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We’ve been here before. In almost ever y industr y,  client s are in the 

middle of a paradigm shif t in terms of how they approach make-buy 

decisions—but it  is not the f irst such shif t ,  and it  is unlikely to be the 

last .  In this repor t ,  we will  look at the changes currently taking place 

in how client s think about what their business does and their relation 

to their suppliers,  and what that means for professional ser vices f irms. 

And we will  put those changes into their proper historical contex t .

The term “make-buy ” is sometimes used specifically in relation to 

out sourcing decisions,  or just to refer to cases where organisations 

have to decide bet ween buying an of f-the-shelf technolog y solution 

or developing one in-house. Here, we will  be using an expansive 

definition of make-buy that encompasses both of those scenarios—

and any situation in which a client is having to decide whether or not 

third par t y suppliers (be they technolog y vendors,  BPO providers, 

consulting f irms, or other t ypes of ser vice providers) would help 

them to achieve a given objec tive. Using the term in this way allows 

us to look at a much broader range of client perspec tives.  But it 

also reflec t s the realit y that client s are increasingly being put into 

situations where they have to choose not just bet ween dif ferent 

produc t s or dif ferent ser vice providers,  but bet ween accomplishing 

a task with a technolog y produc t plus some internal resources,  or a 

technolog y produc t plus the resources of a ser vice provider,  or just 

giving the whole thing to a third par t y.

Indeed, the term is a bit of a misnomer in that sense. “Make-buy ” 

implies a binar y distinc tion bet ween t wo choices.  But in realit y,  it  is 

rare that a client will  have only those t wo choices available to them . 

It would be more accurate to talk about a spec trum of options that 

bridge the gap bet ween making and buying a produc t or ser vice: 

Client s can make and they can buy, but they can also rent,  or they can 

buy and then customise, or they can buy multiple produc t s and stitch 

them into a single solution, or any number of other permutations. 

L ater in the repor t ,  we will  dive more deeply into some of the nuances 

hiding beneath the sur face of the simple “make-buy ” label.  But for 

now, we will  treat the term as shor thand for that whole continuum of 

options.

Make-buy decisions were the subjec t of much debate back in the 

9 0 s and early 20 0 0 s. Back then, an increasingly globalised economy 

combined with the constant pressures of cost reduc tion caused many 

large organisations to out source a wide range of key func tions,  of ten 

to low-wage economies like India and later to Mexico, Vietnam, and 

the Philippines,  among others.  By doing so, companies could cut 

cost s through labour arbitrage, and could streamline their in-house 

operations to focus on what they saw as their core competencies.

E x e c u t i v e  s u m m a r y
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A  his toric al  view  of  make-b uy  thinking

Figure 0.1

Now, those same organisations are having to rethink what they ’re 

willing to out source. The price dif ferential bet ween a worker in New 

Delhi and one in New York is no longer nearly as large as it  once was. 

And there are a whole host of new technologies on the market that 

did not exist during the previous waves of out sourcing that change 

the cost-benefit calculus of make-buy decisions.  Most notably,  many 

of the high-volume and low-complexit y processes that were of ten 

out sourced in the past can now be automated. At the same time, 

the pace of supplier innovation has never been greater,  and client s 

need to create par tner relationships that will  enable them to rapidly 

respond to market trends and to new technolog y, lest they fall  behind 

the innovation cur ve.

In response to these challenges, client s have rapidly shif ted their 

thinking about make-buy decisions.  No longer do they talk in terms of 

isolated contrac tual relationships; instead, their focus is on creating 

a holistic ecosystem of suppliers and par tners that can, collec tively, 

give them access to the technolog y and to the human capital that they 

need to be able to continue to grow their businesses.  The ecosystem 

mindset is something that we have touched on before in several of our 

repor t s,  but here we will  explore in detail  what it  means for client s, 

their vendors,  and their consulting par tners.

