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Yes, I admit it. Once in a while, a consulting job goes wrong.
As a grant writing consultant for the past 16 years, I have to tell you that 99.9% of my clients love me and the proposals written by my team of grantwriters are usually funded. Top-ranked by the grant reviewers and fully funded, in fact. But there have been a few bad experiences, where the grant was not funded, or even if it was, the nonprofit executive with whom I was working was disappointed and even, errr, miffed.
After doing much thinking and taking an informal poll of a broad range of consultants and nonprofit leaders who used consultants, I have come up with Sue's Rules of Contracting with a Consultant. Here they are below...I hope you find them useful.
1. Go Steady First. The relationship between a consultant and a nonprofit is at high risk when it begins under the pressure of a large job, with a lot of money at stake and a fast approaching deadline. If there is no courtship or 'get to know you' period and you just jump right up to the altar, get hitched and start working together, your relationship is in danger. Neither party knows the other's working styles and expectations. So, plan ahead. Avoid starting a relationship with a consultant under pressure.
2. Contract Plus. Yes, have a written contract that states the mutual roles of each party and the fee to be charged and allows for mediation. But go beyond the contract...create a written work plan that states who will do what by what date. Talk about what steps will be followed if either party is unhappy about progress or quality or if personalities just don't mix (if you say Potato, and I say Poe-ta-toe.) Build in a 'kill' option....what steps will be followed if either party wants to end the relationship before the end of the contract.
3. Decision Makers Matter. When the decision maker is not the person who relates directly to the consultant, communication often breaks down. If you are the decision maker, stay involved. Do not delegate the responsibility of dealing with the consultant to a subordinate only to find out, towards the end of the consultancy, that the project is not meeting your expectations. 
4. Mediation Matters. Be sure your contract with the consultant calls for mediation in the case of disputes. No one wants to spend time in court if it can be avoided. An objective and fair outsider can often help both sides find a middle ground.
5. Avoid Sticker Shock. If your contract with a consultant is for hourly work and invoicing takes place monthly, avoid sticker shock by requesting frequent (weekly) updates on the number of hours a consultant is putting in.
Do you have any tips to share from your experience? There is a group of nonprofit leaders and consultants online that would love to hear them. Visit Nonprofit Central NY/NJ at http://www.NpoCentral.net and sign up for the AskAConsultant joint consultants and non-profit discussion board under "Get Connected" on the homepage. Or you can send them to me at scgreen@npocentral.net and I will compile them into an article for that website.  
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