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Foreword

In the year 2000 a number of psychologists working with businesses
decided to come together in a series of meetings to discuss the possibili-
ty of creating an association of like-minded individuals. We were all united
by three things.

First, we believed that the services and approach we provided our
clients were special and different from the traditional offerings of psy-
chologists, and we wanted to create a learning forum to develop these
further.

Second, we knew that what we had to offer was hugely valued by the
commercial and private sector organizations with which we worked, that
they regarded it as distinctive and that it represented a new approach to
the application of psychological principles to the challenges of the busi-
ness world.

Third, we wanted to create a coherent professional identity to demon-
strate to the world that a new field of practical psychology was emerging
and to develop the market for new entrants and new clients.

Out of these meetings emerged the Association of Business
Psychologists (the ABP). This association is now a thriving organization
with a very active membership, a full programme of annual conferences,
seminars and knowledge-sharing events. Practitioners with a wide range
of experience rub shoulders with client and academic members to
exchange ideas and collaborate on work projects. One of the results of
the ABP’s efforts is the introduction of new master’s degree programmes
in business psychology, which have been set up to cultivate the next gen-
eration of practitioners.

Business psychology is a young profession, with its roots in such
diverse fields as organization development and learning, ‘quality of work-
ing life’, change-management, complex systems theory, human resource
development, assessment, team building, group-facilitation and personal
coaching. The practitioners have equally diverse backgrounds embracing
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many branches of applied psychology. The uniting force behind this new
profession is the desire of each business psychologist to help organiza-
tions and their people realize their full potential — by applying the
insights that psychology brings to individuals, teams and organized
communities.

The philosophy behind business psychology is quite straightforward: it
is a practical profession. We use our knowledge both of the business
world and of psychology to challenge and help organizations and their
people. Our ‘interventions’ —~ or activities within an organization — are
systemic. That is, we understand that we are working with sophisticated
human beings and communities in a complex organized commercial
world to deliver pragmatic business benefits.

Business psychologists are:

* knowledge sharers;

* enablers;

® critics;

* organizational ‘agents provocateurs’;
* process designers and guides.

Our work can range from helping a chief executive and the management
board of a multi-billion pound organization wrestle with developing their
strategic leadership agenda, through to providing developmental coach-
ing for an up-and-coming marketing manager facing major personal and
organizational challenges.

This book is another result of the ABP’s collaborative spirit. What you
see here is the collective creative energy of some of the best and most
experienced practitioners in our field, a project launched with enthusi-
asm and commitment by two of our founder principal members, Pauline
Grant and Sarah Lewis. Indeed all the authors are principal members of
the ABP. Here you can find a real sense of what business psychology is
about. This book is among the first in the field to give you a flavour of our
new profession’s activities. I hope it enthuses you, and helps guide your
practice and understanding of business psychology. For further informa-
tion about the ABP and membership details, see www.theabp.org.

Dr Brian Baxter
Founding Chair, Association of Business Psychologists



Preface

When reflecting on the work involved in putting this book together, a
metaphor came to mind: one of those wonderful tapestries compiled by
many hands. My role has been to encourage and admire some pieces so
beautifully done that they mustn’t be touched, to rework, gently and care-
fully, some of the complex and less tidy elements and to find
opportunities for individual talents to be displayed. The end-result has, in
my view, and I hope in yours, fully justified the work involved.

There were doubters when the ABP started. After all, business psychol-
ogists earn their living by their ability to add something special to their
clients — something that these clients are willing to pay for. Why should
they share that with other people who are competitors? Was it courage or
folly to include in our community those who bought our services, there-
by removing any mystique about what we do? And would all these people
have the time and inclination to collaborate? The venture was an opti-
mistic experiment - one that depended on the confidence of practitioners
to share their skills and experiences, warts and all, in the spirit of helping
the profession to progress and thereby become even more valuable. This
confidence has been shown to exist, and is at least in part underpinned
by the knowledge that the market we operate in is both growing and
changing constantly, and that together we enhance rather than restrict the
opportunities.

