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A Hybrid Management Consulting Business Model

Jac van Beek

Abstract
This article first looks at the traditional model 
of management consulting, its features and 
strengths, and the way it has contributed to the 
enduring success of the industry. It recognizes 
the more complex and dynamic environment 
of the profession and the technological 
challenges to that traditional model and then 
looks at the partnership and corporate business 
models. Finally, it proposes a new hybrid 
model of management consulting that blends 
the two business models and integrates new 
capabilities to deal with major challenges to 
larger consultancies brought about by the 
implementation of AI.

Introduction
There is an early 20th century curse that reads, 
“May you live in interesting times”. That curse 
played out in full, beginning in 2019, with the 
Covid pandemic. Today, it can be applied to the 
recent surge in the use, and abuse, of Artificial 
Intelligence (AI). In recent years, many industries 
and sectors have had to adapt to significant 
changes to the way business is conducted 
because of the widespread adoption and 
integration of digital platforms and the rise of AI 
applications. While long predicted (Christensen 
et al., 2013), it appears that the evolutionary path 
of the profession has now reached a point where 
fundamental changes are needed if large advisory 
firms are to survive. 

When I began my career in the management 
consulting field, in 1983, the traditional model of 
management consulting was well established. 
Up until recently, not much had changed in the 
field and large consulting firms continued to be 
successful using this model. When AI appeared 
on the horizon, I wondered how this technology 
would affect my industry. I was intrigued to see 
how quickly the technology was being integrated 
and adapted into various fields of business. 
This quick uptake of AI is even faster than the 
uptake computers had in the 1940s with large 

frame computers and later in the 1970s with the 
transition to personal computers. For business, 
computers were accepted as technology that 
could make the workplace more efficient, more 
cost effective, and more successful. AI will make a 
larger change in the management consulting field 
and even threaten firms that don’t embrace the 
technology and use it to its full advantage. 

The reader is encouraged to refer to the extensive 
bibliography at the conclusion of the paper as well 
as references included throughout to gain a more 
complete understanding of this case for change.

The Traditional Model of 
Management Consulting
The longevity and capacity to add value 
through the management consulting process is 
attributable in part to the effectiveness of the 
enduring core business model of the profession. 
The traditional management consulting model has 
been the foundation of firms like McKinsey, BCG, 
and Bain (MBB), as well as the strategy arms 
of the ‘Big Four’: Deloitte, PwC, EY, and KPMG. 
This model relies on high-touch, expert-driven 
advisory services, typically operating under a 
partnership structure. Larger firms have moved 
well beyond strategy into more functional and 
operational issues that require the application 
of different disciplines and expertise within this 
business model.

Key features and strengths of the 
traditional business model
Successful consulting firms are expert-led and 
relationship-driven entities. Consultancies hire 
top-tier talent to advise Fortune 500 companies, 
governments, and global organizations that 
create trusted client relationships which are core 
to revenue generation, often nurtured and built 
up over decades. Providing high-value advisory 
services for CEOs and top executives justifies 
high fees. Over time, these long-standing client 
relationships are built upon a reputation for 
trusted, independent advice that provides high 
levels of client satisfaction. Tangible positive 
changes to corporate performance, attributable 

to this expert advice, have strengthened these 
relationships.

The time-based revenue model allows consulting 
firms to charge clients based on billable hours 
with hourly or daily rates for consultants 
charged at different rates. Large, high-margin 
engagements sustain profitability, with partners 
focusing on high-value strategic work. Much 
of the intensive work is undertaken by more 
junior analysts and consultants leveraging the 
reputations and insights of the firm’s senior 
advisors.

The current "Up or Out" career progression 
model allows junior consultants (associates and 
analysts) to work under a structured hierarchy, 
gaining valuable experience across industries. 
Those who aren’t promoted are encouraged to 
exit into industry roles, such as corporate strategy, 
private equity, or technical fields. This strong 
talent pipeline ensures that only top performers 
remain to keep the quality of services high, since 
orientation and onboarding are conducted with an 
emphasis on ethics and best practices. 

Traditional management consulting firms offer 
a generalist approach to the field with sector 
expertise. The firm’s consultants are generalists 
rotating across industries, before moving on to 
specializing in a particular industry. Over time, 
these firms have developed dedicated sector 
practices in fields such as finance, healthcare, 
and energy. Strong knowledge sharing and 
internal networks mean that consulting firms 
invest heavily in internal research, proprietary 
frameworks, and best practices, thus enabling 
consultants to leverage past expertise. Using 
these strengths, international expansion allows 
firms to offer localized solutions with global 
expertise.

To balance this rosy picture, the model does 
feature several tensions (discussed extensively 
in the work of O'Mahoney, Joe 2022 included in 
the bibliography) related to an over-reliance on 
billable hours, a conflict between standardization 
for efficiency at the expense of innovation versus 
more labour-intensive customization tailored to 

suit client needs, and prohibitive fees that are 
not always aligned with the value they deliver. 
From a client perspective, there are numerous 
examples of firms that have become over-reliant 
on the specialized and unique knowledge of 
major consultancies. This power imbalance can 
undermine internal decision-making and strategic 
thinking and in the long run reduce client firm 
capabilities. The business model contributes to 
this situation by continually offering new projects 
that lead to dependence, and by limiting the 
ability of clients to implement recommended 
changes.

Perhaps the two most serious concerns about 
the profession lie in the potential for conflict 
of interest and the assessment of the impact 
of the advisory services. It is tempting to 
recommend solutions that serve the interests 
of the consultancy, and that is occasionally 
a point of contention. Additionally, firms are 
rarely held accountable for the outcomes of 
their recommendations. Clients often struggle 
to measure the actual impact of the advice, 
especially when the outcomes are long-term 
and not immediately measurable. This means 
that consultants can still charge significant fees 
without having to prove that their work led to 
tangible results. Ultimately, the success of an 
engagement is often subjective and difficult to 
quantify.  

Many of these issues are inherent to the model 
and are continually being monitored and 
managed by both parties. However, the changing 
environment has introduced a whole new set of 
challenges.

Adapting to a More Complex 
Environment
The business environment has become 
increasingly complex. For many business leaders 
that environment is less comprehensible and 
predictable due to a convergence of factors 
that span geopolitical shifts, technological 
advancements, regulatory changes, and evolving 
market dynamics. Recent United States (U.S.) 
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trade policies have introduced new tariffs 
targeting countries like Canada, Mexico, China, 
and Colombia, affecting industries like the 
automotive industry and increasing economic 
uncertainties. Companies must now conduct 
risk assessments and integrate geopolitical risk 
analysis into their strategies to navigate these 
complexities effectively.

For example, the interaction between the 
European Union’s (EU) Artificial Intelligence Act 
and the General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR), along with inconsistencies in GDPR 
implementation across EU countries, leads to 
significant compliance costs. This complexity 
hinders scaling, investment, and innovation 
(Meyers, 2024; Renda, 2025). The regulations 
have significant impact on privacy law and may 
serve as the framework for AI regulations. 

Medium-sized firms, especially manufacturers, 
are increasingly concerned about export barriers, 
identifying them as primary threats to growth. 
Nearly half of these companies see export and 
trade barriers as major challenges, while over a 
third cite exporting goods and services as the 
main obstacle to business expansion. Rising 
employment costs due to increased national 
insurance contributions and a higher national 
living wage further exacerbate these challenges. 

The integration of new technologies requires 
continuous adaptation and can disrupt existing 
operational structures. Globalization has led 
to intricate supply chains that, while efficient, 
are vulnerable to disruptions from geopolitical 
events, pandemics, or natural disasters. This 
interconnectedness necessitates robust risk 
management strategies to maintain business 
continuity. Economic fluctuations and market 
volatility have become more pronounced, 
requiring businesses to be agile and resilient. The 
increased rate hikes and cuts, along with elevated 
volatility in currencies, commodities, and equities, 
have created favorable conditions for macro 
strategies. 

In summary, the modern business environment's 
complexity stems from a multifaceted interplay 

of geopolitical, regulatory, technological, and 
market factors. Organizations must adopt agile 
strategies, enhance risk management, and 
foster innovation to navigate these challenges 
effectively. In addition, businesses have also had 
to adapt to a change in somewhat less predictable 
environmental conditions caused by a financial 
crisis, a pandemic, and shifting trade policies.

How Technology is Contributing to 
Complexity
A key driver of change is the widespread adoption 
of digital transformation, AI, and robotics. 
These technologies have significantly impacted 
businesses across various industries by increasing 
efficiency, reshaping jobs, and driving new 
competitive dynamics. The key areas of impact are 
listed below. 
 
Increased Efficiency and Productivity to 
Streamline Operations

AI and robotics are being used to streamline 
repetitive tasks, reduce human error, and 
increase speed. For example, AI-driven chatbots 
handle customer service, while robotic process 
automation (RPA) improves back-office 
operations. AI-powered analytics process large 
datasets in real-time, enabling businesses to 
make faster and more data-driven decisions. AI 
also enhances demand forecasting, inventory 
management, and logistics, which makes supply 
chains more resilient and cost-efficient. 
 
Business Model Innovation to Restructure 
Operations

Companies are increasingly adopting AI-
based subscription models such as Software 
as a Service (SaaS). Protective maintenance is 
provided by robotics and AI-driven Internet of 
Things (IoT) devices in manufacturing to predict 
equipment failures before they occur and reduce 
downtime. Smart manufacturing (Industry 4.0) 
allows factories to leverage AI-driven robotics 
for precision, speed, and cost-efficiency in 
production. 

Workforce and Job Market Changes to Manage 
Talent

While automation replaces some routine jobs, it 
also creates new roles in AI development, robotics 
maintenance, and data analytics. Businesses must 
invest in workforce training to equip employees 
with the digital skills necessary to work alongside 
AI and automation. AI augments human work 
rather than fully replacing it, enabling employees 
to focus on higher-value tasks. 
 
Customer Experience Transformation to Enhance 
the Customer Interface

AI-driven recommendation engines (e.g., Netflix, 
Amazon) enhance customer experiences by 
tailoring content and product suggestions as 
a more personal experience for the client. AI 
chatbots and virtual assistants (e.g., ChatGPT, 
Siri) improve customer service by providing 
instant responses through 24/7 customer support. 
In addition, AI-powered fraud detection ensures 
frictionless, secure online transactions and 
enhances trust in digital commerce. 
 
Competitive Landscape and Market Disruption to 
Gain a Competitive Advantage

Businesses that integrate AI and digital 
transformation quickly (e.g., Tesla, Amazon, 
Google) outperform traditional competitors. 
Companies slow to adopt AI face inefficiencies 
that lead to competitive disadvantages. AI enables 
startups to disrupt industries with innovative 
solutions (e.g., AI-powered legal tech, health 
diagnostics) and gain a competitive advantage. 
 
Ethical and Regulatory Challenges to Raise 
Integrity Concerns

AI models can reflect biases and a lack of fairness 
in training data, leading to discrimination in hiring, 
lending, and law enforcement. Increased AI usage 
raises concerns about data protection and the 
necessity for stricter regulations (e.g., GDPR, 
Artificial Intelligence Act ). Governments and 
businesses must balance automation with policies 
to support displaced workers.

Digital transformation, AI, and robotics are 
reshaping industries and offering immense 
opportunities but also posing significant 
challenges. Businesses that pro actively embrace 
these technologies while addressing ethical and 
workforce concerns are expected to thrive in 
the evolving landscape. Consulting relevance is 
based on their ability to work effectively in that 
environment and integrate this capability into how 
they work.

Issues Facing Management 
Consulting
Disruption in the consulting profession has been 
predicted for over a decade (Christensen et al., 
2013) and it appears that major changes are 
now being driven by erosion of trust, limitations 
of the dominant partnership model, and shifts in 
the hiring of new talent. These are the three main 
issues facing the management consulting industry 
today.

1. Erosion of Trust in Management Consulting

The trust in management consultancies has been 
eroding due to several factors, including conflicts 
of interest, high-profile failures, ethical concerns, 
and the growing demand for more transparent 
and accountable consulting services.

The extended bibliography at the end of this 
article includes several sources that discuss trust 
in consultancies extensively (Economist 2022 and 
2024b; Foley, 2024, Gladstone, 2024; Timmins 
2022; Storbeck, 2020; UK Public Accounts 
Committee, 2020; Bogdanich and Forsythe, 2022; 
Mazzucato and Collington, 2023; Foley and Foley 
2024a). Framing the issue from this perspective 
provides some insight.

High-Profile Failures and Scandals

High-profile failures and scandals in the 
management consulting field have included 
well-known large consultancy firms. McKinsey 
& Company faced intense scrutiny for advising 
Purdue Pharma on how to "turbocharge" opioid 
sales, despite the devastating public health 
impact on the public. The firm later settled
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lawsuits for nearly $600 million, severely 
damaging its reputation. Bain and Company was 
banned from United Kingdom (U.K.) government 
contracts for three years due to its involvement 
in facilitating state capture in South Africa under 
Jacob Zuma’s administration. EY failed to detect 
a €1.9 billion fraud in Wirecard’s financials, 
raising concerns about the reliability of audits 
and consulting services provided by major firms. 
These scandals have fueled public skepticism 
about consultants prioritizing profits over ethical 
responsibilities. 

Conflicts of Interest and Lack of Independence

Many consulting firms provide both advisory 
and audit services to the same clients, raising 
concerns about impartiality, while the "revolving 
door" between consultancies and governments 
leads to accusations of undue influence and 
conflicts of interest. Consultants often recommend 
solutions that benefit their own businesses, such 
as advising on digital transformation and then 
selling the implementation services. The ‘Big 
Four’ (PwC, EY, Deloitte, and KPMG) have faced 
criticism for simultaneously auditing companies 
and offering them consulting services that 
undermine objectivity.

Overpromising and Underdelivering

MSome firms pitch bold strategies but fail 
to deliver measurable outcomes, leading to 
disillusionment amongst clients. High-level 
frameworks and generic recommendations often 
fail to address a company's specific operational 
challenges. Firms find that clients complain 
about the "bait and switch" tactic where senior 
consultants sell the project, but junior, less-
experienced consultants execute it. Due to this 
strategy, government studies find that strategies 
proposed by consulting firms often fail to deliver 
on promised public-sector savings.

Overreliance on Consultants in Government and 
Corporate Strategy

Governments and corporations increasingly 
outsource critical decision-making to consulting 
firms rather than relying on internal expertise. 

This creates a dependency cycle where 
consultants shape policies, leading to concerns 
about democratic accountability and corporate 
governance. Over time, companies may weaken 
their own leadership by relying too much on 
external consultants. Due to similar issues, 
the governments of France and Germany have 
restricted the use of consultants over concerns 
about excessive spending and dependency. 
 
Digital Transformation and AI Exposing 
Inefficiencies

AI-driven analytics, automation, and open-source 
business intelligence tools are reducing the 
need for traditional consulting services. Many 
companies now build in-house strategy and 
data science teams, challenging the traditional 
value proposition of consultancies. AI tools 
(e.g., ChatGPT, Tableau, and Palantir) enable 
businesses to analyze data and make strategic 
decisions without expensive consulting fees. It’s 
concerning that clients are questioning whether 
consulting firms still offer unique expertise or just 
package widely available information. 
 
Push for Greater Accountability and 
Transparency

Regulators and watchdogs are pushing for 
greater oversight of management consultancies. 
Some governments now require consulting 
firms to publicly disclose contracts, fees, and 
methodologies. Many clients are demanding 
performance-based contracts, where 
consultancies are paid based on actual results 
rather than just advice. For example, the U.K. 
government is reviewing how public-sector 
consulting contracts are awarded to increase 
transparency.  
Can Trust Be Rebuilt?

The consulting industry is at a crossroad - either 
it adapts to growing demands for transparency, 
accountability, and ethical leadership, or it risks 
further erosion of trust and relevance. The 
firms that embrace real value creation, ethical 
consulting, and technological transformation will 
survive and thrive in the long term. Trust can be 

rebuilt in the management consultant industry 
through:

•	 stronger ethical guidelines with firms 
enforcing stricter conflict-of-interest policies 
and disclosing potential biases

•	 greater transparency around public reporting 
on fees, client engagements, and project 
outcomes

•	 results-oriented consulting using 
performance-based fees instead of hourly 
billing

•	 reduced over-reliance on consultants when 
businesses and governments invest in 
internal capabilities rather than outsourcing 
critical decisions.

2. Utility of the Management Consulting 
Partnership Model

The partnership model has been the foundation 
of major consulting firms for decades, but as firms 
scale, globalize, and integrate AI-driven services, 
many are questioning whether this structure 
is still effective (Fubini, 2024). The following 
are the challenges to the partnership model in 
management consulting today.  
Slow Decision-Making and Bureaucracy

Traditional partnership governance is consensus-
driven, making firms slower to adapt to 
technological and market changes. Large firms 
like McKinsey, BCG, and Bain have hundreds 
of senior partners, which can lead to political 
infighting and resistance to change.

Scaling Issues

The profit-sharing structure means partners 
focus on short-term profitability, sometimes 
at the expense of long-term investments 
(e.g., AI, automation, digital transformation). 
Unlike corporations that raise capital through 
shareholders, partnerships rely on reinvesting 
profits, which can limit expansion and 
acquisitions. 
 

Conflicts Between Globalization and Local 
Autonomy

As firms expand worldwide, regional partners 
prioritize local profitability, sometimes clashing 
with global strategy. Firms like Deloitte and PwC, 
which have incorporated as corporations in some 
regions, have greater control over global strategy. 
 
Difficulty Attracting External Talent and AI 
Investments

The "up or out" model makes it difficult for firms 
to attract technical talent, AI specialists, and 
digital innovators who don’t fit the traditional 
partner track. Unlike tech companies and private 
equity firms, partnerships lack stock-based 
compensation, making it harder to attract top AI 
and data science professionals.

3. Attracting Talent

The consulting sector is notorious for high 
employee turnover, particularly in junior and mid-
level roles due to burnout, talent shortages, and a 
dependency on “stars”. 

In the future, there are likely to be reduced 
demands for junior analysts due to automation 
and a shift to strategic judgement, governance, 
and implementation skills that are shaped by 
experience. Management consulting firms have 
traditionally hired from elite business schools and 
top universities, but the talent pool is diversifying 
(“The Future of Jobs Report”, 2025; The 
Economist, 2025) as firms seek candidates with 
digital, AI, and industry-specific expertise.

New hires are coming from more diverse 
backgrounds and non-traditional sources than 
ever before. While MBAs and business grads 
still dominate, consulting firms are aggressively 
recruiting AI specialists, engineers, data scientists, 
and industry experts to meet the growing demand 
for tech-driven and sector-specific consulting. 

