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Abstract: ;

The success of a VE effort can be highly variable. This variability is attributed primarily to the nature of the
study content, the manner in which the VE tools are applied, and the capabilities of the VE Team and the VE
consultant. Since that consultant is a key force for change in the VE process, the success of the effort hinges
on the competencies of the consultant. This paper will categorize and describe many of the competencies that
are required to be an outstanding VE consultant, with particular attention paid to interpersonal skills.

1. INTRODUCTION

A consultant is a leader. The consultant leads his or
her client through a methodology to produce results
that satisfy the client's needs. The degree of
satisfaction depends on the key words found in the
previous sentence: consultant, methodology, and
needs. The methodology is one that must work, or
else the consultant doesn’t have much on which to
stand. Surely, value-based methodologies (herein
referred to as “Value Engineering”) are effective, and
are continuously being improved upon. And the
methodology—when carefully applied in the pre-study
phase and Function Analysis phase—is an effective
way to identify and solve the needs of the client.
However, the competencies of the consultant have a
major impact on the degree of client satisfaction.
These competencies impact how well the value
methodology is applied and how well the client team
is properly engaged and led throughout the
application of the methodology. Clearly, it takes an
essential set of skills to be an outstanding VE
consultant. Starting from a core of baseline traits it
takes technical, supporting, and interpersonal skills.
This paper reflects the author’s experience with being

a consultant in VE and other methodologies, and
describes the set of essential consulting skills.

2. MODE OF CONSULTING

A VE consultant exists in an arena that is a departure
from the more traditional consultant role. Traditional
consultants used to be hired to do it all. They used to
say to their clients, “Give me an office and phone,
and I’ll collect and analyze data and report to you my
recommendations.” Aside from the tools of their
methodology and their ability to interview people,
analyze data, and document findings, there were not
a lot of leadership, change management, and
interpersonal skills required to produce results.
However, VE consultants are more than average
leaders: they lead the VE team to uncover winning
solutions. According to Savage in his book Fifth
Generation Management', “Leadership involves
conducting, coaching, and mentoring: A conductor
brings forth the best talents of an orchestra; a coach
builds capabilities and confidence; and a mentor
shapes talent.” This is a shift from the more
traditional consultant role. To be successful in this
leadership mode of consulting, a VE consultant must
develop a spectrum of competencies.



SAVE INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE PROCEEDINGS 1999

3. CONSULTANT'S BASELINE TRAITS

A client relies upon a consultant to produce results—
that is why a consultant is hired. So regardless of the
methods that a consultant uses, there is a set of
conditions or traits which should be considered as a
baseline to his or her producing results, and a client
has a right to expect these traits to be present in the
consultant. The following are minimal requirements
for consultants.

3.1 Trustworthiness

Consider that by engaging the consultant, the client is
basically saying, “I don’t know the answer and I need
help.” This reveals a degree of vulnerability on the
client’s part. Another aspect of this vulnerability
comes from the client’s sharing his or her mistakes,
defects, and oversights. Attention to this
vulnerability requires that the consultant be honest
and trustworthy. The consultant must also be éthical,
with behavior that does not step outside a solid,
shared value system with the client. -A failure to
maintain ethics, honesty and trust will shatter the
client-consultant relationship more than anything,
even more than the inability to produce satisfactory
results from a VE study. The next trait is integrity;
that is, a consultant must have a strong set of
principles, must stick to those principles, and must do
what they promise to do.

3.2 Character

Some baseline traits have to do with character traits
of the consultant, such as patience, humility, self-
confidence, openness, willingness to learn, courage,
and empathy. For example, patience is important,
because the client may be uncomfortable throughout
the change process inherent in VE, and so the
consultant will need to be patient with any of the
clients’ behaviors that reflect this level of discomfort.
Another example is humility: a consultant who
brags, is pompous or arrogant-even while being
elegant in his tone—while serving to inflate his own
ego, leaves a very sour taste in the mouths of most
clients. The client doesn’t want to hear how
wonderful the consultant is; rather, they want to hear
why he or she—i.e., the client—is special, and why his
or her problems are important ones, and how the
consultant can help solve these problems.

