
**  Working with a Consultant  ** 

How do we know if our nonprofit should consider working with a consultant?  

* No one on your staff or board of directors has the expertise or availability to address a specific 
organizational need, such as designing a new logo or managing an executive director search.  

* The need is of relatively short duration (less than a year) and can be met within a definable time 
frame.  

* You may have tried to address the need internally in a way that was not successful, or only partially 
satisfactory.  

* Staff and/or board disagree about how to meet the need and seek assistance in coming to consensus.  

* You want an objective perspective that isn’t swayed by your organization’s past or current issues.  

* An outside organization requests that a consultant be brought in. For example, a funder may ask for an 
audit to ensure that a grant will be well-managed.  

What can we do to help find the best consultant for our organization?  

* Develop a written Request for Proposals (RFP) to help you describe your organization and define your 
particular needs in a clear and concise way. The RFP can also provide talking points in direct 
conversations with interested parties.  

* Interested consultants should respond to an RFP in writing so that all decision makers in your 
organization have access to the same information about the consultant’s expertise and approach.  

* The RFP should require a specific discussion of timelines, deliverables, and how fees and reimbursable 
expenses will be handled.  

* Disseminate the RFP widely to professional organizations, consultants you’ve worked with in the past, 
and your local nonprofit community in order to attract a number of proposals.  

* Develop interview questions prior to meeting with the strongest prospects. Ask about their training, 
the extent of their expertise, their willingness and ability to adapt to your organization’s culture, 
successes and challenges they’ve met in their work, coaching experience, and availability. Note their 
listening skills, preparation (e.g., are they well-versed in your mission), and what kinds of deeper 
information they seek from you in the interview.  

* Develop a written protocol for checking at least three client references on your strongest candidates. 
Ask specific questions about the consultant’s style, ability to deliver product according to established 
timelines, the utility and ease of implementing his or her recommendations, and whether the 
organization would hire the consultant again.  

* It’s tempting, but nearly always a mistake, to choose a consultant based solely on price.  



Why is it important to create a relationship with a consultant that specifies he or she is an 
independent contractor?  

One aspect of the arrangement between a client and consultant is that the client typically does not have 
to pay benefits and workers compensation, match Social Security payments, and withhold income taxes. 
Consequently, the IRS is quite concerned that clients accurately classify their service providers as 
"employees" or "independent contractors." There are certain guidelines a nonprofit can follow to 
minimize the likelihood that IRS will deem a service provider to be an employee and demand that the 
organization pay back taxes and penalties.  

Whether a service provider is deemed an employee or an independent contractor depends primarily on 
the extent of control the client organization has over the consultant: the less control in the relationship, 
the less likely the IRS will consider the service provider to be an employee. Consider the following 
actions when attempting to define the relationship with an independent contractor:  

* In a written document clearly specify your relationship with the service provider as an independent 
contractor who is responsible to pay their own taxes and describe the terms of the relationship (e.g., 
services, deliverables, fees based on results or tasks rather than time, project start and stop dates).  

* The service provider should have all or considerable discretion in how services are carried out, 
including the process and scheduling.  

* The service provider should be responsible to obtain and pay for their own training to carry out the 
services.  

* The service provider should not be required to carry out his or her services at the offices of the client 
and should have his or her own place of business.  

* The service provider should have or be making obvious efforts to advertise and retain business with 
other clients.  

* Note that the more a service provider appears as a manager (e.g., makes operating decisions, 
supervises people, is responsible for resource allocations), the more likely the service provider will be 
deemed an "employee" by the IRS.  

We’ve chosen a consultant with the expertise and fit for our organization. Now what?  

Prepare a contract for signature by both parties before work begins. It should include:  

* a list of specific deliverables (e.g., logos for web and print use, a new personnel manual)  

* specific start and completion dates  

* a payment schedule and description of reimbursable expenses  

* evaluation checkpoints and procedures  



* a bail-out clause for either party  

* the name of the person in your organization with authority to agree to expenditures and approve work  

* agreement on who will do the actual consulting  

Help the consultant understand the mission, culture, and work of your organization by providing him or 
her with the appropriate written materials such as brochures, mission statements, annual reports, 
strategic plans, and organizational charts. This is an especially important step if the consultant has been 
engaged to address non-technical needs.  

Include regular check-in opportunities and establish criteria for more formal mid- and end-point 
evaluations of the project. Conduct a three- and six-month evaluation after the project’s conclusion to 
assess whether the consultant’s recommendations were implemented and if the project’s goals were 
reached.  

Are there special considerations for working with a grant writer?  

Organizations typically expect several outcomes when they plan to hire a consultant grant writer:  

* Research about appropriate funding opportunities  

* One or more targeted proposals ready for submission  

* Templates and strategies for future grant applications  

In order to meet these goals effectively the grant writer must be oriented with a clear understanding of 
the organization, including its strategic direction, budget, capacity, and current services. His or her work 
plan should include teaching the organization the aspects of planning and writing a grant proposal so 
that it doesn’t become too reliant on the consultant for fundraising success. A professional grant writer 
will also be transparent in their work and disclose any conflicts of interest that may arise from work with 
other clients.  

Keep expectations about the outcome of the grant proposal realistic. Success depends as much on a well 
thought-out plan and steps for execution as the writing and relationship-building skills of the grant 
writer. Recognize that factors beyond the grant writer’s control, such as organizational credibility, a 
realistic relationship between the proposed activities and the budget, the board of director’s level of 
engagement, and evidence of past collaboration with other community partners can impact the success 
of the proposal. Finally, although you may have submitted a strong proposal, funders simply don’t have 
enough to give every organization.  

Do not hire a grant writer or other fundraising consultant under an agreement to pay her/him on a 
commission basis (a percentage or portion of funds raised). This practice is considered unethical by the 
Association of Fundraising Professionals and is discouraged. To read more about this issue, go to 
www.apfnet.org.  


