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GCC OVERVIEW
As if the lexicon of management weren’t 
already riddled with three-letter acronyms, 
2017 saw another one catapulted to the 
forefront of the collective consciousness of 
GCC consultants: MBS.

It’s hard to overstate the importance of Saudi 
Arabia to the health of the GCC consulting 
market, and it’s similarly hard to overstate the 
importance of Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman. In no other major consulting market 
does so much rest on one man. 

So far, the signs, for consultants at least, appear 
to be good: MBS might be courting controversy 
in various forms, but he’s also making a name 
for himself as an ambitious reformer, intent on 
building a post-oil Saudi Arabia. Indeed, the 
urgency with which he appears to be setting 
out to do that has allowed the consulting 
market to maintain and even increase its 
momentum at a time when many were openly 
wondering if it would do the opposite.

Not only that, but there’s a sense that things 
are starting to get a bit more serious—a sense 
bolstered by 2017’s detentions of high-ranking officials. But it’s probably fair to say 
that the greater threat to the idea of Saudi Arabia as a consulting gravy train comes 
from another prominent three-letter acronym: the NTP (National Transformation 
Program), which is hastening the shift from advice to implementation. 

Nevertheless, these are not the boom times they once were: The Saudi Arabian 
consulting market almost certainly picked up speed in 2017, but growth remains 
below the level at which it was before oil prices crashed. In fact, the steady stream 
of consultants boarding their planes in Dubai, bound for Riyadh, would do well to 
note that consulting market growth in the UAE is running at less than 1% below that 
of Saudi Arabia. Dubai’s Expo 2020 is helping that along, but so, just to add another 
three-letter acronym into the mix, is the introduction of VAT, as Gerard Gallagher at 
EY explains: “VAT is one of the biggest waves of demand in the region at the moment, 
and it will continue to drive consulting for at least the next 18 months. Businesses need 
to reconfigure their processes and their systems to ensure they have the right digital 
technology to be VAT compliant.”

All of that adds up to a fair degree of optimism across the region, despite smaller 
markets, most notably Qatar, continuing to disappoint. Many consulting leaders are 
suggesting that 2017 was the best year they’ve had in some time, and some are going 
even further than that: “2017 was our best year ever,” says Pedro Oliveira at Oliver 
Wyman. “The only reason we didn’t grow by even more than we did was because we 
couldn’t hire enough people.”

The uptick in consulting spend 
in the UAE and Saudi Arabia has 
helped mitigate any losses from 
Qatar.

Kushal Shah, Roland Berger

Our focus remains on the three 
main markets in the region: 
Saudi Arabia, UAE, and Qatar.

Anil Khurana, PwC
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Methodology

Sources
Our report is based on quantitative and qualitative research of consulting firms in the 
GCC. This includes:

Megamodel: our global consulting data model

The quantitative data contained in this report focuses on consulting done by mid- 
and large-sized consulting firms (those with more than 50 consultants) and typically 
includes work they have carried out for mid- and large-sized clients—what we at Source 
call “big consulting”. It therefore reflects the “addressable” market for the majority of 
mid- and large-sized consulting firms; we don’t try to track the long, thin tail of work 
done by very small firms for very small clients, nor the contractor market, as most 
readers of this report would not seek or be able to compete with this part of the market. 
Our analysts work out the addressable size of the market through desk research, 
identifying the number of firms that meet our criteria, and extrapolating from that to 
reach a figure for the market as a whole. 

Using this definition, we’ve built a bottom-up model of the global consulting market from 
the information we get from consulting firms and our own research, and we use it to 
size the industry and its growth rates. This is based on our global model which contains 
detailed data about almost 1,600 firms, plus higher-level estimates about a further 
400,000 firms, all with more than 50 consultants apiece, in addition to comprehensive 
primary research carried out by Source analysts. 

Please note that our 2016 baseline figures have changed slightly since last year, as we have 
refined and implemented improvements to our research methods. We have provided 
subscribers who bought last year’s report with a restated set of 2016 baseline figures. If 
you subscribed last year and haven't received this, please do get in touch with us. 

