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Everybody would like to have a doctor who graduated from Harvard, or an engineer from MIT. These are names that guarantee quality. But how to measure and guarantee the quality in a very sensitive profession like Management Consulting, especially in countries like Bulgaria, where these services are relatively new? 
A successful career in management consulting heavily depends on the continuing personal and professional development. As technology and management practices change at an ever-increasing rate, a gap is formed between the foundation provided by an academic education and technical and management competencies required in today's business environment.  This education gap can only be bridged by lifelong learning, often named more or less seriously “lifelong curiosity development”. Lifelong learning can be accepted a duty, a necessity, or a privilege, but in either case it ensures the maintenance of the currency and scope of the consultant’s skills, knowledge and competencies. 
More and more professional communities are concerned about their quality development, and initiate special methodology and public institutions to elaborate appropriate criteria and procedures for mutual evaluation. In management consulting, too, there are several attempts to establish professional systems of certification. The most successful and widespread concept in Bulgaria is that of ICMCI, which is intended only for the individual certification of consultants, not for companies.

According to Milan Kubr, whether and how to apply certification and licensing to management consultants is “a notoriously controversial subject debated not only in consulting firms and associations but also in users’ circles”. This debate is indicative of both the professional aspirations and the growing sense of social responsibility of consultants, and of the various factors that slow down the process of consultancy becoming a profession.
“Certification would be a step towards a wide recognition of management consulting as a true profession. Business, governments and the public at large want to have a guarantee that management consultants associated with important decisions in public and private sectors are proven professionals. Certification should enhance the international position of management consulting and help it to compete with other professions, where certification has been a long established practice. It should put more order into the consulting business and help to separate the wheat from the chaff.” (Milan Kubr)

Management consulting is a profession with few objective benchmarks and needs some sets of credentials. Certification has an important place because it is a good way to know that someone has shown adequate proficiency to attain the certificate. Those few who earn the right to call themselves Certified Management Consultants have attained what others aspire to – a higher level of management consulting. The CMC designation demonstrates a consultant’s commitment to the best practices in management consulting. 
Assessment of consultants in Bulgaria is prevailingly “competency based”, opposed to the “results based” assessment, typical for USA, meaning that the consultants are assessed against the standards set by the industry and people and not competing against each other, but against the standard criteria or benchmarks. Under the competency evaluation, the consultants are assessed for evidence of the skills, knowledge and understanding required to perform in accordance with the global work environment.

In recent times, the requirement for skills has gone up and to stay above water in such a competitive environment, some consultants are making efforts to earn certifications. According to BAMCO’s annual market survey, following are some of the reasons why Bulgarian consultants are taking certification so seriously.

· Instant communication of the expertise and credibility 
CMC certification communicates the expertise and credibility of the consultant among the peers, and clients view CMC certification as an indication of a qualified, trustworthy management consultant. Certification helps the clients quickly identify a candidate’s level of experience. When the client engages a certified professional, they can be sure the consultants are committed, knowledgeable, and experienced in producing results. BAMCO research shows clients increasingly rely on credentials when selecting a management consultant.
· Test against high standards
While many may choose to call themselves "management consultants” with little preparation or ability, the certified consultants have the satisfaction of knowing that they have proven themselves among the most knowledgeable and capable professionals. The consultants want an established certification procedure that sets them apart in a globally expanding consulting profession. The consulting practitioner can energize or revitalize his/her career, whether as an entrepreneur or in a large firm, by leveraging the knowledge and prestige associated with the internationally recognized CMC certification. 
· Skills and Knowledge
The most important benefit of certification is that the process of certification increases consultants’ skills and knowledge to a great extent, make them more confident in their jobs, improves their problem-solving skills, and increases their overall job productivity. Going the extra step and obtaining CMC certification identifies the consultant as a true professional in one of the fastest growing and exciting careers today.
· Evidence for high ethical standards

In today's business climate, the average potential client needs sound advice in a confusing field, and seeks a trusted advisor with proven skills. Under such conditions, certification may carry some weight. 
While affiliation with a non-certified consultant doesn’t necessarily detract from the value of the service provided, working with a CMC can pay off for clients. The main benefits for the users who choose a certified consultant are the access to professional consulting, corresponding to the good international practices, and more or less effective mechanism for solving eventual conflicts. The ethical code incorporated in the certificate guarantees that the consultant will propose the best for the client, not for himself. 

