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offer an independent eye to
challenge prevailing wisdom;
boost charities’ capacity for longer-
term strategic thinking, or
contribute specialist knowledge,
like data protection, financial
analysis or HR.

Pro-bono and low-bono consulting is
on the up, with corporates in a giving
mood post-pandemic and keen to offer
meaningful, engaging opportunities to
their teams. As ESG thinking develops,
the gulf between profit generation and
impact generation is closing, and
consultancies want to do what they do
best in service to the greater good.

We’re delighted with this trend:
LanciaConsult has seen first hand what
a big impact these engagements can
have in an under-resourced sector. At
their most successful, they can:

We want to
make sure that
our growth, our

capabilities,
our people, and

our profits are
all a force 

for good.

But many charity managers also have
their fair share of horror stories. In one
case, a team of consultants left a
project half-finished in favour of
chargeable work; another charity was
left with thousands of pounds’ worth of
unexpected licence fee costs following
a ‘free’ consulting project. 

With a bit of forward thinking and a
good dose of transparency, these
situations can be avoided. We’ve
distilled many years of experience in
responsible pro-bono and low-bono
engagement, to lay out the tips and
tricks for success at every stage.

- CEO Jeffrey Cronkshaw
2021 Social Impact Report



Get agreements down in
writing.
Clarify any costs and ask
how else you can help.
Don’t be shy to ask about
your consulting team’s
profile and skills.

Your pro-bono consulting project may
be a relatively informal arrangement,
but do take inspiration from standard
commercial procurement processes.
At the least, issue a written brief and
request a written proposal: however
shorthand, these can be vital in getting
everyone on the same page. 

As part of an informal ‘contracting’
stage, ask how you can help your
consultancy partner in return.

Responsible consultants offer pro-bono
support for genuine reasons – out of a
desire to give back and from a
perspective of Shared Value when it
comes to people, power and profits.
Some might hope for public recognition
or upskilling opportunities too. 

Whatever the motivation, getting it all
out in the open will foster an
environment of trust, help you tailor the
opportunity and make sure there are no
difficult surprises.

Whatever the discount they have given
(and it may not be 100%: your
consultant may need to make the
partnership sustainable by charging
‘low-bono’ fees), you’re entitled to
transparency. Ensure you understand
any costs during your project and
beyond. 

What to watch out for on the “free-to-fee” spectrum:

Commitment lapse
on either side

Hidden requests/
motivations

Insufficiently
experienced team
profile

Watch out for:

Over-scoping or
upselling

Contingency/ ‘fat’ in
the estimates

Hidden & future costs
(opex vs capex)

Watch out for:

Both!

Watch out for:

Forming the Partnership1.

Pro-bonoFull cost Low-bono



Be clear on timescales,
deadlines and support levels
required.
Tightly define scope – it’s easier
to add than to take away.
Agree objectives and success
metrics.

Scoping is often the make or break factor in
a pro- or low-bono project – and it’s a
delicate balancing act. It can be as easy to
ask too little (squeezing your needs out of
shape to fit your consultants’ preferences)
as it can be to ask too much, allowing scope
to creep or failing to identify hidden
complexity. 

Well-scoped pro- or low-bono projects are:

Someone else’s
passion project isn’t
necessarily what your
charity needs.

Making work for the
sake of it helps nobody
- and the truth will
emerge in time.

Manageable in Size

Pro-bono consultants
often need flexibility
to deliver alongside
other projects.

Consider selecting a
project that is
important but not
urgent.

When you’re sure your project is the right size and shape, think about how best to get
your colleagues’ buy-in, in the absence of a financial stake. Setting up for success might
mean making the right introductions, doing a bit of internal ‘prewiring’ or offering a
robust induction including access to relevant documents and context.

2. Mobilising the Project

Genuinely Needed

The size of the
request should
depend on the nature
of the relationship
and the time they
have available.

Ask outright: how
long can you give us?

Not Time-Sensitive 
 



3. Managing the Project

Give as good as you get:
match your consultants’ time
commitment.
For best results, be honest
and open.
Put in place regular and one-
off touchpoints including
status updates.

It goes without saying that the more you
put in, the more you get out. Our charity
partners advise that you frontload that
time commitment, investing half of it up
front to air complexities and trigger
questions. 

Initiation Research/data gathering Analysis/solution building Handover

Be as honest as you can – and if you need your consultants to sign an NDA, they’re
usually very happy to do so. The team isn’t there to judge; the best consultants are
“critical friends” – so for maximum value, let them in.

A typical consulting engagement looks like this:



Ask your consultants to
dedicate time to handover.
Build in time at the end for
reflection and feedback.
Get sign-off for wider
communications and
knowledge sharing.

There’s nothing as disheartening, and
potentially relationship-damaging,  as
wasted pro-bono work. 

Regardless of financial investment:
time, resources and valuable
relationships can be sucked into a
productivity black hole. 

Build a knowledge transfer phase into
each project from the beginning, and
request whatever training, coaching or
other support you need to ensure
adoption. Make sure you have taken
ownership of every working
document, deliverable, technical guide
and contract that you will need.

Final hurdles can take different forms:

Implementation
Costs

Knowledge &
Skills Gaps

Deliverable
Quality 

Internal
Comms

Time/Planning
Failures

With all said and done, give some thought to acknowledging, thanking and assigning
credit where it’s due – but check with your consultants or their HQ first as there may
be sensitivities around their other clients (who may be paying commercial rates for
something that was discounted for you). 

The best way to thank your consultants may be to deliver constructive, skill-building
feedback. Ask for feedback from their side at the same time – you can learn a lot
even from those informal closing chats with someone who has seen the inner
workings of the team. 

4. Embedding the Outputs



Ask plenty of questions of each other
up front.
Define the scope and track progress
carefully. 
Match each other’s commitment,
making sure you’re generous with
your time and insights.

In summary, all successful third sector
consulting partnerships:

www.lanciaconsult.com 

Our experience, our
research, and our
expert partners tell us
that there’s no better
magic formula than
honest and plentiful
communication.


