical skills, ob-
tain around 80% of your business
from referral and repeat business, and
sneer at deliverables. 
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Building the IT Consulting
Practice

Rick Freedman (Wiley/Jossey-Bass/Pfeiffer,
San Francisco; 2003; ISBN  0-7879-5515-9)
$37

Moving beyond Freedman’s earlier
book, The IT Consultant, and its

emphasis on the individual technol-
ogy consultant, this book embraces
the technology consulting firm and
puts forth the premise that technology
consulting is sufficiently unique to
justify book-length treatment. Freed-
man divides the industry into three
categories: outsourced IT services,
consulting and system integration,
and custom application development.

The chapter on the basic financial
model of a technology consulting firm
contains nothing new. Most consul-
tants who would read this book know
that utilization, rates, and capacity
bedrock a practice. Likewise, the chap-
ter on vision and mission is superfi-
cial, unless the reader has been hiding
under a virtual rock. The organiza-
tional culture chapter strongly advo-
cates open-book management but
otherwise comes across as bland.

Freedman picks up speed and value
in the chapters on process and meth-
odology. He discusses an 11-step IT
project methodology for framing an
entire engagement and handles well
the unusual aspects of IT consulting,
such as the separation of selling and
delivering, the inevitable scope creep,
or rapid changes in software and hard-
ware. He also discusses the pivotal
subject of stakeholder participation,
crucial for the success of any technol-
ogy implementation. 

On sales and marketing, Freedman
embraces four keys: reputation, rela-
tionship, referrals, and references. Not
surprisingly, he believes that publish-

ing is the best credibility-generating
activity a consultant can pursue, stat-
ing: “My life has completely changed
since the publication of my books.” 

Freedman likes strings of ques-
tions. He also brags too frequently
about how often he has worked with
all manner of technology firms and
their issues. On the positive side, he
intelligently observes his field and
takes sound positions on almost every-
thing. The book is all text, with a
lengthy interview of a prominent IT
consultant culminating most of the
chapters. Overall, despite tackling
some subjects superficially, Building the
IT Consulting Practice displays an
understanding of technology consult-
ing and applies it usefully to firms spe-
cializing in that industry.

Designing Solutions for 
Your Business Problems: 
A Structured Process for
Managers and Consultants 

Betty Vandenbosch (Wiley, San Francisco;
2003; ISBN 0-7879-6765-3) $45

Designing Solutions proceeds with
rigor and thoughtfulness. It intro-

duces a discipline and related tools for
improving every consulting project—
even if not all projects permit each of
the steps or not all consultants can
pull them off—and lucidly lays out
useful steps for improving our con-
sulting. Vandenbosch has hit the right
balance between theory and practice.

The structured process assumes
that good solutions aren’t just light-
bulbs that flash on but are purpose-
fully designed in a learnable process.
You begin by understanding your
client’s situation, including everything
that affects the project and everything
that is unchangeable by it; these define

the project’s boundaries. A stakeholder
analysis keeps track of interested indi-
viduals and their goals and concerns.
After criticizing organization charts,
Vandenbosch suggests “rich pictures”
as a means of describing a client’s sit-
uation. Rich pictures depict what is
really going on in an organization by
using circles to represent people or
departments, connected by lines that
signify interrelationships. 

Next, you agree with your client on
the objectives, not merely on the ac-
tivities to be undertaken or the deliver-
ables. Among the author’s suggestions
for establishing the objectives: beware
of a solution looking for problems;
consider only SMART (specific, mea-
surable, agreed to, realistic, and time
framed) objectives; work only on
something compelling. 

Even with a clear objective, you
and the client must delimit the scope
of the project. An integral part of Van-
denbosch’s scope description is a sum-
mary of constraints and conditions
affecting the consultant. A graphic
similar to a hierarchical organization
chart helps to describe a project’s
scope, using up to seven topics along
with subtopics to be investigated. 

Hypotheses, the subject of a chap-
ter, crucially organize and limit data
collection to that which is important
and useful. A data matrix organizes
the data into sources and desired find-
ings that test the hypotheses. For each
hypothesis, plan the questions you
will ask to test it, your data sources,
and the data format (such as inter-
view, observation, document search,
or survey). 

What follows from the data matrix
are work assignments for individual
members of the consultant team.
Armed with hypotheses and a data
matrix, you develop a detailed plan of
the problem-solving effort and create
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a logic diagram, which is the core of the
problem-solving process. A logic dia-
gram shows the connections among
the gathered data, the findings from
the data, conclusions based on the
findings, and the solution you recom-
mend based on the conclusions. A
conclusion is a diagnostic statement,
based on the data and findings, that
explains problems or opportunities
significant enough to warrant action.
Vandenbosch reminds us that it is just
as important to discard data as it is to
search for data. 

The sooner you determine which
data are important, the sooner you will
reach conclusions and be able to design
and implement solutions. Develop a list
of questions for each hypothesis, then
accept it or reject it based on the evi-
dence. Even before collecting data,
Vandenbosch exhorts consultants to
put together a “storyboard” or mock-
up of the report pages you might use
to support your hypotheses. 

Vandenbosch wants to impress
upon consultants that a solution is
valuable only if you can explain why
you’re recommending it and that con-

clusions are much more valuable if
they are based on facts. Data do not
have to be quantitative to be convinc-
ing. Behaviors and opinions are just as
important as numbers. Findings are
linked to solutions by means of a logic
diagram, in which aggregated data
result in findings, pooled findings re-
sult in conclusions, and conclusions
underlie solutions. 

Vandenbosch stresses the impor-
tance of developing alternative solu-
tions to a problem. Your first idea for
a solution is rarely your best, and she
devotes a chapter to devising plausi-
ble options and selecting among them.
Push yourself to develop the next best
way to reach the objective, then test
the plausibility of the solutions and
gauge their unintended negative con-
sequences. Her preferred tool, from
Kepner-Tregoe, develops criteria
against which to score the alternative
solutions, coupled with weighing the
relative importance of the criteria
themselves. The best way to separate
design of solutions and choosing
among them is to have different peo-
ple undertake each task, with the most

obvious criteria for evaluating options
being time, cost, quality, and risk.

Aside from the process of develop-
ing fact-based solutions, Vandenbosch
includes useful chapters on building
relationships, nurturing commitment,
and driving execution. The CD-ROM
that accompanies the book contains a
case study, the process checklist, and
copies of forms and templates.

Vandenbosch teaches at Case West-
ern Reserve University and draws on
several years of consulting. Designing
Solutions is the best book this reviewer
has read recently on the actual how-to’s
of consulting. It elegantly, concisely,
and persuasively shows consultants
how to more effectively structure their
problem solving. 
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