There are concerns with how AI will change the 
demands for clients. Hiring from non-traditional 
sources requires a corporate structure that hires 
more aggressively for a changed workforce with  
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a different ethical orientation that may lead to 
distrust through unacceptable behaviour. Also, 
the downsizing of consulting staff can create a 
distance between partners and junior and mid-
level staff that may weaken ethical training and 
enculturation.  
Traditional Sources of Business and Economics 
Graduates

MBA programs from top business schools 
remain the dominant pipeline for consulting 
firms (e.g., Harvard, Wharton, INSEAD, LBS) that 
aggressively recruit MBAs for strategy, financial 
modelling, and leadership roles. Undergraduate 
programs provide graduates with degrees in 
economics, finance, and business administration 
from top universities and are still highly sought 
after. Target schools often include Ivy League 
and Oxbridge institutions, as well as science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics 
(STEM)-focused universities. Currently, traditional 
hires lack deep technical expertise in AI, data 
science, and engineering, which are now critical 
for consulting firms.

Emerging Sources: STEM and Digital Talent

Engineering and data science graduates from 
STEM backgrounds (math, physics, computer 
sciences) are being hired in larger numbers by 
such firms as McKinsey, BCG, and Bain (MBB). 
These students provide key skills in AI, cloud 
computing, and data analytics as consulting shifts 
towards digital transformation projects. Proactive 
firms are hiring computer science and AI/ML 
graduates to advise on AI strategy, automation, 
and digital disruption. Some hires come directly 
from tech companies (Google, Amazon, Microsoft ) 
rather than traditional academia. As consulting 
moves into customer experience (CX) and digital 
transformation, firms are hiring designers, UX 
experts, and product managers. This trend 
is growing at firms like Deloitte Digital and 
Accenture Interactive.

Industry-Specific Experts and Lateral Hires

Healthcare and life sciences experts, such as 
medical doctors, biostatisticians, and public 

health professionals are in demand and are 
being hired by firms like LEK Consulting and 
IQVIA that specialize in pharma, biotech, and 
healthcare consulting. Energy transition and 
sustainability specialists from the oil and gas or 
renewable energy sectors are being recruited 
as Environmental, Social, and Governance 
(ESG) consulting grows. Firms in this area 
hire from climate science, engineering, and 
sustainability backgrounds. Finance and private 
equity consultant professionals come from 
investment banking, private equity, and hedge 
funds, especially in mergers and acquisitions, 
restructuring, and financial strategy.

Non-Traditional Talent: A Growing Trend

Firms are targeting ex-startup founders, 
entrepreneurs, and those with hands-on 
experience in scaling businesses. Growth strategy 
and digital disruption are key consulting areas 
where startup experience is valuable. Government 
and policy experts, including ex-regulators, 
policymakers, and public sector leaders are 
joining firms specializing in government advisory, 
infrastructure, and economic development. 
For example, Bain, McKinsey, and BCG have 
dedicated public sector teams hiring from these 
backgrounds. Strategy consulting firms still hire 
political science, philosophy, and history majors 
from the liberal arts and social sciences for 
problem-solving and critical thinking skills. These 
hires often need additional data analysis and 
business acumen training after joining the firm.

In-Demand Disciplines and Skills for 
Management Consulting 

Different disciplines are in demand for different 
skills. For example:

•	 Business, economics: Strategy, market 
analysis, financial modelling

•	 Computer science, AI: Digital transformation, 
AI strategy, automation

•	 Engineering, data science: Data analytics, 
cloud computing, process optimization

•	 Finance, accounting: Mergers and 

acquisitions advisory, corporate restructuring

•	 Healthcare, life sciences:  Pharma 
consulting, biotech strategy

•	 Sustainability, energy: ESG consulting, 
carbon neutrality strategy

•	 Political science, public policy: Government 
consulting, economic advisory

This multicultural and multidisciplinary mix of 
talent poses some real challenges in orientation 
and integration into corporate culture.

Partnership and Corporate Business 
Models
A comparison of the partnership and corporate 
business models raises questions of fit, with 
changes taking place in the environment and the 
capacity to manage large, diverse, multinational 
organizations.

Partnership Model 

The partnership model is the traditional structure 
used by firms like McKinsey, BCG, Bain, and 
parts of the ‘Big Four’ (PwC, EY, Deloitte, KPMG). 
Partners can pool their resources (cost savings 
and improved efficiency), save on taxes by not 
being subject to double taxation at the business 
level, improve outcomes through collaborative 
decisions, offer deeper and more varied expertise 
and broaden their business opportunities by 
working collaboratively in a mutually dependent 
business structure.  

Pros: The partnership model provides long-term 
stability, lower internal pressures, and client 
trust because the partners have a direct stake 
in the firm and a commitment to reputation and 
client relationships. Since the partners operate 
as owners, there is a strong strategy focus, and 
decisions are made with autonomy and personal 
accountability in an entrepreneurial culture. 
Expertise-driven growth focuses on knowledge-
sharing, mentorship, and ensuring high-quality 
consulting talent development. The partnership 
model also encourages collaboration and firm-

wide success through profit-sharing and incentive 
alignment rather than short-term profits.

Cons: The consensus-driven governance of 
the partnership model can lead to bureaucracy, 
resistance to change, and slow decision-making. 
Since there is often limited capital for investment 
with no external shareholders, firms must 
reinvest profits, which restricts major AI and tech 
expansions. The model also relies on billable 
hours, which makes automation and digital 
transformation harder to integrate and results 
in challenges in scaling AI and digital offerings. 
Since the model lacks stock-based compensation, 
it is less competitive and makes it more difficult to 
attract and hire top technical and AI professionals.

Corporate Model

A corporation, often referred to as a company or 
business entity, is a legal structure that exists 
as a separate legal person from its owners 
(shareholders). It has the capacity to own assets, 
incur liabilities, enter contracts, and conduct 
business activities independently.

Corporations can range from small family-owned 
businesses to large multinational conglomerates. 
The corporate model is used by Accenture, 
Capgemini, and some private equity-backed 
consulting firms (e.g., AlixPartners). It allows firms 
to scale operations independently of a single 
consultant or a group of partners, enabling them 
to handle larger engagements and serve more 
clients simultaneously. It also frees up partners 
to generate revenues, enhance utilization rates, 
and create exceptional value delivery. These 
advantages highlight the strategic benefits of 
adopting a corporate model in the consulting 
industry.

Pros: Publicly traded firms, or private equity-
backed consultancies, can access external 
capital to raise funds for tech investments and 
acquisitions. The model’s corporate leadership 
structure allows for quicker strategy shifts and 
digital adoption. Firms are also able to invest 
heavily in automation, AI-driven consulting tools, 
and productized services for better integration of 
digital technology. The competitive compensation 
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advantage of the corporate model allows for stock 
options and corporate incentives that help attract 
top-tier AI, technical, and digital transformation 
talent.

Cons: Public companies can face shareholder 
expectations and sometimes prioritize quarterly 
earnings over long-term relationships. 
Decision-making from partners with less 
autonomy is centralized, which can reduce the 
entrepreneurial spirit that partnerships encourage. 
In the corporate model, expanding too fast or 
diversifying services (e.g., tech implementations) 
can reduce the firm’s strategy focus by diluting 
consulting experience. Clients may also perceive 
corporate models as prioritizing profits over 
advisory integrity.

Hybrid Model of Management 
Consulting
Some firms are adopting hybrid structures that 
combine the most useful and successful elements 
of the partnership and the corporate models. 

For example:

•	 Deloitte and PwC have corporate structures 
in some regions, allowing for outside 
investment, more flexibility, and greater 
strategic control over global strategy. 

•	 EY’s attempted split of its consulting and 
audit divisions (‘Project Everest’) showed 
how partnership models can limit innovation 
and risk management. 

•	 Private equity-backed consulting 
(AlixPartners, FTI Consulting) blends profit-
sharing incentives with outside investment 
but operates with external investors, creating 
a more agile structure.

•	 Firms like Accenture and Capgemini have 
fully corporate structures (publicly traded 
companies) and operate differently from the 
traditional consulting giants.

•	 Firms like Oliver Wyman and Roland Berger 
mix corporate leadership with a partnership-
style profit-sharing model.

Traditional partnerships are under pressure but 
not obsolete. Firms that focus on high-value 
strategic consulting may maintain partnerships, 
while those investing heavily in AI, automation, 
digital services, and global operations may 
outgrow a partnership model and transition 
towards corporate (Foley, 2024) or hybrid models. 
In the future, firms may use a corporate-backed 
AI-driven consulting approach with recurring 
revenue models.

Management Consulting 
Adaptations
Digital transformation, AI, and robotics are 
reshaping the consulting industry, driving 
efficiency, enhancing service offerings, and 
changing the way consultants interact with 
clients. The following technologies are now 
impacting consulting.

Enhanced Data-Driven Decision-Making 

Some consulting firms are now leveraging AI-
driven analytics tools to process vast amounts of 
data, uncover patterns, and generate actionable 
insights faster than traditional methods. The 
predictive modelling of AI helps consultants 
forecast market trends, assess risks, and provide 
data-backed recommendations to clients. Natural 
Language Processing (NLP) tools automate 
market research and scan news, reports, and 
social media to analyze industry trends in real 
time. For example, McKinsey uses AI-driven tools 
to enhance business strategy consulting and 
provide clients with real-time insights.

Automation of Routine Tasks

Robotic Process Automation (RPA) automates 
repetitive tasks like data collection, financial 
reporting, and compliance checks, allowing 
consultants to focus on high-value strategic work. 
AI tools (e.g., Luminance, Kira Systems) scan and 
review legal and financial documents, significantly 
reducing time spent on manual reviews and 
affirming due diligence. These automation 
procedures cut down administrative workload and 
allow consultants to focus on advisory roles rather 
than data processing.

Personalized Client Solutions

AI-driven customization tailors recommendations 
based on a client’s specific needs and historical 
data, improving consulting efficiency. Advanced 
AI-powered Business Intelligence (BI) tools 
(e.g., Tableau, Power BI) provide real-time 
dashboards, helping clients visualize and act on 
recommendations faster. BCG’s AI capabilities 
help companies optimize supply chains, marketing 
strategies, and customer experiences with 
customized AI models.

Virtual Consulting and Remote Collaboration

AI chatbots and virtual advisors support 
consultants by answering routine questions and 
providing initial analysis. For example, McKinsey 
has developed an in-house generative AI chatbot 
called ‘Lilli’, BCG uses a tool called ‘Deckster’, 
and Deloitte has a fleet of AI agents under the 
name ‘Zora AI’. These are just some examples of 
a widespread adoption of such agents in large 
consultancies.

Platforms like Microsoft Teams, Zoom, and 
Miro, enhanced with AI-driven transcription 
and note-taking, streamline communication and 
project management. This reduces the need for 
constant on-site visits, making consulting services 
more scalable and cost-effective when handled 
remotely.

New Business Models and AI-Driven Offerings

Some consulting firms now offer AI-driven 
products and tools like SaaS as standalone 
solutions, moving beyond traditional advisory 
services. AI enables ongoing advisory 
relationships, as subscription-based consulting, 
through automated insights and real-time data 
tracking rather than one-time project-based 
engagements. Currently, Deloitte provides 
AI-powered risk management and compliance 
solutions as a subscription service.

Competitive Landscape and Disruption

Smaller boutique firms specializing in AI-powered 
strategy and automation are now challenging 
traditional consulting giants. The ‘Big Four’ firms: 

PwC, EY, Deloitte, and KPMG are heavily and 
rapidly investing in AI and automation to stay 
competitive. Client expectations are shifting as 
companies now demand AI-powered insights and 
expect faster, data-backed consulting services. 
It’s clear that traditional consulting models are 
evolving, with firms that fail to adopt AI and 
automation at risk of becoming obsolete.

Challenges and Ethical Considerations

Handling sensitive client data with AI increases 
cybersecurity and data privacy risks and requires 
strong compliance measures. Although AI 
enhances consulting, the skills of human intuition, 
creativity, and relationship-building remain 
irreplaceable. AI models can reinforce biases, 
making it essential for consultants to validate and 
interpret AI-generated insights carefully. Ethical 
AI considerations in consulting are growing, with 
firms like Accenture focusing on responsible AI 
frameworks. As the capabilities of AI continue 
to rapidly evolve, it is inevitable that there will 
be missteps as the profession seeks to establish 
acceptable boundaries of AI influence in the work 
produced for clients.

The Future of the Management Consulting 
Business Model 

It appears that disruption to the consulting 
profession is well underway (“The Lost Art of 
Self-Management: The Golden Age for CEO 
Whisperers May Be Coming to an End,” 2024). 
While predicting the future is a perilous task at 
the best of times, there are some changes taking 
place already suggesting a different version of the 
profession is in formation. 

Erosion of Traditional Consulting Models

Changes in the way consulting firms do business 
means a lower demand for junior consultants. 
The automation of data gathering and analysis 
reduces the need for large teams of junior 
analysts. This could challenge the traditional 
leveraged pyramid model of consulting, where 
a few senior partners manage large teams of 
juniors (Vlamis et al., 2024). As AI enables faster 
and more accurate solutions, there could be a 
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shift to outcome-based billing as clients demand 
value-based or outcome-based fees rather than 
hourly rates. Firms will need to link compensation 
to measurable business outcomes. As a shift from 
business disciplines to STEM disciplines occurs, 
the need for mechanisms and approaches to 
enabling productive multidisciplinary work and 
development of soft skills for technical hires will 
require more diverse talent.

Greater Focus on Strategic and Human-Centric 
Work

Although AI can analyze data, human consultants 
with strategic judgement will still be needed 
to interpret complex trade-offs, manage 
stakeholder dynamics, and drive organizational 
change. For example, AI can identify cost-
cutting opportunities, but human judgement 
is needed to assess cultural and operational 
impacts. Consultants will increasingly advise on 
AI strategy, implementation, and governance. 
Expertise in AI ethics, regulatory compliance, and 
responsible deployment will become a core part 
of consulting offerings.

New Consulting Models

As well as shifting to a more corporate structure 
to assure greater control of multinational firms 
that have grown significantly, new consulting 
models are blending human expertise with AI-
driven platforms (Haslam, 2021; Lucas, 2025). 
Firms will combine human expertise with AI-
powered platforms to create hybrid consulting 
models that deliver faster and more scalable 
solutions. Currently, BCG’s BCG GAMMA unit 
integrates AI and human consulting teams. 
Some firms may shift towards SaaS-like models, 
offering AI-driven strategy platforms rather 
than traditional project-based work. Accenture’s 
SynOps platform already integrates AI into 
operations consulting.

Leading firms will likely build AI-driven business 
ecosystems where AI tools continuously 
update client strategies based on real-time 
data. McKinsey’s QuantumBlack platform offers 

AI-driven insights across industries. Boutique 
firms, many of whom have been founded by 
former traditional consulting firm talent, will see 
a reduction of bureaucracy, more competitive 
rates, and a more human side of consulting 
work better. These firms focus on areas like 
pricing (Monevate), strategy (Xavier AI, Perceptis 
AI), operations (Keystone, Fusion Collective), 
cost reduction (SIB), or refining slide decks 
(Slideworks).

Consulting firms will have to embrace AI, 
automation, and digital transformation. AI 
won’t replace consultants, but it will enhance 
their ability to provide faster, more data-driven, 
and scalable solutions. Firms that successfully 
integrate AI into their operations will be better 
positioned to meet client expectations, reduce 
costs, and drive innovation.

Conclusion
This exploration of the evolution of consulting 
has brought me to an understanding that the 
traditional business model upon which success 
has long rested cannot be considered in isolation 
from rapid business evolution driven by a 
symbiotic relationship between powerful market 
forces and emergent technological capabilities.  

The consulting industry continues to evolve 
in response to market demands, technological 
advancements, and shifting client expectations. 
The future of consulting will be shaped by firms 
that successfully adapt to digital transformation, 
embrace ethical consulting practices, and 
prioritize real value creation over traditional 
revenue models. It is conceivable that top-tier 
consultancies will likely dominate complex 
strategic work where human insight remains 
critical, and mid-tier firms could face pressure 
from AI automation and competition from 
boutique data firms. Given the nature of our 
connectedness, the industry has greater capacity 
to create advisory ecosystems where leading 
firms will offer AI-powered strategy platforms 
that combine data analysis, forecasting, and 
execution tools, and strategy and implementation 

will become more integrated.

Disruption? Indeed!.
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Abstract
This study explores principal–agent conflict’s 
contribution to client opacity in consulting 
engagements. Employing both a qualitative case 
study and reflective analysis, the study draws on 
the experiences of two lead consultants over the 
course of a two-year assignment with a public-
interest client organisation. The findings indicate 
that the client’s withholding of key information 
delayed the project, reduced team engagement 
and hindered the co-creation process. The 
study pinpoints the main factor behind these 
harmful effects and considers its implications 
for future consultancy practice. The study 
makes a significant contribution to the literature 
on client transparency through its practical 
recommendations for how to bolster client–
consultant collaboration in the face of agency 
problems.

Introduction
This study examines client transparency in a 
consultancy project through the diagnostic lens 
of agency theory. Via a qualitative case study, the 
consultants assessed how a lack of transparency 
on the part of the client ultimately impacted the 
project. Management consultants typically assist 
organisations in resolving strategic or operational 
challenges. Notably, however, their role and ethics 
are often subject to scrutiny, and the literature 
frequently portrays them as either complicit in 
questionable practices or as external experts who 
tend to impose solutions without first achieving 
a sound understanding of their clients’ contexts. 
One prominent example of such scrutiny arose 
from McKinsey & Company’s involvement with 
Purdue Pharma, where consultants were found 
to have supported marketing strategies that 
contributed to the opioid crisis (Bouwmeester, 
2023).

In contrast, scenarios in which consultants act 
in good faith but are simply hindered by client 
organisations that fail to abide by agreed-upon 
processes or provide essential information have 

received much less attention. In this regard, the 
present study makes a valuable contribution to 
the ongoing management consulting discourse 
by examining the link between agency theory and 
client transparency, with a particular focus on 
how insufficient client transparency can impact 
project delivery. 

