
M a r c h  2 0 2 0

T h e  Fu t u r e  o f  A c c o u n t 
M a n a g e m e n t   

E m e r g i n g  Tr e n d s

EXTRACT



C o n t e n t s

Section 1: Why is good account management more  
important than ever?

Enabling multidisciplinar y work 11

The geographical dimension 16

Communicating purpose 21

The value of a good account manager 25

Actions for your firm 32

Section 2:  Are we moving towards a new model of  
account management? 

The current state of play 3 4

The account management maturit y model 47

Radical transparenc y 52

The role of deliver y architec ture 57

Actions for your firm 60

Executive summar y 3

Methodolog y 7

Fur ther reading 103

Contributors 10 4

About the authors 105

Programme schedule for 2020 106

Our custom work 107

About us 108

Section 3: What skills does the modern account manager 
need to have?

The human dimension 62

Rewarding the right behaviours 73

Cross-selling 80

Why account management fails 83

Actions for your firm 87

Section 4: What role is there for technology in the  
account management process?

The augmented account manager 89

The self-ser vice approach 94

Imagining the future 99

Actions for your firm 102

T h e Future of Acco unt Managem ent

2 © S o urce Info rmatio n S er v ice s Ltd 2 0 2 0

REPORT EXTRACT: non-exclusively licensed for internal use only



T h e Future of Acco unt Managem ent

1

3 © S o urce Info rmatio n S er v ice s Ltd 2 0 2 0

Content s

I  think the client /account manager relationship is  only going to get closer.  In the last few years , 
clients have been bringing more and more capabilities in-house ,  meaning that they look to 
strateg y consultants for the really tough problems they can’t solve other wise;  and that means 
that they will  have to rely more heavily on their account managers as trusted advisors .

D r. A n dreas Berlin ,  Oliver W yman

Towards the end of last year,  we produced a repor t entitled “The Future of Deliver y ”,  which 

explored all  of the dif ferent ways in which projec t deliver y has evolved in response to 

changing client demand. And if  there was one overarching narrative that came out of that 

repor t ,  it  was one of diversif ication and complexit y. 

The “capabilit y arms race” has been a fac t of life in our industr y for a while now; it feels as if 

ever y year large firms need access to an even broader range of exper tise, lest clients decide 

that they have failed to keep up with the latest trends. But now, a similar phenomenon is 

taking place with projec t deliver y. One firm may be selling one-day ideation sessions, six-week 

discover y projec ts, and 12-month managed ser vices contrac ts—of ten to the same client.

In many ways, we regard this report as something of a companion piece to that one. Because 

the upshot of all of that additional complexity is that account management has become a more 

important topic in our industr y than ever before. Account leads, and the account teams of 

which they are a part, have a key role to play in helping navigate complexity on both sides of 

the client /consultant relationship. On the one hand, they have to understand the nuances of 

clients’ business issues, and on the other they need to figure out how to bring together their 

firm’s dif ferent capabilities to create bespoke solutions that can address those needs; while 

also figuring out the right deliver y model for those solutions.

Over the last year or t wo, we have heard from many of the f irms that we work with that 

development s in the landscape of the industr y have forced them to take a step back and re-

evaluate their approach to account management . For a long time, the at titude of f irms was 

something like: “Par tners know how to manage their client relationships.  If  we do good work 

and give our par tners the freedom to cultivate those relationships over dinner and on the 

golf course, we can trust that ’ll  lead to a healthy pipeline.”

That approach may have worked in the past, in a world where par tners could reliably sell 

work and deliver it using the resources of their own prac tices and capabilit y teams, but it ’s 

increasingly ill-suited to a world where clients are looking for multidisciplinar y solutions. 

Moreover, it ’s rare these days that a projec t can be signed of f by a single buying centre; selling 

work requires building relationships up and down the client organisation—and that’s a lot 

harder to do without a struc tured approach to account management.

Buyers in this industr y also recognise the value of good account management . Ever y year, 

we sur vey thousands of client s around the world and ask them about their views on the 

f irms that they have worked with . We also ask them which at tributes of consulting f irms 

they consider most impor tant; in other words, what are the features of a f irm that they take 

into consideration when deciding whether or not it ’s the kind of ser vice provider they could 

see building a long-term relationship with . And in ever y one of the last four years,  account 

management has been one of the f ive most frequently cited such at tributes (Fig.  0.1).  

E x e c u t i v e  s u m m a r y
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T h e  at trib ute s  of  consulting  f irms  that  client s  c are  ab o ut  th e  m os t

Figure 0.1
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All  of this has only been magnified by the COVID -19 pandemic .  Account managers,  af ter 

all ,  are never more impor tant than in a time of crisis .  Many client s have had to,  in the 

space of just a few weeks, completely re-evaluate their business priorities;  and they 

will  be looking for out side counsel to help them through this challenging period. Across 

ever y industr y,  there are sure to be oppor tunities for consultant s to set themselves 

apar t from the crowd by being suppor tive, flexible and responsive par tners.  Those that 

approach this period with the right values in mind may well  f ind themselves coming out 

of it  with client relationships that are stronger than ever before.

But the pandemic also means that f irms may have to rethink on an operational level 

how they maintain those relationships.  Par tners are going to be spending a lot less 

time on client site for the foreseeable future; which will  make it  harder to build the 

strong human-to-human connec tions that are at the core of good account management 

prac tices.  Account management has not t ypically been an area where f irms relied 

heavily on sof t ware and data models—but many will  now turn to technolog y as a 

solution to this challenge. 
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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 

Februar y 2020 of 150 US -based senior executives,  all  of whom had personal experience 

using consulting ser vices within the last year; 56% of them had used consulting ser vices 

in the last three months. All  respondent s in this study worked in organisations with 50 0 

or more employees.

75% of these executives had personally made the decision to bring in consultant s.  69 % 

had been par t of projec t steering commit tees,  and 57% of them had experience working 

in projec t teams alongside ex ternal consultant s.  Fur ther details about their employers 

and their roles within their organisations are shown in Fig.  0.4,  Fig.  0. 5 and Fig.  0.6 .

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 that we use to size the industr y.  This model 

covers over 8 0 countries,  and includes detailed data on almost 1 ,6 0 0 firms, as well 

as higher-level estimates for a fur ther 4 0 0,0 0 0 firms. Additionally,  we have referred 

at cer tain point s to data from our annual Client Perception Study, in which we ask 

thousands of client s around the world about their views on firms that they have worked 

with or have considered working with . E xcept where noted, the data that we have used 

in this repor t refers specifically to the US market .

To explore the dif ferent ways in which f irms are approaching the topic of account 

management, we conduc ted a series of inter views with leaders in the professional 

ser vices industr y.  Many of them had personal experience as account managers; others 

had been involved in creating f irmwide account management strategies.  A full  list of 

contributors is available at the back of this repor t .

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

Emerging Trends programme as an accompanying inter view series.  You can read 

transcript s of these inter views—and access interac tive data visualisations and other 

additional pieces of content—by going to 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.

 

REPORT EXTRACT: non-exclusively licensed for internal use only

https://reports.sourceglobalresearch.com/emerging-trends


T h e Future of Acco unt Managem ent

9 © S o urce Info rmatio n S er v ice s Ltd 2 0 2 0

Content s

S e c tors  rep re sente d  in  o ur  sample

Figure 0.4
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We are ex tremely grateful to all  the people we spoke to for making this repor t possible.  Below is a 

list of the individuals who have contributed (excluding those who wished to remain anonymous). 
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