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Purpose of this Document

• This document has been designed to provide tips, tricks, and 
best practices for conducting consulting projects

• These best practices can apply to internal company projects in 
addition to the activities of external consultants
– Many of the same principles apply, regardless of whether the tasks 

are performed by an internal marketing manager assessing a new 
market opportunity, or an external consultant performing a 
competitive analysis

– The term “client” is used throughout this document, and could refer 
to an internal client (such as your boss or other internal 
stakeholder) as well as to an executive responsible for the activities 
of an external consultant

• The techniques described herein are provided as a service by 
Callan Consulting and may be freely used by the reader
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Being a Good Consultant Means Working with Your 
Client To Understand and Solve Her Business Problems

• The consulting process, in a nutshell: 
– Helping your client understand and articulate some subset of  her 

business issues or challenges
– Formulating an approach to addressing those challenges
– Implementing that approach
– Communicating results to your client/boss and throughout the 

organization
• Challenges can represent a wide variety of areas

– Business strategy, marketing strategy, marketing implementation, 
organizational issues, operational issues, partner challenges…

• Your client may not even be aware of the actual issues confronting the business
– May be focusing on symptoms, rather than problems
– Dig deep, challenge assumptions, formulate hypotheses and above all ask 

lots of questions
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Consulting Best Practices Are Founded on Asking Good 
Questions and Listening Well

• Ask questions and listen 
– 75% of your initial meeting should be information gathering

• Form hypotheses and test them
– Think about the problem from multiple angles
– Challenge assumptions, get outside of the box

• Talk to experts
– You can get an amazing amount from knowledgeable experts
– Don’t be shy; lots of people are willing to share their insights!
– Also look at secondary research: leverage data already available

• Identify opportunity areas to address the business challenges
– Be creative, get outside the box
– May come from consultants, client, and other outside experts

• Analyze, evaluate, and recommend the best path forward
– Pros/cons of each alternative
– Competitive analysis, best fit with market trends, company competencies, etc.
– Financial opportunity analysis 
– Key success factors, risks, and contingency plans 
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Best Practices for Client Management: Be Prepared, 
and Be Responsive

• Be prepared
– Do your homework prior to every conversation and meeting with client
– Develop an agenda for the each meeting, share with client ahead of time

• Be responsive
– Always get back to the client promptly, even with a “we received the email and will process it and get back 

to you within 48 hours”
– After each client conversation/meeting provide read-out of items of agreement, tasks, and next steps both 

to internal team and to client
– Follow through on all tasks and open items, communicate to client

• Define the client’s involvement in the process
– Identify who on the client’s team should be involved and in what capacity
– Implement well defined, consistent client communications
– Consider including client personnel on the working team (valuable input, increases buy-in)

• Set and manage your client’s expectations
– Try to avoid surprising your client
– Shoot to set expectations to overdeliver by 20-50%

• It’s not a contest to prove how smart you are
– It’s okay to ask questions and clarification; you’re not expected to be an expert in the client’s business
– Better to shore up your understanding now than undermine the project later
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Project Activities and Flow Should be Tailored to the 
Project Needs

• The following pages provide several sample project flows
– Performing a market opportunity assessment, leading to strategic 

recommendations
– Examining a wide choice set (e.g. new vertical market entry options), 

narrowing down to a single recommendation
– Gap analysis: understanding relative importance of different facets of 

clients’ business in the market, comparing against client’s 
activities/capabilities in each area, and making recommendations to 
address the gaps

• Each project is different and activities should be tailored to specific 
needs
– Don’t force a project flow that doesn’t fit; just because you have a 

hammer in your toolbox doesn’t mean everything is a nail!
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Sample Market Opportunity Analysis Project Flow is 
Highly Front-Ended, Focuses on Market Evaluation

Determine Market Size, 
Segmentation, and 

Forecasts

Understand Customer 
Wants and Needs

Evaluate Competitive 
Offerings 

Evaluate Channels

Identify Key Market 
Trends

Analyze 
Alternatives

Recommend 
Strategy

10 weeks

5 weeks 3 weeks
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Sample Strategic Choice Narrowing Flow Requires 
Ongoing Analysis and Periodic Decision Points With Client 

1st Gate 2nd Gate Final Gate

• Large choice set (e.g. 
vertical markets)

• High-level opportunity 
assessment (e.g. overall 
size, strategic fit)

• High-level screening criteria
• Quickly knock-out non-

contenders

2 weeks 7 weeks 7 weeks

• Reduced choice set
• Moderate-level opportunity 

assessment (e.g. 1st

screen + competitive 
strength, channel fit)

• Deeper screening criteria
• Stack-rank, identify top 

choices for best fit

• Small choice set
• Deep opportunity 

assessment (e.g. 2nd

screen + user 
wants/needs)