Consultancy engagements typically unfold 
through processes that are agreed upon by all 
relevant parties in advance (Badi et al, 2021). 
Recent work points to a shift away from the 
traditional model, in which consultants are 
the sole experts responsible for every aspect 
of a project, and towards more collaborative 
approaches emphasising co-creation and 
shared responsibility (Da Costa et al, 2020). 
Shared responsibility enhances implementation 
outcomes and project sustainability. In particular, 
client involvement is now seen as critical to 
project success because clients understand the 
organisational context and possess operational 
insight and cultural knowledge that consultants 
generally lack. This view is also supported by 
the work of Lallier et al (2022), whose research 
into working alliances and consultant attachment 
found that positive co-creation relationships 
yielded positive intervention outcomes. Therefore, 
transparency is essential to the success of co-
created consultancy engagements.

Given the clear benefits of a co-creation-
oriented approach, the client in this study’s case 
explicitly requested this method in the terms of 
reference. The consultancy project focused on the 
development of a human resources (HR) strategy, 
alongside supporting policies and plans in line 
with the client organisation’s evolving business 
strategy. According to the terms of reference, the 
project was to be completed within five months, 
beginning in January 2023. To meet this deadline, 
the consulting firm assembled a team featuring 
a diverse range of expertise. Although the initial 
draft was submitted within five months, the HR 
strategy did not receive final approval until a year 
and a half after the first submission. This delay 
included two rounds of revision, one of which was 
major, made necessary by the client’s failure to 

provide all the information needed to develop a 
strategy and policies suited to the organisation’s 
needs. 

Having received a request to implement a co-
creation-oriented approach, the consulting firm 
expected the client organisation to embrace the 
process by sharing pertinent information and 
abiding by established procedures in pursuit of 
the desired outcome. The client organisation’s 
actions and misinformation ultimately forced the 
consultants to review the entire process. As a 
result, it became clear that the misinformation 
stemmed from tensions between the principal 
and the agents and, at times, among the agents 
themselves. Agency theory holds that the 
principal delegates tasks to the agent so that the 
latter may act on the former’s behalf; however, 
the agent may act opportunistically when their 
interests conflict with those of the principal, 
creating an agency problem (Bendickson et al, 
2016). Although agency theory has expanded 
beyond the traditional understanding proposed 
by Basu et al (2011) to include relationships such 
as employer–employee, lawyer–client and even 
client–consultant, the main challenge contributing 
to the lack of client transparency in this case 
connects to the traditional view of principal and 
agent.

Using a case study methodology, this study 
pursues three objectives with practical 
implications for management consulting: (1) to 
examine the role of principal–agent conflict and 
its impact on client transparency; (2) to explore 
the implications of a lack of transparency for 
consultants; and (3) to recommend strategies 
for avoiding similar issues in future consultancy 
projects.

Literature Review
This section discusses the two theoretical 
lenses that shape this research, namely, agency 
theory and client transparency, as well as how 
their interplay can impact the client–consultant 
relationship and overall project outcomes. Agency 
theory is widely used in management discourse 

as an analytical framework for explaining 
the relationships and interactions between 
principals and agents (Bendickson et al, 2016). 
The theory holds that the principal, manager or 
owner delegates tasks to a manager or worker, 
depending on the context. Although the owner 
or manager acting in the role of the principal may 
be perceived to be in a stronger position, Mitchell 
and Meacheam (2011) postulate that when a 
conflict of interest arises between the principal 
and agent, the principal is often in a weaker 
position to address opportunistic behaviour in a 
timely manner due to information asymmetry. 

Agency theory is rooted in several key tenets, 
including self-interest, bounded rationality, 
the preeminence of efficiency, risk aversion, 
goal conflict, information as a commodity, and 
information asymmetry. Information asymmetry 
refers to a dynamic in which one party to a given 
arrangement, relationship or contract withholds 
information from the other party or parties. In a 
client–consultant relationship, as demonstrated 
in this case study, the withholding or distortion 
of information resulting from a principal–agent 
conflict can hamper decision-making and, in turn, 
overall project outcomes (Bendickson et al, 2016; 
Eisenhardt, 1989).

Due to its importance, client transparency can 
impact the reputation of management consultants. 
There is considerable focus on the governance 
of external management consultants to ensure 
that they possess the skills and competencies 
required to deliver on a given contract. There are 
mixed views on the value of external management 
consultants, with some in the public sector being 
plainly sceptical (Sturdy et al, 2024). Abundant 
research has highlighted the shortcomings of 
consultants, including inflating their expertise, 
which can have far-reaching negative 
consequences (Sweering, 2025).

Despite the wealth of literature on consultants’ 
shortcomings and lack of ethics, research 
discussing client transparency in the consulting 
context remains scarce. Notably, Hartnett et 
al (2012) proposed a framework that would 
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encourage client transparency in consulting 
projects based on three pillars: sharing, sense-
making and adapting. Sharing underscores the 
importance of both parties making a mutual 
commitment and speaking the same language in 
relation to the project. Sense-making embraces 
the diverse knowledge and expertise of all parties 
through open discussion and negotiation, which 
eventually generate understanding. Lastly, the 
parties involved in the project can adapt based 
on shared learning and new experiences brought 
about by collective interaction and engagement. 

A lack of client transparency creates opacity 
and, in turn, barriers to achieving the required 
outcomes (Reid, 2018). Reid (2018) argues that 
opacity occurs when actions are taken to hinder 
transparency between organisational insiders and 
outsiders. As the work of Hartnett et al (2012) 
and Reid (2018) indicates, client transparency 
hinges on the client’s openness and willingness 
to engage and share information. This allows the 
consultant to grasp the client’s circumstances 
so that both parties can jointly reach a shared 
meaning and understanding for the success of the 
project. Failing to achieve such transparency can 
result in negative outcomes for the project and 
those connected to it.

Methodology
This research consists of a descriptive case study. 
Descriptive case studies capture interventions 
or phenomena within their real-life contexts 
and offer rich, theory-guided portraits of 
contemporary dynamics (Yin, 2003). They are 
particularly useful when it is difficult to separate 
a phenomenon from its context (Baxter et al, 
2008; Yin, 2003). In the present case, the client’s 
lack of transparency was clearly affected by the 
surrounding environment.

The case organisation is a relatively young 
public-interest entity funded through multi-
stakeholder public arrangements and operating 
in a technical and policy-driven environment, 
with responsibilities related to environmental 
outcomes. It is governed by an Executive Board, 
which acts as the principal, with members 

nominated by entities that contributed to the 
initial fund used to establish the organisation. The 
Executive Board appoints senior management, as 
the agents, on fixed-term contracts to execute the 
organisation’s vision and mission. The entity was 
established to be mission-focused rather than 
commercial.

The authors of this article were the lead 
consultants on the project. This role provided 
them with in-depth insight, while requiring 
conscious reflexivity to mitigate potential bias. 
They engaged in reflective analysis to examine 
project-related events linked to the client 
organisation’s transparency. Reflective analysis is 
well established in qualitative research. Tracing 
the varied techniques in use in earlier scholarship, 
Osmond et al (2005) explain that it entails 
researchers examining empirical information 
reflectively to generate meaning. In this study, 
this was accomplished by examining empirical 
information drawn from two years of interactions 
with the client organisation’s leadership (Osmond 
et al, 2005).

The authors also employed situated reflective 
practice, which entails considering how particular 
incidents influence the perceiver within a group, 
organisation or other social entity (Malthouse et 
al, 2015). They reflected primarily on their direct 
observations of the client, internal meetings 
and the progressive disclosure of information 
throughout these interactions. Instead of using 
formal coding, this reflective process followed the 
consultancy project’s unfolding nature and the 
authors’ embedded role over a two-year period.

This cyclical process is depicted in Figure 1, 
below. Each client interaction prompted a 
process of reflection and debriefing by the 
consultants, which informed their perceptions 
throughout the project. To properly delineate 
the stages illustrated in Figure 1, the following 
paragraphs examine a key issue that surfaced 
early in the consultancy project, concerning work 
arrangements. 

Hybrid and remote options emerged as a point 
of debate. During the ‘consultant observations’ 

phase, the consultants noted that all senior 
managers expressed firm individual positions 
in one-to-one sessions. During the ‘debriefing’ 
phase, they highlighted the senior managers’ 
unwillingness to articulate and debate these 
positions collectively. This led to the ‘perceptions 
and assumptions’ phase, during which the 
consultants concluded that the senior managers 
preferred for the consultants to propose a formal 
work-arrangement policy. This reluctance may 
have stemmed from the fact that employees at all 
levels, including some members of management, 
preferred and benefited from the existing 
policy, while those opposing the proposed work 
arrangement did not want to speak up to avoid 
conflict. 

To support the reflective process, data from 
project documents, client and internal meetings, 
team discussions and reflections recorded 
over the course of the project were reviewed 
and analysed. In the early phases, the broader 
consulting team debriefed key occurrences.  

 

As the project progressed, responsibility for 
reflection shifted to the lead consultants, who 
continued to interpret the client organisation’s 
actions.

The eventual revelation by the client organisation, 
framed by the remaining senior manager as ‘the 
true picture’, was accompanied by an apology. 
Notably, this apology was reiterated at the final 
sign-off meeting, validating the observations and 
reflections noted throughout the consultancy. 

To preserve the client organisation’s anonymity, 
the researchers removed, to the greatest possible 
degree, all identifiable details pertaining to it 
and to its members. All reflections are based 
on non-attributable observations made during 
the consultancy project. The organisation that 
engaged the lead consultants consented to this 
research, recognising its potential to contribute to 
improving the practice of management consulting 
more broadly.

INSTITUTE OF
CONSULTING

MANAGEMENT CONSULTING

JOURNAL

Figure 1: Consultants’ reflective process

When Transparency Falters: Agency-Theory Lessons from a Human Resources Consultancy Project (continued)
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The Case
The client organisation had been operating 
for less than five years at the start of the 
consultancy project. The Executive Board deemed 
it necessary to introduce structures to safeguard 
the organisation’s long-term viability, including a 
business plan and a supporting HR strategy. The 
HR strategy was considered essential because 
the employees possessed highly specialised 
technical expertise, making the capacity to attract 
and retain such talent critical in a competitive 
labour market.

The newly established organisation engaged the 
consulting firm in late 2022 to co-develop an HR 
strategy in line with its emerging mandate. The 
project, initially intended to span five months, 
was formally kick-started in January 2023 with 
an inception meeting between the consultants 
and senior management. During this meeting, the 
client organisation emphasised the importance 
of co-creation. The two parties agreed to a set of 
clear deliverables and timelines, with the goal of 
finalising the strategy by the end of May 2023. 

Following a co-creation approach, the two lead 
consultants held numerous stakeholder meetings, 
including both individual and group sessions. 
Management input was crucial and complemented 
by staff surveys and focus groups, which 
highlighted concerns over the organisation’s 
direction and HR issues, particularly those 
pertaining to performance management and pay 
equity.

The consultants presented their findings to the 
director, and these shaped the drafting of the HR 
strategy. The draft HR strategy was then prepared 
and submitted on the agreed-upon date; however, 
it was not circulated to senior management for 
feedback, as advised by the consultants. The 
consultants subsequently presented the draft to 
the board, noting that it still required finalisation. 
After this meeting, no further action was taken, 
and the director resigned a few months later.

An interim director appointed the following year 

met with the lead consultants and indicated 
that the organisation would return to its original 
mandate, prioritising its social mission over profit. 
This pivot required minor amendments to the HR 
strategy rather than a full rewrite. In mid-2024, 
following the departure of the head of operations, 
the remaining senior leader overseeing the 
project disclosed the organisation’s financial 
situation. This new information contradicted 
earlier assurances and necessitated a complete 
redesign of the performance-management and 
compensation elements of the strategy.

Initially planned to be completed within a five-
month period, the project was extended to two 
years. Although the five other team members 
provided occasional assistance when requested, 
the two project leads ultimately shouldered the 
responsibility and finally completed the work in 
January 2025. Misinformation and the clear lack 
of client transparency prolonged the project, and 
most team members became disengaged due 
to what they perceived as unprofessionalism 
on the part of the client. After two years, the 
client signed off on the strategy, confirming 
that it met the agreed-upon terms of reference. 
Nevertheless, the engagement was marked by 
considerable emotional strain due to repeated 
setbacks and persistent client opacity. 

Discussion
This discussion pursues three research objectives. 
First, it explores how agency problems generated 
client-transparency issues by analysing three 
instances of miscommunication or misdirection 
that took place during the project. Second, it 
considers the impact of client opacity on specific 
team members and on the project. Finally, it 
presents five practical recommendations for 
mitigating this issue in future engagements.

The Principal–Agent Conflict and Its Impact on 
Client Transparency

The principal–agent relationship is the very basis 
of the lack of client transparency. Bendickson et 

al (2016) contend that scholars too often examine 
agency theory solely in market-dominated 
entities, although conflicts between principals 
and their agents can arise in a wide variety of 
organisations. Thus, the behaviours and actions 
observed here may be viewed through the 
lens of agency theory. Three clear instances of 
misdirection illustrate the principal–agent conflict 
that underpinned the transparency deficit. 

Misdirection Through Selective Information 
Sharing

First, meetings with the senior management 
team (both collective and individual) were a 
key element of the co-creation process. The 
information gathered during these meetings 
was pivotal in shaping subsequent engagement 
with staff, including questionnaires and focus-
group interactions. If the initial information 
contained omissions or lacked transparency, the 
effect would ripple through the entire process. 
In retrospect, individuals appear to have acted 
out of self-preservation, looking to avoid further 
damaging already strained relationships. They 
did not realise that their actions would undermine 
the broader co-creation process and, in turn, the 
project’s outcomes.

Second, there was a marked lack of shared 
vision between the director and the oversight 
board. The director, to whom the consulting team 
reported, sought to establish a profit-centred 
model. Consequently, the brief presented to the 
consultants was focused on boosting profitability 
based on the expectation that the organisation 
would generate revenue in the traditional sense 
of competing for business on the open market. 
Therefore, the performance-management system 
and compensation strategies were designed to 
support this strategy and foster a profit- and 
performance-oriented culture.

After the director resigned and an interim director 
was appointed, it became clear that profitability 
was not the organisation’s mandate. Instead, 
the emphasis was on viability, sustainability and 

serving the common good, serving those who 
depended on the organisation. This situation 
revealed an agency problem in which the 
director’s interests had diverged from those of 
the Executive Board. According to Bendickson et 
al (2016), agency conflicts arise whenever the 
interests of principals differ from those of agents.

The interim director contended that the entity’s 
role should align with not-for-profit principles, 
offering support to regional entities rather than 
pursuing commercial competition in external 
markets. Accordingly, the organisation was 
expected to partner with entities that had 
previously been regarded as competitors under 
the profit-driven model adopted by the former 
director. The consultants responsible for both the 
business strategy and the HR strategy thus had to 
pivot mid-project to align with this new direction.

This deviation from the original organisational 
plan stemmed from the director’s vision of 
reducing the organisation’s reliance on grant 
funding and funding tied to specific projects. 
However, the Executive Board had not approved 
this directional change. Still, the other senior team 
members raised no objections during our initial 
collective and individual meetings, regardless of 
whether they agreed with the pivot or not.

Third, one senior manager refused to rectify 
misinformation that directly affected the to 
the organisation’s viability. Therefore, the 
performance-management system had to be 
adjusted to ensure accountability, but this change 
occurred only in the later stages of the project. 
The senior manager in question was willing 
to secure short-term gains at the expense of 
the company’s long-term viability by creating 
the impression that the department was not 
underperforming, even though its performance 
was inextricably linked to overall organisational 
outcomes.

The senior managers were employed on fixed-
term contracts, and the HR strategies under 
development would have applied to them. 
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When one manager argued that team members 
should not be held accountable but should 
remain eligible for the proposed compensation, 
it became apparent that policies were being 
influenced by individuals with a direct personal 
stake in the matter. Given the limited duration 
of their contracts, it is possible that, although 
they understood their responsibilities as primary 
stakeholders, they did not consistently act in the 
organisation’s best interests. Their behaviour 
sometimes appeared to advance their personal 
interests first and foremost, especially given the 
fact that the renewal of their contract depended 
on the Executive Board and was not guaranteed.

The consultants were surprised by the client’s 
lack of transparency, given that their task was to 
co-create an HR strategy with the organisation. 
Appelbaum et al (2004) note that successful 
management consulting projects require not 
only clarity regarding the scope of the project 
but also open and honest communication 
between all involved parties. Thus, the client 
organisation’s opacity may be interpreted through 
the principal–agent lens as an agency problem. 
Given the aforementioned factors, it appears that 
misinformation and transparency deficits were 
occasionally driven by self-interest. Even the 
director’s aspiration to redirect the organisation 
may have been motivated by a desire to create 
a legacy or boost profitability for primary 
stakeholders.

Reflexive Insights into Co-Creation and 
Consultant Behaviour

Co-creation goes beyond simply bringing clients 
and consultants together. For it to function 
effectively and generate the knowledge and 
support desired by the client organisation, 
the client–consultant relationship must be 
characterised by mutual honesty, transparency 
and trust. Examining transparency in a business 
management setting, Parris et al (2015) support 
this view, arguing that it is difficult to foster both 
accountability and trust without transparency.

Reflecting on this project, the lead consultants 
realised that, in seeking to please the client, they 

were over-accommodating, making the necessary 
project changes whenever new information was 
revealed. The first and only documented evidence 
of frustration on the part of the consultants 
came with the submission of the final report, in 
its cover email, which pointed to the ‘initial lack 
of transparency from some senior management 
members’ as resulting in project delays and scope 
creep. Although the consultants had previously 
discussed these changes and setbacks, they did 
so in a supportive and accommodating tone, 
assuring the client that they would do whatever 
was necessary to ensure the project’s success.

This approach may have encouraged the client 
organisation’s behaviour, exacerbating its opacity. 
When divergent views arose, it was difficult 
to reconvene the management team due to 
scheduling conflicts; however, the consultants 
should have stressed that such a meeting was 
essential. The board presentation could also have 
been used to signal the need for another joint 
session with the management team. A desire 
to preserve the working relationship and assist 
the client, especially after learning of its financial 
constraints, may have blurred boundaries and led 
the consultants to over-compensate.

This over-compensation may have been driven 
by a wish to leave a positive impression, 
particularly in light of the negative views that 
some stakeholders hold of consultants and 
the desire not to be perceived as practitioners 
who fail to add value. A similar sentiment is 
expressed by Dakkoune et al (2025), who discuss 
the ambivalent views of some stakeholders 
towards consultants, especially in the aftermath 
of scandals. Had a clear escalation policy been 
in place, it would have allowed the consultancy 
to move forward more decisively and reach its 
conclusion earlier.

