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H o w  w e  c a n  h e l p  y o u r  f i r m  t o  d e a l  w i t h  w h a t ’s 

h a p p e n i n g  n o w  a n d  p r e p a r e  f o r  w h a t  c o m e s  n e x t

Eve n  b e f o re  COV I D -19,  th e  p rof e s sio nal  s e r v ice s  in d u s tr y  w a s  e nte rin g  a  p e rio d  of 

c ha n ge  th e  l ike s  of  w hic h  it  ha d  n eve r  e x p e rie n ce d .  B u t  th e  p a ce  of  that  c ha n ge  is  n ow 

b ein g  a ccel e rate d ,  a s  f ir m s  re sp o n d  to  th e  c risis  a n d  reima gin e  th eir  f u ture  in  a  c ha n ge d 

wo rl d .  We’re  wo rkin g  si d e  by  si d e  w ith  th e m ,  u sin g  o ur  e x p e rie n ce ,  dat a ,  a n d  d e e p  s e c to r 

k n ow l e dge  to  h elp  th e m  c re ate  e f f e c ti ve  s trate gie s  f o r  e x tra o rdina r y  tim e s . 

R e a l - t i m e  f o r e c a s t i n g

Since mid-March , we’ve been supplementing our unique mo del of the global professional ser vices sec tor with 

data collec ted from hundreds of consulting f irms around the world.  O ur weekly up dates have become the 

industr y ’s satnav, providing up -to-date estimates of the likely impac t of the crisis by region , sec tor,  and ser vice, 

which change as the market changes , helping consulting f irms to adjust their strateg y accordingly.  But this 

publicly available data is for the market as a whole,  and ever y f irm faces a unique set of challenges . A s you plan 

for the nex t 12-18 months , we can provide forecast data that ’s tailored to your business .

I m m e d i a t e  m a r k e t  f e e d b a c k

One of the big gest challenges facing consulting f irms is uncer taint y: How has client behaviour changed as a 

result of the crisis? Whether we’re leveraging our own research c arried out over the previous few weeks , or 

under taking custom research around your ser vices and market s ,  we can provide you with quantitative and 

qualitative feedback ver y quickly,  enabling you to take quick and informed decisions .

C l i e n t - l e d  p r o p o s i t i o n s

Past crises have shown that the sp eed with which a consulting f irm adapt s it s ser vices will  determine it s resilience—

and that ’s truer than ever in the current environment , when client s’  exp ec tations around what ’s p ossible have 

radically shif ted. They ’re looking to consulting f irms to deliver bet ter,  faster solutions—and consulting f irms will 

need to resp ond by being more precise ab out where they can add tangible value and more comp elling in the way 

they ar ticulate this .  We’ve worked with many f irms over the last decade helping them test their ideas with client s .

A b o u t  u s
 – We’re nerds: We take a data-driven approach to helping f irms take investment decisions .  Since we 

star ted, we’ve invested millions in sophisticated, proprietar y research techniques that give us unique 

insight s into current and future trends .

 – We’re exp e r t s:  We’ve b e en fo c usin g exclusively o n th e p rofe ssio nal  s er vice s s e c to r fo r m o re tha n 

a d e c a d e ,  a n d we ke ep o ur k n ow le dge up to date by inter view in g h un dre ds of  s enio r pa r tn er s in 

p rofe ssio nal  s er vice s f irm s a ro un d th e wo rld ea ch yea r. 

 – We’re future-focused:  We under take the largest regular quantitative sur veys of the professional 

ser vices sec tor any where in the world,  and we’re constantly talking to professional ser vices f irms’ 

client s in order to understand how changes in their behaviour will  reshap e the industr y in the future.

 – We’re in d e p e n d e nt:  O ur a nalysis  a n d re co m m en datio n s a re d erive d f ro m o ur dat a a n d ex p erien ce . 

We d o n’t  re co m m en d f irm s to client s ,  a n d we w ill  n ever tell  yo u w hat yo u wa nt to h ea r jus t  b e c a us e 

yo u’ve paid us .

 – We’re obsessed with value: Our information and insights have underpinned some of the most strategic 

investment decisions made by professional ser vices firms. That’s because we know that, if we’re going to 

have an impac t, how we communicate is as impor tant as what we communicate.

 – We’re easy to work with: We’ll work with you as you want, whether that’s providing you with of f-the-shelf 

data or multi-country custom research. Because we want our work to add value, we charge for what you 

need. We don’t run a meter and we don’t have complicated licensing that limits who can read our material.
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A lot of organisations have been thinking about sustainabilit y in terms of their impact on the planet; 
far fewer have been thinking about their dependencies .  One of the lessons of the COVID-19 crisis 
is  that we're dependent on a lot more things than we thought we were .  Businesses that want to be 
resilient and want to sur vive into the future need to f igure out what the really critical  factors that they 
depend on are ,  and then need to think about how they can take more control  over those factors . 

Paul H ollan d, G rant Thornton

Few predic tions have aged as poorly as Francis Fukuyama’s grand declaration in 1992 that 

humanit y had reached “the end of histor y ”.  If  any thing , it  feels as if  the ground is now shif ting 

underneath our feet faster than it  has for a ver y long time. Bet ween mass social movement s, 

political upheaval,  a global pandemic ,  and the looming threat of climate change, the future 

feels a par ticularly uncer tain place right now.

