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How To Hire A Consultant

atching the eco-
nomic breakdown
oceurring in our
country, I can’t help but ob-
serve that a big part of the
cause is the drop in our ethi-
cal standards as a society.

From Wall Street to
Washington, what used to
pass as a little spinning and
viewpoints that we could
take with a grain of salt have
become outright lying and
fabrication in pursuit of
greed. We often don’t know
whom to believe or trust.

Sadly, unethical business
practices are not limited to
Washington and Wall Street.
They have trickled down to
Main Street, and the world of
family entertainment is not
immune. In the course of my
consulting work, I hear many
horror stories from business
owners who have been poor-
ly served by ineffective or
downright corrupt consul-
tants. We also hear from the
supplier community with re-
ports of consultants threaten-
ing or otherwise pressuring
suppliers for leads to outright
demands for kickbacks.

As a former operator and
chain executive (who has re-
tained many consultants over
the years) and present con-
sultant, 1 like to think I'm in
a unique position to advise
on how to hire a consultant,
The main objective is to en-
sure your consultant is doing
the best job for you — not

for themselves. Here are a
few things to consider in
screening and selecting
potential consultants:

Fair Compensation: The
consultant is entitled to be
paid a fair price for his or her
time and the value that he or
she delivers to your business.
This should be determined
up front. You then have a
right to expect that the con-
sultant will do everything in
his power to get you the best
deals. Beware of selection
based solely on the lowest
bidder; you may wind up
paying for it in the long run.

Ethices: There arc horror
stories, heard more frequent-
ly than you might expect, of
consultants who receive
kickbacks from vendors
(they call them commissions,
but in this context they are
kickbacks). If there is room
for kickbacks/
commissions in a transac-
tion, then there is room for a
better deal for the client.

Ask your consultant for a
copy of his ethics policy in
writing. You might also ask
the key suppliers recom-
mended by your consultant if
there are any side deals,
direct or indirect. An exam-
ple of indirect deals might be
sponsorship payments for the
consultant’s website or side
business, or perhaps pay-
ments into a consultant’s
marketing fund.

Whether straight cash

from supplier to consultant
or the payment of other ex-
penses, the result is the same.
The consultant has profited
as a result of the relationship
between his client and the
vendor; to add insult to in-
jury, the client paid the con-
sultant a fee to create that
relationship.

Is this always an ethical
lapse? Maybe not always,
but the key would be disclo-
sure. We do operate within a
relatively small industry
world; consultants and other
suppliers certainly have their
relationships based on shared
values, experience, comfort
level and results working to-
gether. If the collaboration
and referral is based on what
is good for the client and
doesn’t involve value be-
tween supplier and consul-
tant, with full disclosure by
consultant of client options,
then there is no ethics issue.
It’s possible that there could
be a client who prefers a
lower fee, knowing that the
consultant may receive com-
missions or indirect pay-
ments on the back end. In
these cases, client and con-
sultant can agree to any
structure they want as long
as both parties understand
the details.

Feasibility: A few ycars
back, the small city I lived in
commissioned a feasibility
study for a new police head-
quarters. They selected an
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architcetural firm to do the feasibility
and the initial design on which the feasi-
bility would be based. They also allowed
the same architectural firm Lo bid for de
sign and construction managenient de-
rending on the results of the feasibility.
Huh? You don’t have to be a rocket sci-
entist to see the conflicr of interest there,
You can probably guess what happened:
the feasibilily came back with the strong
upinion that yes, indeed, the town very
much needed u new palice headguarters,
and it should he much larger than the
present space with even more space to
allow for future growth, not 1o mention
better furniture and fixtures. The archi-
leetural firm also got the job to bnild this
building. Predictably the whoele thing
came in much higher than hudgered, and
the taxpavers’ chances of brealing cven
were greatly reduced. Oh, ves, the archi-
tecrural firm had a much hetrer year that
year, thanks w me and my fellow cili-
I2ns,

Apain, we only have (o look ar Wall
Street and Washinglon to see that con-
tlicts of interest do matrer, Don't use the
same consulting firm tor feasibilily and
Lhe design and operational consulting: it
eliminates conflics,

Expericnce: The wotld of family cn-
terlainment centers is becoininr more di-
verse. The FEC is an sssemblape of dift
tetent entertainment forms on one prop-
erty. This concepr has evolved (o the
point where FECs are very diverse

today, A few clements like gumes and
tedemption are universal. Anchor attrue-
tions, however, ditter widely and in-
tlude major restaurants, bowling cen-
ters, skating centers, retail, rides, minia-
ture golf'und laser tag, Toduy s cenrers
uften offer several anchor attractions in
one, nol L mention farge components of
hirthday parties and group sales. There
are very few consultants who are experts
in all of these areas based on any direct
operating experience,

Facility developers should look very
vurclully at the backgrounds of their
eonsiltants and understand what theis

rack record and level of exposurc are 1o
the various elements thal may po inta
your concept. Manufacturers, distribu-
lrs and other vendors can bring their
unique perspeclive and advice. They
know Lheir business very well. They
don't. however, know their customers®
business all that well, Hven within sec-
tors there ure key ditterences. Take
Zaunwe uperatnrs as an example, The m-
dustry has always had two camps: the
street operator and the arcade operator,
For decades nuw, the strest operator’s
invenlury has heen video, pool und
music dominant. The arcade operator
has been redemplion dominant. In to-
day’s FEC gume roons, redemption is
an art and a seience, and experience
counts. Some streel operators realized
this years ago, but many others are com-
ing lule ter the takle and just don't have
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the deep roots in redemplion. With ade-
quate homework and the right advice. a
tew FEC developer can seleet the right
team tor the job,

Fael Check: Any FEC toduy will be
u major mvestment. Any major invest-
ment should be subject to rigorous due
diligenece. Selecting 3 consultunt certain
ly qualifies here. Ask your consultant for
telvrences. Then drill bevond those of-
fered. Ask for all clients scrved in the
last year or two. Cull them, Check and
double check references, and ask others
it the industry like suppliers and imdus-
try leaders about your consultanr candi-
date. Ask specific questions related o
business methods and results. “Would
you hire the consultant again® is a great
question to ask

Contract Languapge: A former 115,
president used to say: “Trust but verify.”
One way to ensure compliance with the
terms and practices thai u client and con-
sultant agree upon is o put it in writing,
In our cousuliing contracts, we offer u
wirranty stanng that we are qualified for
the job at hand and that we will nor de-
rive any tinancial benefits from third
parties withoul disclosure and client ap-
proval:

Comsultant representy and warvanes
ta Client that it heas the experience and
skill to perfiorm the rervices required to
be performed by Consultant hereunder
and that Comsuliant shall do so in com
Plianece witkh all applicable lows, and [n
the most expeditious and econvmical
mignner consistent with the bast injerests
af Client. Consultant warrants that it
shall net recedve uny financial henefit
Srom gy ihivd parny in conneetion with
Ceansulranr s work on bohali of Clienr,
withowt first disclosing such benefir, if
any, ta Client and recedving Client s
Wrilten aoprovid,

Like any nther slice of the business,
amusament and family enlerlamment
center consultants come in all sizes,
shapes and yualily. There are the good
and the bad, the effective and the inef-
fective, and the ethical and the uncthical
The pwrpose of this article is certainly
ool w bad mouth amusement consul-
tants, Heck, | am one! However, it is
important Lo identify some of the issues
chients and developers should consider
when choosing and retaining consultanls
for their team,
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