Consulting on the Inside
by Beverly Scott
“I was reminded during my time inside that when you are in the system you are
part of the system—for better and for worse. Being inside inhibits your detachment. I
think the main difference between internal and external consultants is that the internal
consultant is more focused on task and the external on process. Neither is “better” than
the other: In order to have strategic change, you must have both.” - Amanda TrostenBloom, Corporation for Positive Change (Scott and Hascall, 2003, 2006)

Introduction
The term consultant often raises images of highly paid business consultants from
large firms brought in by senior management to address problems that the organization
cannot solve. External consultants from large or small firms bring the advantages of
outsider status and expertise drawn from a wider base of experience; the basis for their
perceived value to executives. It is also easier to understand their role as a temporary
advisor who helps and influences management to address specific issues and then leaves
the organization. However, the setting and environment of the consultant as an employee
consulting on the inside creates different requirements, advantages and challenges. This
chapter explores the advantages and challenges of the internal consultant, the roles,
unique competencies and other success requirements as well as the career options for
internal consultants.
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Advantages of Internal Consultants1
The internal consultant offers unique benefits as an insider with deep knowledge
of sensitive issues, cultural norms and organizational history. External consultants are
often engaged for their unique and specialized skills and knowledge, but the internal has
the benefit of an intimate, detailed, hands-on knowledge of the business, strategy, and
culture of the organization. Internal practitioners develop detailed understanding of the
power and politics, the webs of relationships in the organization, and the details of what
has been done in the past to a degree that few externals are able to learn. The internal can
use inside jargon and language. Their deep, sometimes personal relationships with
clients and colleagues, with whom they work closely with over a period of years builds
trust and credibility. Consequently, the internal has an enhanced ability to assess and
utilize the right approach with a shorter ramp up time on new projects.
A second advantage is that internal consultants participate in the life of the
organization. They are aware of daily business challenges, customer issues, management
decisions and actions. In contrast, the external consultant often enters the system for a
short time to implement a specific intervention, but the internal remains in the
organization long after the “project” is completed. As a result, internal practitioners can
follow the progress, identify challenges or barriers facing the intervention and can
immediately follow up with members of the organization to support the effort or ensure
actions are carried out or adjusted as necessary. In addition, knowledge of the inside of
the organization allows internals to more quickly recognize potential linkages to allied
initiatives in other parts of the organization, involve other functional staff or expand an
1
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initiative to include other issues. Thus, change efforts benefit from this insider
knowledge of the internal consultant who remains an active part of the organization.
A third advantage is that internal practitioners are a ready resource to senior
leaders, internal change partners and the employees. As internals collaborate across the
organization, they build commitment for the change initiative and can give immediate
coaching or provide advice on an impromptu basis. Immediate intervening may head off
a potential problem, defuse a budding conflict, give encouragement to a project leader or
provide needed support in developing new behaviors.
Issues and Challenges
Internal consultants’ intimate knowledge of the organization and the business
makes them valuable business partners. (See Table 1) Yet, it challenges their role of
neutrality and objectivity and they may be seen as too familiar and not capable of
bringing the objective outsider world view. As internal consultants, they must stand at
the edge, operate at the margins, and maintain distance. This delicate balance of knowing
organizational knowledge and keeping a marginal position at the boundary of the
organization defines the paradoxes that confront the internal consultant. Belonging to the
organization and finding acceptance helps internals consultants be congruent with their
clients; yet they must be cautious and avoid collusion by avoiding telling senior managers
the truth.
Internal consultants are often placed on a middle tier of the organization reporting
hierarchy through the HR function because many organizations lack knowledge of the
value of a strong and skilled internal consulting function. Internals then find their status
and reporting relationships a barrier to establishing their own competence and credibility.
