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Gerald Lewis

To some people, “consultant” Is almost a dirty word. Consultants have developed a reputation, not entirely undeserved, for sending in swarms of business school graduates, delivering long reports, charging high fees and leaving the client to try to figure out what to do about it. I can’t tell you how many times we were called in, after the big fee/big name firms had done their thing, to deal with the real-world situation. 
Many of you have had the experience (thrill? pain? frustration?) of working with outside consultants and designers. Showing you the view from my side of the desk should prove helpful the next time you have to go through the agony and the ecstasy of selecting one again--and make the experience more satisfying and rewarding. 
My best clients have been the companies in the least obvious need of help. They have been strong, secure, willing to listen, challenging and already running great businesses. I learned to respect them, listen, learn, be a part of the team and be careful to add to (and not screw up) what made them successful in the first place. Typically, these clients are passionate about their businesses, they spend more time in the field than in their offices and they understand the broad picture but revel in the details and are good motivators.
Over the years, I have worked with many CEOs of very successful businesses. Some have been just great people to work with and others have been rough, tough SOBs. I have enjoyed them all, because I found that CEOs have very few people who will tell them the unvarnished truth--and need someone who will stand up to them and tell them things they don't want to hear, when all the people around them will not.

Allen Bildner, when he ran Kings Supermarkets in New Jersey, was more passionate about food than anyone I ever worked with--and was never satisfied with the ways the stores presented it. In the few years we worked with him, before Kings was acquired by Marks & Spencer, we designed remodels of some of the stores three or four times in a quest for perfection. Kings had only 16 stores, but had fantastic loyalty and a national reputation far beyond their size.
I would rate Stop & Shop as the best-run client I ever worked for. I was told that we won the account because in my original presentation to them. I said that I knew they were one of the top supermarket companies in the world and that before I made any recommendations to them I wanted to learn what made them so great so we could help them build on it, rather than coming in with some plans or designs that changed everything; therefore, I proposed an initial study that involved visiting their stores and the competition, interviewing people all the way from the CEO to store personnel, reviewing internal research and then proposing an approach. I was told that when our proposal was presented at the board meeting when all the designers’ proposals were reviewed, one of the key people rose to his feet and shouted, “You mean somebody actually wants to listen to us?".
Stop & Shop has an amazing corporate culture. They are all dedicated to the company. They are all constantly in their stores and the competition. They are all smart, opinionated, challenging, demanding and, if they respect you, open to new ideas. They epitomize the above definition of best clients.
Other great clients I have worked with include Bob Page at Quick Chek, who recognized early on that a convenience store didn't have to be a knockoff of 7-Eleven, and with whom we developed the first bakery and the first pharmacy in a c-store. I learned easily as much about c-stores from Bob as I taught. Another was Joe Blanton, one of the legends at Publix, who seemed to know not only the name, but the family history of every employee in every Publix store we visited together. And finally Dick Jensen at SuperAmerica, who created a focused approach to convenience/gas merchandising, had a central commissary/bakery that delivered to every store every morning and had college graduates as store managers so many years ago. He always disliked the label “convenience store” and knew that SuperAmerica was a retailer.
Now, without mentioning any names, let me say a few words about the other end of the scale--the worst clients. These have usually been companies that really needed help, but either didn't know what to do with it or were unwilling to use it when they got it. They have tended to be the dealmakers, and the meeting holders who are too busy to get out into their stores a lot. Many years ago, we had a client who wanted a new store design to solve his problem against new strong competition. As was our usual practice, we went out into the field before our first work session and, since it was lunchtime, decided to eat at one of the stores. After throwing the first three microwave selections in the trash as inedible, our first question at the work session that afternoon was to ask the CEO the last time he had eaten in one of his stores. He couldn't remember, so we proposed a simple quality standard: “if you wouldn’t eat it, don’t sell it”. He became a very good client after that--and started visiting his stores much more often. 
Another category would be people who want to go to the doctor, but don't want to drop their pants. They expect you to help them, but won't share information with you or make you part of the team. These people are often spoiled by vendors, who wine and dine them and treat them like infallible gods. They want the same type of relationship with their consultant. I have learned that to try to serve them is a no-win situation.