3.3 Authenticity
The last baseline characteristic worth highlighting is
authenticity. Consultants know this; however, in an
attempt to impress their client, their “shadow side”
(see section 6.2.1) can produce phony, insincere, or

overly slick behaviors. Thus, a consultant must “act
like a mensch” (i.e., a considerate person) and live by
the principles and methods that they preach; i.e., to
“walk the talk”.

The remainder of this paper will enumerate, describe
and categorize VE consulting skills into three major
areas: Technical Skills (book smart), Supporting
Skills (process smart), and Interpersonal Skills
(people smart) as shown in Figure 1. Particular
attention will be paid to Interpersonal Skills.

Technical
Skills

Supporting
Skills

Baseline
Traits

Interpersonal
Skills

Figure 1. Consultant Skill Set

4. TECHNICAL SKILLS

The competencies in this category pertain to
techniques and methods used by the consultant to get
the work accomplished. One might say that these are
the “intellectual” skills. For example, if we were
referring to a financial planning consultant these
skills would include knowledge of investment
strategies. For the world of VE, many of the
technical skills can be enumerated as:

* Function Analysis

» Report-writing and documentation

* FAST Diagramming

» Storyboarding

» Analytic Skills

+ Evaluation Techniques

» Problem Identification & Definition

» Scientific Methods

» Decision-Making Tools

» Scribing Techniques

» Creativity Techniques

+ Financial Skills

+ Knowledge of Application Arena (e.g.,

Industry, Construction, Government)

Since these technical skills are well understood,
reported in the literature, and executed with
adeptness and regularity by most VE consultants, this
paper will not explore descriptions of these beyond
their being listed above.
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5. SUPPORTING SKILLS

Supporting skills pertain to those that support the VE
process and support being a consultant. These skills
can be divided into five groupings: administrative,
negotiation, commitment-building, meeting
management, and expectation management.

5.1 Administrative Skills
To begin with, there are a number of administrative
skills that are essential for a consultant. A consultant
must know how to establish plans that are realistic,
how to manage the execution of their methodology
(i.e., the VE Job Plan), as well as how to execute the
necessary aspects of the contracting procedure’. This
is not a trivial set of tasks, and includes handling of
such sensitive matters as confidentiality agreements,
consultant contracts, legal/liability agreements,
purchase orders and invoicing, etc.

»

5.2 Negotiation Skills

Other skills involve securing a potentidl client in the
early phases of a relationship. It is important for the
consultant to know how to make that initial contact
with a client, and how to identify early on what are
his or her true needs and wants, and whether VE can
be used to satisfy these. This activity in itself is a
form of negotiating. To support this needs
assessment capability, a consultant must be adept at
interviewing techniques. A standard needs
assessment can be conducted with the client, wherein
the client answers questions such as “What is the
problem we are trying to solve?”, “Why is this a
problem?”, and “Why is a solution necessary?” *

Along with needs assessment comes the more
familiar form of negotiation. The pricing structure
for the services, the conditions of the client-
consultant relationship, roles and responsibilities, the
deliverables, and the process to be used in the
engagement are all part of those things that must be
negotiated®. Often neglected by the consultant is the
negotiation on constraints and barriers. Sometimes a
client and consultant don’t share and agree on what
each believes are constraints to conducting a VE
effort. For example, a VE consultant might consider
the use of FAST diagramming to be a constraint on
which he or she must hold firm in negotiating any
modification to implementing the Job Plan. Or
perhaps the client might have a constraint on the
timing and duration of the VE effort. Without proper
clarification of these matters up front, trouble will
undoubtedly occur for both parties.

54

5.3 Commitment-Building Skills

Related to negotiation is the skill of “building a
commitment” on the part of the client. To be
successful, a VE consultant must pay attention to the
evolving commitment level of his or her client. Only
when the client is committed to supporting the VE
study, fully participating in the study, and
implementing results from the study, will the study
produce results that the client will “own.” As such,
it is essential that the consultant know how to help
the client define the commitment, understand the
commitment, buy in to the commitment, and most
importantly, to honor the commitment throughout the
VE effort. A technique to solidify commitment is to
create a “commitment contract”. The VE team
creates the contract wording and the document in the
early phases of the Job Plan. The contract is not
meant to be legally binding, but the exercise in
creating it is both a team-building activity and a
chance for the team to envision their work in, and
their goals for, the VE study. Typical wording of the
commitment contract can be “We, the VE team for
Project X, commit to correctly using the VE
techniques, applying ourselves 100% in the VE
effort, and improving the value of Project X. We
will behave with integrity in the VE study while
having fun, and ...” This contract can then be re-
visited throughout the engagement, and even
celebrated at the completion of the VE effort.