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Table 1: Comparison of Internal and External Consulting Roles
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Sometimes their mid-level positioning is a hindrance in establishing a consultant-client
relationship with a senior executive who sees the consultant as a subordinate. Many
internal consultants face pressure from senior-level clients to break confidences, take
unrealistic projects or make inappropriate changes. These challenges and paradoxes
create conflict and stress for the internal consultant who joins the organization
unprepared for these challenges. (Foss, et al., 2005, Scott 2000)
Opportunities
Despite the challenges, internal consultants have a unique opportunity to exploit
their position inside the organization and have a long-term, significant influence on the
organization… Internal consultants’ holistic knowledge of the organization enables them
to take a systems view and ensure that linkages and processes successfully support the
change targets. When they partner with external consultants, they can be a multiplier by
disseminating and reinforcing the expertise and cutting-edge concepts, integrating them
into the culture of the organization through their day-to-day work. (See Table 2). Using
their inside knowledge of the business and the organization, they can serve as catalysts
for needed change, ensure organizational alignment with the business strategy prepare
employees with skills to cope with forthcoming changes from the tumultuous business
environment and provide candid perspectives as confidential sounding boards for senior
executives.
Traditional Internal Consulting Roles
The internal consultant similar to the external consultant “uses the expertise,
influence and personal skills to facilitate a client-requested change without the formal
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Table 2: When to Use Internal or External Consultants
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authority to implement recommended actions. The change usually solves a problem,
improves performance, increases organizational effectiveness or helps people and
organizations learn. The role the internal consultant plays in the change initiative reflects
Four Considerations: the characteristics of the consultant, the characteristics of the client,
the client-consultant relationship and the organizational situation. (See Table 3)

Table 3: Four Considerations in Choosing a Role
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Discussions about consulting roles often reflect the tension between process
consulting and technical or expert consulting (Marguilles 1978). Technical consultation
or “expert” consulting as Block (1981) calls it, relies on knowledge and expertise of the
consultant to solve the client’s problem. The expert approach uses data collection and
analysis to determine solutions that are recommended to the client. This is the traditional
model of business consulting. Process consulting relies more on the intuitive awareness
of the consultant who attends to and observes the emotional, non-verbal, perceptual and
spatial aspects of human behavior. Process consultants help the client understand what is
happening, identify solutions and transfer skills to the client to manage the ongoing
process. Their focus is on the energy of the client system and a heightened awareness of
the dynamics in the group or organization.
It takes both process and expertise. Internal consultants are expected to bring
more than their presence, process and observation skills. They also bring technical
competence and expertise. Drawing on the Four Considerations (See Table 2),
consultants may balance the process or technical roles or may emphasize one over the
other. Here are some of the roles an internal might choose from traditional organization
development roles, classic business consulting roles to newly emerging roles as the
competitive environment and organizational complexity have increased.2
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Traditional OD Roles
Change Agent: The classic OD consultant role who serves as a catalyst for change as an “outsider” to the
prevailing culture and external to the particular subsystem initiating the change effort. (French and Bell,
1999)
Process Consultant: Emphasizes the consultant’s observation and insights often at a larger system level
which helps sharpen the client’s understanding of the problem. (Schein, 1998)
Collaborative: Similar to both the Change Agent and the Process Consultant with the key assumption that
the client’s issues can be addressed only by joining the consultant’s specialized knowledge with the client’s
deep understanding of the organization. The client must be actively involved in the data gathering,
analysis, goal setting and action plans, as well as sharing responsibility for success or failure. (Block,
1981)
Classic Consulting Roles
Doctor: The consultant’s role is to make a diagnosis and recommend the expertise to solve the problem.
The client is dependent on the consultant to offer a prescription.
Expert: The client determines what the problem is and what kind of assistance is needed and whom to go
to for help. Then the consultant is asked to deliver the solution.
Pair of Hands: The consultant serves as an extra “pair-of-hands” applying specialized knowledge to
achieve goals defined by the client (Block, 1981)
New Consulting Roles
Performance Consulting
The demand for increasing organizational and employee performance has contributed to a role
which transcends the traditional “skills trainer”. This role combines the “whole system” focus of OD with
the skill development characteristics of training. The performance consultant partners with the client to
identify and address the performance needs within the organization and provides specialized services that
change or improve performance outcomes.
