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PRAGMATIC SKILLS FOR PROFESSIONALS SERIES: 

WHAT IS AN INTERNAL CONSULTANT? (AKA BUSINESS PARTNER) 
 

 

If you have a professional expertise and need to deliver that expertise to real people, you‟re in the right place. If 

you are in IT, finance, HR, R & D, or safety; or you are an engineer, a scientist, a public affairs advisor, an 

economist, a medical professional—any kind of professional — this series of articles has lots of practical advice 

to help you deliver your expertise to users, who are very much human — customers or managers, inside or 

outside your organization. 
 

These 2 to 4 page articles will introduce you what is often called “internal 

consulting,” more recently termed “business partnering” or “business advisory” skills. 

At the end of each article are pointers to other resources, depending on your needs. 
 

Murray Hiebert, author of a bestselling book and workshop called Powerful 

Professionals: Leveraging Your Expertise with Clients, along with Associates, has 

presented over 1,000 workshops around the world to over 15,000 professionals like 

you. Our workshop client service feedback survey has given us information from 

about 50,000 users of your expertise. Murray has been there with you, as an internal 

consultant—an expert professional—in one of the world‟s largest corporations. We 

know the practical skills that will help you be successful as a professional. 
 

 

What is an Internal Consultant or Business Partner? 
 

So what is an internal consultant or business partner and would it benefit you to 

become one? Before I answer these questions, let‟s step back a little. 
 

You have an expertise that took you from 2 to 5 years—perhaps more—to master at a college, technical school or 

university. Some of you might have picked up your expertise in the “school of hard knocks.” That‟s OK too. You 

have this expertise and experience but you may be somewhat frustrated at how to deliver it to real people—with 

all their baggage and foibles. 
 

The trouble with most technical or professional learning is just that — you learn a lot about your area of expertise 

but not much about delivering that expertise to super busy, non-expert (or sometimes too expert), skeptical, hard-

nosed line managers and other users. The problems you encountered in your textbooks didn‟t speak of skeptical 

people who don‟t understand, or may even distrust your expertise. As one participant engineer said after a 

consulting skills workshop “I learned about the things they didn‟t teach me during my Engineering degree.” 
 

Looking from the other side, have you ever asked a professional expert for help and felt dumb, perhaps not even 

knowing what to ask for? Or you were snowed with jargon you didn‟t understand? Or you were fearful of the 

change the professional would recommend?—think of a doctor or even your partner asking you to give up your 

favorite bad habit!!  
 

Given these issues, a successful professional business partner or internal consultant is one who uses his or her 

expertise to assist people with their business needs without exercising direct control. Notice 2 phrases: 

 “with their business needs” Users of your expertise often present you with solutions, not their 

underlying business needs. If you want to be a business partner or powerful professional, your 
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A business partner or internal consultant 
is one who uses his or her expertise to 
assist people with their business needs 
without exercising direct control. 

effectiveness starts with questioning to get at the need. The two big temptations for professionals are 

either to take the presenting issue as the underlying need, or to jump to solutions. In other brief articles, I 

will underline the needs of having a consulting model to 

keep you on track, and the critical skill of questioning to 

get at the unstated business need. 

 “without direct control” Many experts yearn for more 

control, particularly control of impossible clients!-—“If 

only those dinosaurs …” or “If only those knucklehead managers …” The dirty little secret is that 

although many professionals yearn for more control, the best, long-term expertise delivery strategy rarely 

uses control. Although a professional like you may need, on occasion, to use direct control, to say for 

example, “No, you can‟t use this equipment or that software,” or “You can‟t do that because it is against 

government regulations.” This response should be rare. Let me show you a bigger context and illustrate 

one underlying principle of successful consulting.  
 

 

Great Consulting Relationships Have a 50-50 Feel 
 

Our contention is that the best long-term consulting relationships have a more or less 50-50 feel. Ideally your 

client provides 50% by providing you with the business need and support, while you, the professional, provide 

the other 50% by supplying your expertise to help meet the need. In the real world, however, consulting roles 

rarely begin with a 50-50 partnership. 

 

 

The Pair of Hands   The Partner   The Expert 

One-down     50/50           One-up 

Client knows best   We are better together       I know best 

“Tell me what to do.”           “Let’s work together”  “Here’s what you should do.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Disempowered    Power with       Power over 

 

 
New professionals start in their new roles expecting clients to define their roles and their activities, resulting in a 

relationship on the “Pair-of-hands” side of the continuum shown above. It is a comfortable role. “After all,” you 

think, “aren‟t these problems just like the ones we dealt with in school?” With experience, it becomes a “tender 

trap.” After a few years in this Pair of Hands role professionals become frustrated because they feel like a 

“gofer,” following the client‟s „orders‟ or needs. They now have enough experience to realize there are better 

ways of doing things that will produce better results for your clients. 
 

On the other end of the spectrum from the Pair of Hands role is the role of “The Expert” In reaction to the 

frustrations of the Pair of Hands role, some professionals flee to the Expert role, frequently telling clients how to 

run their business. Most clients are not happy with being told what to do. Some organizations will tolerate this if 

the professional happens to have a rare expertise.  
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Neither client nor professional like either end of the spectrum for long. Neither end of the spectrum will build 

you a long and fulfilled professional career. The best assignments have a 50-50ish feel—the client providing the 

need and support; the professional providing the expertise and skill. In the real world this isn‟t always attainable, 

but this perspective is at the heart of the Business Partner role. The word “partner” doesn‟t mean equal status. 

You, the professional, may end up doing 90% of the work. What we mean is 50-50 influence and responsibility.  
 

 

You Need to Manage the Consulting Relationship 
 

The Powerful Professionals book, workshop, and these articles can assist you and your organization to move 

toward a more satisfying and successful 50-50 business partnership with your clients—an important first step in 

your sustainable, valued, and fulfilling career no matter what term you use — professional, internal consultant or 

business partner. 
 

Many times, you may feel you would be a better professional or internal consultant if only you had better clients. 

In our workshops we ask: “How many of your managers have ever taken a course on how to make good use of 

your expertise?” The answer is usually none. So we challenge professionals like you to take responsibility to 

become an internal consultant/business partner, the middle role in the continuum. The only behavior over which 

you have control is your own. Our maxim is: “Besides being an expert in your professional skill, you need to be 

an expert at delivering that expertise.” 
 

 

This is the first of a number of practical articles designed to help you grow as a professional, 

developing as an effective internal consultant/business partner. These articles are best read in 

order but may be used individually to meet specific challenges of delivering your expertise. 

For example, if you are having trouble selling your ideas and recommendations, see the 

Selling Your Ideas article. Supplementing these articles, you can always get more information, 

models, checklists, worksheets and examples in the book, Powerful Professionals. 

 

 
Related articles: 

 What Does It Take to Be a Business Partner? 

 Using a Consulting Model to Manage an Assignment 

 Asking Powerful Questions to Set Up Powerful Roles 

 Who‟s Got the Monkey—Business Need or Professional Deliverable? 

 What Clients Value from Professionals 
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