5.4 Meeting Management

Another set of skills revolves around meeting
management. There are many behavioral aspects to
managing a meeting, some of which will be
discussed in the section on Interpersonal Skills.
However, what is referred to here is how to manage
the time and energy in a meeting. Given that VE
often involves technically oriented people, it is quite
easy for a VE study to lose direction or momentum
by spiraling into detail and becoming too analytic.
Therefore, the consultant who knows how to employ
the 80/20 rule will be most effective in reaching the
goals of the meeting process’. That is, the consultant
should be able to spot when the meeting is going
overboard with too much discussion. In this case,
prevention is the key by having the VE team
generate, review, and agree to “ground rules” at the
start of the VE study. One ground rule can thus be
similar to a popular wine advertisement: “We will
have no detail before its time.”

A corollary to this is the “strategic moment”, when
something critical is said or done that shifts the
meeting process toward or away from the goals of the
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meeting. A strategic moment is different than just
going off on a tangent with the discussion. Examples
of strategic moments are the VE consultant deciding
to abandon the use of function analysis in the middle
of a VE study, or a VE team member storming out of
the meeting in anger and possibly not returning to the
study, or a difficult team member promising to be
constructive. Many consultants have experienced the
loss of meeting direction attributable to a strategic
moment and they later wish they could have
managed that moment in a different manner.

5.5 Expectation Management

The last skill to be mentioned is the ability to manage
expectations throughout the consulting engagement.
No matter how well the client and consultant are
communicating with each other, there will always be
some degree of mismatched expectations about the
process to be used, the roles and responsibilities of
each other, and the results to be gained. In Changing
Ways, Dalziel and Schoonover® write “A lack of
clarity about what to expect in the change effort is a
prime cause of resistance to change.” Surfacing
expectations between all parties head-on is the most
effective way to clarify expectations and ensure
agreement. By surfacing expectations early on, the
consultant can learn if there are any potential points
of resistance, or any unrealistic images of the results
of VE. The consultant can also learn if he or she
needs to make any modifications to their execution of
the meeting in order to satisfy a client. A simple
technique of asking for the team members’
expectations—either publicly or by secret ballot-at the
start of a VE engagement is recommended’. Then
sharing this list with the team and reviewing whether
each expectation is attainable is a good way to help
ensure a mutual understanding, not only between
client and consultant, but between different members
of the VE team. This technique also helps to identify
people who might be resistant to contributing to the
VE effort in a positive way. Sometimes, a resistant
person just wants to be recognized that they are in
opposition, and after that recognition, they are
disarmed because they’ve been acknowledged and
heard.

6. INTERPERSONAL SKILLS

Clearly, the human side of VE is what most often
makes or breaks a VE effort. As Dalziel and
Schoonover write in Changing Ways, “The critical
barriers are not technical knowledge or skill. Rather,
they are simple oversights, lack of persistence, poor
communication, or other more personal

vulnerabilities.”  The ability to overcome these
barriers is the key to leadership. As such, the VE
consultant must constantly be involved and monitor
the human side of VE. This section will discuss most
of the essential interpersonal skills needed by a VE
consultant: building relationships, perception,
valuing diversity, communication, dealing with
resistance, resolving conflict, and leadership.

6.1 Building Relationships

Earlier in this paper, the issue of trust was discussed
in reference to the client’s vulnerability in requesting
help. One method of developing trust is to build the
relationship with the client team. In the American
business world, people are very good when it comes
to establishing how they relate together with regard
to their roles in the workplace. This “role-to-role”
relationship can exist between people for a very long
time, without either person really knowing anything
personal about the other person. It is critical for the
consultant to initiate early on and maintain a dialogue
with members of the VE team that nurtures the “self-
to-self” relationships as well as “role-to-role”
relationships®. An obvious technique is to discuss
family or hobbies. Another technique (which is more
group-oriented) can be used at the start of a VE
study, at the time when the team introduces
themselves: each person is asked to think of several
things that he or she has always wanted to try to do
but has never done. Then each person has to find
someone else on the team that has already done one
of those things. For example, someone might think
how he or she wanted to but has never taken a hot-air
balloon ride, or leamed sign language, or been
interviewed on television. Now he or she must find
someone on the team who has done one of these
things. This results in a fun, highly interactive,
learning exercise for a team of people who might
already have been working together for years in the
mostly role-to-role mode, and it strengthens their
relationships and helps to accomplish team building. .
(Note that any time you ask the team to reveal
something personal, the consultant should always go
first to break the ice and establish trust.)

