


Tool 39-1
Know When to Use 
Internal or External Consultants
B. Kim Barnes and Beverly Scott
Chapter 39, “Consulting on the Inside,” ATD’s Handbook for Training and Talent Development, 3rd ed.
You will use internal or external consultants at different times, and advantages exist for each. The internal consultant offers unique benefits because they’re an insider with a deep knowledge of sensitive issues, cultural norms, and organizational history. External consultants are often engaged for their unique and specialized skills and knowledge. This tool provides guidance for when to choose an internal or external consultant.

	When to Use External Consultants
	When to Use Internal Consultants

	To support the development of strategy or facilitate corporate-wide initiatives or key priorities
	To support implementation of strategic priority or initiative as an operational focus

	Internal expertise does not reside within the organization
	The organization possesses the needed internal expertise

	Deep expertise is needed
	Broad generalist knowledge is needed

	An outside, neutral perspective is important 
	Knowledge of the organization and business is critical

	New, risky alternatives require validation from an outside expert 
	Speaking the jargon or the language of the organization and the culture is important

	An insider won’t have the status, power, or authority to influence senior management or the culture
	A sensitive insider who knows the issues is needed

	The CEO, president, or senior leaders need a coach, guide, or an objective sounding board 
	There is a need to sustain a long-term initiative and internal ownership is important 

	Initiative justifies the expense
	Cost is a factor

	Project has defined boundaries or limits
	Follow-up and quick access are needed 
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