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THERE’S AN OLD JOKE THAT GOES SOMETHING LIKE THIS:
A sheep farmer is tending his flock when a city slicker rolls up in his BMW, hops out and asks,

“Hey, if I tell you exactly how many sheep you have, can I take one?” The farmer nods, so the
city slicker opens his laptop, calls up some satellite photos, runs some algorithms, and
announces, “You have 1,432 sheep.” 

Impressed, the farmer says, “You’re right. Go ahead and take one.” So the city slicker loads
one of the animals into the backseat of the car. “Now,” says the farmer, “if I tell you what you
do for a living, can I have it back?”

A gaming sort, the city slicker says, “Sure.” 
“You’re a consultant,” says the farmer.
“Wow!” says the consultant. “How’d you know?”
“Well,” says the farmer, “you showed up even though I never asked you to. You told me

something I already knew. And you don’t know anything about my business. Now give me back
my dog.”

Punch lines aside, “consultant” is a loosely defined job title that some deem necessary to the
nation’s economy and others consider a euphemism for “unemployed.” Laura Page, one of
Madison’s leading management consultants, gives some insight into what consultants do, what
you should expect, and how to find the best one for you.

Madison Magazine: Let’s start out
generally with what you do. 
What do I do? I do a lot of helping
individuals and groups function better in
terms of their communication, their
teamwork and their management skills.
I’m principally a management consultant.
That’s usually training in the form of one-
on-one coaching or in-house programs or
public programs. 

How’d you get into the business? I
was head of business counseling for the
UW’s Small Business Development Center
and started the counseling function. When
I started, there was just the director and a
programmer who did seminars, but we
didn’t do coaching. How did I get that job?
I think I was in the right place at the right
time. I was getting a master’s in
management development here at UW, and

to be honest it was eighteen years
ago and I can’t quite remember.
After three years I really wanted to
teach more and do more variety,
not just start-ups. My passion is
really conflict resolution rather than
marketing, even though I have a
master’s in marketing also. So
anyway I said, “I’m going to go out

on my own.” That was fifteen years ago. In
addition, I wanted to do deeper consulting,
strategic thinking, working with
entrepreneurs and key managers on really
a wide range of stuff. At first I did a lot of
marketing stuff. 

So what is a consultant, anyway? I
think I’d call a consultant an expert who is
able to communicate his or her expertise.
You know, you could be a scientist and not
necessarily be that helpful. It’s someone
who has both the knowledge base and the
ability to communicate and make
recommendations in a way that works for
the recipient. There are a lot of people
skills involved – understanding your client
and dealing with the client’s personality,
which is sometimes challenging. People
tend to come to you in crisis. There are a
lot of emotions. These are important issues,
people are unbelievably angry, scared,
frustrated, so you really need a lot of
understanding of human nature, and
patience.

Do people sometimes wait too long
to come to you? Oh, sure. That’s human
nature. You don’t call a consultant until
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there’s a crisis. Think of the way any human
changes. We don’t change the fire safety
laws until we’ve burnt up a bunch of people.
Some businesses are proactive, but usually
the bigger ones because they have more
money and more experience using
consultants. But it’s not always crisis.
Sometimes it’s rapid growth, which is a cool
thing. Sometimes it’s just change. The
marketplace is changing so much –
competition, global stuff, regulation. There’s
more diversity, there’s more need for people
to work better together. The modern world
is about information exchange, not
production. We’ve gone obviously from an
industrial age to an information age, and that
results in people needing to work better
together, and they don’t know how. They
don’t have a clue. 

As a small business owner or big
business manager, how does one know
when to hire a consultant? I think it is two
things. You’re feeling pain. [Y]ou can use a
consultant to make that pain more felt, to
show other people the need for a consultant.
Not everybody might agree there’s a need for
some change or to expend money. The other
thing is when there’s clearly an opportunity.
You read about people doing something, like
“appreciative inquiry” is the big thing these
days. You know how complex that is? But
people hear about it so now they want to
know about appreciative inquiry. 

Do you think reading about a trendy
thing is a valid reason to hire a
consultant? I don’t want to say no. If it
keeps your interest you should explore it.
For instance, try to rewind history and
remember the early days of Total Quality
Management. What a powerful,
comprehensive approach to decision-making
and team-building and change. In the early
days I hope people did kind of sniff the wind,
even if they didn’t have any immediate
danger or immediate need. Whether
appreciative inquiry is a major thing remains
to be seen. I don’t think so. 

Is there a danger in buzzwords? Yes.
Oh, God, yes. A lot of things are the same
old things. The number of folks who have
gone to Seven Habits of Highly Effective
People as the way to create a more powerful
work environment is amazing. That’s buzz
stuff. That’s not necessarily the answer.
Robert Chappell is a staff writer for 
Madison Magazine.