• Identify financial upside 
with each opportunity

• Verify stack ranking

• Final 
recommendation

2 weeks
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Sample Gap Analysis Project Flow Follows Two-Track 
Process to Gather Internal, External Info

10 weeks

10 weeks

External Assessment

Internal Assessment

Customer Interviews

Partner Interviews

Channel Interviews Develop Importance 
Criteria

2 weeks

Operations Interviews

Prod Mgmt Interviews

Salesforce Interviews

Develop Capability 
Ratings

Perform Gap Analysis, 
Develop 

Recommendations

2 weeks

6 weeks
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Select Analysis Tools Appropriate to the Task at Hand

• There are a wide variety of strategic analysis tools and frameworks; select 
the best one(s) to suit your project needs
– Overall situation analysis: SWOT, 2x2 matrix, life cycle analysis
– Evaluating strategic options: Harvey balls, decision matrix, spider chart
– Industry analysis: value chain analysis, ecosystem

• The tools discussed in this section represent a reasonable sampling of 
some of the most common analysis frameworks used by many consultants
– It is certainly not an exhaustive list, and good consultants develop new 

frameworks every day
• The analysis framework(s) you adopt should be dictated by the project 

needs; feel free to borrow from any of these but don’t feel shy about 
identifying or even inventing something different if it better suits the project
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SWOT Can Provide a Quick and Far-Ranging Analysis 
Overview

Sample SWOT Analysis Advantages:
• Easily lends itself to handling 

qualitative information
• Allows summarization of far-

reaching analysis in one 
framework

• Widely understood and accepted

Disadvantages:
• Poor choice for quantitative 

analysis
• Not terribly prescriptive
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2x2 Matrices Are a Common Method Used to 
Categorize Companies, Strategies, Functions, Etc.

Advantages:
• Nearly anything can be boiled 

down to a 2x2 matrix
• Widely used, easily understood
• Enables relative rankings/ 

stratification of options or 
scenarios “at a glance”

Disadvantages:
• Simplistic; limited to two 

dimensions for comparison
• Does not necessarily lend itself to 

quantitative analysis (but 
quantitative values can certainly be 
incorporated)

Sample 2x2 Matrix
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The Bubble Chart Extends the 2x2 Matrix, Allowing 
Additional Dimensions of Data to be Displayed

Sample Bubble Chart
Advantages:
• Allows multiple dimensions of 

data: X, Y axes, size of bubble, 
and even color/texture

• Enables reader to readily digest 
sometimes complicated data sets 
“at a glance”

• Good to look for/display logical 
groupings, segments, etc.

Disadvantages:
• Requires quite a bit of data
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Harvey Ball Matrices Lend Themselves Well to 
Qualitative Comparisons

Advantages:
• Easy to handle  a relatively wide 

range of points of comparison
• Particularly good for qualitative 

information
• Enables easy to view comparisons 

“at a glance”
• Widely used, easily understood

Disadvantages:
• Rating scale is not very granular 

(high/medium/low)
• Requires uniformity of information 

across comparison dimensions
• Does not incorporate importance 

ratings (i.e., implies equal weight 
for each dimension of comparison)

Sample Harvey Ball Matrix

© 2009 Consulting Project Best Practices 17



www.callan-consulting.com

Quantitative Decision Matrices Can Boil Down Multiple 
Analysis Dimensions Into a Single Recommendation

Music Video Games GPS 

Expected Revenue Opportunity (40%) 2 4 2 2

Impact on Flash Storage Sales (30%) 2 4 1 3

Competitive Landscape (10%) 2 3 1 4

Security/DRM (10%) 3 4 1 2

Required Effort and Resources  (10%) 2 3 1 5

Summary Score 2.1 3.8 1.4 2.8

Sample Quantitative Decision Matrix

Weighting scheme

Advantages:
• Good framework for boiling 

down multiple points of analysis 
to ranked prioritization

• Weighting can be applied to 
reflect importance of specific 
criteria

Disadvantages:
• Select importance weights 

carefully; minor changes can affect 
the order of recommendations

• Cross-check with qualitative, 
subjective judgment; the apparent 
rigor of the analysis can make it 
easy to attribute too much 
credence to the outputs

Like Harvey Balls but uses 
numerical scores in each 
category 
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Importance/Performance Gap Analysis Can Help 
Identify the Most Appropriate Areas for Client Focus

Key: Importance
Satisfaction

Large gaps between 
importance and 
satisfaction indicate areas 
to focus on

Sample Spider Chart Demonstrating 
Satisfaction/ Importance Gaps

Areas where satisfaction 
mirrors importance 
require less attention

Advantages:
• Incorporates the critical 

dimension of importance into the 
analysis

• Can identify not only areas of 
underperformance but also 
overperformance (performance is 
high but importance is low)

Disadvantages:
• Need to gather importance as well 

as performance/satisfaction data
• Need to boil analysis down to single 

numerical rating
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Porter Value Chain Analysis Demonstrates Roles of 
Players in Different Portions of an Industry Ecosystem

