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t happens at every company. A
need arises, an important posi-
tion opens up, but for whatever
reason it's not possible or appro-
priate to hire a full-time, tradi-

tional employee to fill the gap. You
need to turn to contingent labor, but
what sort of person should you
employ: a consultant, a contractor or a
temporary worker?

Further complicating the decision is that there are no
hard-and-fast definitions for these terms. Plenty of temporary
employees want to be called consultants because they think it
sounds better and more professional. A self-employed con-
sultant is by definition an independent contractor. Still, there
are guidelines to help you sort through the choices and pick
the best contingent worker for the job at hand.

The livelihood of a self-employed consultant often depends
on his or her ability to build long-term relationships with
clients. As a result, consultants tend to bring more of a com-
mitment component to their assignments, believesDavid Lewis,
president of human resources consulting firm Operationslnc.

Of course, this only holds true if the consultant is really
a consultant. Lewis says there are plenty of people who
think 'consultant' sounds better than 'unemployed.'
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"You may not care much if you're hoping to someday
transition your contingent laborer into a more permanent posi-
tion, but if you're looking for a true consultant, someone who
will solve a particular problem for you and then be available
in six months to work another project, and so on down the
road, you want to be sure that you're hiring a bona fide con-
sultant," he says.

How to make sure? One way is to ask for references from
other projects on which the consultant has served.

Hiring an independent consultant carries another challenge,
Lewis warns. Because the consultant only gets paid while he is
working on a job, as your project draws to a close, two prob-
lems may arise. If the consultant does not have another project
lined up following yours, he may try to drag out the assignment
and productivity may fall. On the other hand, his availability
may simply drop as he spends time seeking his next project.

One way to avoid this problem is to hire a consulting firm
that has senior partners to line up new engagements while the
consultants in the trenches (like the one working for you) focus
on the job at hand. Taking this approach has its advantages,
but you're also likely to find it easier to negotiate on cost with
an independent consultant than with a firm.

Also, consulting firms often have a fixed methodology that
they bring to every assignment. In a way, this is a selling point
for them. "When we provide an HR consultant to a client,
behind the scenes that person has been trained, modeled, edu-
cated and supported in the same way as the 17 other people on
our staff," Lewis says.

If an independent consultant goes on vacation, his client
company has to do without him and struggle on as best it can.

Firms, on the other hand, often can supply another person. If
trained properly, the replacement consultant doesn't have to
start from scratch. Whatever he does in the specific circum-
stances at hand can provide a similar level of service as the
vacationing consultant.

"Consulting firms don't just sell people who are skilled in
technology and HR," Lewis says. "They sell methodology,
training and an approach. That way the leap is not so great if
y~u need to change from one consultant to another."

S THE?

Though some contingent employees and their staffing firms
might claim otherwise, there seems to be a broad consensus
that consultants often fill higher-level positions.

"Consultants are generally hired for mid- to high-level
management responsibilities by firms. Consultants have many
years of experience in their fields and are hired for specific
projects, processes or goals related to their expertise," says
Sherry Amanpour, founder of career transition, career services
and search firm AMAN Consultant.

As Amanpour explains it, a consultant is often the contin-
gent staffer with the most expertise who receives a complex
assignment based on many years of experience in a particular
field. Of course, that extra experience doesn't come cheap. A
consultant's fees are often higher than any other contingent
worker's.

Amanpour describes contractors as being a notch below
consultants in both expertise and pay level. Contractors are
often paid per diem and brought on board for a shorter
period of time than consultants. Contractors, meanwhile,
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