Even though the consultant should establish a
relationship with the client, there is a fine distinction
that must be maintained between the consultant and
the VE team. The consultant is nor a member of the
VE team. Rather, he or she is a facilitator of the VE
process. As such, the consultant ought to not only
remain neutral to the study’s content, but the
consultant ought to avoid language that promotes or
includes themselves on the team. For example, a
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consultant should say to the team “You all did a good
job yesterday”, not “We all did a good job
yesterday.” Remember, it is the team’s work and the
tearn owns the content and results of the VE study.
This is especially true for a team that has been—and
will be-together for a very long time.

6.2 Perception
This skill refers to viewing both you and others.

Many people pride themselves on how they can
“read” others—which is a very important ability for a
consultant; however, few people really make the
effort to continuously examine and improve
themselves.

6.2.1 Introspection
All too often, a consultant stagnates or fumbles in
how he or she deals with people in different
situations. Possibly the root cause of this problem is
that the consultant has not taken the time to “look
inside.” Clearly, how you interact with others is a
function of how you understand yourself. The
strength of your interpersonal skills depends on how
well you know and improve yourself. As a baseline,
it is highly useful to understand your own personality
through such profiling instruments as the Myers-
Briggs Type Indicator’. This particular instrument
classifies your preferences on: how you interact with
others; how you process information; how you make
decisions; and how you approach life.

Certainly, developmental courses that facilitate your
own personal growth are beneficial as they can help
identify strategies to correct your limitations;
however, true understanding of self is most affected
by experiential learning. A good technique to
accomplish this is called “SO/SE/SM’-self-
observing, self-evaluating, self-managing®. It’s not
enough to just observe yourself. You must also
evaluate your reactions in various situations, and then
manage your behavior to produce better interactions.

VE teams often judge a consultant based on his or
her behavior. However, many of our behaviors are
so automatic that we do not take the time to
understand in which mode of behavior we are
operating; i.e., what our internal mindset is.
Normally, when a person experiences something for
the first time, they go into a reactive mode in relation
to it. The reactive mode is driven by outside forces,
where the environment or something external
influences the person’s behavior. A reactive internal
mindset would cause someone to say, “I do it because
someone told me to do it or something made me do

it.” Reacting is akin to survival, but it is not meant to
reflect how quickly one responds, nor is it bad. For
example, if you know a hurricane is due later this
week, you might react to that by boarding up your
windows, planning to evacuate the area, etc. From
the reactive mode, a person can make the transition
to a second mode, ego, where they personalize it to
bring it into their experience; 1.e., is it useful to me?
Internal forces drive the ego mode, where self-needs
determine the behavior. A person with an ego
mindset would say, “I do it because I want to do it.”
From the second mode, a person can make the
transition to the third mode, purposeful, where they
see how it can be useful in achieving something in a
larger context. The purposeful mode is driven by an
external purpose, where a goal or purpose beyond the
self determines the behavior. A purposeful person
would say, “I do it because it’s the right thing to do.”
Although there are situations where each of the three
modes is appropriate, the consultant should strive to
be in the purposeful mode.

Carl Jung developed the concept of the “shadow
stde”—part of our personality that we don’t want to
show to others’®. We think of some aspects of
ourselves as negative because they seem weak or
unacceptable to others. Our shadow side can emerge
during periods of anxiety. But Jung saw that the
shadow’s qualities could be valuable if the person
understands these qualities. For example, the shadow
of anger can develop into assertiveness, or
vulnerability can develop into sensitivity. For a
consultant, problems can occur if he or she doesn’t
understand the shadow of his or her own motivations,
such as a strong wish to be accepted and liked, or to
control and manipulate the team. To monitor his/her
shadow, a consultant should be aware of: his/her
own needs, values and prejudices; abuses of his/her
power; directing the group to the solution as he/she
see it; and whether he/she is empowering or
controlling the team.