· Job Security
During the certification and re-certification sessions becomes obvious that professionals seeking for or already having CMC Certifications plan to pursue additional certifications in the coming year. And the key word is "additional" – for a typical certification holder already has nearly 3 technical certifications and had been attaining a new certification every year. Most of the certification holders say that they feel more secure in their current job positions due to their certifications and feel that the certification plays at least some role in their job security.
· Respect

Another most important non-economic aspect of certification is on-the-job respect. The CMC certification holders feel that they get more respect from managers, colleagues, partners and clients due to their certification. The certification gives the consultant a professional pride. Additionally, certification allows those who would potentially hire the management consultant know that certain competencies have been met. Since the certification process takes considerable time and effort, having the CMC credential shows that the management consultant spent time and went through a process, taking quite seriously the requirements, including preparation and evaluations.
· Career opportunities

Principally, certified skilled labor is a basic requirement for free movement in the global marketplace. Since the CMC certificate is personal, reciprocal and hence portable, the certificate holders are more mobile in the terms of jumping companies and even countries. The skills that a consultant develops in the process of attaining a CMC designation are applicable in every area of the management consulting profession, in many parts of the globe. The international appeal of CMC certification helps ensure that the consultant’s career will not get derailed should he/she choose to work in another country.
· Entry

CMC Certification makes the holder more marketable and gives him/her the credentials to land the dream job. It is extremely difficult these days to enter the chosen field without the relevant degrees and work experience. It is a catch-22 problem "you cannot get the job if you do not have the experience and you cannot get the experience if you do not have a job." Certification is one of the most powerful ways to break this cycle and get an entry into new lines of management consulting. An increasing number of consultants are using certification as a tool for solving the problem of getting an entry in their desired fields.
Some consultants though are strongly opposed to the idea of certifying, which they regard as an unnecessary infringement to their freedom. Others tend to recognize that progression towards professionalism may require some form of flexible and non-bureaucratic certifying. One solution is to give the key role to the professional membership associations. The difficult part of such solution is that they should definitely enjoy a high reputation and the full confidence, not only of the consultants, but also of clients, government authorities and the general public. Some larger firms, though, may contest the consulting institutes’ legitimacy to certify their employees. At best they would agree to the certification of individuals who operate on their own.

Some of the most common objections to certification are: 

· Certification can only really guarantee the application of general and rather elementary criteria of admission to the profession.

· It cannot show whether a consultant is actually suitable for a given job.

· The consultants are practicing in the framework of a free market economy and hence a consultant who passes the market test by finding enough clients to survive and develop does not need any paper certifying his or her competence.

· The scope of management consulting is not clearly defined. 

· There is no generally accepted body of knowledge.

· The consulting overlaps with other professional sectors. 

While the certification is very valuable, it is not what determines that value or skill of a management consultant. One of my favorite quotes is "The people who make a difference are not the ones with the most credentials, but the ones with the concern." (I've also seen it quoted with the word "compassion" in place of "concern.") A kind colleague shared with me a great complimentary quote, "No one knows how much you know, until they know how much you care."
A management consultant who chooses not to certify and has taken this decision seriously, contemplated their options and made an informed choice has taken it all just as "seriously" in my opinion.

Should the clients have unlimited trust in the consultant that own a CMC certificate? The answer is no. The client has to ask which the field of expertise of the consultant is, what his previous experience is etc. Or, if we use a simple analogy with the football game: if management consultants were footballers, the CMCs would be Brazilians. There are not that good Brazilian players, as well as excellent non-Brazilian players. But, as a whole, the Brazilians are the best.

What is the situation in Bulgaria?

In Bulgaria, the CMC qualification degree is not massively recognized by the clients, apart from the foreign clients. The clients from the industry are far more interested in the network of the consultant or the consulting company – e.g. in his abilities to involve other partners, to find financing or to identify clients. The penetration rate of CMC among the consulting companies, on the other side, reaches 90%, which means that in certain situations, certification may make the difference between getting the job or not.

