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Calling in a consultant to help you with your business can be one of your smartest moves if you choose your cards well and play them right.
by Howard Riell
"The biggest mistake operators will make in working with a consultant is not to follow through on the programs they've agreed to."
--Arlene Spiegel, FCSI,

food and beverage

practice leader PricewaterhouseCoopers 
Foodservice operators of all kinds have been known to love them and hate them; listen to and ignore them; hire and fire them; and often succeed or fail depending on how well they listen--or don't listen--to them.

Consultants can be viewed from a variety of perspectives by entrepreneurs: Guardian angels who keep evil at bay; hired guns recruited to solve a problem and move on; wise mentors who can point them in as yet undreamed of directions; and number crunchers who can take care of all the bothersome but essential tasks they never considered while they were dreaming of a new career.

Consultants can, of course, be all these things and more. But finding one--and making sure it's the right one--can be tricky. Like any relationship, there can be disagreements, a lack of trust, clashes of ego, and a loss of confidence or even respect. This relationship also requires work, before, during and after a project, if it is to succeed. But when it does, the results can be inspiring.

So who needs a consultant? Surprise--it's not just beginners. "Our consulting practice is made up of only two-thirds start-ups," says Bruce Milletto, president of the Bellissimo CoffeeInfo Group in Eugene, Ore.

"One-third is established businesses. They call us up and say, 'We've been open two years and we're not doing the numbers we expected; we're having problems with staff; we're looking to expand; we want to look at some other locations; we made a lot of mistakes with the first one--can you come in and help us with the second one?'"

"Nobody is completely confident in every aspect of everything they do," says Tom MacDermott, FCSI, a consultant who started in the foodservice business in 1957 and is now the president of the Clarion Group, Kingston, N.H. "Even I use consultants for things like facilities design ... and labor issues."

Many times, says Sherri Miller-Johns, a 25-year veteran of the coffee business and president of Miller & Associates in Portland, Ore., "a new set of eyes can come in and evaluate everything that's going on and determine whether the existing business is moving in the right direction or making decisions that maybe aren't the best for their ongoing business. A new set of eyes can provide fresh energy."

When should you seek out a consultant? "After you've read a handful of books and you still have some questions, that pretty much is the time to go into it," says Miller-Johns. Her company provides training and educational services, coffee tours, personalized training programs, specialty retail coffee education and store layout design. She is also heavily involved with the Specialty Coffee Association of America.

The first place Miller-Johns directs would-be clients is to Bellissimo Coffee Information Group's Bean Business Basics book, which she says will "steer people in the right direction and save them a few hundred dollars right there." Newcomers should curl up with "a couple of good technical books, one on coffee education," she adds.

If a client is considering transitioning from another career, she questions the client to see if she knows what she's getting into. "Are they going to be able to support themselves in the lifestyle they're used to? I don't want to say you talk them out of it," she says, "but you might help them at least reconsider or go into the profession with an open mind."

The Need to Know
What retailers usually need help with, according to Willem Boot, director of Boot Coffee Consulting and Training, Mill Valley, Calif., is developing consistency of products and services. Assisting them in doing that means helping them develop quality standards for everything from roasting coffee to tamping and foaming milk for a cappuccino. A second step, he continues, is to develop a set of standard operating procedures.

Boot Coffee offers programs and workshops geared equally toward roasters and coffee retailers. Areas of specialty include testing and tasting green coffee, advanced training of roasting staff, marketing single-origin coffees, cupping techniques, developing blends and finding affordable roasters.

The biggest hurdle in trying to achieve consistency, Boot believes, is getting all employees on the same page. Employees all have "their unique, individual preferences on how to do things," he says. "An average retail store has somewhere between six and 10 employees, mostly part-time. As a business owner you have to make sure that when they get on board that they all get the proper training."

Milletto finds that many of the operators who seek him out are in need of basic business principles. "It's my opinion that a lot of people who are attracted to our industry, unlike other industries, often do not come out of a particularly savvy business background."

For such clients, it is important to "really teach them that, first of all, the coffee business is a foodservice business," says Milletto. "The cold reality is that the foodservice business has the highest rate of failure of any category there is. More foodservice businesses fail than jewelry or clothing stores or supermarkets or gas stations. It's a tough business." The good news, though, he adds, is that the margins are a little bit larger than they are in a typical straight restaurant.

What's happened in the coffee industry over the last four to five years, Milletto asserts, is that "50 percent of what you're doing in most coffee bars is not coffee. Coffee bars are getting involved in smoothies and food products for survival. They have to compete with the competition. If they can up their average ticket from $2 to $4, that other $2 minus the cost of goods goes straight to the bottom line. So that is what people are doing."

To fill the knowledge gap on non-coffee items, Bellissimo recently introduced a video called Everything But Coffee, which covers topics not directly related to coffee.

"There have been no training videos to show people exactly how to deal with all these other aspects of their business that they're going to need to deal with effectively to be successful," says Milletto.

How to Locate a Consultant?
When looking for a consultant, MacDermott recommends starting with your own trade association. "They have checkable references, and a trade association isn't going to steer your wrong," he says.

MacDermott also advises that "a good retail consultant--if he's on the business side-- will be able to set up a set of books that will be equally efficient in a coffee shop or a blue jeans shop."

Another place to shop for a consultant is The Foodservice Consultants Society International, based in Louisville, Ky.

FCSI members are recognized in 23 different disciplines, including everything from accounting and controls, architectural design and business strategy, to operations review and re-engineering.

The organization provides an online membership directory at www.fcsi.com. Also at the site, visitors can complete a "request for consultant" form, and personnel will then help locate a qualified consultant who meets their specifications.