The decision to include a category of membership of the ABP that
allows non-psychologists and psychologists who are non-practitioners to
join the community reflects another important principle: that of learning
Jrom as well as with each other. Our practitioner members benefit from
having human resources professionals and other interested managers,
academics and specialists from other branches of psychology to provoke
thought, add different perspectives and offer diverse experience. The affil-
iates, those with an interest in business psychology although not
themselves practitioners, benefit from having full access to the learning
community that feeds that interest.

xxi
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What follows in this book fulfils the brief that Sarah Lewis and 1 first put
together — that of providing a window on what we do, the body of knowl-
edge and theory that underpins it, and the continual development of
practice through experience. Business psychologists cannot wait for
research to tell them what to do in the unique and complex situations
they are asked to advise on and intervene in. They sometimes have to
learn with their clients. You will therefore find in the following pages
some candid descriptions of interventions that contribute to the develop-
ment of better practice and are at the leading edge in the sense of
building on, rather than copying, what has gone before. There are also
case studies that bring to life what might otherwise seem to be idealistic
or speculative approaches. You will find helpful journeys through theory
that serve to explain the thinking behind practice and the rationale for it,
and some new models and perspectives derived from experience.
However, you will also discover some provocative pieces that might stim-
ulate you to challenge some accepted practices and perceptions. This
book was never intended as, nor ever could be, a comprehensive account
of business psychology but, seen as an exploratory probe, it provides
insight into the profession and its practice.

I would like to acknowledge the contributions of:

¢ Sarah Lewis, with whom the book was scoped and who was a true part-
ner in the editorial endeavour over the major part of the journey from
concept to print;

¢ David Thompson, the willing volunteer to whom Sarah passed the
baton for the final editorial stages;

s Stuart Francis, who gladly picked up stray tasks and delivered them
with alacrity.

I would also like to pay tribute to my colleagues at YSC Ltd for their con-
tinued support and interest. I am truly proud to be part of an organization
that, despite being busy, has sustained its commitment to the profession
as a whole, a demonstrable example being the flexibility to enable me to
work on this book.

The encouragement and advice of Peter Herriot and Adrian Furnham
has also been much valued. Both showed their belief in the book from
carly stages and helped in our quest for a publisher that shared that belief.
Colin Whurr and his colleague Margaret Gallagher have been a pleasure
to work with.

Finally, the ABP will benefit from the sale of this book as the royalties
will be assigned to the Association. The authors have thereby levered the
gift they have made to the learning community by their contribution to
the book. If that gift provokes thought, encourages self-reflection, gives
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cause for admiration, stimulates debate, provides acknowledgement of a
job well done or reminds us that we extend ourselves, in Newton’s words,
‘by standing on the shoulders of giants’, it will have been well received.

Pauline Grant
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction

PAULINE GRANT

Consultants? ‘They are the people who borrow your watch to tell you what
time it is and then walk off with it.’ So said Robert Townsend (1970). This
oft-quoted and, let’s face it, frankly derogatory view of consultants makes
one wonder why anyone employs them and, even more surprisingly, why
anyone would choose to become one. Consultants provide professional
advice for a fee. If it’s as transactional as that, why all the fuss about build-
ing relationships? Well, the fact is that, just as medical consultants would
regard the job as incomplete if they just provided advice, so business con-
sultants generally intervene as well as proffer guidance. They are valued for
the results they contribute to as well as, and perhaps more than, the accu-
racy of their opinions. I could obtain the same advice from two sources but
might only value it from one. That’s the one I'd work with. That’s the one
I'd trust to care enough to help me make it work.

It is not always apparent why we are chosen for some assignments and
yet miss other opportunities. It can take courage and, of course, time —
time that we might prefer to spend on the work we have to deliver, to col-
lect feedback and discover what went wrong. Often this reveals that the
initial conversation has changed clients’ thinking and that what they now
want to do is substantially different from what they originally said.
Wouldn't it therefore be preferable to concentrate on having the kind of
relationship that allows us to engage in conversations during this time of
shifting sands and moving goal posts?

One of the first pieces of work I successfully pitched for, over a cup of
tea at a Little Chef with a human resources director I hadn’t previously
met, was won not because of what I knew, but because 1 was honest about
not knowing. The human resources director had already received pro-
posals from other potential providers but had felt they were dealing with
things at a level that was too superficial. The neat, stepwise processes they
were suggesting made logical sense but didn’t convince her that they
would bring the required change in her environment. She was therefore

3
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more attracted by the idea of a starting point that allowed time to get to
know the organization and the people.