Change Leader
As organizations continue to cope with a rapidly-changing business environment, efforts at
organization-wide change require facilitators as well as the leaders to guide the implementation and
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support of their change initiatives. Many internal consultants are asked to both guide the process and be
the driving force of a change initiative. This demand is based on the bottom-line business needs for
expertise in change leadership and organizational alignment. The change leader becomes both an advocate
and project leader for a change initiative. This results in the consultant being lifted from a neutral process
role and becoming identified strongly with the project's success.
Trusted Advisor
The rapid pace of change and the complexity of the environment place organizational leaders in
unforeseen and unknowable challenges and dilemmas such as competitive global markets, rapidly
changing technology, and charting totally new strategic directions for their organizations. In the midst of
this turmoil, they must simultaneously focus internally on maintaining cultural alignment and meeting the
ever-higher expectations of employees. Executives are often in lonely and isolated positions. The consultant
who can serve as a sounding board - imparting insight into the "human organization" within the context of
business demands - can be very valuable to top executives. The trusted advisor serves as a confidant and
provides authentic communication and reaction based in an awareness and understanding of the human
organization, critical performance issues, and the pressures of the business.

Competencies
We have discussed the advantages and the roles of an internal consulting function.
However, the competencies required for the internal to deliver the desired results are
perhaps even more critical. Competency has been defined as the skills, knowledge and
attitudes or the sum total of everything needed to be successful. Many basic
competencies needed for external and internal consultants are similar: professional
theories, techniques and methods, self-knowledge; and performance skills. However,
internal consultants report that success as an internal does require consulting
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competencies which are different from external consultants.3 See Table 4 which shows
the categories of internal consulting competencies and some of the descriptive behaviors
developed from the results of the interviews with internal consultants. In some cases the
descriptive phrase might seem to be the same as for external practitioners. However
internal practitioners demonstrate the competencies differently because the context of the
internal practitioner is different. The authors report that other competencies may be
needed but suggest that these are a starting point for discussion and future research.
(Foss, et al., 2005)
Keys to Success
The most critical key to success as an internal practitioner is gaining the trust and
credibility of both leadership and the employees. Trust and credibility is part competency
and part personal integrity. The credibility of the internal consultant, more than any other
staff function, is influenced by the integrity, self-awareness, and self-management of the
individual practitioner. This strong foundation of relationships relies on authentic
partnerships with clients and making careful judgments regarding the client’s resistance,
readiness to take the risk of change, need for support, ability to lead the organization
through transition or openness to tough feedback. To achieve the successful outcomes
they envision with their clients, they must, because they live inside, also build strong
relationships with their bosses, other levels of management, and their peers and
colleagues in HR or other staff functions. Building strong relationships requires that
internal consultants educate and prepare others to understand and appreciate the role of
consultant, take the initiative to understand the others perspectives, be strong and clear
3
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Table 4: Competencies Reported by Internal OD Practitioners as Critical to Their Success
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and utilize self-awareness and self-management. A misperception of shared confidences
or misunderstanding of behavior or agreements can quickly destroy many years of effort
by the internal practitioner. (Foss et al. 2005)
More than the external who often specializes in a limited area of practice, the
internal consultant must be a generalist, familiar and competent with a broad range of
approaches and interventions. The internal practitioner has to master a wide range of
potential interventions to assist in a wide range of organizational situations. This also
represents a potential pitfall. Internals cannot be successful trying to do everything but
must be selective in the offering their services in order to maximize the benefits of their
efforts. With conscious choice and alignment with organizational strategy and priorities
the internal consultant will add more value and better meet the needs of the organization.
(Foss, et al, 2005)
The consulting process for the internal consultant is usually a messy, organic
process in which the steps are seldom linear, often overlap, or require cycling back to
repeat or expand an earlier phase. The consulting process does not begin with entry as it
does for external consultants. It begins with the initial contact with the client and is
heavily influenced by the consultant’s reputation in the organization. That reputation is
as valuable as a popular product brand name and many internal consultants use it
successfully to market themselves within the organization. Internal consultants can help
position their reputation by setting the stage at the time of hiring and negotiating their
charter with their bosses and their most-senior potential clients. Successful movement
through the consulting process is influenced continually by internal consultants’ ability to
manage relationships and the dynamics of living inside the organization.