The very vast majority of the clients are still not interested in the qualification of the individual consultants who will work on their contract. The major emphasis is put on the trust in the consulting company, its branding and the status required. The company’s experience in the client’s sector is pf paramount importance and is being proved by customer lists and other sector-specific evidences. The market is also very price-sensitive and the price is the second important consideration when choosing a consulting company. 

The elite international clients are the only ones who require the CVs of the individual consultants that will work for them, e.g. they are the only ones interested in their qualification. But even they prefer to choose foreign companies, not individual local consultants, for their achievements in countries with similar profile. The syndrome “no one has been fired for having bought an IBM” is fully applied in these situations. The international companies stake more on the safety than on finding the optimal solution. 

The synergy of the branding, price and qualification of the employees are the warranties the client receives from the consulting company that the activities agreed upon will be performed accordingly. The clients want to be assured in the capability and capacity of the company to achieve the results sought for. 

Of course, choosing a company or an individual consultant to perform a consulting service is also a question of national traditions. In England, for example, hiring individual consultants has a long and successful track record. This is not the case in Bulgaria. 

In the era of "pursuit of excellence", "high performance," and the "right stuff” a large part of the Bulgarian management consultants, either individuals or working in consulting companies (92% of the responded) consider their qualification being at the appropriate level. The self-evaluation is made mainly on the base of the continuous professional training  (91%),  good results from their activities (74%), many years of professional experience (74%), and the obtained qualification degree CMC (39%).

More than 7%, however, think that their qualification is lower than necessary. Their statements are based on the necessity of reaching the international standards, as well as the fact that the profession requires continuous professional training and qualification’s improvement.

Despite of these differences in the self-evaluation however, 93% of the consultants consider that they need further improvement of the qualification and only 7% indicate they do not need it.

The respondents stated as fundamental ways for improving their qualification the exchange of experience with foreign consultants (83%), the exchange of experience with Bulgarian colleagues (74%), participation in discussions and round tables (48%), on-line training (39%), the self-education (35%), the participation in lectures and seminars (35%), and the specialization (30%). A tiny part of them rely on official education (barely 2%). 

The comparison with the data from before 4 years reveals dramatic changes in the propensity of the respondents. While in year 2000 the Bulgarian consultants have predominantly relied on the self-education (78%) and attending lectures and seminars (55%) and almost haven’t mentioned the on-line education and the exchange of experience with foreign and Bulgarian colleagues, today these are the most strongly preferred ways of improving the qualification. 

In general, Bulgarian consultants find themselves well prepared for helping their clients to manage the challenges of the changing economic environment.

The professional associations of the Bulgarian management consultants BAMCO holds a central position within the debate about the future of the management consultancy profession. It must embrace the various groups of interest within the profession. The drive towards professionalism and recognition of those involved in management consultancy is central to the aims of the organisation. What is required is a cohesive career framework for all those with an interest in the profession.

One can argue with some confidence that if the development of management consultancy knowledge fuels the development of the professional association and its members, it is in the output of professional development where the greatest benefits will be seen at both organisational and individual levels. Here, individual and corporate members will see the benefits of professional recognition, effectiveness, credibility and authority, as well as improvements in achieving the central objective of delivering better projects. 

Consultants associations can help their members to raise the standards of professional consulting services in many ways. As the consulting profession is a young one, all these activities in addition to strengthening technical skills should emphasize professional ethics and behavior as defined by the association’s code.

A fundamental concept, incorporated into the strategy of a professional organization, is to be inclusive and yet allow for clear demarcations of those who seek professional standing and recognition. One component of this is to provide a robust certification scheme. 
There’s a clear role for national associations in promoting certification. Of course, if launching and maintaining a certification program were easy, more associations would do it. Setting up a nationally and internationally recognized quality mark is easier said than done. One challenge is simply to achieve consensus on the precise knowledge and skills individuals must have to merit certification, e.g. who gets to define the skills and training that entitle someone to use the title “certified consultant”.
Bibliography

Bulgarian consultancy market survey, BAMCO, 2005
Management Consulting: a Guide to the profession, Third revised edition, edited by Milan Kubr, International Labor Office, Geneva, 1996

PAGE  
1 out of 6