Whether working internally as an employee of an organization or as
an externally commissioned consultant, business psychologists use their
expertise as psychologists in an organizational environment. This might
seem obvious but I have had many discussions with colleagues about
whether we are being psychologists when we work and why what we do
is special and different from people with expertise in different areas. The
reality is that the best business psychologists are being psychologists at all
stages and are not restricting this expertise to either the advice or the
intervention. Indeed, as psychologists we know that all our interactions,
even those over tea at a Little Chef, are also interventions. This section
helps all consultants benefit from taking a psychologist’s perspective on
their interactions with their clients.

We start this section with an overview of what clients want, offered by
business psychologists who are effectively poachers turned gamekeepers
— Mead and Robinson are consultants who have been on the client side
and have substantial experience of commissioning external experts. They
offer an insight into clients’ requirements. All consultants would benefit
from attending to this. Their analysis allows us to understand why some
consultant—client relationships work well and others flounder, and that
this distinction is not always to do with expertise. Hamill then invites us
to take a deep dive into the first meeting with a potential new client and
helps unpack the psychological aspects of that interaction. She encour-
ages us to reflect on the potentially different expectations that each party
brings to that first meeting and offers practical guidance on how it can be
managed effectively. Not surprisingly, the skills of posing questions and
summarizing are of paramount importance.

McKavanagh continues with a detailed model of consulting throughout
the relationship that will be of special interest to those at early stages in
thinking about how they can best deal with clients, or indeed those who
tend to muddie through without a coherent framework. She shares expe-
riences of dilemmas and pitfalls that can derail otherwise effective
consulting interventions, and provides guidance in avoiding them. We fol-
low this with Loftus’s view of the consulting relationship, which provides
a further stretch of thinking. He describes a three-phase model with an
emphasis on building trust.

The chapter by Loftus confronts the uncomfortable reality that we
sometimes let our clients down and that these occasions can be poignant
moments in the relationship. I recall a time when I had let a client down
and was expecting to be hauled over the coals for a mistake that was
likely to have unfortunate ripple effects. Instead, I was met with a mature
‘these things happen’ response and appreciation of the way I'd handled
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revealing the error to them. The relationship was actually strengthened by
this event. Loftus’s realistic, business-minded overview importantly covers
endings as well as beginnings. Finally, Clayton and Bentley provide a
thought-provoking discourse that helps us to challenge assumptions and
work with organizations as they are and consult in a way that allows
authentic dialogue to form the basis of interventions. They remind us that
self-awareness is an important component of successful consulting and
that there will be some clients we might appropriately decide we should
not work with.

We make no apology for the inevitable overlap in the models that dif-
ferent experienced consultants have derived to drive their practice.
Indeed, the fact that such overlap exists in the thinking of people who
have arrived at their modus operandi independently gives some comfort.
However, the different nuances and emphases are also of interest and you
will find that you have been offered some options. These options are gen-
erously described by people who have undergone the pain of learning
from experience as well as doing the legwork to discover what they now
consider the best approach. Perhaps it is too obvious to say that following
their recipes for success carries no guarantee, but skilled consultants who
have the potential and motivation to provide a truly valuable service for
their clients, and indeed clients who want the best from their consultant
relationships, might reflect on how this potential can be wasted by failing
to attend to some of the messages in this section.



CHAPTER 2
What clients want

CHARLES MEAD, RACHEL ROBINSON

When delivering business psychology to an organization, the ‘client’ has
to be defined at two levels. First, there is the individual who is your entry
point into the organization. This person should perhaps more accurately
be referred to as the ‘sponsor’. The client is also the organization in which
the sponsor is given the licence to operate, whether that is a department,
subsidiary or whole company.

As two former sponsors who now work as business psychologists, we
thought it would be useful to share our experiences of working with con-
sultants, and in particular business psychologists, in sectors as diverse as
pharmaceuticals, fine arts and financial services. We have endeavoured to
capture what we valued in consultants and what we looked for when
appraising potential suppliers.

So what is it that sponsors look for? Ultimately we were looking for, and
subsequently engaged, those consultants who we were convinced would
deliver successful assignments. Consultants who deliver have the capaci-
ty to enhance the client sponsor’s reputation and credibility as well as
their own in the process. The real measure of success for the consultant
is to be asked back to do more, hopefully in an even more professionally
challenging context.

So what are the factors that lead to appointing consultants who can
deliver successful assignments? Reflecting on our different experiences as
sponsors, we realized that we used three simple criteria. We wanted busi-
ness psychologists

* who have the right capability — the people who are the best at what
they do;

* who have the right chemistry with us personally and with our organi-
zation — the ones who are able to work in a way that is acceptable and
influential;

¢ in whom we had confidence — the people who deliver what they said
they will.