Sample Value Chain Chart Advantages:
• Provides a way to show the 

different stages at which value is 
added in the product or service 
delivery chain

• Using tabular format (such as 
example to left) provides plenty 
of flexibility for comparisons 
across value chain segments

Disadvantages:
• Not every value chain lends itself to 

display in this manner (e.g. not all 
are completely linear, companies 
can play in different roles, etc)

“Upstream” participants 
such as component, raw 
material suppliers

“Downstream” participants 
are closest to customer (e.g. 
channels)
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Product Life Cycle Model Helps Describe Challenges 
Based on Product Category Maturity

Advantages:
• Markets and products have 

different challenges at different 
stages of their life cycles; this 
framework helps categorize and 
guide this discussion

Disadvantages:
• Not always clear where in the life 

cycle a product is (i.e. what will 
ultimate penetration be?)

• Not all products fit into a simple life 
cycle model (some plateau and are 
breathed new life; e.g. TVs -> 
HDTVs)

Sample Product Life Cycle Curve
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Developing Strategic Recommendations Should Follow a 
Rigorous, Uniform Process and Involve Client Throughout

1. Identify range of 
strategic alternatives 
to assess 

2. Define framework to 
assess alternatives

3. Apply agreed-upon 
framework to 
alternatives

4. Communicate top 
recommendation to 
client

Checkpoint with client Checkpoint with client (Checkpoint with client)

• Go/no go decision
• Market segment selection
• Positioning and branding
• Channel/partner decisions
• Etc.

• Financial forecasts
• Strategic/brand fit
• Strength of competition
• Customer/pilot input
• Etc.

Client checkpoints throughout to involve the client, 
build buy-in.  No surprises by the time you get to 

your final recommendation!!

© 2009 Consulting Project Best Practices 23



www.callan-consulting.com

Structure Your Deck To Best Convey Your Content

Make it Self-Contained
• Assume the deck will be shared internally; 

convey critical information in text (not only 
on verbal communications)

• Provide background/context for a reader 
largely unfamiliar with the project

Convey Information Graphically
• Even gratuitous graphics are easier to 

follow than pages of text
• Good rule of thumb: less than half of all 

slides should be pure bullets 

Be Consistent
• Use the same language, framework 

used in the proposal
• Use the same language, framework 

elsewhere in the deck!

Introduce, Summarize
• Tell them what you’re going to 

tell them 
• Tell them
• Tell them what you told them
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Use of the Findings -> Recommendations Format Can Be a 
Highly Effective Way to Communicate Recommendations
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Use Storyboarding to Communicate the Main Message

Lorem Ipsum Etc Etc

Lorem Ipsum Etc Etc

Lorem Ipsum Etc Etc

Lorem Ipsum Etc Etc

Lorem Ipsum Etc Etc

Lorem Ipsum Etc Etc

Lorem Ipsum Etc Etc

Lorem Ipsum Etc EtcLorem Ipsum Etc Etc

Lorem Ipsum Etc Etc Lorem Ipsum Etc Etc

Lorem Ipsum Etc EtcLorem Ipsum Etc EtcLorem Ipsum Etc Etc

Lorem Ipsum Etc Etc

1) Each slide title 
provides the main 
takeaway for the slide

3) Taken together and read in 
sequence, the slide titles should 
act as an executive summary

2) The slides are grouped 
into logical areas

Lorem Ipsum Etc Etc

Lorem Ipsum Etc Etc

Lorem Ipsum Etc Etc

Lorem Ipsum Etc Etc
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Sample Final Presentation Outline

Section Contains Target PPT Pages

Background and
Objectives

• Overview of the project
• Recap of the project objectives and business goals to be addressed

1-2

Executive Summary • Summary of analysis and findings
• Recap of strategic alternatives and recommendations
• High level justification for recommendations

5-10

Recommendations 
Detail

• Detailed look at the strategic alternatives identified and analyzed for the project
• Discussion of the criteria used to evaluate and rate each alternative (financial forecast, 

strength of competition, strategic/brand fit, customer/analyst opinion, etc)
• Rationale for making the recommendations you did
• Detailed look at recommended strategy (marketing mix, recommended positioning, 

required partnerships, key investments, etc)

10-20

Detailed Findings • Deep dive into the project findings that led to the key recommendations
• Analysis detail (financial analysis, customer/analyst opinion, competitor analysis, brand 

assessment, positioning assessment, etc)

20-30

Next Steps • Recommendations on next steps the client should take to implement recommendations, 
investigate follow-on markets and opportunity areas, etc.

1-2

Appendix • Additional analysis detail that may be less pertinent to the main recommendation 
storyline but that may still have value to the client

• Could include listings of third party research and analyst reports, primary research 
questionnaires and respondent profiles, interview write-ups, etc.

As necessary
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