Make-buy trends

1990s – 2000s

Today

Opportunities for  
consultants

“O ut s o u rcin g  revo lutio n”

Move towards heav y reliance on 
labour arbitrage to create cost 
ef ficiencies for the deliver y of 

lower complexit y ac tivities

“ Ec os ys te m  revo lutio n”

Shif t towards multi-
stakeholder model to access 

technolog y solutions and 
human capital from wide 
variet y of third par ties, 

impac ting all  func tions—
par ticularly the most 

complex, value-adding ones

Strategic par tnerships to 
help client s make decisions 

about the boundaries 
bet ween their core and 

non-core ac tivities

Tac tical oppor tunities to  
help client s find the right 

par tners and build  
ef fec tive ecosystems

Oppor tunities to become 
providers of managed 

ser vices and be a par t of 
client ecosystems
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However, if  there is one key takeaway to be found, it  is that the 

ecosystem revolution will  create oppor tunities for consulting f irms—

but they will  not be the same as the oppor tunities created by the 

prior revolution in out sourcing (as illustrated by Fig.  0.1).  When 

client s had to decide what func tions to hand over wholesale to third 

par ties,  they turned to consultant s to help them design their target 

operating models and to develop coherent strategies to govern their 

use of BPO providers.

But now, client s are asking their consultant s dif ferent t ypes 

of questions.  The value of strategic advice is limited when new 

technolog y reshapes the supplier landscape on a regular basis; 

instead, client s want to work with consultant s who can help them 

tackle the lower level challenges of f inding the right ecosystem 

par tners and struc turing their supplier relationships in the right way.

The other key dif ference that will  define the ecosystem revolution 

is that consulting f irms will  not only be competing to advise an 

organisation on it s long-term supplier relationships.  Increasingly, 

they will  be competing to become those suppliers.  While there were 

examples of f irms in the past—IBM and Accenture, for example—

that competed with BPO providers,  those were cases where a single 

organisation housed both a consulting f irm and an out sourcing arm . 

In the future, it  will  be the consultant s themselves who are going 

head to head with other categories of suppliers.  The rise of the 

managed ser vices model will  mean that the boundaries bet ween BPO 

companies,  consulting f irms, and other t ypes of suppliers will  become 

increasingly haz y.

In the f irst sec tion of this repor t ,  we will  provide a top-down view 

of how client s are changing the way that they think about their 

organisation—and we will  explore some of the technolog y trends 

behind those changes. Then we will  look at the prac tical ef fec t s 

those changes have had on the way that client s set up their supplier 

relationships.  In the third sec tion, we will  examine how the needs 

of client s—what they want from their suppliers and what sor t of 

suppliers they want to work with—are evolving in response to the 

ecosystem way of thinking. And then finally,  we will  assess all  of these 

changes through the lens of what they mean for consulting f irms.

The ecosystem revolution is not some far-fetched possibilit y or an 

empt y buzz word thrown around by consultant s.  It  has already had 

a profound impac t on the t ypes of produc t s and ser vices client s are 

buying and who they want to buy them from . In response, consulting 

f irms have star ted to adapt they way they position their ser vices—but 

there is still  more that can be done to ensure that consultant s have an 

impor tant role to play in the client ecosystems of tomorrow. 

REPORT EXTRACT: non-exclusively licensed for internal use only
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M e t h o d o l o g y

The bulk of this data comes from t wo studies conduc ted in July and 

August 2019. For the f irst study, we sur veyed 101 US -based senior 

executives.  This study was intended to give us an understanding of 

how client s of consulting f irms think about conceptual issues related 

to make-buy decisions and how they use third par t y suppor t in making 

those decisions.  All  of those client s worked in organisations with 

1 ,0 0 0 or more employees, and all  of them held head of depar tment 

or more senior positions.  None of them worked for consulting 

f irms at the time of being sur veyed, but 8% had prior experience as 

consultant s.

To help us understand how organisations run their procurement 

processes and how they struc ture their contrac tual relationships, 

we conduc ted a second study of procurement specialist s .  All  51 

respondent s worked for US -based organisations with 1 ,0 0 0 or more 

employees and held senior manager or more senior positions.

We have also drawn on data from our global data model,  a bot tom-up 

model of the professional ser vices industr y covering 8 4 countries,  29 

industries,  and six major ser vice lines and containing about 9.7 million 

data point s,  and our annual global Client Perception Study, the latest 

version of which had 9, 567 responses. Unless other wise specified, all 

data mentioned in this repor t refers specifically to the US market .

