
When was the last time you said NO to a potential client or said YES and paid the price for it? It happens every 
day, consultants are lured to take on new clients big or small without knowing the potential consequences of 
their decision. The prospect of new client, potential repeat work, new market area, and overzealous marketing 

without double-checking who the new client is, are just a few traps that will result in major negative financial and legal 
consequences for the consulting industry every day.
Taking a few simple steps to vet the new client before taking them on will save you an enormous amount of stress later.  
Based on my own experience over the past 30 years, if I had done more due diligence on some of the clients I took on, I 
would have said NO to some of them because they ended up keeping me awake at night wondering why I said YES!

S p r i n g  2 0 1 6  V o l u m e  I X

Choose your  Cl ients  Wisely

• Do you do a credit check?  This could be the best $30 you 
will ever spend before agreeing to provide your services to 
a new client. Many consultants don’t do this step because 
it costs money!  They also may not have this step in their 
standard operating procedures. A simple credit check can 
reveal many red flags; what are the historical payment 
patterns of this client, are they facing any potential liabilities 
with creditors, and what is their credit rating?  This is all very 
useful information that you can access before deciding to 
take on the client. Lawyers and accountants are very good 
at this. They may not like what they see based on the results 
of the credit check or by not conducting a credit check; they 
simply ask for an advance before doing anything from the 
new client.  When was the last time you asked for this?

• Have you done a legal background check?  This is one 
step most consultants tend to ignore, unfortunately this can 
cost you thousands of dollars in legal fees, litigation fees 
and enormous amount of hours and negative energy when 
you find out you picked up a client that turned out to be a 
con-man setting you up for failure with intensions to launch 
a litigation against your company. Unfortunately by the time 
you get your day in court to prove that you were the innocent 
party and the victim you would be out thousands of dollars, 
wasted enormous amount of hours, distracted from your 
core business and in some cases this client could do an 
irreparable harm to your business and reputation.

• Are you overzealous in taking on new clients?  It 
is very exciting to take on new assignments, in particular 
new assignments that would potentially open doors in new 
markets. The moment you take on these assignments, the 
pressure is on to ensure you are successful.  Otherwise, 
this may end up being the last time you do any work in this 
market. Did you buy the job in the hope of getting repeat 
business? Normally it does not happen, especially if this is a 
government project or your company ends up not executing 
the work. This means you lose money without getting any 
new work.

• Have you signed a, “you get paid when we get paid”, 
contract lately?  It is a common clause on some sub-
consulting contracts. Many times this clause will end up 
becoming “you get paid, IF we get paid”. There is always a 
temptation to take on new projects as a sub-consultant to 
another consulting companyw which is acting as the prime 
consultant on a job. Unfortunately, as a sub-consultant 
you have no control over the quality of the work the prime 
consultant provides to their client. If the service provided to 
the client is sub-standard by the prime consultant, regardless 
of how well you did your part, the client may not pay the 
Prime Consultant’s invoices which will impact you and your 
invoices under the “ you get paid when we get paid” clause. 
I suggest you add a clause in the contract indicating that in 
the event the Prime Consultant does not get paid, as long 
as you have provided your services and met all the job’s 
requirements, you get paid.

• Have you entertained a Reverse Auction Contract? This 
is the worst way of commoditizing your services. Normally 
auctions are designed to award a contract or a product to 
the highest bidder but in this case the lowest bidder will 
win the work. It is unfortunate that consulting services, in 
particular environmental consulting services, have become 
the target by some major clients that consider your service 
as a commodity, but sadly, our sector entertains such a 
contract award process. When was the last time you heard 
that the legal profession or the accounting profession 
would entertain this type of contract award process? To my 
knowledge, never. Companies that entertain such a contract 
award process find themselves reducing their margins while 
commoditizing the services industry provides.

• Do you have an effective written contract?  Make sure 
you have a written contract that outlines a clear scope of 
work, roles and responsibilities, realistic timeline, realistic 
budget and all the legal clauses to protect you in the event 
there is a dispute or if you need to defend yourself against 
any claims.

Continued on next page...