Then there are the clients we didn’t get. They were looking for silver bullets--some brilliant flash of genius that nobody had thought of before. In fact, one of the most frustrating things that happened to my former design and consulting firm, which had a wealth of expertise and experience in our area of specialty, was to lose assignments because the prospective clients felt we knew too much and thus would be incapable of coming up with fresh new ideas. Instead, they deliberately selected consulting and design companies that had zero knowledge of the field, in the hope that they would come up with a silver bullet. Sometimes these companies did come up with ideas that had not previously been tried, because they didn’t know enough to understand that they would not work. More often, they came up with ideas that had been tried and failed--being doomed to repeat the history that they did not know.

Never, in my experience, has the strategy of hiring a consultancy for what they didn’t know, paid off. A little (or no) knowledge is truly a dangerous thing--but a lot of knowledge is a wonderful thing. In fact, reality-based knowledge and experience enables the consultant to understand what direction to push the edge of the envelope--and how to avoid breaking out of it into the Twilight Zone. 

Here are six rules of real-world consulting that I developed over the years, from the consultant’s side of the desk:

Rule #1. Respect your client. Don't work for clients you don't respect.

Rule #2. Listen to, and learn from, the client.

Rule #3. Give honest advice without regard to the future of the relationship.

Rule #4. Become part of the client's team.

Rule #5. Don't deliver a report and disappear. Stay to help implement--and adjust.

Rule #6. Be available and accountable.

The next time you are selecting a designer or consultant, ask the candidates about their approaches and see how they match up with this list. The consultants’approach is as important as their having specialized knowledge of your business sector and a great portfolio. In fact, having both is essential to on-time, on-budget and on-target performance--and you should not settle for less. 

Then, after you have made the selection, getting the best results will be largely dependant on you. Be open with your consultants. If you don’t feel you can trust them with your secrets, you shouldn't have hired them. Be flexible--define your objectives clearly, but be open-minded about the means of achieving them. Make the consultants a part of your team but don’t expect them to know as much about your business as you do--so take the time to teach them. And most important, be sure you have a clear understanding of the fees and charges you have agreed to. Otherwise a simmering dispute over the monthly billing will destroy the relationship. If you are uncomfortable about having the meter running every time you talk, negotiate a flat fee arrangement of some type.

Finally, be open and discuss your concerns. There is nothing more frustrating to a consultant than having the line suddenly go dead. If you are unhappy about something, say so and get it resolved.

 

General Observations 

Over the years, I have worked with some of the largest global corporations--names like Mobil, Shell, McDonald’s, Texaco, Ahold, Statoil--and many single store operators, and in many cases, the small ones are better managed than some of the giants. They have to be, because if they make a serious mistake, they won’t be able to meet the payroll, and they’ll be out of business. It’s not uncommon to find that a giant, that looks like a model of monolithic management from the outside, is so tied up with its fiefdoms, its committees, its politics--and its endless meetings--that it is a wonder that anything gets done. The lesson here is Sam Walton’s credo in building Wal-Mart: manage every store the way you managed your first. That’s how you got to be successful. And remember that regardless of how big you get, the success of your business will ultimately depend on what takes place at the point of sale. 

I have found only one immutable rule in business. It’s called commitment. I used to think there were a lot of rules--about organization, design, layout, merchandising and everything else, but I have seen smart people come along and break all of them and succeed. They all had one thing in common--a strong idea of what they wanted to do and an absolute commitment to make it happen. There’s another old saying: “If you don’t know where you want to go, any road will get you there.” If you do know where you want to go, have a sound plan for getting there and are prepared to make an unwavering long-term commitment to get there, you will achieve your goal. Frederick Smith, who founded Federal Express, blew his family’s fortune and was $27 million in debt, but hung on by his fingernails and made it happen. That’s commitment.

The U.S. market is the biggest market in the world. It is the target and the envy of marketers worldwide. How many of them have tried to enter it and failed? Their reasoning was something like this: “Look, I am the leading marketer of widgets in Belgium. The U.S. market is 20 times bigger than Belgium, so why don’t I take my product there? I know how to market them, and if I only do a quarter as well as in Belgium, I’ll still sell a lot more.” What they don’t realize is that the U.S. is not just Belgium times 20. No one is waiting for a new product. We’re 50 states, each with different laws and regulations. Our retailers see thousands of new products each year and usually have to throw out an existing one to add a new one. The competition is not only fierce, but vicious. The cost of entry is enormous. The chances of success are low. And the cost of withdrawal is prohibitive. Don’t enter unless you have a strong stomach, a knockout selling proposition and the wherewithal to keep spending until you are successful, regardless of how long it takes.

Tomorrow: Part V--A Big Idea, The Path to Leadership
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