
How to Start a New 

Consulting Firm 
Case Study:  Orion Planning Group 

Planners Gone Wild!   



Introduction 



• Speakers 

• Format 

• Overview 



Cynthia Hoyle, FAICP 

Cynthia Hoyle has over 30 
years of planning experience 
working at the local, state 
and national levels.  She 
specializes in transportation, 
creating community mobility, 
Complete Streets, Safe Routes 
to School, comprehensive 
planning and visioning. Her 
passion is promoting choice 
and livability. Cynthia has 
worked in the public and 
private sectors.  



Carol Rhea, AICP 

Carol Rhea has over 25 years of 
experience in a variety of public 
and private sector planning 
positions. Her areas of specialty 
include planning, group 
facilitation, ordinances and 
regulations, board training, 
permitting, code enforcement, and 
customer service. Prior to 
founding Orion Planning Group, 
Carol created and staffed Rhea 
Consulting, serving communities 
in North and South Carolina. 

 



Graham Billingsley, FAICP 

Graham Billingsley has significant 
experience covering almost 40 years 
of practice. He was educated in 
planning, landscape architecture, 
and architecture, and has practiced 
in all three fields. For 23 years 
Graham was in the public sector, 
first as Chief Planner for Urban 
Design with the City of Dallas, 
Texas. For 18 years he was the Land 
Use Director for Boulder County. He 
had responsibility for a department 
of 57 employees in four divisions, 
Planning, Building Safety and 
Inspection Services, GIS, and 
Resource Conservation.  



Joanne Garnett, FAICP 

Joanne Garnett has over 30 years of 
professional planning experience in 
the public and private sectors.  Her 
practice has focused on issues 
related to urban, rural, and regional 
planning, including comprehensive  
plans, master plans, community  
development  and alternatives  
analysis,  housing  assessments, 
land use research  and analysis, 
transportation  assessments  and  
strategies,  neighborhood  planning,  
resource development issues, trails 
and pathway plans, zoning and 
subdivision administration, and 
growth management strategies. 

 



Ralph Willmer, FAICP 

Ralph Willmer has been a 

professional planner for more 

than 30 years. His practice is 

focused on preparing 

comprehensive master plans and 

zoning for municipalities along 

the east coast.  Ralph has never 

worked for the public sector, but 

started his career in the non-

profit world before working in a 

law firm prior to joining VHB. 



Who are you? 

• I currently work in the public sector but am 

interested in private sector planning. 

• I work in the public sector and consult on 

the side. 

• I am a consultant in a large firm. 

• I am a consultant in a small firm. 



Getting Started 



What 

• Broad based planning firm 

- Broad range of skills 

- Broad geographic distribution 



Why 

• Each Partner had different reasons 

• Better chance of success together 

than separate 



Success 

What people think success 

looks like, and only Mark 

Zuckerberg accomplished 

What success really looks like 



Why, continued 

• We all wanted to be surrounded 

by better planners than we were 

• We all wanted to work together 

• We had similar values and desired 

outcomes 

 



When 

• Started discussion in the Fall of 

2010 

• Registered with Colorado Secretary 

of State 1/27/11 

• Very quick once we decided to do 

it.  



Who 

• Six practitioners 

• One FT public employee, one PT 

public employee, one doing special 

assignments for a firm 

• All were sole proprietors 

• Four worked together previously  



How we gelled 

• APA and AICP connections 

• Like-minded philosophies  

• Camaraderie   

• Limited success as sole proprietors 

• Decision to maximize results  

 



Choosing the Form  

• 3 women and 3 men 

• Each contributed start-up cash - 

$1,500  

• Women own 51% 

• Managing partner and treasurer 

• Completed paperwork and filed as 

LLC 

 



Marketing 

• Created a firm name 

• Developed a logo 

• Printed business cards 

• Created letterhead 

• Created a firm profile 

• Notified all of our friends and 

contacts 

 



Where 

• Headquarters 

– Needed name recognition and 

cache’ 

– Should be location of treasurer 

– Ease of filing/renewals 

• Chose Boulder, CO 



How We Function 



Our Organization 

• Form-Limited Liability 

Company (LLC) 

- Created and filed an 

Operating Agreement 

- Created and filed a 

Certificate of Authority 



• LLCs: 

- Mix elements of corporations 

and partnerships 

- Provide limited exposure to 

personal assets 

- Have pass-through income 

taxes – LLCs pay no taxes 

- Are simple to establish 



• Management 

- Women-owned firm 

- Meet at least monthly with one 

face-to-face meeting annually 

- 5 of 6 partners use home offices 

- Managing Partner and 

Treasurer 



Managing Partner 

 Approved project 

estimates 

 Manages budget 

 Negotiates/executes 

contracts 

 Staff and Independent 

Contractors 

 Marketing/ 

purchasing 

 Scheduling meetings, 

preparing agendas & 

managing summaries 

 Policies 

 Proposals 

Can Delegate! 



