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Consultingin the 90's a4 1994 by Ben M. Schorr

Thetimesthey are achangin'. That phraseistrue of few enterprises morethan
thefire engine paced change in the computer industry. Asthisindustry changes,
so doits' consultants. Theentirefield of computer consulting only got big when
computerswent mainstream in the early 80s. Before then it was mostly major
cor por ations and hobbyiststhat had computers. We are now approaching the
end of the century and look to see a computer on almost every desk. And for all
of that computing power thereisaveritable army of support personnel setting it
up and training end userson how to useit - at least in the business sector and for
specialized tasks.

Asthe home and home office markets heat up with a resulting flow of computer
information, even mor e people are gaining confidencein their abilitiesto
configure, repair and add computer componentsto new and existing systems.
This challenges consultantsin at least two ways:

1. Everyonehasa brother-in-law who isa " Computer Expert." You know the
type. He' sthe office guru because he knows how to change the toner in the laser
printer, subscribesto PC Magazine and bought a 486 at the swap meet for his
house. Suddenly everybody is calling him for free advice and heis more than
happy to get wrist deep in their WIN.INI files. Well folks, if you think working
with professionalsis expensive, try working with amateurs. | get alot of calls
from people who've either messed up their own configuration or, mor e often, had
a"friend" comein and " fix" it for them.

Thereal problem begin when these so-called " experts' get laid off or get
ambitious and decide to have some business cards printed up that read

" Computer Consultant.” Now they're out in the marketplace alongside the
professionals disguised as a professional consultant....and they may not be easy to
spot at first. They'll have their Paper Direct business cards and brochures.
They'll toss out buzzwordslike " Information Super Highway" and " Scuzzy."
AND they'll offer their servicesat ridiculously low rates and ar e often pleased to
get much below prevailing local rates. But you can quickly separate the
pretender s when the work begins.

I've heard reports of " experts' who left a system unbootable because the
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AUTOEXEC.BAT and CONFIG.SYS fileswerein WordPerfect format. |'ve seen
"experts' who deleted key .EXE filestrying to free up hard drive space.

|'ve also seen hard drives mounted backwardsin the case, laser printers plugged
into UPSs and systems with three copies of Windows installed.

Where and how does this hurt ? Perception. It can sometimestake a little while
for a professional to spot a pretender, especially if we haven't had a chance to see
hiswork. Imagine how difficult it isfor alay-person to spot one! Let'sassume as
alay-person you'vejust paid a" Computer Consultant” $500 to set up your
system. Nothing workswell or at all and that computer isa constant headache.
Thefellow rarely returns calls and when he does, seems befuddled and has no
answers. Yet another person handsyou a card that reads " Computer
Consultant” and offersto take alook at your systems...for $75/hour! Wouldn’t
you be a bit wary of being taken by yet another pretender... and thistimefor a
lot more money?

M any prospective clients have been swindled by not one, but two, three, four or
even alonger succession of these impostors. They've paid alot of money for
minor success and asaresult arejustifiably wary and more cynical when we tell
them what we can do for them and for how much. They've heard our song
before...and they can't tell if it'slive or Memorex.

Making your self visible:

How can we show and then proveto the public that we'rethe“real deal” ? It'snot
easy and it requires alot of determination and time. First of all you must
establish yourself as a legitimate expert and viable businessperson. Join the
Chamber of Commerce and alocal community organization like Kiwanis. Get
involved and establish your self as a stable and hard working member of the
community with a telephone which isregularly answered and where phone calls
are alwaysreturned. Establish yourself with your local bank. Write articles on
your subject of expertise and actively seek speaking engagements on your
subject. Offer seminars and classes. Offer to teach part-time at a local school or
be avolunteer at a" Career Day" at thelocal high school.

Encourage your clients and colleaguesto refer businessto you and, most
importantly, be honest and straightforward in your dealings with clients,
prospects and vendors. They will remember thisand you will get a reputation as
someone who can betrusted.

What They Say....

2. As"Plug-and-Play" becomesareality, the PR spin, isthat systems will
become easier to setup and maintain. Theimplication isthat there no longer
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existsa need for a consultant to setup a system if the end user can simply twist
three thumb screws, plugin a card, close the case and voila - it’sfinished. Even
the brother-in-law, the computer expert can't go too far wrong with this. They
are saying that as applications become mor e intuitive, the need for training will
bereduced. They, also say, that as hardware prices continue to fall, having a
system that isrobust and new becomes morerealistic for all commercial users.
Further, if a system fails...replaceit. The partsare cheap and " Plug-and-Play."

The aboveistheparty linethat Microsoft, IBM and other big vendorswould
have us believe. Until just recently | feared that they were not far from reality.
However, the more | see of the new operating systems, new hardware and new
applications the more confident | am that we are not an extinct speciesjust yet --
or for some timeto come!

Custom programming is still very much alive. What about the new " intuitive"
programs? How many times have you been called because the end user forgot to
turn on their monitor and assumed their system crashed? No matter how simple
developerstry to make their programs, there will always be a need for end-user
training....primarily becauseit 1Svery foreign terrain for most users.

Asfor Plug-and-Play, many of the upgrades we now do could be done by end-
users. Thefact isthat many end-users don't want to do their own upgrades. Just
as| don't want to wash my own car, they prefer to pay somebody elseto do it for
them...and if PCM CIA isany example, there will be plenty of compatibility and
configuration problemsto go around. Thereislots of information but very little
confidence!

Themorerobust systemsarejust great and mean there are morethingsthe end-
userscan do. | have a client who told methat he thought that buying a computer
would save him time...now he spends just as much time as before, if not more!
Thedifferenceisthat he'saccomplishing ten times as much. The new systems will
take end-usersto alevel of productivity they never dreamed was possible ...and
good, experienced, honest consultants will be their guides.

| rest my case!
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8640 or via the Internet at ben.schorr @ panasia .com

NEXT

WW