To provide a qualitative perspec tive on this topic ,  we conduc ted 

inter views with a range of professionals with relevant exper tise.  A s 

well  as speaking to par tners at the Big Four and other large consulting 

f irms, we also inter viewed a number of leaders at smaller f irms who 

have been leading the way in developing new resourcing models and 

new ways to respond to changing client demands. We also spoke to 

academic s who have published research on the topic of make-buy 

decisions. 

A selec tion of the inter views conduc ted for this repor t can be read in 

full  on our Emerging Trends plat form—your online source for repor t s 

and data on the big trends shaping the future of the professional 

ser vices industr y.  If  you are a subscriber to this programme and do 

not currently have access,  please contac t your account manager.

REPORT EXTRACT: non-exclusively licensed for internal use only
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S ec tors  re pre se nted  in  o ur  sur vey  of  b uyers  of  consulting  ser vice s

S e niorit y  of  re sp on de nt s 
in  o ur  sur vey  of  b uyers  of 
consulting  ser vice s

S e niorit y  of  re sp on de nt s  in 
o ur  sur vey  of  pro cureme nt 
sp ecialis t s

Figure 0.2

Figure 0.3

Figure 0.4

Financial ser vices

Technolog y, media & 
telecoms

Public sec tor

Manufac turing

Ser vices
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Healthcare

Energ y & resources

Pharma & biotech

Other
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CEO or other 
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management
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management
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F u r t h e r  r e a d i n g

This repor t has explored a broad range of topic s related to the question of how 

organisations today approach make-buy decisions.  In researching this repor t ,  we 

inter viewed a number of industr y leaders.  On our Emerging Trends plat form , you can 

find the full  transcript s of a selec tion of these inter views.

Access to this plat form is included as par t of your subscription to the Emerging Trends 

programme. If  you do not already have access,  please speak to your account manager. 

Through this plat form, you will  have access to a wide range of content relating to the 

themes of each Emerging Trend repor t as they are published—including inter views with 

exper t s,  video features,  and interac tive data visualisations.

Complete Interviews

Each of these full-leng th inter views tackles a specif ic topic covered in this report , 

presenting the persepctive of an industr y professional with relevant expertise .

 – UK Public S ec tor 

Make-Buy D ecisions 

with Mark Bret t

 – The Evolution of 

O ut sourcing and 

Shared S er vices 

with Bill  Gilet

 – Ecosystems in 

Financial S er vices 

with D eb orah O’ Neill

Data visualisations

The Emerging Trend plat form also contains 

interac tive data visualisations,  allowing you to 

explore in more detail  some of the underlying 

data that this repor t is based on . This data can be 

f iltered to show what dif ferent groups of client s 

think about key issues. 

 – Preparing for the 

Future of Work 

with Kate D uchene

 – The Future of 

Managed S er vices 

with Paul Clark

 – Consulting and the 

Gig Economy with 

Richard Long street
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C o n t r i b u t o r s

Name Job title Organisation

Mark Bret t Head of Public Ser vices Consulting PA Consulting

Nick Brown Managing Par tner Eden McCallum

Paul Clark Global Managing Par tner,  Managed Ser vices E Y

Pierre-Yves Commanay E xecutive Direc tor,  UK Consulting  Sopra Steria 

 & Continental Europe 

Alistair Copeland VP IT Ser vices Korn Ferr y

Kate Duchene Chief E xecutive O f ficer RGP

Tom Forrest Managing Direc tor,  Consulting Solutions Shef field Hawor th

Bill  Gilet Par tner and Global Shared Ser vices  P wC 

 & Out sourcing Net work Leader 

Chris Hallmark Managing Direc tor,  Specialist Sec tors Gobeyond Par tners

Robin Harrison Marketing Direc tor Gobeyond Par tners

Richard James Categor y Direc tor,  Professional Ser vices and HR Proxima

Richard Longstreet Strateg y, Transformation & Change Manager 3Search

Toby Munyard Vice President Ef ficio

Shakil  Nathoo Vice President A .T. Kearney

Patrick Nicolet Group Chief Technolog y O f ficer Capgemini Invent

Deborah O’ Neill  Par tner and Head of UK Digital Oliver Wyman

Ben Richardson Managing Direc tor Shef field Hawor th

Hilar y Rober t son Strateg y Direc tor Sopra Steria

Ilkka Sillanpää Co-Founder and Chief E xecutive O f ficer Hegemonia Consulting

We are ex tremely grateful to all  the people we spoke to for making this repor t possible.  Below is 

