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How to hire a 
communications 
consultant 



Surely, you’ve heard this one: What’s the  
definition of a consultant? Someone who steals  
your watch to tell you the time. As it goes, you hire  
a communications consultant — a writer, editor, 
strategist, PR specialist. They give a great 
interview, show you terrific case studies, promise 
you an outstanding result ... and leave you, some 
months later, with disappointing results and  
no remaining budget. 

We’ve all been there. So how do you hire  
the right one?
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Get references: personal and “silent” 
The easy advice is to be sure to get 
references. In today’s business climate, 
however, many clients, even happy ones 
(even many of ours), are unwilling or 
unable to give references. But that’s no 
reason to give up.

Ask if the consultant can offer personal 
references from key client contacts. Not 
as in, “I think my nephew is a lovely 
person, so you should hire him,” but as  
in, “I’m not allowed to speak officially  
on behalf of my company, but personally  
I found the entire team at Up Inc to be 
super-professional, on-budget and 
on-schedule; they understood what  
we wanted, offered awesome value and 
delivered great, measurable results.”  
Or words to that effect.

Another trick is to ask how long they’ve 
been working with their main clients. 
Longevity in client relationships is a tacit 
reference. Yes, many jobs are one-offs, 
but if a supplier has some key 
relationships that have lasted more than 
a few years, chances are good that 
they’re not from the “take the money 
and run” school of business. 

Discuss samples: Example A
Let’s say a writer/strategist is showing 
you a bunch of beautiful printed samples. 
That’s fine, but remember: a great editor 
can make a mediocre writer look good, 
and a great proofreader can make a 
mediocre editor look good. You’ll need  
to dig deeply to get the real story. For 
every sample you like, ask:

What was the original brief?

Who was the audience?

What was the desired result?

What was the client’s role on this 
project? Whom did you work with  
on the client side?

What did the client provide in terms  
of content/direction/research?

Who managed the timeline? 

Who created the structure of the 
information?

Who wrote the copy? Was research/
fact-checking involved?

How many rounds of changes were 
there? Who made the changes?

Who edited the final version?

Who proofread the final version?

Who handled the design/production  
after you finished?
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A communications professional should  
be able to answer these questions clearly. 
Any waffling, especially around who 
actually formed the structure and did the 
writing, is a sign to ask more questions. 
The person may simply be modest or 
forgetful. On the other hand, she may  
be implying that her role was bigger than 
it really was.

Watch for tone and manner. If the person 
makes fun of the client’s input, or 
dismisses problems with, “Yes, I know it’s 
clunky, but that’s what the client insisted 
on,” be assured that you will be spoken  
of in the same way. Look for a respectful 
and positive attitude toward compromise. 

Discuss samples: Example B
A supplier comes to you with an 
impressive-looking marketing research 
document, saying, “This is one of our 
research projects.” Ask:

What was your role on the project?

Had the client already done some 
background work? If so, how much?

What was the original brief?

What was the desired result?

What was the client’s role on this 
project? Whom did you work with  
on the client side?

What did the client provide in terms  
of content/direction/research?

What methodologies did you use? 

Did you conduct the research yourself?

Did you design the questionnaire 
or set the research parameters?

Who selected/invited the subjects?  
What was the process?

What was the response rate?

Who collected the data?

Who analyzed the data?

What key insights came out of  
the research? 

How were these insights used?

Were there any measurable results  
from using the insights?

Again, if the person was actually involved 
in the research, he should be able to 
answer most of these questions — and  
be honest enough to name the areas  
he wasn’t involved in. 
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Industry experience:  
Necessary or “nice to have”?
Few things can polarize a hiring team  
like the question of whether you need  
a consultant with experience in your 
industry. Our take? If you can find a  
great communicator with industry 
knowledge, lucky you. But if you can’t  
get both, communication skills win every 
time. The reason is this: Doing what you 
do, you already have people who are 
content experts; you’re hiring someone  
to be a communications expert. Sure,  
any good communicator will face  
a learning curve when tackling your 
materials. However, the fresh perspective 
she offers will help you find gaps in your 
information — gaps (invisible to you) that 
your audiences may find confusing.

Ramp up before you commit big
So you finally decide on a communications 
supplier. How do you get started? 

If you have the time, start small. Hire the 
consultant for a low-budget, distant-
deadline job, and see how they do. Set 
milestones, so you can keep tabs on time 
and budget. Then work your way up to 
more sensitive projects. But don’t 
mention that this is your strategy; they 
may lowball the quote and work their 
brains out just to impress you. Only to 
disappoint you later.

You can also overcome the learning curve 
by hiring a consultant for a project that 
has a general — rather than an 
internal — audience. Why? If your industry 
uses a lot of specialized terminology, you 
can get away with jargon and shorthand 
in internal documents; but to start a 
consultant fresh on internal assignments, 
you may become exasperated trying to 
answer questions. On the other hand, if  
a document is intended for a general 
audience, you’ll be grateful for the “fresh 
eyes” looking for gaps in the information.

Finally, don’t bother (too much)  
with hourly rates
Communications consultants vary wildly 
in their hourly rates. From one-person 
operations to big agencies, you may see  
a range from $25 to $250 per hour. This 
can be confusing. At the high end, are 
they overpriced? At the low end, do they 
expect to spend 10 times as many hours 
to complete the job? 

What really matters is the value you get 
for your dollar. And the simplest way to 
measure it is to disclose your budget  
(or your price range), and ask what you’ll 
get for it. This levels the playing field, and 
takes all the guesswork out — consultant 1 
will give you this, consultant 2 will give you 
that. Choose the one that works for you.

Questions? Comments? Objections? 
Email us at resources@upinc.ca.
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	 Strategy. Design. Words. Three elements  
from which all successful brands are built  
and maintained. This is the philosophy,  
and the offering, of Up Inc’s integrated team  
of communications and design experts.  
Our work includes:

-	Brand strategy and development
-	Corporate, retail and consumer 

communications
-	Advertising
-	Eco-friendly design and printing
-	Interactive design
-	Environmental graphics.

If you are interested in learning more about  
what Up Inc can do for you, please contact:

Catherine Sturm or Sue McCluskey
Telephone 	 416 703 9142
Toll free 	 1 877 252 6837
Email	 resources@upinc.ca

Up Inc
675 King Street West, Suite 301
Toronto, Ontario, Canada  M5V 1M9
www.upinc.ca
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