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Consultants still  cling to their analogue tools because they think it creates a 
sense of mystique. But that's gradually changing. At the end of the day, clients 
don't care about mystique; they want transparency, they want results and they 
want partners who are easy to work with. We live in an economy that is all  about 
reducing friction—so consultants need to thoroughly examine their processes and 
ask themselves whether their existing ways of doing things actually do that.

D r. Jan van de Poll ,  Transparenc y L ab

The consulting industr y has never been a monolith .  In a cer tain sense, there 

are as many approaches to projec t deliver y as there are projec t managers. 

Nonetheless,  there have always been cer tain bedrock assumptions about 

how work should be delivered that are common to all  leading f irms. 

We all  have an image in our heads of the archet ypal consultant—a slickly 

groomed suit with a degree from a top school—and how they operate. Over 

the last f ive years,  however,  some of those assumptions have been gradually 

chipped away: What if  you didn’t leave once the projec t objec tives were 

completed? What if  you didn’t need a full-time bench of resources to draw 

on? Could a projec t ever be delivered by an AI? 

The net ef fec t of consultant s grappling with these questions has been a 

proliferation of deliver y models,  as more and more firms have opened up to 

the idea of providing their ser vices to client s in new ways. The vast majorit y 

of client s agree that they have more choice now—in terms of how work will 

be delivered—when buying consulting ser vices,  and most similarly believe 

that the range of options in front of them will  continue to expand in the 

coming years.

E x e c u t i v e  s u m m a r y

Clie nt  views  on  the  proliferation  of  deliver y  m o dels

Figure 0.1

We are not tr ying to sug gest that the established way of “doing consulting” is 

going to become irrelevant overnight .  The stor y of this repor t will  be one of 

diversif ication, not revolution; not so much Blockbuster being obsoleted by 

44% 44% 9%

53% 36% 11% Strongly agree

Somewhat agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Somewhat disagree

In five years time, I  expec t there to be many more 
deliver y models than there are today

There is a much wider range of consulting deliver y models 
now than there was five years ago

3%
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Clie nt  frus tration  with  the  “traditional”  m o del  of  projec t  deliver y

Figure 0.2

Additionally,  client s look more positively on f irms that have demonstrated 

a willingness to at least experiment with some of these new models.  In 

our annual study of global client at titudes, we ask client s to tell  us which 

fac tors are most impor tant to them when selec ting a par tner to work with . 

And this year,  as Fig.  0.3 shows, the thing that client s told us was the most 

impor tant out of all  of these fac tors was evidence of a f irm’s willingness to 

innovate in it s approach to deliver y. Client s want their consulting par tners 

to recognise that one size most cer tainly does not f it  all . 

The whole consultant selection process is  being called into question.  Clients 
have always known that the people selling a project to them won' t necessarily 
be the same people actually delivering it ,  but now they're pushing back 
against that .  I  think we're heading towards a world where clients see their 
role at the onset of a project as not just deciding on the approach, but also 
deciding what the C Vs need to look like of the people who will  deliver it .

D r. Chris toph Hardt ,  CO M ATCH G mb H

Increasingly,  customers want to see tangible results and solutions rather 
than PowerPoint slides .  For example ,  we recently did some work with a public 
sector client to help them improve the relationship bet ween the advisors in 
their of f ices and the people using their ser vices .  They didn' t ask us for a study 
or a set of slides:  They wanted a practical  proof of concept to demonstrate 
that we could solve this problem. So we ver y quickly identif ied one of the key 
problems—that advisors were spending too much time watching computer 
screens and not enough time face to face with ser vice users—developed a 
solution,  and then ran a small  scale pilot .

Philipp e Clapin ,  S opra Steria Nex t

Net flix ,  but the monopoly of Internet E xplorer giving way to today ’s much 

wider array of web browsers.  The old approach to deliver y is not broken, 

per se; but,  as Fig.  0. 2 shows, most client s have come across at least one or 

t wo scenarios where they felt there was probably a bet ter model out there.

31% 44% 19% 6%

Strongly agree

Somewhat agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Somewhat disagree

The traditional way that firms deliver consulting ser vices 
does not always meet our needs as a client
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Perce ntage  of  c l ie nt s  selec ting  each  f irm  at trib ute  as  m os t  imp or tant  to  them

Figure 0.3
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I 've been in the procurement space for 20 years;  there's a playbook for almost 
ever y thing these days .  But the one place where that playbook is basically just 
a couple of blank pages is  complex ser vices .  The buying of consulting ser vices , 
for example ,  is  stil l  driven primarily by relationships—clients aren' t basing their 
buying decisions on data,  or on an informed sense of how well  they'll  be able to 
work with a potential  provider. 

Diego Barillà ,  Globalit y

The first three sec tions of this repor t will  explore in detail  the specific 

drivers that have led consultant s to broaden their thinking about how 

projec t s should be delivered—and along the way, we will  see some examples 

of how dif ferent f irms have responded to those drivers.

Firstly,  we will  explore how client s,  aware of today ’s rapid pace of 

technological change, are increasingly turning to consultant s for help to 

create innovative solutions to their business challenges. And we will  see 

how this has forced consultant s to think about how they can bet ter involve 

third par t y suppliers in the deliver y process,  to create dedicated physical 

locations to facilitate innovation, and to incorporate the principles of agile 

projec t management into more and more of their work.