6
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These three ‘C’s are the basis of successful business psychologists’ con-
sulting and inform our own practice of business psychology as a basic
checklist.

Capability

Sponsors engage consultants for what they do, what they deliver. The link
between these two facets is the acid test of capability as far as the client
sponsor is concerned. It is not enough for consultants to be the best psy-
chometricians or team builders. This will probably only get them as far as
the door of the sponsor’s office. As sponsors we want to hear from the
psychologists — and, just as important, from other sponsors they have
worked for — about the results of what they have done for other organi-
zations. We want to hear from consultants about their understanding of
their client organizations, the challenges they helped their client organi-
zation frame that raised the bar in terms of the organization’s
performance, the judgements the consultant made, the advice given to
client organizations and, most important of all, the outcome of the inter-
vention and the benefit the organization derived from it.

Understanding

The sponsor wants to assess business psychologists’ capability both in
terms of their specialist knowledge and also their consulting skills. The
skilled business psychologist should start with understanding. The initial
steps in building the relationship with the sponsor are as much about ask-
ing the right questions as sharing information about previous
assignments. It is difficult for business psychologists to frame their pro-
fessional knowledge and ability unless they build understanding both of
the business issues with which the sponsor is dealing and the related
organizational context — and test that understanding as they go. In terms
of demonstrating capability, the sponsor wants to hear the right questions
rather than any answers. They want to be sure a consultant understands
the unique requirements of their organization and that the consultant
gives due consideration to what are often complex, personal and sensitive
assignments.

Ability to challenge

The second important capability that we looked for in consultants was the
ability to challenge us. Sponsors do not want consultants who will tell
them what they already know or what they think they want to hear. The
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best consultants are those who will give us what we don’t already know,
or don’t want to know, as a means to creating a more effective organiza-
tion. Part of the business psychologist’s contribution is to leverage their
experience about what is necessary, what is realistic and what is best prac-
tice. The best consultants will help their sponsors to think more clearly
about the issues they face and help them identify new opportunities to
move their organizations forward.

Making judgements

The final element of consulting capability that we looked for in the best
consultants was the ability to make judgements about the organization
and the issues as a start point for developing solutions and the quality of
their advice as to what their solutions might be. Business psychologists
need to demonstrate their judgement in offering hypotheses about key
factors at work in the organization as well as a range of models, experi-
ence, techniques and advice about potential solutions. Consultants who
lack opinions, who are reluctant to offer an hypothesis or who present
pre-packaged nostrums and conventional solutions clearly do not add the
value that justifies their fees!

What our experience suggests about the best business psychologists is
that their professional capability is not enough. They possess a parallel
capability as consultants based on skills in understanding, challenging
and making judgements about the sponsor’s business that they exercise
from the first time they meet their potential sponsor.

Chemistry

If capability gets a consultant to the door of the sponsor, then it is the
chemistry they create between themselves and the sponsor that leads to
them being asked back. In particular, great consultants are shrewd about
how they build and manage relationships, initially with their sponsor and
subsequently with the organization at large. If the client enjoys working
with them and the consultants enjoy working with the client, then the
chemistry is right. Consultants will do their best work when they are
enjoying it.

For a business psychologist this is the key opportunity to demonstrate
a core capability — the ability to read other people. In our experience the
best consultants read us, our interests and needs, from the word ‘go’.
They formed hypotheses about our personal needs and, when confirmed,
use these hypotheses as the basis for building the relationship and going
forward. The most impressive consultants make the terms of the relation-
ship explicit. They create a contract with their client, characterizing the
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relationship in specific terms and reviewing the progress of the relation-
ship against that contract. This ensures that both parties know where they
stand at any time.

As sponsors, we also considered chemistry at a second level, namely
the chemistry between the consultant and the organization at large. The
best consultants managed the politics of organizations in an open and
realistic manner. Three indications of the consultants’ ability to do this
emerge early in the consulting relationship.

s First, the best consultants share their observations of the organization
and its dynamics early in the relationship. Well-briefed consultants will
have started researching this subject before the initial meeting. They
will have some view about the dynamics of the organization based on
the reputation and current performance of the client and their experi-
ence of similar organizations. They will offer their observations as
hypotheses early in order to check them. In our experience as business
psychologists, organizations are fascinated by objective, outside per-
ceptions of them and intrigued by consultants’ experience of other
organizations (within the bounds of confidentiality, of course). The
best consultants use this as an opportunity to build the relationship
with their sponsor and client, using it at the same time to develop and
check their reading of the organization’s dynamics.