a list of individuals who have contributed (excluding those consultant s and client s who wished to 

remain anonymous). 

REPORT EXTRACT: non-exclusively licensed for internal use only



T h e Make - B u y D e cision

BACK TO CO NTE NTS

A b o u t  t h e  a u t h o r s

Fergus Blair

Fergus is a S enior Analyst at 

S ource, who works primarily 

on our Emerging Trends 

programme of repor t s. 

A s well  as inter viewing 

consulting leaders on the 

pressing topic s of the 

day, he also produces the 

supplementar y content that 

accompanies those repor t s.

Prior to joining S ource, 

Fergus was a management 

consultant specialising in 

customer loyalt y strategies. 

He has spent time in both 

the UK and G erman of fices 

of Capgemini Invent ,  and 

has worked for some of 

the world’s highest-profile 

retailers and consumer 

produc t s companies.  He 

holds a degree in philosophy 

from G onville & Caius 

College, Cambridge. 

Edward  Haigh 

Ed is a Managing Direc tor of 

S ource, and he is par ticularly 

focused on HR , strategic marketing , 

and new produc t development . 

He is a key member of the S ource 

research team and spends much of 

his time inter viewing consultant s 

and their client s around the world 

in order to identif y and explore 

major market trends. 

Ed regularly speaks about the 

consulting market to leadership 

teams around the world,  has 

lec tured at Columbia Universit y 

(New York),  Imperial College 

(London),  and Vrije Universiteit 

(Amsterdam), and he is regularly 

quoted by media including the Wall 

Street Journal,  the Washing ton 

Post ,  the Financial Times, 

Bloomberg , and the trade press. 

Prior to joining S ource in 20 0 8 , 

Ed spent seven years in various 

marketing roles for S ony Europe.

Fiona  Czerniawska

A Co-founder and Managing 

Direc tor of S ource, Fiona is one of 

the world's leading commentators 

on the management consulting 

industr y.  Since founding S ource 

in 20 07, she has been bringing 

this exper tise to bear on our 

client s’  most pressing strategic 

projec t s and business issues. 

Fiona has published a dozen books 

on consulting topic s,  including 

t wo for The Economist:  Business 

Consulting: A Guide to How it 

Works and How to Make it Work 

and Buying Professional S er vices. 

She has more than 20 years’ 

experience as a management 

consultant ,  working primarily in the 

areas of marketing and strateg y. 

She was previously in charge of 

strategic planning for E Y in the UK 

and has worked in the consulting 

prac tice of P w C . Fiona also has 

a PhD in 17th centur y French ar t 

and lives in hope that it  will  be of 

prac tical use in business someday.

Fiona Czerniawska

fionacz@sourceglobalresearch.com

Edward Haigh

edward.haigh@sourceglobalresearch.com

Fergus Blair

fergus.blair@sourceglobalresearch.com
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i n f o r m a t i o n  p u b l i s h e d  i n  t h i s  r e p o r t .  S o u r c e  I n f o r m a t i o n  S e r v i c e s  L t d  d o e s  n o t  a s s u m e ,  a n d  

h e r e b y  d i s c l a i m s ,  a n y  l i a b i l i t y  f o r  a n y  l o s s  o r  d a m a g e  c a u s e d  b y  e r r o r s  o r  o m i s s i o n s  i n  t h i s   

r e p o r t ,  w h e t h e r  s u c h  e r r o r s  o r  o m i s s i o n s  r e s u l t  f r o m  n e g l i g e n c e ,  a c c i d e n t ,  o r  o t h e r  c a u s e s .
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