Treasurer 

 Prepares preliminary 

budget 

 Manages financial 

records 

 Works with 

accountant 

 Handles accounts 

receivable and 

payable 



• Finance 

- Setting rates 

- “Payroll” 

- Taxes 

- Budget 



Managing Workload 

• Picking projects  

– Matching our skills, experience 

and interests 

– Geography 

– Competitiveness 

– Minimum $$ “threshold” 



• Choosing partners and firm lead 

– Passion 

– Skills and experience 

– Geography 

– Interest and availability 

– Project $$ 



• When and how we team with other 

firms 

– Skills needed 

– Workload 

– Experience and competitiveness 

– Fun! 

– Choosing the lead firm 

– Budget $$ 



Using Technology 

• We are cross platform running 

both Windows and Mac  

• We use laptops, iPads and smart 

phones 

• Each partner is responsible for 

maintaining basic computer and 

software assets 



• We use Zoom and Skype for our 

partner and project meetings  

     https://zoom.us and http://www.skype.com/en/ 

• We use basic MS Office products 

• We invested in Adobe Creative 

Cloud 

• We use Dropbox as our company 

server 

https://zoom.us
https://zoom.us
https://zoom.us
http://www.skype.com/en/
http://www.skype.com/en/


Business development 

• Marketing strategy  

• Website development 

• Preferred partners 

• Repeat business 



Lessons Learned 



Choosing Projects 
• Started by approaching decisions 

democratically--we changed that 

• Learned the limits of our market area 

• Learned how important sub- 

consultants are 

• Matching our skills and strengths with 

project requirements 

• FUN! 



Choosing who works on what 
• Started with as many partners on a 

project as possible 

• Changed to efficient use of time 

and capabilities 



Frustrations 
• The fickleness of some communities 

• Bad RFPs 

• The amazing length of time it takes 

for a community to make a hiring 

decision 

• Selections that do not match stated 

needs 

• Staff/leadership changes during 

projects 



Observations From Afar 



A Different Perspective 
• Worked for both a small and a 

medium sized firm 

• Established a planning practice in a 

law firm 

• Helping to build a planning practice 

in an engineering firm 

• What a difference a year makes…. 

• Some parallels with Orion 

experience 



A Different Model  
• New approach and change in culture 

• Need to market from within as well 

as to potential clients 

• Differences between the small firm 

and a larger one 
– Resources/depth 

– Multi-disciplinary team 

– Marketing “Department” 

– Graphics “Department” 



A Different Model 
• Working for a large firm 

– Fixed salaries and benefit 

– Internal politics 

– Billability requirements 

• Working for a small firm 
– More uncertainty 

– Limited opportunity for advancement 



A Different Model 
 

• Your own firm  
– Less predictable 

– Greater flexibility and creativity 

• Orion is a mix 



What is Needed to Succeed 
• Need to make good go/no go 

decisions 
– Adequate budget 

– Do you know the client 

– How did you hear about the opportunity 

– Can you do the work 

– Competition  

– What will it take to win 

 

 



Frustrations Part II 
• Agree with previously mentioned 

frustrations 

• RFP process pet peeves 

• Time it takes to get underway – 

small firms can’t wait 

• Managing subcontractors 

• Balance between being too busy and 

not busy enough  



Questions? 



Contact Information 

Carol Rhea 

256-763-1542 or Carol@OrionPlanningGroup.com  

Cynthia Hoyle 

217-649-6505 or Cynthia@OrionPlanningGroup.com  

Graham Billingsley 

303-551-2488 or Graham@OrionPlanningGroup.com  

Joanne Garnett 

307-763-0570 or Joanne@OrionPlanningGroup.com 

 

 

 

Ralph Willmer 

617-924-1770 x1102 or rwillmer@vhb.com  

 

mailto:Carol@OrionPlanningGroup.com
mailto:cynthia@OrionPlanningGroup.com
mailto:Graham@OrionPlanningGroup.com
mailto:Joanne@OrionPlanningGroup.com
mailto:rwillmer@vhb.com