Here are a few tips to keep in mind before taking on any new assignment:



Nearly everything we do in a normal day 
involves risk. For example, every time you 
cross the street there is a risk that you will 

be hit by a car (one British study has quoted the 
risk of being fatally injured when crossing the 
road as 1 in 300 million crossings).   According 
to Transport Canada there is on average one 

pedestrian fatality per day in Canada.  For an activity like scuba 
diving the risk of fatality is about 1 in 300,000 dives. 
When crossing a road or participating in a sport we unconsciously 
identify risks, determine their likelihood, and generally apply the 
proper amount of risk management to control these risks.  There are 
four essential steps in managing risk that I would like to review and 
see how we unknowingly apply these steps to everyday activities.  
In learning these steps you can then apply them consciously to all 
aspects of your work to help manage your business’s risk.
Accept the Risk:  To be involved in a sport like scuba diving or 
riding motorcycles you must first understand and accept the risks 
of these activities (at least some of us do).  It is unwise to start 
a new hobby without understanding and accepting the risks.  It’s 
just as unwise to accept the risk of working for a client you know 
nothing about or to begin work on a project without understanding 
and accepting the potential risks.
Eliminate the Risk:  This one can be confusing because risks 
associated with an activity don’t disappear.  So how does one 
eliminate risk?  You do it by understanding the root causes of risk for 
a certain activity and eliminating it.  For example, when crossing the 
street, the root causes of the fatalities are cars.  How can I cross the 
street and eliminate that root cause?  In many situations you can’t 
and just have to accept the risk.  However, you may have access to 
a pedestrian overpass.  Take that overpass when crossing the street 
and you have just eliminated the root cause of the risk.
Perhaps you are working on a project where contaminated material 
must be dealt with and there are two options.  One is to treat the 
material on-site and the other is to transport to a disposal facility.  
The on-site treatment has risk in that it might take longer and 
requires space on site, thus impacting other aspects of the project.  
The transport for disposal to a third party facility has risks of an 
incident happening during transport.  It’s easy to eliminate the risks 
of either method by selecting the other one.  As is often the case 
with risk management by eliminating the root cause of one risk, you 
may introduce others.  It is your job to make a decision that will lead 
to the least overall risk to your project.
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R isk  Management
Minimize the Risk:  If the root cause of the risk can’t be eliminated 
then you need to focus on minimizing the probability of occurrence 
and severity of impact.  I need to cross the street.  OK, don’t jaywalk, 
but rather go to a controlled intersection with a crosswalk.  This 
helps minimize the probability of occurrence.  Or if I am going out on 
my motorcycle I wear protective gear – helmet, armored jacket and 
pants, and gloves.  If I fall off the bike this will help reduce potential 
injuries.  
When working for a client who has not paid his bills I may decide 
to stop work until all the bills are paid or at least bills older than 60 
days.  By doing this I am minimizing the amount of money I am 
risking not getting paid.  Scientists and Engineers (myself included) 
are notoriously bad at mitigating this risk – we often ignore it 
completely.  Lawyers, on the other hand, have eliminated this risk by 
removing the root cause of not getting paid for work.  The solution for 
them is simple – get paid in advance (that is, work on retainer).
Transfer the Risk:  Some may think of this as “passing the buck”, 
but that is not entirely true.  When transferring risk you pass it on 
to someone else that is in a better position to mitigate or accept the 
risk.  For example, your child wants to go across the street to his 
friend’s house to play.  No problem, but you ask your teenager to 
take him across the street to the neighbour’s house because they 
are presumably in a far better position to mitigate the risk of crossing 
the street.
When it comes to business we transfer risk all the time.  We do 
it so often that we have a standardized, formal, and contractual 
procedure for transferring risk.  It’s called insurance.  The sole 
purpose of insurance is to take a specific risk, which is detailed in 
the insurance contract, and pass it from one party who does not wish 
to have this risk (the insured), to a party who is willing to take on the 
risk for a fee, or premium (the insurer).   You should always check 
and make sure you are insured for the major types of risk that are 
involved in your work.
As you can see, whether you are aware of it or not, managing risk 
is something you do every single day.  How well you manage risks 
in your business will have a significant impact on your company’s 
health.    Some businesses shy away from risk, but this is not always 
the best strategy.  If your team excels at risk management, then your 
company can effectively tackle larger, riskier projects – and these 
projects, properly managed, should have a very positive impact on 
the bottom line.  Accept/Eliminate/Mitigate/Transfer risk for without 
risk there is no reward.