Then, in sec tion 2 ,  we will  examine how the growing pool of freelance 

consulting talent has opened up new possibilities for projec t deliver y. Client s 

in need of a projec t team but unwilling to pay the fees of a strateg y house 

or a Big Four f irm can now choose to instead go to one of the many firms 

of fering access to these talent pools;  or if  they are par ticularly adventurous, 

can tap into those pools direc tly through a plat form-based solution .

The  ser vice s  where  cl ie nt s  have  the  m os t  app etite  for  new  deliver y  m o dels

Figure 0.4

We expec t the seeds that are being sown through this experimentation will 

blossom in the future, resulting in a deliver y landscape that is more rich and 

tex tured than it  is today. “Consulting 1 .0 ” will  still  be around, but it  will  only 

be one of many dif ferent options available to the buyer of advisor y ser vices. 
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Le as t  inte re s te d  in 
n e w  d e l ive r y  m o d e ls
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REPORT EXTRACT: non-exclusively licensed for internal use only



T h e Future of D eliver y

7 © S o urce Information S er vice s Ltd 2 019

BACK TO CO NTE NTS

And in sec tion 3 ,  we will  look at the impac t that new technolog y tools have 

had on the deliver y process.  Consultant s have long talked a big game about 

helping their client s to become more digital ,  but they have not always 

applied that same approach to their own ways of working. That is gradually 

star ting to change, and we will  examine the dif ferent degrees to which 

dif ferent t ypes of projec t s have been impac ted by digitisation, and where 

there could be oppor tunities for f irms to go fur ther.

But that is not where the stor y ends. In the four th and final sec tion of this 

repor t ,  we will  hover above all  of these dif ferent themes, and at tempt to 

paint a pic ture of the current universe of projec t deliver y. Our intention 

here is to provide the reader with a set of prac tical tools that they can use 

to think about their own conceptions of projec t deliver y and to identif y 

oppor tunities where they can incorporate some of the new approaches 

currently being developed. And at the hear t of these tools will  be a 

taxonomy of deliver y—a struc tured way of thinking about dif ferent deliver y 

models and how they relate to one another.

Our intention with this repor t is not just to catalogue the changes that we 

can see taking place in the market: It  is to present you the reader with new 

ways of thinking about deliver y, with the aim of helping you to maximise the 

value created by projec t s you manage.

When we wrote our paper in 2015 on the business model mixer for 

consulting,1 we received a lot of criticism from consultants who said that they 
didn' t believe the industr y was going to change so drastically.  But now we're 
f ive years down the line and we don' t hear that criticism any more:  The ideas 
that we discussed back then have become mainstream, and most consultants 
now recognise that the industr y is  already in the process of going through 
fundamental changes .  At the end of the day, the speed at which those changes 
take place will  depend on market conditions .  If  the market goes through a 
downturn, consultants will  be forced to look for new ways to package their 
ser vices;  if  it  remains strong, then the pace of change will  be slower. 

Professor A rd-Pieter de Man , Vrije Universiteit A ms terdam

Economic forces are working towards commodif ying ser vices in both 
operational and business change contexts .  The problem is that we're par t-way 
on this journey and haven' t yet got all  the pieces in place—there's a serious 
structural gap which means that,  until  the end-point of this trend is reached, 
both clients and consultants will  suf fer.

D unc an Hare, X M C S

1 Professor Ard-Pieter de Man, The business model mixer for consulting ,  Sioo, Sep. 2015 (accessed Nov. 28 2019). 

Available at:  ht tps: //w w w. slideshare. net /ardpieter/ b usiness-mo del-mixer-for- consulting .
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M e t h o d o l o g y

Unless other wise specified, the data in this repor t comes from a study 

conduc ted in Oc tober 2019 of 150 US -based senior executives,  all  of whom 

had personal experience using consulting ser vices within the last t wo years. 

Eight y percent of respondent s had personally made the decision to bring in 

consultant s; 77.3% had sat on projec t steering groups; and 6 4.0 % had been 

par t of projec t deliver y teams working alongside consultant s on a day-to-

day basis .  None of our respondent s were working in the consulting industr y 

themselves at the time of the study, but 6 .7% had previous consulting 

experience prior to taking up their current role in industr y.

All  of the client s in our study worked in private sec tor organisations with 

at least 1 ,0 0 0 employees; 28 .7% worked in organisations with over 5,0 0 0 

employees. Fur ther details about their employers and their roles within 

their organisations are show in the diagrams on the nex t page.

Where necessar y, 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. All  data in this repor t refers 

specifically to the US market except where noted.

To provide case studies and examples of f irms deploying the deliver y 

models discussed in this repor t ,  we conduc ted a series of inter views with 

consultant s and other individuals working in the professional ser vices 

industr y.  To ensure a full  representation of the industr y,  we made sure to 

speak both to established firms thinking about new approaches to deliver y, 

and to smaller providers of fering unique solutions.  For example, we spoke 

to a number of organisations of fering plat form-based resource-on-demand 

tools,  in order to understand how that technolog y is likely to impac t projec t 

deliver y in the future.

A selec tion of these conversations have been made available to subscribers 

of our Emerging Trends programme as an accompanying inter view series. 

Throughout this repor t ,  we have linked to individual inter views that provide 

useful case studies for the models under discussion . These inter views—

along with interac tive data visualisations and other t ypes of additional 

content—can be accessed through the Emerging Trends plat form on the 

Source Global Research website.  If  you do not have access to this plat form, 

please contac t your account manager.
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S ec tors  re pre se nted  in  o ur  sample
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S e niorit y  of  re sp on de nt s 
in  o ur  sample

Figure 0.5

Figure 0.6

Figure 0.7
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