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Picking an HRMS consultant

By AL DoRAN

ow do you know you if
you need a consultant
for your human re-
source  management
system project? Ask yourself
these questions:
*Does your company have the in-
ternal resources with the time
and skill to help decide what your
organizational requirements are
and how to match them to what
vendors have available?
*Are there diverse opinions be-
tween management groups on
the direction, relative needs and
priorities for systems develop-
ment and implementation?
*Do you have a project manager
with the technical and profes-
sional knowledge, experience and
expertise to guide the system
analysis, vendor selection, plan-
ning, development and imple-
mentation?
*Does your current project man-
ager have the credibility with top
management, divisions and de-
partments to ensure ready accep-
tance of the actions required to
select the best system?

It may be very difficult to an-
swer these questions with a sim-
ple yes or no. The degree to
which these questions can be an-
swered will help determine to
what extent the use of a consul-
tant may be required for your

HRMS project. The length of the
assignment may range from a few
days to several months, depend-
ing upon how much assistance
you require for the various stages
of the project.

Advantages of hiring

an HRMS consultant
There are basic reasons why an or-
ganization engages a consultant.
One is to obtain the benefits of
specialized expertise. The installa-
tion of a new HRMS, for instance,
is typically a once-in-a-decade or
generation event for most organi-
zations. Such purchases may well
run into the millions of dollars, af-
fect every individual in the organi-
zation, and likely commits the
company to a course of action for
a decade or more. There is little
room for error; the job must be
done correctly the first time.

It is most unusual to find in-
ternal staff with all the skills and
experience needed to perform the
many functions in such a large
and specialized undertaking.
There are many consultants,
however, who have been through
the HRMS selection and imple-
mentation  process literally
dozens of times. They under-
stand the process. They are fa-
miliar with the vendors and the
ever-changing inventory of prod-
ucts available in the market.

A second reason for hiring a
consultant is to gain the benefit of

an objective viewpoint. Even if
an organization is blessed with a
highly competent, well-rounded
staff, a second opinion is useful
given the enormous risks in-
volved.

An objective recommendation
given by a recognized expert from
outside the organization can help
resolve the internal and external
politics that frequently cloud cor-
porate issues. Although this pres-
sure is not easily defused, compe-
tent consultants frequently have
better success than internal per-
sonnel who have become part of
the problem.

There are other reasons for
hiring a consultant. Frequently, a
large project requires far more
personnel than can be spared
from day-to-day operations.
Rather than adding staff, it may
be less expensive to hire consult-
ing services. This has been espe-
cially true in recent years with the
rapidly rising price of experi-
enced HRMS talent. There will
also be a high degree of knowl-
edge transfer during a project
where the consultant leaves be-
hind the skill sets required for cor-
porate staff to maintain the sys-
tem.

What do consultants do?

The list of services available from
consultants is long. An organiza-
tion may want to use only a few

of the services, or get more
deeply involved. Typically, the
larger the task at hand, the more
specialized are the skills and ex-
perience required. If the compa-
ny has a small staff, or assistance
is needed in dealing with specific
situations, more help may be re-
quired. The important point is
that the company must determine
the appropriate level of consult-
ing involvement. This must be ab-
solutely clear and must be con-
veyed to the consultant.

Some of the more common
HR technology consulting ser-
vices include:
eLong range strategic planning:
Where is technology for manag-
ing human resources going in the
institution? How is this function
going to further the institution’s
goals? To whom should human
resources and payroll manage-
ment functions report?
*Completing a systems audit: What
systems are currently in place and
are they effective? Quite often a
company will have dozens of
“black-book” systems being man-
aged on spread sheets, word doc-
uments and even index cards.
Can all these pieces be replaced
by one easy-to-use integrated sys-
tem that captures data once, clos-
est to the source?

*Current system evaluation: How
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cost effective is the system? Is the
service level adequate? Can
growth be accommodated? What
changes will be needed to ac-
commodate a new system?
*Needs assessment: What new
functions are needed? How can
the institution take advantage of
newer technologies? What are
the critical success factors?
*Business case: Where will the
company receive its return on in-
vestment from the purchase, im-
plementation and use of a new
HRMS?

*RFI and/or RFP preparation:
Conversion of operational and
management needs into technical
terms that vendors can under-
stand and deal with is a special
skill. This will provide a common
ground for evaluating the re-
sponses.