The Impact of the Lack of Client Transparency 
on the Project Team 

Client opacity affected the consultancy project 
in two critical ways: it led to scope creep, and 
it undermined the consulting team’s morale. 
Misinformation and consistent personnel changes 

stretched the timeline from just five months to 
two years. Although the consultants ultimately 
delivered what had originally been requested, 
upholding their professional integrity, the lengthy 
extended scope made the assignment financially 
unprofitable. 

Notably, a significant impact on the consulting 
team was observed. Given the speed at which the 
project was initially expected to be completed, 
five other consultants were assigned to the team 
with specific tasks. In addition to the HR strategy, 
there was a policy component aimed at ensuring 
that the organisation’s people policies reflected 
those of an employer of choice and complied with 
all relevant labour laws. This task was assigned to 
two team members, with the two lead consultants 
responsible for overseeing it.

By the end of the first year, despite the lead 
consultants continued provision of feedback to 
the consulting team, most team members became 
disengaged from the project. The two consultants 
responsible for the policies submitted a draft, but 
the responsibility to complete the HR strategy 
and the policy document was left to the lead 
consultants.

Writing in the context of the construction industry, 
Khan et al (2020) postulate that project delays 
can lead to frustration for both the project team 
and even external stakeholders, that is, investors. 
This frustration can discourage foreign investment 
and, in some cases, give way to the abandonment 
of a project. The team’s frustration became clear 
to the lead consultants through their gradual 
absences from internal consulting team meetings, 
although this was somewhat understandable 
given the long periods during which there 
was little to report due to the aforementioned 
management changes. 

The WhatsApp chat initially established to 
facilitate communication about the project 
remained functional, but the weekly project 
meetings eventually ceased following the 
director’s departure, given that there was 
generally little progress to report. This lack of 
engagement was understandable: team members 

may have had other commitments. Additionally, 
there may have been a general sense that the 
project was stalled. People often seek a sense 
of accomplishment in their work, which this 
consultancy did not offer.

Towards the end of the consultancy project, 
the lead consultants experienced a significant 
degree of frustration, a sentiment that they 
communicated to the remaining senior manager 
overseeing the project’s completion. Nevertheless, 
they remained steadfast in their commitment 
to support this manager and protect their 
professional reputations. Despite their frustration, 
they took satisfaction in guiding the project to 
its conclusion and bolstering their consulting 
portfolio. Ultimately, they opted to simply accept 
the necessary revisions to minimise reputational 
risk. As Blackman (2025) observes, consultants 
are judged not only based on their deliverables 
but also by their character; thus, abandoning 
the project could have seriously damaged their 
professional credibility.

Recommendations
At the conclusion and sign-off of the project 
two years later, the consultants reflected on 
how projects set in similar environments could 
minimise these challenges to ensure a successful 
and timely conclusion. To this end, they proposed 
the following five recommendations:

1.	 In a similarly structured organisation, to 
limit agency problems, a member of the 
Executive Board, preferably from the HR 
sub-committee, should be assigned as 
the project sponsor and participate in the 
inception meeting to confirm the project’s 
intended scope and deliverables. This would 
ensure alignment between the principal, the 
Executive Board and the agent (i.e. senior 
management). This alignment would support 
timely information sharing and reduce the 
likelihood of the project drifting from its 
intended mandate. 
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Visible board involvement from the outset 
would also underscore the project’s strategic 
importance and reassure all stakeholders of 
senior oversight throughout the engagement, 
thereby enabling smoother collaboration. It 
would also be advisable to clarify not only 
the project mandate but also the escalation 
channels and decision rights at the inception 
meeting.

2.	 To prevent deviations from the agreed 
process and safeguard the integrity of the 
project, the contract should include a clause 
requiring compliance by both parties. In 
addition, the methodology or approach to be 
followed when departing from the agreed 
process is necessary should be documented 
in the contract.

3.	 According to Basu et al (2011), consultants 
should ensure that penalty clauses are 
embedded in contracts to address scope 
creep. They posit that compensation in 
a client–consultant relationship should 
be linked directly to deliverables. At the 
same time, client organisations should 
incur financial penalties when their actions 
knowingly delay a project, potentially 
damaging the consulting firm’s reputation 
and forcing the delivery of a compromised 
strategy. Three readily monitored metrics 
could be incorporated into contracts: 
adherence to agreed deadlines, timely 
data disclosure and completion of project 
milestones. If either party breaches these 
obligations without a valid reason, that 
party should be penalised in some way. 
Consultants frequently contend with 
overruns and unprofitable engagements, 
a risk that is particularly serious for solo 
practitioners and small firms, given that 
prolonged delays disrupt cash flow and other 
operational requirements. 

4.	 A framework should be established that 
focuses on the provision of all required 
information, thereby enabling the consulting 
firm to deliver appropriate support and 

guidance. When engaging consultants, 
client organisations conduct the necessary 
due diligence as part of their procurement 
processes and are therefore fully aware 
of the consulting firm’s reputation and 
capabilities. On this basis, clients should be 
willing to disclose the required information 
to allow consultants to provide effective 
guidance. Smaller consulting firms may be 
willing to go above and beyond to build 
long-term relationships and, therefore, have 
a vested interest in ensuring their clients’ 
long-term sustainability and viability. 

5.	 Consultants must recognise that principal–
agent conflict may arise and should include it 
on their pre-engagement checklist, outlining 
strategies from the outset to limit or mitigate 
its effects on the project. One effective 
strategy for similarly structured organisations 
would be to schedule alignment sessions 
(a) at the inception of the project, (b) at the 
midpoint, and (c) during the review of the 
draft final report. Each session should include 
a board-level representative to ensure 
alignment with the client organisation’s 
overall strategy and direction, thereby 
reducing principal–agent tension and 
preventing unnecessary project delays.

Limitations and Future Research
This research centres on the analysis of a single 
case involving an organisation with not-for-
profit or community-service leanings whose 
employees are on fixed-term contracts. Thus, 
the transferability of its findings may be limited. 
However, the agency problem that affected 
client transparency in this case can occur in 
any organisational structure. Notably, one 
oversight in this project outlines an interesting 
opportunity for future research: the project-
sponsorship structure could have given way to 
a more efficient and timelier completion of the 
project. Further research should thus explore 
which project-sponsorship structures minimise 
information asymmetry and promote greater client 
transparency. Moreover, penalty clauses could be 

examined to determine whether they can improve 
client transparency in consultancy projects. 

Conclusion
This study set out to achieve three objectives. 
First, it examined how principal–agent conflict 
contributed to the lack of client transparency 
in the considered case, which provided 
anecdotal evidence of leaders failing to act 
in their organisation’s interest. Bendickson et 
al (2016) observe that conflict often arises 
between principals and agents when contracts 
are imperfect, and resources are insufficient to 
anticipate every scenario. Evidently, maintaining 
objectivity can be difficult when decisions affect 
one’s livelihood, especially under fixed-term 
contracts.

Second, the study explored the impact of a lack 
of client transparency on the project’s outcomes. 
This lack of transparency on the part of the 
client generated scope creep and, ultimately, led 
supporting team members to disengage as the 
project dragged on over the course of two years.

Third, the study presented five recommendations 
for reducing the likelihood of similar scenarios 
moving forward. As Da Costa et al (2020) posit, 
the client organisation needs to see itself as an 
active agent in shaping its own future throughout 
a consultancy project. To facilitate this kind of 
self-perception, transparency on the part of the 
client is critical.
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Operationalizing the Triple R: A Refined Framework for Consulting Engagement and Evaluation

Dina Eltabey

Abstract
Despite the growing reliance on management 
consultants in strategic decision-making, there 
remains a lack of coherent, actionable frameworks 
for evaluating the quality of consulting 
interventions. This article operationalises 
the Triple R (3Rs) Framework - Research, 
Recommendations, and Rational - as a conceptual 
model that encapsulates the minimal but essential 
criteria of high-impact consulting practice (Kamel, 
2025). Drawing on practitioner experience, case 
insights, and synthesis of consulting scholarship, 
the framework is advanced as both a diagnostic 
and prescriptive tool. It is argued that the 3Rs 
enable clearer assessment of consultant value, 
bridge the gap between theory and application, 
and respond to growing calls for transparency, 
rigor, and logic in managerial decision support.

Introduction
In recent decades, the scope and influence 
of management consultants have expanded 
dramatically, influencing strategy, transformation, 
and governance across sectors. Yet, amid this 
proliferation, a persistent paradox endures: 
while consultants claim to deliver value through 
expertise and insight, clients often struggle to 
evaluate what constitutes "good" consulting. 
As Christensen, Wang and van Bever (2013) 
note, clients hire consultants for help but seldom 
possess robust criteria for judging whether that 
help is, in fact, helpful.

This article responds to this gap by refining the 
Triple R (3Rs) Framework, which identifies three 
essential components of value-added consulting: 
Research, Recommendations, and Rational 
(Kamel, 2025). This paper operationalises 
the foundational principles established by 
Kamel (2025) by deepening its conceptual 
underpinnings, elaborating its practical application 
through detailed client-side due diligence 
protocols, and exploring its broader implications 
for consulting pedagogy and professional 
accountability. The aim is to transition the 3Rs 
from a conceptual model into a robust, operational 

tool for practitioners and clients alike. We propose 
the framework as a step toward a practitioner-
centred theory of consulting - one grounded not 
only in analytical rigor, but also in transparency, 
inspectability and client-side evaluative capability.

This article is written for consulting practitioners, 
clients of consulting services, and educators who 
seek clear, practical criteria for evaluating the 
quality of consulting advice.

The Need for a Grounded 
Evaluation Framework
The consulting literature has tended to oscillate 
between two extremes: macro-level critiques (e.g. 
consultants as carriers of managerial ideology 
or commodified knowledge) and micro-level 
process studies that dissect tools and techniques 
(e.g. issue trees, MECE structures or workshop 
facilitation). What remains undertheorised is a 
mid-level evaluative model that clients themselves 
can use to assess consulting deliverables during 
and after engagements.

We argue that without such a framework, 
consultancy remains vulnerable on two fronts: 
epistemic opacity (clients cannot trace how 
conclusions were reached) and outcome 
ambiguity (recommendations lack clear traction or 
justification). The Triple R Framework is designed 
to address both concerns by making consulting 
work explicit, assessable and auditable (Kamel, 
2025).

The Triple R Framework
1. Research: Grounding in Diagnostic Discovery 

At the foundation of effective consultancy lies 
rigorous, context-sensitive research. This involves 
more than data collection; it is the structured 
inquiry that enables the consultant to frame the 
right problem before proposing solutions.

Research in the consulting context involves:

•	 Diagnosis: Clear articulation of the client's 
problem, bounded scope and success criteria

•	 Discovery: Collection of qualitative and 
quantitative data across stakeholder levels

•	 Contextualisation: Positioning findings 
within the relevant industry, institutional and 
organisational environment

Consulting research must balance deductive 
structure with inductive openness. Unlike 
academic research, the goal is not theory building 
but problem-specific clarity. Weak or superficial 
research increases the risk of misdiagnosis 
and undermines confidence in downstream 
recommendations.

2. Recommendations: Delivering Clear, Relevant 
and Actionable Advice

Recommendations constitute the most visible 
output of consultancy work, yet they are also 
the most uneven in quality. Building explicitly 
on Henningsson and Ketokivi's (2018) notion 
of actionable knowledge, the 3Rs framework 
advances their argument by embedding 
actionability not only in the content of 
recommendations but also in their evaluability 
by clients. In other words, recommendations 
are actionable not merely when they can be 
implemented, but when clients can clearly see 
what to do, why to do it and whether it fits their 
constraints.

Strong recommendations meet three criteria:

•	 Clarity: Unambiguous articulation of what 
should be done

•	 Relevance: Alignment with the client's 
strategic priorities and organisational context

•	 Actionability: Practical feasibility, including 
resource, capability and governance 
considerations

Recommendations that are overly abstract (e.g. 
"become more customer-centric") or overly 
mechanistic (e.g. tool-driven checklists without 
strategic logic) fail to create decision value

3. Rational: Articulating the Logic of the Advice

The third - and most neglected - dimension is 
Rational, defined as the explicit reasoning that 
links research findings to recommendations 
(Kamel, 2025). The term Rational is used 

deliberately rather than alternatives such as 
Logic or Justification because it captures not only 
internal coherence, but also reasonableness, 
evidentiary grounding and contestability. In 
practice, this dimension is most often implicit, 
assumed or skipped entirely, despite being central 
to client trust and learning.

This dimension builds directly on Christensen 
et al.'s (2013) concern that clients lack visibility 
into how consultants transform analysis into 
advice, and on Pfeffer and Sutton's (2006) 
call for evidence-based management. The 
3Rs framework advances these ideas by 
operationalising evidence-based reasoning as an 
explicit, inspectable consulting deliverable rather 
than a normative aspiration.

The Rational dimension includes:

•	 Causal logic: How findings are interpreted to 
support conclusions

•	 Assumptions: What conditions must hold 
true for the advice to work

•	 Alternatives: What options were considered 
and why they were rejected

Rational functions as the integrity layer of 
consulting. Its absence renders even technically 
sound recommendations fragile and difficult to 
defend or adapt.
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Operationalizing the Triple R: A Refined Framework for Consulting Engagement and Evaluation (continued)

Empirical Illustration: A Retail 
Transformation Engagement
To illustrate the utility of the 3Rs, consider a 
consulting engagement with a regional retail chain 
experiencing declining profitability. Preliminary 
assumptions blamed e-commerce competition. 
However, structured research (interviews, 
financial diagnostics, and ethnographic store 
visits) revealed deeper issues: an aging core 
customer base and outdated in-store design.

Based on this, the consulting team issued three 
recommendations: (1) resegment customers by 
lifecycle value, (2) redesign store layouts to match 
current shopper journeys, and (3) recalibrate 
frontline incentives to support cross-channel 
engagement.

The Rational was documented in a causal logic 
model linking customer data to store experience, 
to conversion metrics, to margin shifts. This 
made the reasoning traceable and actionable, 
demonstrating the framework's practical 
application as outlined by Kamel (2025).

Conceptual Contribution
The Triple R Framework makes three distinct 
contributions to the literature on consulting and 
knowledge work:

1.	 Bridging theory and practice: It translates 
abstract principles of knowledge 
production (research), decision support 
(recommendation), and epistemic justification 
(rational) into a coherent practice model.

2.	 Creating evaluative standards: It offers 
clients and firms a way to evaluate the 
process, not just the outcomes, of consulting 
work.

3.	 Responding to epistemological critique: 
It addresses critiques of consulting 
as ideologically opaque by requiring 
transparency in logic and method.

Moreover, the 3Rs can be integrated into 
consulting pedagogy, internal strategy processes, 
and performance evaluations, extending its utility 

beyond the initial conceptualization.

Implications for Practice
To strengthen practical utility for clients and 
senior practitioners, the 3Rs can be used as a 
due diligence checklist for evaluating consulting 
proposals and final deliverables.

Client-Side Due Diligence Using the 3Rs

Research – Questions to Ask

•	 What data sources and stakeholders 
informed the diagnosis?

•	 How was the problem framed and bounded?

•	 What contextual factors were explicitly 
considered?

Recommendations – Questions to Ask

•	 Is it unambiguously clear what actions are 
being proposed?

•	 Are the recommendations tailored to our 
strategy and constraints?

•	 What resources or capabilities are required 
for implementation?

Rational – Questions to Ask

•	 How exactly do the findings lead to these 
recommendations?

•	 What assumptions must hold for success?

•	 What credible alternatives were considered 
and rejected?

Used in this way, the 3Rs transform clients 
from passive recipients of advice into informed 
evaluators of consulting quality, operationalizing 
the framework's core premise.

Conclusion
As the boundaries between consultants, 
strategists and data scientists blur -and as AI 
automates portions of analysis- human judgment 
becomes the primary source of consulting 
value. The Triple Rs Framework -Research, 

Recommendations and Rational- offers a 
disciplined, transparent and teachable way to 
structure, evaluate and defend that judgment 
(Kamel, 2025). By making consulting work 
inspectable rather than opaque, the framework 
repositions consulting as a reflective, accountable 
professional practice rather than a purely 
rhetorical or transactional service.

For consulting firms, the 3Rs establish a 
defensible standard of consulting quality; for 
clients, they convert consulting advice from 
rhetoric into an accountable input to strategic 
decision-making. This development of the original 
framework provides refinement and practical 
tools for enhancing consulting value across 
engagements.
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Internal Management Consulting: Historical Development, Current Practice and Future Trends

Gokhan Turgut

Abstract
There has been a growing interest in internal 
management consulting. Internal management 
consultants are salaried full-time employees of an 
organization who provide management consulting 
services to the same organization. While there 
is an ongoing debate, and fluidity around this 
definition, the previous studies indicate a lack 
of research on this topic and call for further 
examination. To advance our understanding of 
the concept, this article aims to build a foundation 
by providing a synthesized overview of internal 
management consulting. Specifically, this article 
discusses the definition and the details around 
the debate on this definition, the rationale behind 
its benefits and popularity, its differences from 
external management consulting, its current 
practice, its historical evolution, and future trends 
associated with it.

Introduction
Internal management consulting services have 
become more common in large organizations 
across both the public and private sectors 
(CMC, 2009). This trend highlights the strategic 
value that internal consultants bring, offering 
specialized knowledge and insights tailored to 
their employers’ specific needs and contexts. 
The internal management consulting (or 
simply internal consulting) draws upon various 
knowledge bases, with the most represented 
areas being operational efficiency, organizational 
development, project management, strategic 
management, and human resources management 
(Sturdy et al., 2016; Sturdy & Wylie, 2011). 

Traditionally, management consultants (or 
simply consultants) are seen as experts who 
provide objective insights to solve organizational 
problems. Management consulting (or simply 
consulting) can be seen in two ways (Manville, 
et al., 2018): The first is, which commonly used 
by professional associations, consulting is a 
specialized service requiring specific skills to 
analyze client issues objectively and recommend 
solutions (Greiner and Metzger, 1983). This 

perspective sees consulting as a separate 
profession from the management, where 
consultants are seen as expert advisors on 
organizational change issues (Kitay and Wright, 
2007). The second is that any skilled person 
within an organization can act as a consultant by 
providing advice and support to others, regardless 
of their official title (Schein, 1988). This means 
that managers can also serve as consultants 
when they offer guidance rather than simply 
issuing directives (Kubr, 2002). While these two 
definitions may seem opposing, they can co-
occur within organizations depending on context 
(Sturdy and Wylie, 2011).