We should emphasise that there are no standard sources of definitions of data within 
geographies let alone between them. We are, however, confident that the richness of our 
qualitative data, combined with Source’s unparalleled industry expertise, means that our 
analysis fairly and accurately reflects the state of the market. 

All figures given in this report are in US dollars. For reference, Source is using the 
following exchange rates in our reports this year: 

 • US dollar to British pound $1 = £0.78

 • US dollar to euro $1 = €0.89

Client view

We interviewed 13 senior end users of consulting in the GCC to help us to build up 
a rich picture of how trends in the consulting market are playing out within clients’ 
organisations. Our conversations focus on the following areas:

 • What’s driving change in their organisation

 • How they are using consultants

 • Factors that affect the way clients work with consulting firms

 • What they value the most—and least—about working with consultants

We also carry out client surveys. We surveyed 297 senior clients of consulting firms 
across the GCC. All work in organisations with over 250 employees. 

Our survey asks clients similar questions about how they buy consulting services. 
In particular, this report draws on how they expect their expenditure on consulting 
services to change over 2018 and into 2019, and what initiatives they’ll be working 
on and how likely that is to drive consulting work. Their responses are just one of the 
factors that we take into account when forecasting future growth rates.

 

ABOUT THIS REPORT
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Survey respondents by sectorFigure 14
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Survey respondents by organisation size

Survey respondents by function
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Interviews with senior consultants

In addition to our quantitative research, we interviewed 28 very senior consultants 
(typically the most senior person in their country) from most of the leading consulting 
firms in the region and many smaller local specialists to understand more about 
how the consulting market is performing, and what the major trends, changes, and 
challenges are. Throughout the year Source analysts remain plugged into the global 
consulting market through our bespoke research and consulting projects, adding 
further depth to our understanding of the consulting industry. 

In-depth desk research

We also conducted a thorough PEST analysis in the GCC that drills down into finer 
macroeconomic details on a holistic and sector-by-sector basis and allows us to fit our 
research into a wider macroeconomic picture.

Definitions of sectors and services 
Our definition of management consulting includes a broad range of business advisory 
services, but excludes: 

 • tax advisory

 • audit

 • the implementation of IT systems

 • the delivery of outsourced/offshored services

 • HR compensation/benefits administration and technology

Where mergers and acquisitions work is concerned, consulting on deals is included 
(under strategy), but corporate finance fees on deals themselves are generally not 
included although it is not always straightforward to separate the two. 

For more information about how we classify consulting services and sectors, please 
see “Definitions of sectors and services”.
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We are extremely grateful to all the people we spoke to for making this report possible. Below is a list of the individuals who 
have contributed from consulting firms (some consultants choose to remain anonymous). 
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Over the course of the last ten years we’ve worked 
with leaders in many of the world’s biggest professional 
services firms, to help them find solutions to some of 
their most important challenges. Here are some typical 
examples of the kind of work we do.

OUR CUSTOM RESEARCH SERVICES

You need to 
know how 
big your 
market is

We have a global data model of the 
professional services industry that is the 
biggest and most sophisticated of its kind 
ever created. It provides data on market 
size, growth rates, and forecasts across 29 
industrial sectors, 10 service lines, and 84 
countries. It also breaks down the market by 
different types of firm.

We can provide you with a version of the 
model that’s customised to fit your needs, 
giving you data on all the countries, sectors, 
and service lines that matter to you, and 
none that don’t. But we won’t stop there, 
unless you want us to: Our analysts will 
work alongside you to make the model 
yours, mapping our definitions to yours, so 
you can look at the market on your terms 
rather than ours. 

You need to 
understand 
what the 
numbers 
mean for you

For many of the firms we work with, pure 
data isn’t enough, and nor are standard 
reports able to offer a view that’s sufficiently 
tailored to their needs. In these situations, 
our analysts start with a blank sheet of paper, 
put your firm in the middle of it, and draw on 
all our data and knowledge—including about 
clients’ perceptions—to build a picture of 
the world around you. You get a story that’s 
laser-focused on your challenges and your 
opportunities, and that helps you to translate 
data and insight into action. 