* The second indication is that these consultants discuss how the assign-
ment will be best carried out and demonstrate real curiosity about the
degree of acceptance, commitment and readiness of the wider organi-
zation to engage in the assignment. In our experience, they explore in
a realistic way the opportunities and threats to the assignment with the
sponsor; at first, to assess the degree of difficulty and likelihood of suc-
cess of the venture and, later, to share their experience and actively
manage the conduct of the assignment to ensure its success.

¢ Third, the best consultants mould their own approach to fit the organ-
ization. They ensure that their own behaviour is congruent with the
organization’s priorities and preferences. They demonstrate agility and
flexibility in style, picking up on the cues of how the organization
prefers to work. Getting the right chemistry does not mean solely fol-
lowing instructions, becoming the sponsor’s best friend or
compromising one’s own values. Rather, it means being shrewd about
the nature of the relationship required between consultant, sponsor
and broader client organization and actively shaping its development.

In our experience, a key tension for business psychologists to manage is
the relationship with human resources and line functions. Frequently,
business psychologists have strong relationships with either line man-
agers or human resources professionals. If introduced by the line, the
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human resources function can often feel usurped or threatened. If intro-
duced by human resources, the business psychologist is dependent on
the credibility and clout that human resources has with the overall busi-
ness. The best business psychologists build and then maintain
refationships with both and are sensitive to the power dynamic between
these two parties.

Confidence

The final ‘C’ in what clients look for in consultants is confidence. This is
the characteristic that allows them to move from the sponsor’s office
through the door into the wider client organization. The sponsor needs
to trust and respect consultants to feel confident in referring them further
into the organization. Establishing their capability with sponsors will go a
long way to establishing their respect. Managing the chemistry in an open
and deliberate way will establish trust. The third element required for
complete confidence in a consultant is the sponsor’s experience of deliv-
ery. Again, this starts early in the relationship with simple things. The
sponsor will expect commitments that are made, however simple, such as
returning telephone calls and making sure invoices are accurate and
issued in a timely manner, to be met from the start. The key elements in
establishing confidence are partnership, open communication (being
‘user friendly’) and self-management.

Partnership

Our experience of the best consultants was that they worked with us in
partnership. The degree of confidence that we invested in consultants
was in direct proportion to the extent that we felt comfortable with them
as partners. Being a consultant affords the consultant the privilege of con-
centrating on the intervention, which is a luxury that busy sponsors and
others in the client organization rarely have. In our experience, good con-
sultants established a clear and explicit understanding of the roles they
would play, also the roles of the sponsor and the role of others in the
organization. So, clients look for consultants who define the partnership
that is required and, once defined, deliver on their commitments as
partners.

Open communication

‘The best consultants are easy to work with. At no time did we feel that we
did not know what they were doing; at all times we had clear expectations
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of what they were going to deliver in both the short and the long term. If
we needed something, we knew who to go to and how to get it quickly.
The best consultants were open and non-judgemental with us. They
shared the good news and, more importantly, the bad news when things
might not be going as planned. They shared their observations and
involved us in developing their judgements and solutions. And they used
our experience of the organization to test and refine them.

Self-management

Again, looking at it from the sponsor’s point of view, engaging a consult-
ant is different from employing an expert. Employees require managing;
they are part of the organization and have loyalties and responsibilities to
others in the organization. Indeed the employee expert may become part
of the problem. By contrast, consultants manage themselves and manage
their clients to make their interventions run well. They monitor their own
performance and have their own checks and measures in place. They take
responsibility for improving performance when necessary and don’t rely
on their sponsor to tell them something or someone isn’t working.

An illustrative example

In distilling our experience of engaging consultants, including business
psychologists, to produce the most important attributes of the best organ-
ization consultants above, we are struck by one overriding attribute of the
best. It is their ability to tell us something normally uncomfortable to
accept, difficult to hear or challenging to our self-concept or our organi-
zation in a way that gains our complete attention and ends up creating an
opportunity for us or our organization, or both.

A simple example of this occurred in one of our previous organiza-
tions, where the chief executive insisted on using 360-degree feedback as
part of selecting his leadership team in a major reorganization. The head
of human resources (one of us!) was adamant that this was contrary to
best practice in using 360-degree feedback. A standoff between CEO and
head of human resources ensued. They agreed to engage a firm of busi-
ness psychologists to advise them. The head of human resources
interviewed three different potential consultancies who had all held the
same view of best practice, which was concordant with his own. He there-
fore believed that they would put forward this view and recommend
suitable options.