Internal consulting has been part of organizational 
practice for decades (Bellman, 1972; Dekon, 
1987; Kelley, 1979). Despite its growing 
popularity, internal management consulting 
has received limited scholarly attention (Grima 
& Trepo, 2011; Manville, et al., 2018; Sturdy 
& Wright, 2011; Wright, 2008; Wright et al., 
2012). Most existing literature on management 
consulting focuses on external consultants (e.g., 
Block, 2000; Bloomfield & Best, 1992; Caldwell, 
2003; Collins, 2006; Wright, Sturdy, & Wylie, 
2012). Several scholars have emphasized the 
importance and impact of internal management 
consultants, highlighting the need for more 
comprehensive research to understand their roles, 
challenges, and contributions within organizations 
(Sturdy et al., 2016).

Definition of Internal Management 
Consulting
Internal management consultants, also referred 
to as in-house management consultants 
(Schumacher & Scherzinger, 2016) or consultant 
managers (Sturdy et al., 2015), play a crucial role 
within the broader literature on management 
consulting (Baaij, 2014; Manville, et al., 2018; 
Sturdy et al., 2013). An internal management 
consultant is an organization development 
professional who is employed full time by an 
organization, and who reports to a general 
manager or other senior manager (Lacey, 1995). 
This is important as unlike typical (or external) 
management consultants, internal consultants are 

fully employed by the organization they provide 
consulting services to and report to a senior 
manager therein (Buono & Subbiah, 2014; Grima 
& Trépo, 2011).

Conventionally, clients hire management 
consultants to receive advice on their decision-
making and problems they face. However, the 
role of internal consultants extends beyond 
these formal advisory functions. They often 
assist in implementation of the advice that 
is provided to their clients. For this reason, 
internal consultants are valuable assets within 
organizations due to their unique position. They 
possess deep knowledge of the organization’s 
culture, processes, and power structures. This 
insider perspective of internal consultants enables 
them to effectively manage change initiatives and 
foster communication among employees. Their 
involvement in both advising and implementing 
solutions ensures that recommendations are not 
only relevant, but also sustainable over time. 

There is no standard practice of internal 
consulting. For instance, internal consultants 
can be structured in multiple fashions, they can 
either be merged into the current organizational 
structures or started as independent affiliates. 
Even their level of embeddedness can range from 
being fully woven into the company’s hierarchy to 
functioning with fully autonomous entities. Their 
setup can also vary greatly, from compact teams 
dedicated to particular assignments to expansive 
units responsible for a large variety of activities. 
More so, their sizes vary wildly, from small 
group of specialist consultants to large divisions 
of consultants overseeing a diverse portfolio 
of consulting functions needed by the client. 

Moreover, their client base can also differ greatly, 
with some dedicated exclusively to serving within 
their own organization, while others extend their 
expertise to outside partners and customers.

From an organizational change perspective, 
internal consultants can be seen to have 
different roles and responsibilities (Kenton and 
Moody, 2003). Schein’s (1988) consultant roles 
framework, which provides a comprehensive 
understanding of the varying dynamics and 
expectations in consultant-client interactions, can 
be used for this purpose. Based on this model, 
internal consultants are considered to have three 
separate consultant roles at any given consulting 
mandate: the process consultant, the expert 
consultant, the pair-of-hands consultant. 

Specifically, in the process consultant role, the 
client has the leading function, and the consultant 
has the supporting function. The client has 
diagnosed the problem and already decided on 
the solution. The internal consultant here acts as 
a facilitator. Collaboratively, both the client and 
the consultant share responsibility on the success 
of the project. In the expert consultant role, the 
consultant has the leading function, and the client 
has the receiving function. The consultant, using 
his or her specialized knowledge and expertise, 
defines problems and proposes solutions. This 
interaction resembles a doctor and a patient 
relationship, where the client patient is passive in 
choosing diagnosis but active in implementing the 
treatment. This arrangement is beneficial to both 
parties as the consultant increases its consulting 
experience, and the client benefits from its 
problems being solved. In the pair-of-hands 
consultant role, both the client and the consultant 
has the leading function, but at different stages of 
the consulting mandate. The client has diagnosed 
the problem and already decided on the solution. 
The consultant is asked to implement already 
decided solutions. Ultimately, the power and 
responsibility lie with the client as the client 
chooses to perceived expertise of the consultant, 
and the consultant choses how to implement 
those solutions (Block, 2000; Kenton and Moody, 
2003; Meislin, 1997; Ray, 1997).
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Evolution of Internal Management 
Consulting
Internal management consulting gained popularity 
as an economical alternative to external 
consulting in early 1990s. High demand for 
consultants in the dawn of digitalized business 
era paved the way for external consulting. 
However, faced with limited supply of available 
(external) consultants, thus the high costs 
associated with hiring those consultants, forced 
many large firms to seek more affordable 
solutions for their consulting needs. Thereby, 
they chose to create their own internal consultant 
practices. In forming these internal consulting 
units, firms established entirely new departments 
that attracted talent from well-known (external) 
consulting firms. These new internal consulting 
units provided benefits, such as reduced travel 
and better work-life balance, that appeal to many 
external consultants. 

Very soon, organizational decision makers 
realized that the recent establishment of internal 
consulting functions within their organizational 
structures brought several advantages. For 
instance, organizations developed a deep in-
house or tacit understanding of their operations 
and strategic goals, promoting a more integrated 
approach to their problem-solving related 
decision-making. They also realized that 
internal consultants could offer insights aligned 
with the company’s culture and long-term 
objectives, which were particularly important in 
implementing phases of consulting mandates. 
Furthermore, these internal consultants helped 
reduce control costs by limiting dependence 
on high-price external consultants. By building 
their own internal consulting units, organizations 
started managing their consulting needs more 
efficiently and cost effectively (Armbrüster, 2006).

Differences Between Internal and 
External Consulting
The management consulting literature 
concentrates largely on the practices and 
contributions of external consultants and 

consulting firms (e.g., Buono, 2015; Howlett and 
Migone, 2013; McDonald, 2015). In contrast, 
internal consulting has not received equivalent 
scholarly attention and remains relatively 
unexplored in the literature (Sturdy and Wylie, 
2011).

Internal consulting differs widely from external 
consulting in multiple areas, including how 
they are established, their integration within 
the organization, financial arrangements, 
number of team members, the nature of their 
clients, geographic scope, market strategies, 
and consulting approaches (Baaij, 2014; Lacey, 
1995; Mohe, 2002). For instance, internal and 
external consultants work in different operational 
settings. External consultants are hired from 
outside and usually take on short-term projects 
for different client firms. They bring fresh 
ideas through gaining experience with many 
different businesses. On the other hand, internal 
consultants work full-time within a single client 
company. Since they are part of the formal 
structure of the organization, they understand 
its culture, language, and processes exceedingly 
well. This close connection helps them to give 
pinpointed advice that can put into action easily.

Additionally, internal and external consultants 
possess different levels of reputation. Internal 
consultants usually build solid trust and a good 
reputation inside the client firm, but they don’t 
possess the same level of recognition outside of 
it. On the other hand, external consultants often 
have well-regarded credentials that make their 
advice more credible to clients (Manville, et al., 
2018).

Moreover, internal and external consultants cost 
differently. Usually, internal consultants cost 
less because they are part of the company’s 
regular staff. This makes them a practical choice 
for organizations that need ongoing extensive 
assistance over a longer period. They are also 
a logical option when budgets are limited for 
consulting services (Baaij, 2014).

Furthermore, internal and external consultants 
differ in expertise and experience. External 
consultants are commonly regarded as possessing 
superior expertise, reinforced by their broad 
exposure to diverse organizational contexts, and 
heightened reputational capital (Kubr, 2002). The 
considerable financial commitment associated 
with using external consultants tends to 
reinforce perceptions of their strategic worth and 
specialized capabilities (Kitay and Wright, 2007). 
The idea behind employing external consultants 
lies in their ability to import cutting-edge 
managerial practices and cross-sectoral insights, 
cultivated through wide-ranging engagements 
across differing industries and geographies 
(Ramsden & Bennett, 2005). 

However, advocates of internal consulting 
argue that internal practitioners offer a different 
but equally valuable form of expertise—one 
rooted in deep organizational embeddedness. 
Their familiarity with the firm’s distinctive 
organizational climate, cultural uniqueness, 
and operational intricacies enables them to 
comprehend challenges more precisely and thus, 
limit the adaptation of generic, externally brought 
solutions (Armstrong, 1992; Buono, 2015; Kenton 
& Yarnall, 2012). Moreover, internal consultants’ 
familiarity with the organizational dynamics and 
tacit knowledge grants them privileged access to 
organizational memory and intelligence, which are 
essential in created a tailored solution to the firm’s 
challenges (Mottram, 2016). Thereby, their insider 
status can generate seamless integration into 
change initiatives.

Similarly, internal and external consultants differ 
widely in terms of their understanding of the 
client. The choice of choosing between internal 
and external consultants is contingent upon 
several strategic and contextual factors (Baaij, 
2014). Internal consultants are typically preferred 
when deep organizational insight is essential, 
particularly in politically sensitive situations or 
when discretion is of utmost importance. Their 
deep contextual understanding of organizational 
dynamics makes internal consultants valuable. 

In contrast, external consultants are preferred 
when an unbiased opinion is important. For 
example, they are often brought in for reviewing 
the performance of the management or the 
company. Because they are outsiders, they can 
offer fresh ideas and challenge long-held beliefs 
without risking any interpersonal relationships. 
Their out-of-company or out-of-industry, or 
even out-of-market experience with different 
businesses may translate into novel ways of 
solving problems that the client might not have 
considered before.

While this broad spectrum of differences between 
internal and external consulting signal great 
variation, it should not be interpreted as a strict 
dichotomy in their nature. It is true that internal 
consultants use their in-depth understanding 
of the organization to focus on implementing 
solutions effectively, while external consultants 
often contribute broader expertise and fresh 
perspectives. In other words, both internal and 
external consultants provide essentially similar 
services with subtle differences. Relatedly, both 
internal and external consultants have their own 
strengths and face unique challenges.
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Rationale behind Internal 
Management Consulting
A significant element behind the growing 
popularity of internal consultants has been the 
growing dissatisfaction with the services offered 
by external consultants. Clients frequently see 
externally proposed solutions as too theoretical 
and far away from the real challenges their 
organizations face. This gap has resulted in 
a tendency towards searching for internal 
consulting solutions, which possess a better 
understanding of the organization and its context-
specific peculiarities, and thus, lead to more 
effective and workable suggestions (Armbrüster, 
2006).

Management consulting literature indicates that 
organizations significantly benefit from internal 
consulting (Anand et al., 2007; Anderson, 2012; 
Armbrüster, 2006; Clegg et al., 2004; Kelley, 
1979; Kenton and Moody, 2003; McKenna, 2006; 
Suddaby and Greenwood, 2001). Several of these 
benefits are listed as follows: 

(1) Cost effectiveness: Internal consultants cost 
significantly less than external consultants. They 
provide similar services without hefty price tags, 
which makes internal consulting a sought-after 
organizational advice provider. 

(2) Strategic alignment: Internal consultants are 
more knowledgeable with the organization and 
its efforts towards an agreed upon vision. This 
alignment paves the way for creating cohesive 
strategic plans that supports overall business 
objectives. 

(3) Enhanced service: Internal consulting 
teams have the unique advantage of being 
deeply familiar with the working dynamics 
of organization’s employees. Because they 
are already integrated into existing networks, 
employees can readily seek internal consultants’ 
input or involve them in key collaborations. This 
proximity enhances timely responses and result in 
greater satisfaction among employees. 

(4) Seamless change: Internal consultants bring 
both specialized knowledge and supplementary 
internal capacity, making it easier to launch and 
manage important change efforts. 

(5) Enhanced coordination: By directing teams to 
align their actions with organization’s strategy, 
internal consultants help promote collaboration 
among employees. This broader perspective 
enhances the organization’s ability to achieve its 
long-term goals. 

(6) Knowledge mobilization: Internal consultants 
often serve as key centres of organizational 
knowledge, combining critical information and 
insights so they can be easily accessible to 
organizational actors. This centralized knowledge 
base improves the speed of business decisions 
and encourages sharing of best practices within 
the organization. Moreover, by facilitating the 
retention and sharing of tacit knowledge within 
the organization, internal consultants help protect 
valuable intellectual property therein. 

(7) Improved creativity: Internal consultants play 
a vital role in connecting different departments, 
enabling the exchange of ideas and collaborative 
problem-solving. Additionally, they are also 
skilled at researching and developing new ideas 
and identifying root causes of organizational 
problems. With the help of this cross-functional 
coordination, internal consultants tackle 
complex challenges and foster organizational 
improvements. 

(8) Smooth political navigation: Internal 
consultants have a flawless understanding of 
the organization’s internal processes, its key 
knowledge sources, and the unwritten rules of 
power and influence within. This unique insider 
perspective gives them to ability to foresee 
possible resistance and skillfully navigate through 
organizational politics. Thereby, they are better 
equipped to evade political pitfalls due to their 
complete internal insight. 

(9) Contextualized solutions: Internal consultants 
possess tacit organizational knowledge. Their 
close familiarity with the organization’s unique 

environment and challenges enables them to 
design solutions that fit perfectly within the 
organization’s specific context. They provide 
tailored, actionable results that external 
consultants might struggle to provide without 
such in-depth insight. 

(10) Streamlined implementation: Internal 
consultants play a dual role, being involved 
both in creating solutions and overseeing their 
implementation. This requirement forces them to 
offer suggestions that are not only realistic but 
also aligned flawlessly with the organization’s 
resources and capabilities. Besides, their active 
participation during implementation fosters 
constant feedback and necessary adjustments, 
which make the proposed solutions more 
effective. 

(11) Revenue generation: Internal consultants 
sometimes found themselves in access capacity. 
During these times, they can act as external 
consultants and offer their services externally. In 
doing so, internal consultants not only gain further 
experience, but also generate additional financial 
value to their organizations.

In sum, internal consultants have a powerful 
place within organizations by driving change 
and helping shape their strategic direction. 
When internal consultants are integrated into 
both planning and execution, they help create 
more effective results while fostering a culture 
of collaboration and ongoing improvement. This 
makes them essential actors in pursuing long-
term success.

Future of Internal Management 
Consulting
Internal consulting has been, and is still, evolving. 
There is an ongoing debate and fluidity around 
the definition of it (Manville et al., 2018). For 
instance, internal consulting generally refers to 
consulting activities conducted by professionals 
who are active members of an organization, either 
as direct employees or as part of a separate 
internal consulting unit. However, this boundary 

between internal and external (or separate) 
consulting may get blurred when internal 
consultants operate as a legally independent 
sub-units and offer services to external clients 
(Armbrüster, 2006; Manville et al., 2018). This 
practice complicates the classification of internal 
consultants as purely internal or somewhat 
external (Sturdy & Wylie, 2011). Even some 
authors try to redefine this externality of internal 
consulting. For example, in one of these attempts 
internal consulting is defined as any consulting 
unit that is overseen by board of directors 
regardless of whether they operate externally 
or are legally separate (Niedereichholz & 
Niedereichholz, 2006).

Moreover, consulting and management were seen 
as distinct functions historically, but today, these 
boundaries are increasingly merging. Research 
shows that the traditional distinction between 
consulting and management are diminishing, 
with internal consultants increasingly involve 
in implementation and change management 
activities (Morris, 2000; Scott & Barnes, 
2011; Sturdy & Wright, 2008). This has led 
to a merging between the consultant and 
manager roles, further blurring the traditional 
definitions (O’Mahoney, 2010; Randall & Burnes, 
2016). Another factor contributing to this 
shift is the expansion of project and program 
management beyond traditional areas like 
engineering and IT, resulting in what is often 
called the ‘projectification’ of management. This 
phenomenon integrates consulting approaches 
into everyday management tasks and decision-
making (Maylor et al., 2006).

Additionally, this merging of roles between 
consulting and management signals a notable 
identity shift for internal consulting. As the skill 
sets and responsibilities of managers and internal 
consultants increasingly overlap, the unique 
identity of internal consulting faces challenges. 
Today, internal consultants need to have skillsets 
of managers, which were not the case previously. 
While the qualifications and competencies 
expected of external consultants have been 
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assumed to apply equally to internal consultants 
(see Bowman, 1995 and Haslam, 2017 for 
details), they are also expected to have strong 
communication skills to articulate complex ideas 
and influence stakeholders, analytical abilities 
to diagnose organizational challenges, creative 
problem-solving to develop innovative solutions, 
and relationship-building skills to maintain 
ongoing collaboration within the organization, and 
leadership capabilities that enable them to guide 
projects and drive change (Armbrüster, 2006).

Lastly, internal consulting, despite its growing 
significance within organizations, is still an 
area that lacks a standardized framework. 
This is especially visible when examining the 
management consulting literature. Much of the 
existing academic research conceptually builds 
internal consulting on the framework of external 
consulting, rather than exploring it on its own 
building blocks. This relative approach fails to 
capture the unique identity, scope, and dynamics 
of internal consulting (Armbrüster, 2006; Sturdy 
et al., 2015). Similarly, due to the evolving 
boundaries of internal consulting, it is challenging 
for scholars to study the full potential of internal 
consulting. Establishing clearer theoretical models 
and conducting more empirical studies remains 
essential tasks laying ahead.

Conclusion
Internal management consultants, also known as 
consultant managers, play a crucial role within 
organisations. The literature acknowledges 
numerous benefits of internal consulting. These 
include cost-effectiveness, as internal consultants 
typically incur lower expenses compared to 
external consultants. They also provide better 
strategic alignment, ensuring recommendations 
support the company’s overall vision. Their 
ongoing presence within the organization 
fosters stronger relationships and quicker 
access, enabling seamless communication and 
collaboration which external consultants lack. 
Furthermore, internal consultants contribute to 
smoother change management by combining 
specialized expertise with internal capacity, 

enhancing coordination and knowledge sharing 
across departments.

Compared to external consultants—who bring 
broad, cross-sector experience and objectivity—
internal consultants offer deep organizational 
insight and political acumen, allowing them to 
navigate complex internal dynamics and deliver 
highly tailored solutions. What is important, the 
choice between internal and external consultants 
ultimately depends on the strategic needs of the 
organization—internal consultants are valuable in 
sensitive, context-dependent situations requiring 
long-term involvement, while external consultants 
are valuable for unbiased perspectives and 
infusions of fresh ideas.

In conclusion, internal management consultants, 
when effectively integrated, complement external 
expertise and are critical in driving sustained 
organizational transformation and competitive 
advantage.
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The Role of UK Universities in Preparing the Management Consultants of the Future

Rob Bailey

Abstract
This article focuses on the rapidly changing UK 
management consulting industry and the role of 
UK universities in helping to equip their students 
with the skills needed to make them more 
work-ready and employable for this competitive 
profession.