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In some cases, the best action might be to partner with an external consultant firm.
(See Table 5). If the internal practitioner makes a judgment that an external practitioner
can help, it is often because the internal practitioner has already laid the groundwork with
the organization and knows that the external intervention has greater likelihood of being
successful. This work in the trenches is rarely acknowledged. Another frustration occurs
when the external consultant or consulting firm proceeds to work directly with senior
leaders or with HR staff without the involvement of the internal function. Managers often
lack the ability to prepare the organization for the coming change initiative and
frequently have difficulty guiding the work of the external practitioners. Failure to
involve the internal consultant can result in less than optimal outcomes for external’s
intervention. (Foss et al., 2005) (Scott and Hascall, 2002, 2006)
Career
Although many consultants spend their careers both as externals and internals. it
is possible to have an entire career as an internal consultant inside one or more
organizations. We have discussed the many advantages of working inside an
organization. Internal consultants can see changes become integrated in the organization,
watch performance improve over time, feel a sense of satisfaction with their contribution
and experience the trust when new client leaders ask for help. There is reward from the
development of long-term relationships, a sense of belonging and comfort as a member of
a community in which they know the people and the rules, and recognition as skilled
professionals contributing to the organization. At the same time, all is not glamour and
glory. There is a lot of hard work in the life of an internal practitioner. “Reputations must
be earned, competencies must be shown, and trust must be established. The role can be
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Table 5: Internal – External Partnerships
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rewarding, not because the internal practitioner always has the sterling answer, but
because it is possible to be successful and deliver improvements in spite of the
organizational system that may be arrayed against efforts to increase organizational
effectiveness. Success as an internal is not just about competence; it is also about how the
internal consultant fits into the system.” (Foss, et al. 2005)
Internal consultants are employees in the organization: They have both the
advantages and disadvantages. There may be opportunities to rise in the organization
from being an entry-level practitioner through senior advisor to mentor of other internal
practitioners. (See Table 6) Whether or not there are opportunities within the organization
for this career path, almost all successful internal practitioners face the challenging
opportunity of whether to continue as an internal consultant or to accept a management
role. The success and effectiveness of internal practitioners often leads to appreciation by
senior leaders who may view them as “good management material”. However, if the
internal accepts this opportunity and moves to operational management , this means the
certain end of being a consultant, in that organization. (Foss, et al. 2005)
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Table 6: Stages of a Career in Internal Consulting
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Table 7: Rules for Living Inside
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“Last, it is important to consider the set of attitudes that a person must have to be an
internal practitioner. The life of the internal is truly one of support. Often the internal
does much work in the organization that is never recognized or acknowledged. The
internal must be committed to successful outcomes and must be willing to step out of
center stage if someone else in the organization is ready to champion necessary changes.
The attitudes of humility, generosity of spirit, and a type of selflessness must exist in
doing internal consulting work for the organization. If a practitioner has a need for the
limelight, the role may not be the best career fit over the long term. Table 7 contains
ideas for how internal practitioners can thrive inside.” (Foss et. Al. 2005)
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Summary
There are many advantages of the internal consultant who uniquely benefits the
organization on a continuing basis with deep and intimate knowledge of the organization
and serving as a ready resource to management and staff. This insider knowledge makes
internal practitioners valuable partners with external consultants. However, it challenges
the neutral and objective role of the consultant and requires internals to manage a delicate
balance of deep organizational knowledge while keeping a marginal position at the edge
of the organization.
Successful internal consultants cultivate trust and credibility as business partners
to senior managers combined with demonstrated competence. Competence includes not
only their professional expertise but the unique capabilities required as internal
consultants. Knowledge of themselves, their clients and the organization allows them to
choose appropriate roles from traditional OD consulting, classic business consulting or
newly emerging roles. The professional committed to successful outcomes for the
organization, willing to step out of the limelight and be humble and generous of spirit can
find reward and make a significant contribution to the organization on the inside.
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