After initial discussions with the CEO, head of human resources and
some of the senior executives who would be part of the selection process,
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the consultants presented their findings to the head of human resources.
Not only were they convinced that the CEO’s idea was appropriate, they
had changed their position about the use of 360-degree feedback! They
had found that the CEO had done such a good job in selling the concept
to those who were affected that the senior executives concerned were not
just reconciled to the idea — they actively welcomed it. This was uncom-
fortable news for the head of human resources! However, in their advice
to the CEOQ, they were able to confirm the head of human resources’ opin-
ion about best 360-degree practice and reassure the CEO that the head of
human resources was acting from professional, not personal, motives. All
parties concerned adjudged the subsequent selection process a great
success.

The business psychologists concerned would not have been able to
manage the complex net of relationships concerned - CEO, head of
human resources, senior executives — without demonstrating their capa-
bility, establishing the right chemistry and giving all parties confidence in
them by displaying many of the attributes above.



CHAPTER 3
Make or break - structuring the
initial meeting

ANNE HAMILL

How can a business consultant use the first meeting effectively, to create
a situation where it is possible to operate strategically, adding real
business value?

In first meetings with a client, each party comes to the table with
different aspects of both the problem and the solution:

s Clients bring the problem, but they also know the history, the opera-
tional constraints, and the politics that are critical to producing an
effective solution.

* The consultant brings professional expertise about solutions but will
also often contribute to the understanding of the problem based on
experience of similar situations elsewhere.

One of the most delicate of all meetings to handle is therefore the first
meeting at which an issue is discussed. Business psychologists are likely
to have an advantage in understanding the psychological contracting,
reading body language, and so forth. However, they may not always be
skilled at the confident structuring of the first meeting.

Over the years, Strategis has analysed what experienced consultants
actually do to achieve successful first meetings, resulting in the following
practical guidelines on how to manage expectations, achieve the task of
uncovering the problem, and create the possibility of adding value
through strategic reappraisal.

A common problem with initial meetings is that the consultant initiates
the relationship with the client from a position of being an expert. A real-
life example may illustrate this. The client (a large utility company)
telephones to arrange a meeting to discuss team building in one of its
regions. At the first meeting, the client says that there is an urgent need
to introduce team building for a large number of people across a region
in the next 2 months. It has to be done over the next 2 months due to
operational constraints.

13
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The natural expert approach to this situation is to find out as much as
possible about the problem, probing to understand which team building
approach might be most appropriate. However, this questioning may miss
some key issues.

* The person we spoke to isn’t the budget holder and decision maker
but is a human resources consultant who has been delegated the task
of briefing suppliers.

* A key line decision maker defines the need as being to improve cross-
functional teamwork in responding to customer problems by creating
‘10-minute teams’ of people from different areas to solve customer
problems.

* The primary driver for the work is that ‘improving team working’ has
been set as one of the objectives handed down to the regional chair-
man. It is therefore imperative to produce hard evidence that ‘team
working’ has improved.

* The extremely tight deadline is only a problem if the solution involves
taking large groups off line.

These critical pieces of information are much more likely to emerge if the
consultant approaches the initial meeting as a business problem solver,
rather than a team-building expert.

In our experience of training thousands of people from many disci-
plines in consultancy skills, we find that people can sometimes be more
effective in fact finding at the first meeting when they have little expert
knowledge in the problem being presented by the client.

This is because, faced with a technical problem, experts can rarely resist
diving into the problem and asking a series of technical questions to find
out ‘Is this the problem? Is that the problem?’, based on their past experi-
ence of solving similar problems. They are keen to be efficient in their
questioning so they also often fail to summarize what they have learned.
As a consequence, they come across as having achieved a much less solid
understanding of the whole business situation and requirements.

Diagnostic exercise

Carry out this exercise to diagnose your current approach. This will
enable you to identify additional ideas to add to your toolkit to make
your first meetings more effective.

You receive an email (below) from a potential client, outlining a prob-
lem that she would like you to look at and requesting a meeting. Read
the email, and quickly brainstorm all the questions you would ask at the
first meeting. Don'’t try to prioritize or plan your questions — just list any
questions you would want to ask, whatever the subject.