You’re new 
in your role 
and need to 
understand 
the market 
for which 
you’re now 
responsible 

For people who have just moved into a new 
role, we can create packs of information 
specific to a particular geography, sector, 
or service line. Our market sizing data can 
be used to quantify the market’s potential, 
and our analysis of clients’ perceptions 
and the competitive landscape will help 
you understand how best to seize the 
opportunities and respond to the threats.

You need to 
create clear 
propositions 
around your 
services

Our research tells us that having a big brand 
is no longer enough: Increasingly, clients 
expect professional firms to have a clearly 
articulated proposition for each service that 
differentiates them from their competitors. 
But the best propositions aren’t built in a 
day: Our analysis, because it’s grounded 
in facts about clients’ perceptions and 
behaviour, helps firms quickly cut through 
internal disagreement and build a clear 
sense of direction.

You need 
help with 
your 
inorganic 
growth plans

We also work with firms that are 
supplementing their organic growth with 
acquisitions, helping buyers find and 
qualify suitable targets for acquisitions. 
Leveraging our deep knowledge of the 
professional services sector, we can scan 
the market, profile companies, and even 
effect introductions. Firms use our services 
because we’re well-connected in the 
industry, independent, and fast.

You need to 
understand 
how you 
measure up 
against your 
competitors 
in the minds 
of clients

Understanding what your clients think 
about your firm is critical in today’s fast-
changing and highly competitive market. 
New circumstances demand new, expert-led 
strategies to brand benchmarking, and that 
requires both independence—to get to the 
real story, not the one your clients think you 
want to hear—and deep knowledge and data 
about your market and your competitors. 

We usually have a head-start here, because 
of the data we already have, but we’ve got all 
the expertise and experience that’s needed 
to conduct new research among your clients 
and those of your competitors, in order 
to understand where your strengths and 
weaknesses lie, and what you need to do to 
stand out. The focus might be on your firm 
alone, but it might also be on how you can 
create competitive advantage over specific, 
named competitors. 

You need 
to create 
better, more 
effective, 
thought 
leadership

Thought leadership has come to dominate 
the marketing activities of professional 
service firms, and with good cause: Our 
research with clients finds consistent 
evidence that good thought leadership 
matters to them, too. It helps them to do 
their job, to identify where world-class 
capability exists in these firms, and even to 
shortlist firms for projects. 

How well does your thought leadership 
measure up? We can conduct in-depth 
reviews to assess quality in a sample of 
material that’s either random or defined by 
you, from single pieces to entire bodies of 
work, on an ad-hoc or routine basis. We can 
also help you shape your approach to topics 
and understand what your competitors are 
doing, and can provide guidance about how 
to approach a specific piece of high-profile 
thought leadership.

We also recognise that good thought 
leadership doesn’t happen by accident, 
but because you’ve put in place the right 
processes and engaged the interests and 
enthusiasm of your key subject matter 
experts. We help professional services 
firms create the foundations, organisational 
structure and processes for high-quality 
content. We can also run workshops that 
inspire your people and help make them more 
effective at creating thought leadership.
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About Source

Source Global Research is a leading provider of information about the market for professional services. Set up in 2007 
with offices in London and Dubai, Source serves both professional services firms and their clients with expert analysis, 
research, and reporting. We draw not only on our extensive in-house experience but also on the breadth of our 
relationships with both suppliers and buyers. All of our work is underpinned by our core values of intelligence, integrity, 
efficiency, and transparency.

Source was founded by Fiona Czerniawska and Joy Burnford. Fiona is one of the world’s leading experts on the 
consulting industry. She has written numerous books on the industry including The Intelligent Client and The Economist 
books Business Consulting: A Guide to How it Works and How to Make it Work and Buying Professional Services. 

For further information please visit www.sourceglobalresearch.com
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