Determining the future skills management 
consultants will need is complex because of many 
factors, including the growing importance of 
Artificial Intelligence and the impact it is having 
on the consulting industry. To optimise the 
prospects for students who are looking to enter 
the profession, universities must be responsive 
and adaptable to this evolving industry. There are 
many challenges associated with this, including 
how to forecast future skill requirements in such a 
dynamic industry and then tailor course curricula 
accordingly.

This article sets the scene for future research 
in this area which will be completed during 
2026. The research findings, conclusions, and 
recommendations will form the basis of a paper 
that will be submitted to this journal in 2027.

Introduction
UK-based university graduates looking to 
start or progress their careers as management 
consultants face challenges. Among these is the 
need to develop the skills required within this 
highly competitive profession. As noted by Inside 
Careers (2017), management consulting is an 
attractive career option for many graduates, so 
competition for places can be tough. This raises 
questions for universities with management 
consulting and related courses that must adapt 
their curricula to equip graduates with the skills 
that are valued within the consulting industry. 
However, this is not easy given how quickly 
the industry is changing both in terms of client 
requirements and consultancy practice.

This article explores the following:

•	 The meaning of ‘skills’ within the context of 
management consulting.

•	 The management consulting industry 
context, including the future of the profession 
and the skill sets the next generation of 
consultants will require.

•	 The role universities play in helping students 
develop their skills. While universities are not 
a panacea for skills development, they have a 
critical role. This is particularly the case with 
specific management consulting degrees and 
other pathways into the profession such as 
MBAs and postgraduate and undergraduate 
management, business, accounting, finance, 
economics, and other courses.

This article sets the scene for future research 
in this area which will be completed during 
2026. The research findings, conclusions, and 
recommendations will form the basis of a paper 
that will be submitted to this journal in 2027.

Skills and The Management 
Consulting Industry
Even though the topic of management 
consultants’ skills is on the radar of consultancies, 
professional bodies, and texts (Silacheva, 2019), 
there are different definitions, perspectives, and 
interpretations. This could reflect the diversity 
of the profession with so many types of clients, 
client requirements, and consultants. However, 
seeking clarity over terminology is important 
as without this, how can universities support 
their students with skills-based learning and 
development? The following is a useful definition 
provided by the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (2012, p. 12) 
which includes the role of initial and ongoing 
learning:

‘Skills (or competences) are defined as the 
bundle of knowledge, attributes and capacities 
that can be learned and that enable individuals to 
successfully and consistently perform an activity 
or task and can be built upon and extended 
through learning.’

Digging deeper, there have been attempts 
to classify different skills. This includes a 
distinction between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ skills which 
has been discussed in both the academic and 
practitioner literatures (e.g., Strang, 2023; The 
British Academy, 2021; Biggs, 2018). Hard skills 
(sometimes referred to as technical skills, as they 
relate to technical competence) are necessary 
to ‘do the job’. Hard skills vary according to the 
business function and industry. For example, 
a sport sector strategy consultant will require 
a different set of hard skills to complete their 
projects (e.g., project management, market 
analysis, competitor benchmarking, financial 
modelling, and report writing) than a digital 
transformation consultant (e.g., technology, 
data analysis, and business process skills). Soft 
skills, on the other hand, comprise personal and 
interpersonal skills (and behaviours) such as 
communication, leadership, problem-solving, 
teamwork, resilience, emotional intelligence, 
ethics, and professionalism. Many soft skills are 
transferable across different consulting contexts. 
For example, communication is critically important 
for all consultants (Newton, 2019).  

Given this, while there might be similarities, there 
is no single set of hard and soft skills shared by 
all management consultants. Each consultant 
requires their own skill set. This is important for 
university students to understand, as they can 
analyse and identify their own developmental 
needs for careers in consultancy (Biggs, 2018).

The UK Management Consulting 
Profession
Identifying the future skills required within the 
profession is complicated by its rapid growth and 
transformation. The Management Consultancies 
Association1 estimated that UK consulting fees 
were £20.4 billion in 2024 (Consultancy.uk, 
2025). This represented a growth of 134% on the 
£8.7 billion fees earned in 2014 (Management 
Consultancies Association, 2016). UK consulting 
fees are forecast to continue to grow, at least 
over the short-term, by 3.6% in 2025 and a 
further 7.8% in 2026 (Management Consultancies 

Association, 2025). The reasons behind this 
growth include increasing client demands for 
digital technology-based advice and support 
related to Artificial Intelligence, cyber security, 
and business transformation, as well as increased 
fee income generated by UK-based consultants 
working on international engagements 
(Management Consultancies Association, 2025). 
This is not just a UK phenomenon. There has 
also been fee growth across continental Europe, 
particularly following the end of the COVID-19 
pandemic (European Federation of Management 
Consultancies Associations, 20252).

Universities are an important springboard for 
consultants looking to enter the industry, either 
as junior consultants or more experienced hires. 
Practicing management consultants come from a 
wide range of educational backgrounds, including 
postgraduate or undergraduate degrees in 
business, management, and other subject areas. 
Consultants are also entering the profession from 
a widening range of universities. For example, 
the percentage of new consultant joiners who 
attended one of the Russell Group universities 
dropped from 71% in 2011 to 30% in 2024 
(Management Consultancies Association, 2025). 
Furthermore, the profession is widening access 
by recruiting apprentices and school or college 
leavers, reflecting a drive to improve inclusivity 
and diversity (Management Consultancies 
Association, 2025). Universities are therefore 
only one of the pathways into the consulting 
profession, albeit an important one.

Universities looking to support the development 
of their students’ management consulting-related 
skills face the twin challenges of: (1) the diversity 
of the industry, its client base with differing 
requirements of their consultants, and a wide 
range of consultants specialising across different 
business functions, sectors, and geographies; 
and (2) the growth, evolution, and change of the 
profession, which makes the forecasting of future 
skill requirements difficult, particularly over the 
long term.

 

1 The Management Consultancies Association is the UK’s trade body for management consultancies. It comprises membership from consultancies of different sizes and types, including the “Big 4” accountancy and consultancy firms (PwC, Deloitte, KPMG, and EY), medium-sized firms, and smaller consultancies.
2 The European Federation of Management Consultancies Associations represents the interests of fourteen national member associations from across Europe, including the UK’s Management Consultancies Association.
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The Future of the UK Management 
Consulting Industry
As mentioned previously, the Management 
Consultancies Association (2025) suggested 
that the growing fee income of UK-based 
consultancies during 2025 and 2026 will be 
due to increasing client demands for defence, 
cyber security, and digital services. At the pan-
European level, Alfred Harl (Chair of the European 
Federation of Management Consultancies 
Associations) noted the ongoing demand for 
digital services but also highlighted a growth 
in environmental sustainability services by 
stating the following (European Federation of 
Management Consultancies Associations, 2025, 
p. 3):

‘The challenge of the digital transformation 
and the green transition, together with the 
uncertainties in the international scenario, are 
fostering companies’ requests for consulting 
support especially in the areas of Sales & 
Marketing and Technology.’

Although there appears to be consensus around 
digital technology’s role in influencing change 
within the management consulting industry, there 
is a gap in the academic literature which examines 
how the roles of consultants and their skills are 
changing in line with this (Cerruti, Tavoletti and 
Grieco, 2019). Research to examine the drivers 
of consulting industry change and the impact 
on future skills by 2030 was undertaken by the 
Centre for Management Consulting Excellence 
in 2018. The research was based on a mixed-
method approach, incorporating interviews, 
an online survey, and events to collect insights 
from consultants, clients, and academics. The 
research was published in 2019 (Centre for 
Management Consulting Excellence, 2018). It was 
found that the key drivers of change were cyber 
security, Artificial Intelligence, self-employment, 
Big Data, globalisation, Internet of Things, and 
robotics. Table 1, below, provides a summary 
of the implications on the future skills required. 
This suggests a focus on hard (technical) skills, 
although some soft skills and professional 

behaviours are also highlighted. The study also 
found that ‘timeless consulting skills’ such as 
senior relationship management and change

 

management, will remain essential in 2030. 
Although this research offers a valuable and 
insightful contribution by linking the future of the 

industry with the evolving skill requirements of 
consultants, it is seven years out of date at the 
time of writing this article.

 

  Driver of change   Examples of implications for future skills

Cyber security Technical skills such as evaluating cyber security needs, proposing strategies and investments, business process 
improvements, and information management architectures.
Consultants will need to be able to help their clients make decisions in complex regulatory and legislative contexts.

Artificial intelligence Technical skills including the ability to understand and interpret what the machine learning is doing. Data quality 
and data structuring will be key themes.

Consultants will need to be able to advise on ethical and accountability issues.

Self-employment With the independent consultancy market becoming increasingly competitive, consultants will need to be effective 
at both selling and delivering projects. This requires strong networking skills and how to build trust in a social 
media world.

Big data Technical skills to be able to advise on investments in big data such as the management, interpretation, and usage 
of data.

While there has always been a role for consultants who are innovative in finding and using data to create valuable 
information, with the democratisation of information, the skills required are shifting more in the direction of data 
analytics or at least knowing how to exploit data analytics.

Globalisation With consultancies and their clients becoming more digital and virtual by 2030, geography will be much less 
important than it is currently. Consultants will need language, communication, and cultural skills to succeed in a 
global environment.

Internet of Things Gives more opportunities for consultants to connect with clients and their supply chains. This has implications for 
developing client relationship management skills.

Robotics Clients will want human consulting support in framing the questions and advising humans on how to use the 
knowledge.

Table 1: Consulting Skills for 2030
Source: Author’s summary of the findings of the research undertaken by the Centre for Management Consulting Excellence (2019). 
Their report provides an explanation of each driver of change and the implications on the skills which consultants will need by 2030.
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The speed of change within the profession 
suggests further horizon scanning is needed 
to assess future drivers. For example, since the 
completion of the above study, the application 
of Artificial Intelligence within consulting 
has progressed rapidly.  Artificial Intelligence 
software tools are helping some consultants 
perform routine tasks (e.g., project management, 
research, and data analysis). There are of course 
ethical issues associated with the use of Artificial 
Intelligence for consultancy projects which must 
be considered.

Predicting what the profession will look like in 
five – let alone ten – years’ time is extremely 
difficult. You only have to consider the growth and 
impact of Artificial Intelligence over the past three 
years to wonder what the next three years might 
bring. However, attempts should be made by 
universities to ensure their courses are as relevant 
as possible.

The Role of Universities in Skills 
Development
There has been a debate about the role of higher 
education and whether it should be a means 
to an end by helping students get worthwhile 
employment or an end in itself by developing 
intellectually well-rounded individuals (Tight, 
2023). While acknowledging this important 
debate, it is outside the scope of this article other 
than noting that the debate might be particularly 
relevant in business and management subject 
areas where employability outcomes are often key 
to student expectations (e.g., students studying 
a management consultancy or other business/
management course to gain employment as a 
consultant ). 

Many universities promote the skills students will 
learn and develop on their courses. In some cases, 
this approach is aligned with employability models 
such as the CareerEDGE model of graduate 
employability which was developed by Dacre 
Pool and Sewell (2007). This model is intended to 
enhance student employability through: (1) career 
development learning; (2) experience (including 
work experience); (3) degree subject knowledge, 

understanding and skills; (4) generic skills; and (5) 
emotional intelligence. More generally, the British 
Academy conducted research which examined 
the issue of developing work-ready skills from the 
perspective of the universities and their curricula. 
They found the following (The British Academy, 
2021: p. 43):  

‘While different institutions placed varying levels 
of emphasis on different skill sets, they largely 
encompassed similar groupings of soft skills 
(leadership, critical thinking and intercultural/
global fluency) and hard skills (data analysis, 
digital technologies and languages).’

However, research suggests that employers think 
many graduates leave higher education without 
having the requisite skills to be work-ready. The 
Chartered Management Institute (2021) found 
that 80% of employers believed graduates lack 
core employability skills such as self-management 
and motivation, digital communication, creating 
a digital brand or profile, and networking 
effectively. They suggested that this skills 
gap should become even more apparent in an 
increasingly hybrid and digital workplace. Their 
report suggests that universities should embed 
these and other relevant skills at the start of their 
courses, enabling students not only to develop 
them but also to demonstrate and sell them to 
prospective employers. While many university 
business and management schools are already 
doing this through skills-based learning objectives 
and pedagogical approaches such as experiential 
learning including problem-solving scenarios, 
group projects, work placements, and industry-
relevant assessments (e.g., consulting reports 
and mock client presentations), the findings of the 
Chartered Management Institute research suggest 
that more can be done. 

What does this all suggest? Universities offering 
management consulting and related courses 
need to be agile with curricula that respond 
and adapt - as far as is practicable - in line with 
the dynamic nature of the industry. Students 
also need to have the opportunity to tailor their 
learning and development needs around their 
skillset requirements. This should then enhance 

their employability.

The Proposed Research
Within the above context, research will be 
conducted to answer the following questions:

1.	 What skills will management consultants 
need in the future to be successful?

2.	 How can universities design and deliver 
curricula that will help their students develop 
these skills to make them more work-ready 
and employable?

Although practising management consultants 
have degrees from a wide range of disciplines, 
the focus of this research will be on postgraduate 
and undergraduate business and management 
courses3 given the following:

•	 The Centre for Management Consulting 
Excellence (2024) identified 11 UK-based 
Masters’ level degrees with management 
consulting / consulting / consultancy in the 
title. In addition, there are many business and 
management courses – at both postgraduate 
and undergraduate levels – which offer 
consultancy modules as a core component or 
elective option, including consultancy-style 
projects or work placements.

•	 Business and management are the most 
popular subject areas in UK Higher Education 
accounting for 595,620 students, or 21% 
of the c. 2.9 million total undergraduate and 
postgraduate students in 2023/24 (Higher 
Education Student Statistics, 2025).  The 
subject area includes postgraduate and 
undergraduate courses in general business 
and management, marketing, human 
resource management, finance, accounting, 
and sector-specific management courses 
such as travel and tourism. The subject area 
has also grown as the number of students 
increased by one-quarter between 2021/22 
and 2023/24 (Higher Education Student 
Statistics, 2025). 
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  Element   Approach

Research aim To explore how UK universities can prepare graduates to be more work-ready and employable within the future UK management consulting industry.

Research design and 
approach

Following a review of the UK and international management consulting skills and university curriculum development literatures, qualitative research will be completed. 
This will involve semi-structured interviews to gain in-depth views and insights from industry professionals.

Participants The following will be invited to participate:

•	 Representatives of UK management consulting industry trade bodies and networks. For example, the Management Consultancies Association, Chartered 
Management Institute, Centre for Management Consulting Excellence, and the British Academy of Management’s Consulting Network. It will be important to 
understand if these organisations are conducting any similar research, as well as get their input into this study.

•	 Representatives of UK-based management consultancies – such as Partners and Directors - to gather their views on the future services they will need to provide 
for their clients and the implications this will have on the skill sets of their consultants.

•	 Deans and other senior academics responsible for UK-based postgraduate degrees in management consulting, MBAs, and other business and management 
courses which include consultancy modules. Their thoughts on the challenges and opportunities associated with adapting their curricula to ensure their students 
are work-ready and more employable will be explored.

Sampling strategy A purposive sampling strategy will be used. Participants will be selected for their relevant knowledge and experience. Management consultants will be invited based 
on their involvement in developing consulting services. Academics will be selected due to their curriculum design responsibilities.

Data analysis methods Interviews will be analysed using thematic analysis. The findings will be compared and contrasted with the existing literature. While generalisation of the findings will 
not be possible (due to purposive sampling), the analysis seeks to generate practical and actionable insights and recommendations for universities.

Ethical considerations Given the researcher’s role as a practicing management consultant, this requires ethical management. Participants will be fully informed of the researcher’s 
background, the academic purpose of the study, and the confidential nature of all data collected. Informed consent will be obtained, and data will be anonymised.

Output and impact The output will be a paper submitted to the Management Consulting Journal.
Not only should the outputs of this research be of interest to universities, but it could also be of value to: (1) the recruitment practices of management consultancies 
(to inform recruitment strategies and ensure that new joiners - whether they are in junior or more experienced roles - possess relevant skills); (2) the learning and 
development teams of management consultancies (to inform the design of internal professional development programmes, ensuring that these reflect evolving client 
demands); (3) individual management consultants (to support ongoing personal and professional development by highlighting future skill requirements); and (4) 
Chartered Management Consultant Award (it could provide additional evidence to enhance the Chartered Management Consultant Award Competency Framework).

Timescales Key stages of the research will be the literature review, participant selection and recruitment, data collection, thematic analysis, and preparation of a paper which will 
be submitted to this journal in 2027

Table 2: Proposed Research Methodology

3 Business and management encompass undergraduate and postgraduate subject areas such as business studies, management studies, accountancy, finance, marketing, and human resource management. Also included are sector-specific courses such as tourism management (British Academy, 2021).

The proposed research methodology is summarised in Table 2, below.
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Conclusions
The UK management consulting industry is 
exciting and dynamic, but it can also be highly 
competitive to find employment. This article has 
laid the foundations for future research into the 
skills which graduates should develop to make 
themselves more employable, and the critical role 
which will be played by universities in assisting 
with this.

If you are a representative of a management 
consulting trade body or network, management 
consultancy, or university business school and are 
interested in participating in this research, please 
contact the author.
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Crossing the Chasms: Dynamic Coherence as a Meta-Capability for Scaling Boutique PSFs

Joe O’Mahoney

Abstract
Boutique professional service firms (PSFs) face 
predictable growth "chasms" at critical revenue 
thresholds where previously successful practices 
become constraints on further development. 
Drawing on comparative case studies of four 
consultancies and integrating practitioner insights 
with academic theory, this paper identifies 
Dynamic Coherence - the organisational meta-
capability to orchestrate aligned evolution across 
strategy, structure, systems, and culture - as 
the critical differentiator enabling successful 
transitions through growth inflection points. We 
delineate four key thresholds faced by boutique 
PSFs: the founder's limit (~£2m), the systems 
barrier (~£6-10m), the platform challenge 
(~£10-20m), and the market leadership transition 
(~£20m+). Unlike existing growth models that 
primarily identify what changes are needed at 
each stage, our framework explains how firms 
successfully implement these transformations 
whilst maintaining organisational identity and 
coherence. We demonstrate that dynamic 
coherence operates through three mechanisms: 
multi-dimensional coordination of change 
initiatives, temporal alignment of transformation 
pace, and preservation of core identity through 
evolution. 