Thus, being aware of—and developing—many of these
introspection techniques can greatly improve the
effectiveness of a consultant.

6.2.2 Perceiving Others
One of the chief activities of the VE consultant is
guiding and coaching the team through the VE
methodology. As a guide and coach, the consultant
must be constantly monitoring the “pulse” of the
team: their behaviors, attitudes, and levels of energy,
understanding and comfort. The consultant must
hone his or her ability to correctly “read” both the
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verbal and non-verbal cues of the team, and then lead
the team forward in a positive way. Of course, a
consultant perceives people based on his or her own
“life filters.” These life filters can be inhibitors to the
consultant’s ability to correctly read the team
members. The consultant basically ends up pre-
judging a person or situation. For example, suppose
a consultant has problems with authority figures and
taking direction from others. This consultant might
then perceive a loud, opinionated team member in a
negative light, because of his or her own “authority
filter”. As such, the consultant might not react
properly toward that team member. It is therefore
important for the consultant to exhibit restraint and
objectivity when “gathering perceptions and data”
about the team, and for he/she to better understand
his/her own life filters.

6.3 Valuing Diversity .

It is critical for a consultant to show and foster
respect and appreciation for each person regardless of
that person’s background, race, gender, age,
ethnicity, disability, values, lifestyle, religion,
perspectives, or interests. In fact, each person’s
uniqueness adds to the team’s “diversity of thought”
and should be leveraged as much as possible because
these differences can be used as opportunities for
learning about and approaching things differently. A
consultant who shows disregard for diversity risks
loss of trust-and loss of respect—from the VE team.
In fact, any attempt to make jokes at the expense of
others is a violation of the Value Engineering
Standards of Conduct''. Likewise, the consultant
should confront any intolerant behavior or comments
on the part of the team. If a team member makes a
subtle negative comment, the consultant might say, “I
don’t quite understand. Could you give me your
rationale for what you just said?” If the comment is
an obvious putdown, the consultant might say,
“That's not appropriate”, or “We don’t make
comments like that in this session,” or other
techniques to deal with negative feedback. The goal
is not to humiliate the person, but to stop the
behavior.  Again, establishing ground rules of
conduct at the start of the VE session (e.g., “no
personal attacks”) can help alleviate some
disrespectful behavior.

6.4 Communication Skills
Most VE consultants are already adept at the standard
aspects of communications. That is, they know how
to speak clearly and express themselves, how to
encourage ideas from others, how to modify their
communications to foreign-born people, how to

deliver a presentation, and how to prepare written
communications. However, an  excellent
communicator has an even broader base of
communication skills as highlighted below.

6.4.1 Functions of Communication
By understanding the functions of communication,
consultants can expand on their communication
competency. There are many of these functions, but
a few will be shared here.

A VE consultant will often interact with a client
without first identifying the client’s needs, objectives,
and concerns. During initial marketing, the
consultant may also use slides that show VE
examples that are not pertinent to the client’s specific
business. It is critical to satisfy the function
customize communications in order to be successful
in delivering VE, and in showing the client that you
are attentive to and understand his’/her unique
problems and situations'>. A tip is to pre-interview
the client before meeting with him/her, or pre-
interview the VE team members before the VE study.

A consultant often gets into a speech habit of talking
too much. This inhibits the opportunity for the client
to add to the discussion and thus the opportunity for
the consultant to listen to the client. As such, the
consultant should satisfy the functions permit
response and create balance. A consultant should
try to monitor and correct how much they’re talking,
using the aforementioned “SO/SE/SM” technique.
Another useful technique is “3S+Q”, where the
consultant makes 3 statements and then asks a
question.

Most business people are skeptical about consultants
in general. The attractive promise of creating
winning solutions through a method that is good,
fast, and cheap, is all too often one that can not be
met. As such, a client can be quite uncertain early on
about committing to any continuous improvement
effort such as VE.  And even if they do commit, the
VE team during the study can be uncomfortable
because the VE process is one that invokes change,
and people naturally resist change. These
uncomfortable feelings can be landmines for the
consultant and the VE process. The best resolution is
to satisfy the function address emotions as these
issues occur by the consultant talking with
confidence, with reassurance in his or her voice, and
by relating similar concerns of other clients and how
those similar concerns were properly and positively
addressed in the past.