*Vendor proposal evaluation: A
thorough knowledge of system
architecture, features and vendor
reputations from past installa-
tions is crucial in any evaluation,
as is a detailed financial analysis

of the proposals.

*Final selection: Develop a “score
sheet” from the organization’s re-
quirements that will enable the
project team to make an in-
formed and objective comparison
and decision.

*Contract negotiations: What is
the vendor likely to give away?
Where can the vendor be expect-
ed to draw the line?

«Installation project management:
Even basic contracts do not al-
ways run smoothly; an experi-
enced watchdog is invaluable.
Implementation of a new HRMS
is going to be the biggest cost
item. Keeping the project on
track is going to ensure that the
project is within budget.

*System acceptance testing: De-
signing performance criteria for
system acceptance and then mak-
ing certain that the system per-
forms according to those stan-
dards will prevent many
problems later on.

*Education and training: With a
new system, every user will need
some training.

*Organization design: How many

There are a wide variety of
sources for finding consultants
who specialize in HRMS.

Web-based

IHRIM provides a list of con-
sultants to its members at
www.ihrim.org, select Products
and Services and sign in. Ap-
proximately 80 firms.
*Canadian HR Reporter has a
Products and Services directo-
ry at www.hrreporter.com.
*Dick Frantzreb provides an ex-
tensive list at his site,
www.hrcensus.com.

*Visit a number of HRMS con-

How to find an HRMS consultant

sulting firms under HR Links at
www.pmihrm.com.

Trade publications

*Canadian HR Reporter and its
HR Guide.

*[HRIM Link Magazine and its
Membership Directory.
*HRPAO HR Professional Maga-
zine and its Source Guide.

Trade shows

*JHRIM conference informa-
tion at www.ihrim.org.
*Canadian HR Reporter’s calen-
dar section at wwwhrre-
porter.com.

in-house resources will be needed
once the system is installed? How
much technical support will be
required.

Consultants get involved in
most of these issues at various
levels. It is up to the organization
to determine the level of support
it wants and needs. Typically,
vendors supply a certain amount
of user training for new systems.
The consultant, however, can as-
sist in specifying the nature and
extent of training when writing
the RFP, and can supervise the
vendor’s performance.

Costs for an HRMS consultant

The use of consultants may at first
appear expensive. Today, consult-
ing fees range from $3,000 per day
for a top HRMS management
consultant to $800 per day for an
experienced senior systems ana-
lyst/programmer with experience
in payroll processes. These fees do
not include reimbursement for
travel expenses and of course do
not forget to add on the GST.
The cost of the expert guid-
ance provided by a consultant
may well be offset by minimizing
the risk of project failure and by
realizing the savings to be derived
from the system at an earlier date.
Just ask your colleagues who did
not use a consultant the first time
around and most will tell you
they learned their lesson and
eventually acquired the expertise
needed to do a proper job. Most
companies do not advertise their
failures so you may have to take
advantage of networking oppor-
tunities to ask the tough ques-
tions. The International Associa-
tion for Human Resource
Information Management
(THRIM) often presents “war sto-
ries” at conferences and chapter
events where people share their
experiences in vendor selection
and implementation projects.

Most consultants will quote a
fixed price, or a range with a min-
imum and maximum, for per-
forming a specific task, usually
with a stated rate per day for ex-
tras outside the agreed scope of
work. One important implication
of this is that the organization
and the consultant must agree on
the exact scope of work. Negoti-
ating a detailed contract with the
consultant is advisable.

Overall, the amount of mon-
ey spent on the consultant may
pale in comparison to the imple-
mentation costs and those imple-
mentation costs may be much
lower if the consultant does a
good job and makes sure you find
the best fit for your corporate
needs. Costs for an HRMS pro-
ject fall into three main areas,
from highest to lowest: system
implementation, software license,
consulting expertise.

Selecting the consultant

Once the decision has been made
to use a consultant, the right con-
sultant must be selected for the
project.

Selecting a consultant is not
unlike the choice of a hospital
and doctor for major surgery, and
may be as critical to the life of the
company as to the life of the pa-
tient. Be careful how you make
your choice.

Just as in the case of the pa-
tient selecting the hospital, the
reputation and capability of the
consulting firm is an important
consideration. But in the final
analysis, it is the doctor who per-
forms the surgery, and so it is
with the consultant. He must
have the requisite knowledge and
experience. For this reason, an-
swers to the following questions
will lead to the selection of the
right consultant for the project:
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*What is the consultant’s experi-
ence in HRMS vendor selection?
Does the consultant have the reg-
uisite knowledge of computer
systems in today’s market?