"The cold reality is that the foodservice business has the highest rate of failure rate of any category there is. ... It's a tough business."
--Bruce Milletto, president

Bellissimo CoffeeInfo Group 
There are a number of consultants out there who are, in my opinion, con artists," says Milletto. "There are people out there in this industry right now who are running full-page ads, and you call them up and they'll tell you they've done everything including coffee bars on the moon, but they haven't really done anything."

Operators must look out for those who call themselves coffee consultants but "have never consulted with one client," Milletto warns. "I happen to know of a company like that right now. Have they talked to a few people and sold a few people this or that? Yes. Have they really opened a coffee bar A to Z? Absolutely not. They have not done it, but you wouldn't know it by looking at their Web site."

Milletto echoes MacDermott's recommendation that operators looking for a reliable consultant should check with established organizations, to which he adds magazines like Specialty Coffee Retailer.

"These are magazines and organizations that really don't have an ax to grind," he says.

Milletto also points out that people who come from one business into the coffee business should proceed with caution. "I just got off the phone with someone who's been in business in another area of business for about 10 years and wants to make a career change," says Milletto. "That person basically needs to learn about the industry and the product."

Too often, such people think it's so simple and try and save money by not investing in a consultant, he says. "What they end up doing is asking their equipment dealers to [perform that service] or they ask their coffee roaster."

Most equipment dealers or coffee roasters will, indeed, attempt to do that, admits Milletto, but says that "if a salesperson is hired to sell espresso equipment, he or she is not necessarily qualified to help put somebody in business. "But if it means making a sale on an espresso machine or not, and I'm the salesman," he says, "I guarantee you I'm going to tell them I can do it all."
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	Willem Boot offers cupping workshops as part of his training program


What Can Go Wrong
The biggest mistake operators often makes in working with a consultant, according to Arlene Spiegel, FCSI, a food and beverage practice leader for PricewaterhouseCoopers, New York, is not to follow through on the programs they've agreed to. Very often, operators who are used to doing things a particular way will not embrace the changes internally that they need.

"For example," she says, "some of the new program initiatives may require replacing staff, changing payroll and policy procedures, and even bringing new experts in house that will possibly challenge the current leadership."

Boot agrees, saying that dealing with individuals who are "sometimes very unique in their own ways" is a major problem. "They just like to do it the way they have always done it."

The onus is on the consultant, says Spiegel, to facilitate the process. The consultant "really needs to understand that when any new program is embarked upon by an operator that there is a transformation process that has to take place emotionally before it can be physically executed," she says. "The operator has to give up some of the old, comfortable ways of doing business, which is very, very difficult."

What's needed, says Spiegel, is to develop a trusting relationship with a proven consultant "and trust them enough to follow through with the program initiative." Indeed, she says, one of the things an operator must look for beyond technical competency is the ability to "meld well with the company's philosophy. It really is developing a trusted friendship. If there is a disconnect on a personality or energy level, it's usually a struggle to develop that trust. You've got to click. And if the clicking is not there at the very seed level of the relationship, you never get the optimal return."

Where do problems in the operator-consultant relationship typically arise? The first thing, says MacDermott, is that operators often "aren't completely square with them; in other words, they don't want to admit how badly something may be going on, or that they made a mistake."

Another is, in his words, "not being willing to take the hard medicine. From decor to a way of laying things out, many small operators will do much of this work themselves, and will be offended if you say, 'You're doing it all wrong.'"

Goals, says Boot, must be clearly established ahead of time. "Before you start working with a consultant, write down on paper what your goals are," he says. An operator should never start a project without a list of goals because the consultant relationship becomes an open-checkbook relationship.

Miller-Johns identifies a common problem as calling the consultant in before the build-out is complete. In one instance, she could offer nothing more than what she calls an "air-guitar" training session on cappuccino frothing, going through the motions as if the machinery were actually in her hand. "It was really pretty funny."

Constructive moments are the goal when dealing with consultants. And, of course, the ultimate goal is larger profits. With a little research, care and nurturing, the client-consultant relationship can help bring the path leading there into clearer focus. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Free Advice
The Foodservice Consultants Society International provides the following advice on how to find a good consultant:
1. Ask colleagues and other well-informed executives for several referrals. Check each one's credentials and give each candidate the same criteria for your project.
2. Ask each consultant to describe the best approach to your situation. This isn't asking for details, just a general description of the problem-solving process.
3. Ask for references and follow up on them, asking such questions as: Were you satisfied with the services performed? Why or why not? Would you hire this consultant again? Why or why not? Did the consultant meet your deadlines? Did the consultant coordinate properly with other specialists on the project?
4. Visit and inspect some of the consultant's projects. If that's not possible, call the operators and talk frankly about their level of satisfaction with the consultant's performance.
5. Attempt to interview each finalist in person. Face-to-face meetings are invaluable.
Fees, Please
While fees can range across the board, there are some benchmarks. Willem Boot, director, Boot Coffee Consulting and Training, Mill Valley, Calif., charges clients between $800 and $1,000 per day, a fee structure he calls standard in the industry.

Bellissimo Information Group hasn't raised its consulting rate--$900 a day--in three or four years, says Bruce Milletto, company president. "We think it's a fair price. If we do a large package and somebody wants 10 days worth of consulting, we probably would discount that. If somebody wants only one day then, of course, there's no negotiation or any sort of discount."

------------------------------------------------------------------------
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*
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*
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*
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*
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*
Mill Valley, Calif. 

*
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*
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*
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*
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