Leroy Banack, M.Sc., EP
Senior Partner

The consulting industry, for the most part, uses the Sellers Doers business concept to generate revenue and profit. The sector is very 
competitive and not very disciplined when it comes to keeping its billing rates to levels similar to the legal and accounting professions, yet, 
the sector bears more liability, solves issues and problems for its clients, but these efforts are not appreciated or reflected by the billing rates 
charged to its clients.
Considering the enormous pressure on rates and the Seller Doers business concept, the last thing your company needs is to write off hours, 
hard-earned revenues and get engulfed in litigations because you took on assignments or projects without proper due diligence or written 
contractual agreements. The consequences of not saying NO when you should or getting involved in assignments with clients that won’t pay for 
your services and eventually file a claim against you for no logical or professional reasons may be dire. The reality remains that by the time you 
prove you were right; you have eroded your company/project margins even further.
Faramarz Bogzaran, EP
Managing Partner
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M&A News Q2-2016
• Stantec (Edmonton, Canada) entered into a definitive merger to acquire MWH Global 

(Broomfield, CO).
• North Rim Exploration (Saskatoon, Canada) joined RESPEC (Rapid City, SD).
• Norman Disney & Young (Melbourne, Australia) acquired mechanical engineering 

company Sterling Cooper (Vancouver, Canada). 
• JENSEN HUGHES (Baltimore, MD) and Randal Brown & Associates Engineering 

(RBA) (Toronto, Canada) have merged. 
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Who is 
F&M?
F&M Management Ltd., offers a range of 

corporate advisory services to the engineering/

consulting and environmental sector with 

emphasis on the following disciplines:

• Mergers and Acquisitions

• Management Buyouts & Company Valuation

• Strategic Planning

• Business Optimization

• Management Transition & Corporate 

Restructuring

• Due Diligence Services

• Corporate Governance

• Project Management Training

• Shareholder & Management Training

• Program Management & Implementation

Visit our website for more information on how 

we can assist you with your organization’s 

business success.

www.fmmltd.com

4 Tips for  the 
Interview Process

You have read numerous resumes and cover letters in application to 
your job posting and are ready to start the interview process with 
the top candidates you have selected. Before you schedule your 

interview meetings, here are 4 tips to make sure you are prepared for the 
interview process:

1. Have you prepared an interview outline? To ensure interviews are fair and each 
candidate has the same opportunity to respond to your top questions, preparing an 
outline ahead of time ensures consistency with all interviewees.

2. Are your interview questions directly related to the requirements of the job?  We 
have all heard of the infamous out-of-the-box questions many tech industry companies 
ask candidates such as, “how many golf balls can fit inside a school bus?”  While these 
questions can gauge, on some levels, a candidate’s analytical thinking skills, most often 
this type of question is not relevant for many positions.  In addition, you would not need to 
know how many pounds a candidate for a desk job might be able to carry up 3 flights of 
stairs.  Make sure your interview questions relate directly to the job’s requirements.

3. Have you thought of asking behavioral-based interview questions?  Behavioral-
based interview questions are questions that ask the candidate to use real-life situational 
based scenarios to gauge their reaction to specific events.  For example, a good question 
to assess how a candidate responds to conflict situations might be, “tell me about a time 
you dealt with a conflict with a co-worker, what was the conflict, how did you handle the 
situation and what was the outcome?”  These types of questions ask for a recollection of 
past events to give the interviewer an idea on how interviewees handle situations on the 
job.

4. Have you read something on an applicant’s resume that you have a personal 
connection with that may make you hold them to a higher level than other 
candidates?  The halo-effect, placing a candidate higher because you share the 
same interests as them is something to be aware of an avoid.  They may enjoy similar 
recreational activities as you do, but that should not influence your decision on how they 
will perform on the job.  Check to make sure you aren’t holding any one candidate higher 
than another based on influence before the interview process begins.

 
Lauren Semancik, CHRP
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