
In the first of a two-part series, consultant
Jennifer D. T. Kruschwitz, an engineer spe-
cialized in optical coatings, offers advice on
how to set up your own consulting business.

The Webster’s Dictionary definition of
a consultant is “one who gives expert

or professional advice.” An individual
looking to make a career out of consult-
ing would probably change the definition
to “one who gives expert or professional
advice to a customer for a fee.” People
choose careers in consulting for many
reasons. Some have made becoming a
consultant a personal goal. The recently
retired may want to continue on in busi-
ness outside the confines of a 9-to-5 job.
Some people are seeking a way to transi-
tion out of a conventional job that no
longer satisfies them. Others look to con-
sulting when changes in family life make
a more flexible work schedule necessary.

Whatever the reason, before starting
out it’s important that one know how to
make the transition into self-employ-
ment and how to qualify oneself as a con-
sultant.

Qualities of a 
successful consultant
Many books have been written on the
topic of consulting as a career. Two that I
believe give helpful insights are The
Overnight Consultant, by Marsha D.
Lewin, and The Scientist As Consultant, by
Carl J. Sindermann and Thomas K.
Sawyer. Both books qualify the successful
consultant as an expert in his or her field.
The necessary expertise can be attained
by extensive academic study and work,
including graduate degrees, post-doctor-
ate studies and professorships, and/or by
time spent working and doing research in
a particular field.

But expertise in your field is only part
of the recipe for success. Sindermann
points out that for the scientific consul-
tant, networking, marketing and running
a business are equally important areas, in

which scientists may have
shortcomings. Here is a 
quick checklist to consider
before diving head first into
consulting:

• Do you like to work with
people? The best way to
maintain a healthy busi-
ness is by networking.
Maintaining personal rela-
tionships with colleagues,
customers and potential
clients is an important part
of a successful consulting
business.

• Are you self-motivated? As a
consultant, there will be times when
you will have to initiate activities that
may not strike you as being particu-
larly exciting: examples are involve-
ment in a project that isn’t challenging
or making phone calls to potential
clients.

• Can you communicate and translate
your craft to those outside your field? A
consultant often has to make presenta-
tions or prepare proposals or reports
for customers who have no back-
ground in his or her science.
Consultants who can articulate their
work to people of any academic level
will be the most successful.

• Are you prepared to multitask? The self-
employed are not only the presidents
of their own businesses, they are also
in charge of administration, informa-
tion technology, Web design, advertis-
ing, sales, marketing and janitorial
duties. A successful consultant can
wear many different hats simultane-
ously and still be productive.

Starting your business
You have made the decision. You want to
become a consultant. If the opportunity
to do a little “pre-launch” planning is
available, the first thing to do is pay off

any accumulated debt. It is often said that
consultants make large amounts of
money. This might sometimes be true,
but as is the case with the ocean, the
money earned by a consultant may come
in waves. There may be times the consul-
tant is so busy that the money seems to
be rolling in, but these may be followed
by periods when it’s a struggle to find
work. It’s always best to start a business
from a strong financial position. In con-
sulting, in particular, it’s “feast or
famine.” You should be sure that you have
a financial safety net in place for the lean
times. When things are going well, you
should always be prepared to contribute a
significant percentage of your earnings to
your safety net.

The next order of business is “paper-
work.” You’ll need brochures to describe
your abilities, invoices, business cards and
letterhead. Stick to a budget: flashy items
are expensive, so keep everything simple.
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Legal paperwork is also necessary: you
will need a good understanding of con-
tracts, nondisclosure agreements, and so
forth. If you can acquire legal counsel
before launch, get acquainted with key
aspects of intellectual property (IP) and
ownership law. Most contracts are very
specific in that the customer retains
rights to all of the IP that comes out of
the consulting agreement. Make sure that
the confidentiality of any information
provided to a customer will not stop you
from being able to work for other clients.

Determine your rates
Establishing an hourly fee is not as
straightforward as you might think. One
way to determine a ballpark rate is to take
the amount of money you would like to
earn in a year and divide it by the num-
ber of hours you plan to work. Or you
could take the hourly rate currently being
paid you by an employer and multiply
that number by two or three. Make sure
your rate includes business costs as well
as salary. These costs can include, but are
not limited to: health care, life insurance,
retirement, business overhead, legal and
accounting fees, and self-employment
taxes. Whichever way you calculate your
“worth” as a consultant, here are a few
things to keep in mind:

• Research consulting rates for your
field—Know what rate will allow you
to maintain a competitive edge.

• Be ready to justify your rates—If you
are an expert, your rates should reflect
that expertise. It has been observed
that consultants who charge too little
for their services are not taken as seri-
ously by clients.

• Be flexible and know your market—
There may be times when, to win a
job, you need to change your rates to
meet the range specified in a given
proposal.

Don’t forget the IRS
Keep your financial records well orga-
nized. Open a separate checking account
for the business—it makes it easier to
keep track of your earnings—and pay
yourself from that account. Keep all
receipts related to business activities (i.e.,
parking, tolls, travel, supplies) in a central
location and, if you can, enter them in a
database. If the business is run from the
home, save utility bills, phone bills and so
forth. There are specific requirements
governing the deductibility of expenses
incurred by home-based businesses, and
the consultant needs to be aware of them.
It’s a good idea to have a tax advisor
available to get things up and running.
The Web site HRBlock.com has helpful
tips for the self-employed. There will be
self-employment taxes to consider in
addition to income taxes. Estimated taxes
on your consulting income must be paid
quarterly to the federal and your state
government. There are heavy penalties
associated with not paying quarterly taxes
on time and in the proper amount.
Organized recordkeeping and timely tax
payments will make tax time a relatively
painless experience.

Make the change
Consultants are a fundamental compo-
nent of today’s business marketplace, but
consulting is not a “career fit” for every-
one. Once you decide to start a consult-
ing business, there’s no doubt there will
be challenges ahead. The ways in which
those challenges are met and overcome
determine the ultimate success of the
consultant.

Jennifer D. T. Kruschwitz (jkconsult@kruschwitz.
com) is senior optical coating design engineer at
her own company, JK Consulting, Rochester, New
York, www.kruschwitz.com.

OPN's "Professional Development" column is over-
seen by R. John Koshel (jkoshel@breault.com) of
Breault Research Organization.
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It’s an Exciting Time
for Optical Thin Films!

JK Consulting (JKC) is 
part of the excitement 

W ith nearly 15 years of
optical thin film design

experience, JKC has a proven
track record of creating designs
that transcend the gap between
development and manufacturing.
JKC has worked with several
large companies creating 
innovative designs for govern-
ment, academic and industrial
applications. Areas of specialty
include ophthalmic, medical and
entertainment lighting, display
and surveillance.

Call today to find how 
JKC can meet your needs!
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