How many clients have been
assisted in this area? Is this her
main line of work?

*What contributions has she
made to the profession?

Do you see her name on a

regular basis writing articles for
well-known trade publications?
Do you see his name speaking at
conferences on topics related to
HRMS?
*Who are the consultant’s current
clients and what do they say
about her effectiveness as a con-
sultant to them?

This is the most important as-
pect of evaluating the consultant.
Contact her recent and current
clients. Discuss the scope of your
project and what you expect the
consultant to do for you. Find out
how well she is doing. Do not
limit this evaluation to a few ref-
erences provided by the consult-
ing firm. Remember, you want all
current client references of the
consultant who is to be assigned
to your project.

‘Who are her former clients and
what do they say about the results
achieved? Would they consider
her for another assignment?
Check with at least two of these
references to find out how capably
the consultant performed.

It may take some time to talk
to the references, but it is time well

spent. Find out how well the con-
sultant worked with all levels of
people in the company. Was she a
consistently constructive force in
the group? Did she demonstrate
leadership qualities? Did she help
in the development of the organi-
zation and the people?

Selecting the consulting firm

Consideration must also be given
to the selection of the consulting
firm. After all, the undertaking of
a major project may not hinge on
the availability of a single indi-
vidual. The depth of resources
the consulting firm has will be
important if this is to be a large
project. The answers to these
questions will help in selecting
the right firm.

*Does the consulting firm spe-
cialize in HRMS or is this a side-
line for them?

*How long has the consulting
firm been in existence?

*Who are its current clients?
*How many years has the firm
served each of the current
clients?

*Who are the principals in the
consulting firm and what are
their qualifications?

In addition to the consultant
proposed for the project is there
at least one fully qualified con-
sultant in the firm available as
backup for the project?

Large consulting firm or small
specialized firm (boutique)
Size is not a good determinant of
quality or fit. There are advan-
tages and disadvantages to both
large and small firms. The per-

sonal attention and commitment
that is frequently offered by small
firms is sometimes harder to find
with the larger organizations. On
the other hand, some smaller
firms lack the technical depth
needed for very large, complex
tasks. The big firms have large
staffs that usually represent a
broad spectrum of technical un-
derstanding and experience.
Partly because of their size, they
tend to operate in a more highly
structured and formal manner
than smaller firms, and tend to
be relatively expensive. Many of
the small firms are more special-
ized. Their approach can be
more easily tailored to the needs
of an individual institution.
These firms are frequently less
expensive.

For a large company that an-
ticipates a large project, it often
makes sense that they will first
consider the management-con-
sulting firm they already have a
working relationship with. They
may already be utilizing a larger
firm for projects related to many
corporate issues including hu-
man resources (such as, pension
or benefits) or for other initiatives,
such as financial applications or
front-line business applications. If
you are already using the services
of a consulting firm you trust and
they now know a great deal about
your business, then you should
give a serious look at them first.

As long as that consulting
firm can provide one or more
consultants who have extensive
experience in the HRMS area,

the company may be more com-
fortable expanding its relation-
ship with its existing consulting
firm. However, if that firm does
not have someone with expertise
in HRMS, you may find that they
are willing to subcontract the
work to a third party that has the
necessary experience in this key
area.

In today’s world, clients can
often get better service, not just
more cost effective, but better —
from the smaller, boutique con-
sulting firms provided that they
select the right consultant for
them. A small firm that special-
izes in just HRMS is going to be
focused on this one area and not
distracted by other functions they
may encounter during the pro-
ject. Generally speaking, the
smaller firms are going to be
more up-to-date on the latest in
technology options as this is their
primary business focus.

Al Doran is president of Phenix
Management Int’l, a Toronto, Ont.
management consulting firm special-
izing in HRMS issues. He is co-au-
thor of a new book published by Car-
swell, Human Resource
Management Systems: A Practi-
cal Approach (www.hrmsbook.
com), and edited the new IHRIM
Press book, E-Work Architect:
How HR Leads the Way Using
the Internet. He is a past-president
of IHRIM and sits on the board of
directors of both IHRIM and the
Canadian Council of Human Re-
source Associations. He may be
reached at aldoran@pmiHRM.com
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