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Ok, here's how IT consultants operate.

They're tell companies what kinds of computers, software, and other devices they need for different kinds of activities. At the upper end they're management consultants and at the lower end they're computer geeks.

Most are small operations, with less than 10 employees. But larger firms have most of the business, because they have a wider area of expertise. Average annual sales per employee are around $200,000.

Smaller firms help with local installations like wireless networks, phone systems, or sales registers. Big ones help customers with many locations or with special needs like reservation systems or manufacturing controls.

The main selling point for IT consultants is expertise with specific hardware, software, or areas of development such as Internet systems. Small firms with special expertise are sometimes used as subcontractors for larger projects.  Marketing is largely by reputation.

Here are some strategic things you should know.

Big firms like Accenture serve Fortune 500 companies. Many firms are spin-offs from accounting firms, which are still relied on by small businesses to give them advice about computers.

Competition comes from big IT providers like IBM, Microsoft, and HP, that sell their so-called "solutions" for business problems. IT consultants are often hired to make choices between competing IT providers.

Rapid advances in computers, software, and communications make it difficult for IT consultants to remain experts in their field. Employees have to spend a lot of time keeping up with the latest developments.

As the cost of computer hardware has decreased, the focus of consultants has shifted to software and communications, and especially to internet and mobile systems.

Here are some good talking points.

How many people in their company?

What's their area of expertise? Do they plan to expand that?

What kinds of customers do they have? What's a typical project?

Do they have many repeat customers?

How many projects do they work on at a time? What's the average project worth? How many months to complete?

How were they affected by the recession?

And finally, how do they see their business changing in the future?

Now you're ready.