Introduction
The growth trajectory of professional service 
firms rarely follows a smooth, linear path. Instead, 
as these knowledge-intensive organisations 
expand, they encounter a series of inflection 
points where the very practices that enabled 
their initial success become barriers to further 
development (Greiner, 1972; Empson and 
Chapman, 2018). This pattern is particularly 
pronounced in boutique PSFs - consultancies, 
advisory firms, agencies, and other professional 
practices typically operating below £50 million 
in annual revenue - where growth transitions 
manifest as distinct "chasms" that firms must 
cross to continue scaling.

Recent research has identified predictable 
revenue thresholds at which these inflection 
points typically occur. Around £2 million in 
annual fees, founder-led models reach their limits 
as personal bandwidth becomes constrained 
(Empson and Chapman, 2018). Between £6-
10 million, informal systems and processes 
that sufficed for smaller operations become 
inadequate for managing increased complexity 
(Gardner, 2020). As firms approach £10-20 
million, they require fundamental shifts toward 
professional management structures and scalable 
platforms (Morris and Malhotra, 2022). Beyond 
£20 million, market positioning and competitive 
dynamics demand strategic clarity and thought 
leadership investment to compete effectively 
against larger rivals (von Nordenflycht, 2022).

Whilst these thresholds are increasingly well-
documented in both academic literature and 
practitioner accounts, a critical gap remains in our 
understanding: existing frameworks effectively 
identify what changes are needed at each 
stage but offer limited guidance on how firms 
successfully implement these transformations. 
The evidence suggests that many boutique PSFs 
plateau at these inflection points or experience 
painful regressions, indicating that simply 
knowing what changes to make is insufficient. 
The quality and coherence of execution appear to 
be the differentiating factor between firms that 
successfully scale and those that stagnate.

This paper addresses this gap by proposing 
that successful scaling depends fundamentally 
on what we term Dynamic Coherence: the 
organisational meta-capability to evolve multiple 
dimensions of the firm in coordinated alignment 
whilst preserving strategic and cultural unity. 
Dynamic coherence extends beyond the concept 
of dynamic capabilities (Teece, 2007), which 
emphasises adaptation and reconfiguration, by 
specifically focusing on the orchestrated nature of 
multi-dimensional change and the maintenance of 
organisational identity through transformation. It 
explains why some firms implementing ostensibly 
similar changes achieve breakthrough growth 
whilst others fragment or fail.

Through interviews with successful consultancy 
founders and comparative case analysis of four 
consultancies navigating successive growth 
thresholds, the paper develops a comprehensive 
framework for understanding how dynamic 
coherence enables successful transitions. 
The analysis reveals that firms possessing 
strong dynamic coherence approach growth 
challenges not as isolated problems requiring 
discrete solutions, but as systemic inflection 
points demanding coordinated evolution across 
leadership, systems, culture, and strategy. This 
holistic approach to transformation, we argue, 
constitutes the critical difference between scaling 
success and failure in boutique professional 
service firms.

The paper makes three primary contributions to 
the literature on professional service firms. First, 
it articulates specific revenue-linked growth 
thresholds relevant to the boutique segment, 
providing granular insight into an under-studied 
portion of the professional services sector. 
Second, it conceptualises dynamic coherence 
as a distinct meta-capability that explains 
variance in growth outcomes, addressing the 
gap between identifying necessary changes 
and implementing them successfully. Third, it 
demonstrates empirically how this capability 
enables firms to evolve whilst maintaining the 
cultural and strategic coherence that underpins 
their competitive advantage. 

Literature Review
Growth Stages and Inflection Points in 
Professional Service Firms

Professional service firms operate with 
fundamentally different growth dynamics than 
product-based businesses due to their reliance 
on human capital, knowledge intensity, and 
the bespoke nature of client services (von 
Nordenflycht, 2010). These characteristics 
create unique scaling challenges: expertise 
cannot be easily codified or replicated, quality 
depends heavily on individual professionals, and 
client relationships are often personal rather 
than institutional. Consequently, PSF growth 
requires careful navigation of tensions between 

standardisation and customisation, leverage and 
quality, and efficiency and effectiveness.

Foundational work on organisational growth by 
Greiner (1972) identified that firms progress 
through evolutionary periods of steady growth 
punctuated by revolutionary crises requiring 
fundamental change. Each crisis - of leadership, 
autonomy, control, red tape, and growth - 
demands different organisational responses. 
Whilst Greiner's model was not specific to 
professional services, subsequent research has 
identified analogous patterns in PSFs with sector-
specific characteristics.

Empson and Chapman (2018) provide detailed 
analysis of what they term the "founder's limit" 
in professional firms, typically manifesting when 
firms reach approximately 10-15 professionals or 
£1.5-2 million in annual revenues. At this point, 
the founding partner's capacity to personally 
manage all client relationships, oversee quality 
control, and drive business development 
becomes overwhelmed. The firm faces a critical 
choice: remain small and lifestyle-oriented, 
or fundamentally restructure leadership and 
delegation mechanisms. Their research indicates 
that many firms fail to navigate this transition 
successfully, either remaining permanently 
subscale or experiencing quality problems and 
client defections as founders struggle to maintain 
control.

Concerning larger firms, Gardner's (2020) work 
identifies a second threshold around £5-10 
million in revenue, which he characterises as 
the "professionalisation imperative." At this 
scale, typically involving 25-50 professionals, 
firms require formal infrastructure that smaller 
organisations can operate without: customer 
relationship management systems, standardised 
project methodologies, systematic knowledge 
management, structured financial controls, and 
defined career progression frameworks. The 
challenge is not merely technical implementation 
but cultural transformation: moving from an 
informal, entrepreneurial culture to one that 
embraces necessary process discipline whilst 
maintaining agility and innovation.
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As firms approach £10-20 million in revenue, 
encompassing roughly 50-150 professionals, 
Morris and Malhotra (2022) document the 
emergence of what they term "structural 
complexity challenges." The partnership or 
founder-led governance models that served 
smaller firms become inadequate for coordinating 
multiple service lines, offices, or practice areas. 
Firms at this stage typically require injection 
of professional management expertise - chief 
financial officers, human resources directors, 
chief operating officers - who bring specialised 
skills that founding professionals often lack. 
This transition frequently creates tension as 
partners must cede operational control to non-
partner managers, fundamentally altering power 
dynamics within the firm.

Beyond £20 million, von Nordenflycht (2022) 
identifies strategic positioning as the primary 
challenge. Firms at this scale can no longer 
operate below the competitive radar; they 
must establish clear differentiation from both 
smaller boutiques and larger competitors. This 
typically requires significant investment in 
thought leadership, brand building, and capability 
development to establish market leadership in 
chosen niches. Geographic expansion decisions 
become critical, with firms needing to determine 
whether to deepen presence in existing markets 
or expand internationally. Governance structures 
must evolve to handle multi-office coordination 
whilst maintaining cultural cohesion.

Research by Greenwood and Morris (2023) 
synthesises these stage models, noting that 
successful progression through each threshold 
requires not just implementing specific changes 
but managing the interdependencies between 
different organisational elements. They observe 
that firms often fail by addressing symptoms 
rather than root causes, implementing piecemeal 
solutions rather than systemic transformation. 
This observation points toward the need for 
a more holistic understanding of how firms 
successfully navigate growth transitions.

Theoretical Foundations: Alignment, 
Adaptation, and Coherence

The organisational alignment literature, 
originating with Nadler and Tushman's (1980) 
congruence model, establishes that performance 
depends on fit between strategy, structure, 
processes, and people. In static environments, 
achieving alignment might be a one-time 
exercise. However, growth represents continuous 
environmental change, requiring dynamic 
realignment. Each increase in scale alters the 
organisational context, potentially disrupting 
previously effective alignments. Professional 
service firms face particular alignment challenges 
because their "production process" depends 
heavily on professional judgment and client 
relationships that resist standardisation.

The dynamic capabilities perspective, articulated 
by Teece (2007), provides a framework for 
understanding how organisations sense 
opportunities and threats, seize opportunities 
through resource reconfiguration, and 
maintain competitiveness through continuous 
transformation. In the PSF context, dynamic 
capabilities might include the ability to recognise 
when current practices are becoming constraints, 
mobilise resources for transformation, and 
implement change whilst maintaining operational 
continuity. However, the dynamic capabilities 
literature has primarily focused on adaptation 
to external market changes rather than internal 
growth transitions.

Critical to understanding PSF growth is 
recognising the central role of culture and identity. 
Empson's (2022) extensive research on leading 
professionals demonstrates that PSFs are not 
merely economic entities but social systems with 
strong cultural norms and professional identities. 
Changes that violate these norms or threaten 
professional autonomy often fail regardless of 
economic logic. Gardner (2015) documents 
how attempts to implement seemingly rational 
changes - such as knowledge management 
systems or cross-selling initiatives - frequently fail 
in PSFs because they conflict with cultural values 
of individual expertise and client ownership.

The concept of institutional logics, applied 
to PSFs by Greenwood and Morris (2023), 
suggests that professional firms operate 
under multiple, sometimes competing logics: 
professional excellence, commercial success, 
and organisational efficiency. Growth transitions 
often involve shifts in the balance between these 
logics, creating internal tension. For instance, 
implementing standardised processes (efficiency 
logic) may conflict with professional autonomy 
(professional logic), whilst aggressive growth 
targets (commercial logic) may compromise 
service quality (professional logic).

What emerges from synthesising these 
theoretical perspectives is the recognition that 
successful PSF growth requires more than 
implementing best practices or following stage 
models. It demands the capability to orchestrate 
multiple simultaneous changes whilst maintaining 
essential coherence. This observation leads us 
to propose dynamic coherence as the meta-
capability that enables successful navigation of 
growth transitions.

The Gap: From Identifying to Implementing 
Change

Despite extensive documentation of growth 
stages and required changes, the literature 
offers limited guidance on implementation. 
Most frameworks are descriptive rather than 
prescriptive, identifying what successful firms look 
like at different stages without explaining how 
they achieved these configurations. Practitioner-
oriented literature often provides tactical advice 
- implement a CRM, hire senior professionals, 
develop methodologies - without addressing the 
orchestration challenge of coordinating multiple 
changes.

This implementation gap is particularly 
problematic in PSFs where changes cannot 
be mandated through hierarchical authority. 
Professional autonomy, partnership governance, 
and the need for consensus make change 
management more complex than in corporate 
settings. Moreover, the interconnected nature of 
professional service delivery means that changes 
in one area quickly affect others, requiring 

systemic rather than piecemeal approaches.

Theory Development: Dynamic 
Coherence as a Meta-Capability
Defining Dynamic Coherence

Building on the literature review and preliminary 
case evidence, we define Dynamic Coherence as 
the organisational meta-capability to continuously 
evolve multiple dimensions of the firm in 
coordinated alignment whilst preserving strategic 
and cultural unity through growth transitions. 
This capability operates at a higher level than 
specific competencies like project management 
or business development; it represents the firm's 
ability to orchestrate transformation across all 
organisational dimensions.

Dynamic coherence comprises three interrelated 
components:

Multi-dimensional Coordination involves 
synchronising changes across strategy, structure, 
systems, and culture rather than implementing 
isolated initiatives. When a firm refines its 
strategic focus, it simultaneously adjusts 
hiring profiles, training programmes, marketing 
messages, and performance metrics to align with 
the new direction. This coordination prevents the 
common failure mode where strategy proclaims 
one direction whilst operations continue in 
another. For instance, a firm declaring focus on 
digital transformation whilst maintaining reward 
systems that incentivise traditional services will 
experience internal conflict and market confusion 
(all successful cases did this).

Temporal Alignment refers to the appropriate 
pacing and sequencing of changes to enable 
organisational absorption without overwhelming 
capacity for change. This involves recognising 
that organisations have finite change capacity and 
that poorly timed initiatives can create "change 
fatigue" or operational disruption. Successful firms 
demonstrate sensitivity to timing: implementing 
foundational changes before dependent ones, 
allowing time for adoption before introducing 
additional changes, and recognising when the 
organisation needs stability to consolidate gains. 
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Temporal alignment also involves anticipating 
future needs and beginning preparations before 
crises emerge (see Baringa for an example).

Identity Preservation encompasses maintaining 
core values and strategic essence whilst evolving 
organisational form. This does not mean resisting 
all change but rather ensuring that evolution 
strengthens rather than dilutes what makes 
the firm distinctive. A consultancy known for 
analytical rigour must maintain that reputation 
whilst scaling; a firm valued for entrepreneurial 
culture must preserve that spirit whilst adding 
necessary structure. Identity preservation requires 
distinguishing between core elements that must 
be maintained and peripheral practices that can 
be modified or abandoned (see Elixirr for an 
example).

Distinguishing Dynamic Coherence from 
Related Concepts

Dynamic coherence is distinct from but related 
to several established concepts. Unlike dynamic 
capabilities (Teece, 2007), which focus on 
sensing, seizing, and reconfiguring, dynamic 
coherence specifically addresses the coordination 
challenge of multi-dimensional change. A firm 
might possess strong dynamic capabilities to 
identify opportunities and mobilise resources but 
still fail if changes are poorly coordinated.

It differs from change management capability, 
which typically focuses on implementing specific 
initiatives. Dynamic coherence operates at 
a meta-level, orchestrating multiple change 
initiatives whilst maintaining systemic coherence. 
Change management might successfully 
implement a new CRM system; dynamic 
coherence ensures that CRM implementation 
aligns with broader transformations in sales 
processes, organisational structure, and 
performance management.

Organisational ambidexterity addresses the 
exploitation-exploration tension but does not 
specifically address the coordination challenge 
during growth transitions. Dynamic coherence 
enables ambidexterity by ensuring that 
exploration of new approaches complements 

rather than conflicts with exploitation of existing 
capabilities.

Revenue-Based Growth Thresholds Framework

Our analysis identifies four critical thresholds 
where boutique PSFs must fundamentally 
reconfigure their operating models:

Threshold 1: The Founder's Limit (~£2 million) 

At approximately £2 million in revenue, typically 
with 10-15 professionals, founder-centric 
models reach their breaking point. The founding 
partner cannot simultaneously manage all client 
relationships, oversee service delivery, drive 
business development, and handle administrative 
responsibilities. The organisation must transition 
from hub-and-spoke to distributed leadership, 
requiring fundamental changes in decision-
making, client management, and organisational 
structure. Key challenges include founders 
learning to delegate without abdicating 
responsibility, developing other leaders without 
creating confusion, and maintaining quality 
without personal oversight of everything.

Threshold 2: The Systems Barrier  
(~£6-10 million) 

Between £6-10 million, with roughly 30-50 
professionals, informal coordination mechanisms 
fail. The firm requires professional infrastructure: 
formal sales processes, standardised 
methodologies, knowledge management 
systems, financial controls, and human resource 
practices. The challenge extends beyond technical 
implementation to cultural transformation—
professionals who thrived in informal 
environments must embrace process discipline. 
Resistance often emerges from those who view 
systematisation as bureaucracy that will stifle 
creativity and responsiveness.

Threshold 3: The Platform Challenge  
(~£10-20 million) 

Approaching £10-20 million with 50-150 
professionals, firms must build truly scalable 
platforms. This requires injecting professional 
management expertise through C-suite 

appointments, separating governance from 
management, developing multi-layered talent 
models, and implementing enterprise-grade 
systems. The partnership model that served 
smaller scale must evolve toward corporate 
structures whilst maintaining professional service 
culture. Cultural challenges intensify as the 
firm becomes too large for everyone to know 
everyone, requiring deliberate culture-building 
mechanisms.

Threshold 4: Market Leadership Transition (~£20 
million+) 

Beyond £20 million, firms must establish 
distinctive market positioning to compete 
effectively with larger rivals. This requires 
significant investment in thought leadership and 
intellectual capital, selective competition based on 
distinctive capabilities, sophisticated governance 
for multi-office coordination, and careful balance 
between specialisation and growth. The firm can 
no longer rely solely on founder relationships or 
regional presence; it needs institutional market 
position.

Each threshold represents not merely incremental 
growth but qualitative transformation in 
organisational complexity. The changes 
required are interdependent—attempting 
leadership changes without supporting systems, 
or implementing systems without cultural 
preparation, typically fails. This interdependence 
makes dynamic coherence essential for successful 
transitions.

Methodology
Research Design

This research employs a qualitative, inductive, 
methodology appropriate for theory building in 
complex organisational contexts (Eisenhardt, 
1989; Yin, 2014). Given the exploratory nature 
of our research question, how do boutique PSFs 
successfully navigate growth transitions, our 
combination of interviews with 35 CEOs who 
had successfully scaled their firms provided the 
detailed, contextual understanding necessary for 
developing theoretical insights.

The themes identified are illustrated through four 
cases selected through theoretical sampling to 
represent firms at different growth thresholds. 
Selection criteria included: (1) boutique 
professional service firms that had experienced 
significant growth; (2) firms that had navigated 
at least one major threshold; (3) availability of 
senior leadership for in-depth interviews; and (4) 
willingness to share detailed growth experiences. 
The cases were anonymised as Alpha, Beta, 
Gamma, and Delta to ensure confidentiality whilst 
enabling rich description. It should be noted that 
the author was board or strategic advisor at three 
of the case-studies.

Data Collection

Data collection involved multiple sources to 
enable triangulation:

•	 Primary Interviews: Semi-structured 
interviews with founders, CEOs, or senior 
partners lasting 60-120 minutes. Interview 
protocols explored growth history, critical 
incidents at inflection points, decisions 
made and their rationales, implementation 
challenges and solutions, and reflections on 
success factors. Interviews were recorded 
and transcribed, generating over 200 pages 
of primary data.

•	 Documentary Evidence: Internal documents 
including organisational charts showing 
structural evolution, strategy presentations 
outlining growth plans, financial data 
confirming revenue trajectories, and cultural 
artefacts such as values statements and 
employee communications.

•	 Secondary Sources: Published case studies, 
press releases, industry reports, and media 
coverage providing external perspective on 
firm development.

•	 Validation Workshop: A half-day workshop 
with leaders from case firms and other 
boutique PSFs to discuss preliminary 
findings, validate interpretations, and refine 
theoretical concepts.
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Data Analysis

Analysis followed established case study 
protocols combining within-case and cross-
case analysis (Yin, 2014). Within-case analysis 
involved constructing detailed chronological 
narratives for each firm, identifying critical 
incidents and decision points, coding for 
growth challenges and responses, and mapping 
evidence of coordination or fragmentation during 
transitions.

Cross-case analysis identified patterns through 
systematic comparison: common challenges at 
similar revenue thresholds, variations in response 
strategies, factors associated with successful 
versus problematic transitions, and evidence of 
dynamic coherence mechanisms. We employed 
abductive reasoning, iterating between empirical 
evidence and theoretical concepts to refine our 
understanding of dynamic coherence.

Case Finding
Case Alpha:  
Breaking the Founder's Limit (£1m to £3m)

Alpha Consulting exemplified the classic 
founder's limit challenge. Founded by a finance 
sector expert, the firm grew rapidly through 
personal networks to £2 million revenue with 
10 consultants. However, growth then stalled 
dramatically as the founder became overwhelmed 
trying to maintain personal control over all 
aspects of the business.

"I was working 70-hour weeks and still felt 
things slipping through the cracks," the founder 
recalled. "Quality was starting to suffer, we were 
missing opportunities, and I was burning out. 
Something had to change fundamentally."

The transformation began with what the founder 
described as a "moment of clarity" - recognising 
that incremental adjustments were insufficient. 
Working with an external mentor, Alpha 
developed a coordinated transformation plan 
addressing multiple dimensions simultaneously.

Leadership restructuring involved promoting two 
senior consultants to Engagement Manager roles 

with full project authority. Rather than abrupt 
delegation, the transition was carefully managed 
through co-introductions to clients, gradual 
responsibility transfer, and extensive coaching 
support. Critically, this was not merely a structural 
change but involved mindset shifts for everyone 
involved.

Strategic focus accompanied delegation. Through 
facilitated workshops, the team identified their 
core strength in financial services strategy 
and decided to decline opportunistic projects 
outside this domain. This focus enabled clearer 
positioning, more efficient capability development, 
and higher win rates on targeted opportunities.

Systems implementation supported both changes. 
A simple CRM system enabled distributed 
client management whilst maintaining visibility. 
Standardised project methodologies ensured 
consistent quality without founder oversight. 
These were introduced gradually with extensive 
training, framing them as enablers rather than 
constraints.

Cultural evolution was carefully managed 
throughout. The founder consistently 
communicated that the changes aimed to 
preserve what made Alpha successful - 
excellence in financial services consulting - whilst 
enabling sustainable growth. Regular team 
sessions reinforced cultural values whilst adapting 
practices for larger scale.

The coordinated nature of these changes - what 
we identify as dynamic coherence - proved 
critical. Each element reinforced others: strategic 
focus made delegation easier by clarifying 
boundaries; systems supported distributed 
leadership; cultural communication maintained 
cohesion through change. Within 18 months, 
Alpha reached £3.5 million revenue with improved 
margins and client satisfaction.

Case Beta: 
Navigating the Systems Barrier (£5m to £8m)

Beta Advisors, a digital transformation 
consultancy, had grown to £6 million revenue 
through entrepreneurial energy and technical 
excellence. With 30 consultants operating 

informally, the firm prided itself on agility and 
minimal bureaucracy. However, this informality 
increasingly created problems: project overruns 
went unnoticed, resource allocation was chaotic, 
and knowledge sharing was minimal.

The partners recognised the need for greater 
structure but faced strong cultural resistance: 

"We had built our identity around being anti-
bureaucratic," one partner explained. "People 
joined us to escape big firm processes. The 
challenge was adding structure without killing 
what made us special."

Beta's response demonstrated sophisticated 
understanding of dynamic coherence. Rather than 
imposing systems, they orchestrated a cultural 
evolution that reframed systematisation as 
enabling rather than constraining.

The CRM implementation became a case study 
in aligned change. Instead of positioning it as 
a sales tool, leadership framed it as enabling 
collaboration - helping consultants identify cross-
selling opportunities and share client insights. 
Early wins were celebrated publicly, and adoption 
was supported through peer coaching rather than 
top-down mandates. The system was customised 
to fit Beta's collaborative culture rather than 
forcing cultural change to fit the system.

Delivery methodology development followed 
similar principles. Rather than importing external 
frameworks, Beta formed a working group of 
respected consultants to codify their own best 
practices. The resulting "Beta Delivery Playbook" 
was positioned as capturing what made them 
successful rather than imposing new constraints. 
It remained a living document with regular 
updates based on project learnings, maintaining 
the sense of continuous improvement central to 
Beta's culture.

Talent development initiatives addressed growing 
concerns about junior consultant preparation. 
Quarterly training sessions and formal mentoring 
programmes were introduced but carefully 
designed to preserve informality. Sessions 
included social elements, senior consultants 
shared war stories alongside technical training, 

and mentoring relationships were encouraged to 
extend beyond formal parameters.

Throughout these changes, leadership maintained 
careful balance between structure and culture. 
Office layout remained open, weekly social 
lunches continued, and hierarchy remained 
minimal in daily interactions. One consultant 
captured the success: "Somehow we got more 
organised without becoming a different company. 
We still feel entrepreneurial, just more effective."

Beta grew to £8 million with improved profitability 
and was then sold to a larger firm. Project margins 
increased through better resource allocation, 
client satisfaction improved through consistent 
delivery, and employee engagement remained 
high despite increased structure. The case 
demonstrates how dynamic coherence enables 
firms to add necessary systems whilst preserving 
cultural essence.

Case Gamma: 
Building a Scalable Platform (£12m to £20m)

Gamma Partners, a retail operations consultancy, 
had reached £12 million revenue with 60 
consultants through organic growth. The 
five founding partners managed everything 
collectively whilst maintaining active client 
portfolios. However, operational complexity was 
overwhelming this model: financial planning was 
perpetually delayed, HR issues were handled 
inconsistently, and strategic decisions were 
postponed due to operational firefighting.

"We realised we were trying to run a £12 million 
business like it was still a £3 million business," 
reflected the managing partner. "Something 
had to give—either our growth ambitions or our 
operating model."

Gamma's transformation represented a 
fundamental shift from partnership to corporate 
structure, requiring careful orchestration to 
maintain cultural cohesion. The decision to hire 
external executives (a COO, a Finance Director, 
and a Chief Commercial Officer) was particularly 
sensitive given the partnership culture.
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Executive recruitment focused as much on cultural 
fit as technical competence. The selected COO 
had consulting experience but was known for 
collaborative leadership. The Finance Director 
brought corporate expertise but demonstrated 
respect for professional service culture. Both were 
introduced through transparent communication 
explaining how they would support rather than 
supplant partner leadership. Two CCOs were 
recruited over a period of two years, but both 
were sacked, primarily for not fitting with the 
culture.

Governance evolution created clear decision rights 
whilst maintaining partner influence. An advisory 
board combining owners and external experts 
provided introductions and insights to support 
growth, and the more democratic (slower!) 
consensual decision-making was dropped in 
favour of a clear CEO role. 

Systems transformation under COO leadership 
was comprehensive but carefully paced. PSA 
implementation was customised to Gamma's 
project model and supported with extensive 
training. Financial reporting was professionalised 
with monthly management accounts and quarterly 
business reviews. Performance management 
was standardised with clear career paths and 
transparent promotion criteria. Each change was 
introduced with clear explanation of benefits and 
extensive support for adoption.

Cultural reinforcement intensified alongside 
structural changes. Recognising that growth 
threatened cultural dilution, Gamma launched 
an explicit culture programme. Values 
were articulated through employee input, 
communicated through stories and examples, 
and reinforced through hiring and promotion 
decisions. New rituals like annual retreats and 
quarterly town halls created connection points 
across the growing organisation.

The orchestrated nature of Gamma's 
transformation exemplified dynamic coherence. 
Structural changes were balanced with 
cultural investment, systems implementation 
was accompanied by capability building, and 
governance evolution maintained stakeholder 

engagement. Despite one partner departing - 
uncomfortable with reduced autonomy - the 
firm successfully scaled to £20 million within 
two years with improved margins and employee 
satisfaction.

Case Delta: 
Achieving Market Leadership (£25m to £35m)

Delta Consulting Group, a healthcare specialist 
with £25 million revenue and 150 consultants, 
faced different challenges than earlier-stage firms. 
Having successfully built scalable operations, 
Delta now needed to establish market leadership 
to compete with larger rivals. The firm was 
increasingly caught between boutique positioning 
and tier-one competition without the advantages 
of either.

Strategic refocusing began with difficult choices. 
After extensive analysis, Delta decided to 
concentrate exclusively on healthcare provider 
consulting, divesting peripheral services that 
diluted focus. This was not merely portfolio 
rationalisation but involved comprehensive 
realignment: capability development programmes 
were redesigned, hiring profiles were sharpened, 
marketing messages were refined, and 
performance metrics were adjusted to reinforce 
the strategic focus.

Thought leadership investment transformed 
Delta's market presence. Allocating 8% of 
revenue to knowledge development, they 
established a Research & Insights team 
combining rotational consultants with dedicated 
researchers. Output included an influential annual 
Healthcare Innovation Report, regular policy 
briefs cited by industry media, and academic 
partnerships producing peer-reviewed research. 
This investment was coordinated with business 
development—thought leadership themes aligned 
with service offerings, research findings informed 
client conversations, and publications supported 
proposal efforts.

International expansion was carefully orchestrated 
to maintain coherence. Rather than opportunistic 
growth, expansion followed existing clients into 
new markets. Cultural integration received equal 

attention to operational setup: staff exchanges 
built cross-office relationships, leadership rotation 
prevented geographic silos, and technology 
investments enabled seamless collaboration. Each 
new office was positioned as extending Delta's 
capabilities rather than creating local franchises.

Governance sophistication matched organisational 
complexity. A Global Executive Committee 
coordinated strategic decisions whilst local 
leadership maintained operational autonomy. 
Practice area leaders spanned geographies, 
preventing regional fragmentation. Decision 
rights were clearly defined but flexible enough to 
maintain agility. Partner compensation evolved 
to reward firm-wide contribution over individual 
performance, reinforcing collaborative culture.

The systematic nature of Delta's evolution 
demonstrated mature dynamic coherence 
capability. Every strategic decision triggered 
aligned operational changes. Market positioning 
investments were matched with capability 
development. Geographic expansion was 
balanced with cultural integration. By 2021, 
Delta had grown to £35 million revenue with 
strengthened market position—regularly winning 
against tier-one competitors in their specialty 
whilst maintaining the agility and culture that 
differentiated them from larger firms.

Discussion
Dynamic Coherence as a Critical Success Factor

Our case analysis and interviews reveal 
dynamic coherence as the distinguishing 
factor in successful growth transitions. All four 
firms faced similar challenges at comparable 
thresholds - founder limitations, systems 
requirements, platform building needs, market 
positioning imperatives. However, their ability to 
navigate these challenges depended critically on 
orchestrating multi-dimensional responses rather 
than implementing isolated solutions.

The evidence suggests that dynamic coherence 
operates through three primary mechanisms:

Systemic Thinking and Planning: Successful 
firms approached growth challenges holistically, 

recognising interdependencies between different 
organisational elements. Alpha's founder 
simultaneously refined strategy, implemented 
supporting systems, and managed cultural 
evolution. Delta didn't just invest in thought 
leadership but aligned it with capability 
development, business development, and 
strategic positioning. This systemic perspective 
enabled coordinated responses that were more 
than the sum of their parts.

Cultural Threading: Each successful 
transformation maintained cultural continuity 
through change. This didn't mean preserving 
all existing practices but rather identifying core 
cultural elements and finding new expressions 
suitable for larger scale. Beta preserved its 
entrepreneurial spirit whilst adding structure 
by involving consultants in developing new 
processes. Gamma maintained partnership ethos 
whilst introducing corporate management by 
carefully selecting culturally aligned executives 
and creating inclusive governance structures.

Narrative Coherence: Successful firms created 
compelling narratives that explained changes 
in terms of preserving and strengthening 
core identity. Changes were positioned not 
as departures from the past but as evolution 
enabling the firm to better achieve its 
fundamental purpose. Alpha framed delegation 
as enabling sustained excellence in financial 
services. Beta positioned systems as supporting 
collaborative effectiveness. These narratives 
provided meaning and direction through 
potentially disorienting transitions.

Theoretical Contributions and Implications

Our findings extend professional service firm 
theory in several important ways:

Growth thresholds: Whilst previous research 
identified general growth challenges, our 
framework provides specific, revenue-linked 
thresholds relevant to boutique firms. 
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This granularity enables more precise anticipation 
and preparation for upcoming transitions. The 
£2 million founder's limit, £6-10 million systems 
barrier, £10-20 million platform requirement, and 
£20+ million market positioning challenge provide 
concrete markers for planning transformations.

From what to how: Existing literature effectively 
identifies what changes are needed at different 
stages but provides limited guidance on 
implementation. Dynamic coherence fills this gap 
by explaining how successful firms orchestrate 
multi-dimensional change. This shifts focus from 
checklist approaches (implement CRM, hire CFO, 
develop methodology) to systemic transformation 
requiring coordinated evolution across all 
organisational dimensions.

Reconciling culture and structure: A persistent 
tension in PSF literature involves the apparent 
contradiction between maintaining professional 
service culture and implementing corporate 
structures. Our findings suggest this is a false 
dichotomy—through dynamic coherence, firms 
can add structure whilst preserving cultural 
essence. The key is ensuring that structural 
changes align with and support cultural values 
rather than conflicting with them.

Evolution of identity: Rather than viewing 
organisational identity as fixed or infinitely 
malleable, our analysis suggests that successful 
growth involves careful identity evolution—
maintaining core elements whilst adapting 
peripheral practices. This nuanced view helps 
explain why some firms successfully scale whilst 
others lose their distinctiveness or fragment 
during growth attempts.

Practical Implications for Leaders

The dynamic coherence framework offers 
practical guidance for PSF leaders navigating 
growth transitions:

Anticipate and prepare: Understanding 
predictable thresholds enables proactive 
preparation rather than reactive crisis 
management. Firms approaching £2 million 
should begin developing future leaders before 
founder bandwidth is exhausted. Those nearing 

£6-10 million should start cultural preparation for 
systematisation before informal coordination fails.

Think systemically: When planning changes, 
explicitly map interdependencies and required 
complementary actions. If implementing new 
systems, consider required cultural shifts, training 
needs, and governance adjustments. If refining 
strategy, align hiring, development, marketing, 
and operations accordingly.

Invest in cultural architecture: As firms grow, 
culture cannot be taken for granted but requires 
deliberate investment. This includes articulating 
values explicitly, creating rituals and connection 
points, designing physical and virtual spaces 
that reinforce culture, and ensuring hiring and 
promotion decisions strengthen cultural core.

Craft coherent narratives: Help stakeholders 
understand changes by connecting them to firm 
purpose and identity. Frame transformations 
as evolutionary steps that strengthen rather 
than abandon what makes the firm special. Use 
stories and examples that demonstrate continuity 
through change.

Build change capability: Develop leaders who 
can think holistically about the business, manage 
multiple stakeholder perspectives, and orchestrate 
complex transformations. This might involve 
external coaching, peer learning with other firms, 
or structured development programmes focusing 
on systemic thinking.

Monitor alignment: Regularly assess whether 
different organisational elements remain 
aligned. Use employee surveys, client feedback, 
and operational metrics to identify emerging 
misalignments before they become critical. Create 
forums for surfacing and addressing coordination 
challenges.

Limitations and Future Research

Several limitations bound our findings and 
suggest directions for future research:

Our qualitative methodology with four cases and 
interviews, whilst providing rich insight, limits 
statistical generalisation. Future research could 

test the dynamic coherence framework across 
larger samples, potentially developing quantitative 
measures of coherence and examining their 
relationship with growth outcomes.

The consulting focus, whilst enabling deep 
sector-specific insights, raises questions about 
transferability to other professional services. 
Legal, accounting, architecture, and engineering 
firms face similar growth challenges but operate 
under different regulatory and professional 
constraints. Comparative research could identify 
sector-specific variations in threshold timing and 
transition requirements.

Our retrospective approach, whilst necessary 
for studying completed transitions, introduces 
potential recall bias. Longitudinal research 
following firms through growth transitions in real-
time could provide more precise understanding of 
how dynamic coherence develops and operates.

The role of external factors - market conditions, 
competitive dynamics, technological change - was 
not systematically examined. Future research 
could investigate how external context influences 
the timing and nature of growth thresholds 
and the effectiveness of different coherence 
strategies.

Finally, boundary conditions for dynamic 
coherence remain unexplored. Does the concept 
apply equally to very small firms just starting 
growth journeys? How does it operate in very 
large PSFs beyond our £50 million threshold? 
Does it apply to firms pursuing different growth 
strategies such as rapid acquisition-based 
expansion versus organic growth?

Conclusion
Boutique professional service firms face 
predictable but challenging growth transitions 
at critical revenue thresholds. Successfully 
navigating these inflection points requires more 
than implementing best practices or following 
stage models—it demands the meta-capability we 
term dynamic coherence: orchestrating aligned 
evolution across all organisational dimensions 
whilst preserving strategic and cultural unity.

Through detailed analysis of firms crossing 
growth chasms, we demonstrate that dynamic 
coherence operates through systemic thinking 
that recognises interdependencies, cultural 
threading that maintains identity through change, 
and narrative coherence that provides meaning 
and direction. Firms possessing this capability 
successfully transform from founder-dependent 
practices to scalable institutions. Those 
lacking it fragment, plateau, or regress despite 
implementing ostensibly appropriate changes.

Our framework contributes to professional service 
firm theory by providing granular understanding 
of growth thresholds, explaining the "how" of 
successful transformation beyond identifying 
"what" changes are needed, and reconciling 
apparent tensions between cultural preservation 
and structural evolution. For practitioners, it offers 
concrete guidance for anticipating transitions, 
orchestrating systemic change, and building the 
leadership capabilities required for sustained 
growth.

The human challenge at the heart of PSF growth 
remains constant: how to become bigger and 
more sophisticated whilst maintaining the 
essence that made the firm successful. Dynamic 
coherence provides a pathway for managing 
this fundamental tension, enabling firms to build 
bridges across growth chasms rather than falling 
into them. As professional services continue 
evolving in response to technological change, 
globalisation, and shifting client demands, the 
ability to grow whilst maintaining coherence 
becomes increasingly vital for firm survival and 
success.

The journey from boutique to scale is neither 
linear nor predetermined. Each threshold 
presents choices about what to preserve and 
what to transform. Through dynamic coherence, 
firms can make these choices consciously and 
systematically, evolving in harmony rather than 
fragmenting through change. The chasms remain 
formidable, but they need not be fatal. 
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Crossing the Chasms: Dynamic Coherence as a Meta-Capability for Scaling Boutique PSFs (continued)

With dynamic coherence as guide, boutique 
professional service firms can transform growth 
challenges into gateways for sustainable 
development.
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