And so it  should be no surprise that the topic of sustainabilit y is at or near the top of 

many organisations’  collec tive minds at the moment . Because at it s hear t ,  the question of 

sustainabilit y is a question about how we build for the future; how we make choices today 

that ensure the existence of a bet ter tomorrow. It  is about seeing ourselves as stewards 

of both the organisations that we work for and the planet it self ;  about making sure that 

those organisations can be handed over to future generations,  and that there are future 

generations to hand them over to.

Leaders across the world of professional ser vices are increasingly aware that their client s are 

grappling with questions of sustainabilit y—and that many of them will  look for out side help 

in answering those questions.  This is the f irst in a t wo-par t series of repor t s that explores 

both the evolution in how professional ser vices client s approach the topic of sustainabilit y 

and what that means for today ’s ser vice providers.  This repor t examines sustainabilit y in 

a holistic sense, looking at how firms are helping their client s create businesses that can 

sur vive and thrive well  into the future; the follow-up repor t (to be published in September 

2020) will  look at the narrower topic of environmental sustainabilit y,  focusing on the impac t 

of climate change and the transition to a low carbon economy.

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

T h e  ex tent  to  which  client s  se e  sus tainabilit y  as  a  s trategic  obje c tive

Figure 0.1

47% 39% 11%

2%1%

Strongly agree

Somewhat agree

Neither agree nor disagree	

Somewhat disagree	

Strongly disagree

Sustainabilit y is a strategic objec tive for our organisation

REPORT EXTRACT: non-exclusively licensed for internal use only



S us tainable Future s: B uilding Re silient B usin e sse s

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

Content s

' Sustainabilit y'  is  a term that 's come to mean all  sor ts of dif ferent things .  But at its core , 
sustainabilit y is  about longevit y.  The businesses that are able to sur vive into the long-term are 
the ones that are able to adapt to the needs of their stakeholders as societ y changes around 
them. Ultimately,  your abilit y to create value as a business depends on a healthy relationship 
with your stakeholders;  and so a sustainable business is  one that takes the time to think about 
its impact on each of those stakeholders .  And I  don' t just mean customers;  sustainabilit y 
requires you to think in a holistic way about the connection bet ween your business and all  of 
the people and organisations that it  comes into contact with.

Jennifer Walmsley, Teneo

Central to any understanding of client perspec tives on sustainabilit y must be an 

acknowledgement that the meaning of the term it self has shif ted and evolved over time 

in concer t with an evolving social and business contex t .  And we can understand this 

most clearly if  we examine how the underlying reasons that have driven client s to care 

about sustainabilit y have themselves changed over time.

While the concept of sustainabilit y has origins in the environmental movement of the 

196 0 s, it  wasn’t until  the UN published “Our Common Future”—of ten known informally 

as the Brundtland Repor t—in 1987 that sustainabilit y and the notion of sustainable 

development entered the business lexicon . Brundtland’s commission memorably 

and influentially defined sustainabilit y as “meeting the needs of the future, without 

compromising the abilit y of future generations to meet their own needs”.

The term 'sustainabilit y'  has too of ten in the past been used in a ver y narrow sense to refer only 
to the environmental footprint of an organisation.  But I  think that businesses are increasingly 
stepping back and taking a much broader view. They're considering questions like:  Why is 
sustainabilit y impor tant for our organisation and what does this mean for our strategic 
planning? How do we develop sustained relationships with our suppliers and our customers? 
How do we develop really sustained and meaning ful relationships with our people? How do we 
make sure that our f inancing arrangements are sustainable? 

Dave Munton , G rant Thornton

For a long time, however, that felt like a relatively abstract and nebulous call to action. 

To the extent that companies cared about issues of sustainability, it was not because 

they felt financial pressure to, but out of a sense of moral obligation. And while morality 

can sometimes be a power ful driver of change, it is all too common for moral obligations 

to be jettisoned or side-lined as soon as they come into conflict with economic concerns. 

Over time, the moral agenda that compelled businesses to take issues of sustainability 

seriously came to be replaced with a primarily compliance-driven one, as governments 

and industr y bodies started to recognise the need to add a regulator y stick to the moral 

carrot. But still ,  what was lacking was any sense of material urgency.

That is not the case today. We now live in a world where the tangible consequences 

of not investing in sustainabilit y are readily apparent; it  is no longer a question of 

“what should we do to meet our ethical and legal obligations”,  but instead “what must 

we do in order to ensure the sur vival of our business”.  In this repor t ,  we will  explore 
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T h e  evolution  of  th e  sus tainabilit y  agen da

Figure 0.2

the consequences of this transition—that is ,  sustainabilit y ’s shif t from an ethical and 

a compliance agenda to a material risk agenda . And we will  look ahead to a possible 

future in which the sustainabilit y agenda continues to evolve; one in which client s 

are broadly cognisant not only of the risks associated with failing to take questions of 

sustainabilit y seriously,  but also of the oppor tunities for grow th that can be unlocked 

by looking at their operations and their business models through a sustainabilit y lens.

His toric al  
view  of  

sus tainabilit y

M o dern  
view  of  

sus tainabilit y

Potential  f uture  
view  of  

sus tainabilit y

I need to make my 
organisation more 

sustainable because it ’s 
the right thing to do

I need to make my 
organisation more 

sustainable because 
I ’m being compelled to 
by government s/client 

procurement teams/
sec tor bodies

If I  don’t take social 
and environmental 
risks seriously,  my 

business may not be 
able to sur vive into 

the long-term

By thinking about my 
organisation through 
a sustainabilit y lens, 

I  can star t to see 
oppor tunities to create 

new business models and 
new revenue streams

Ethical agenda Risk agendaCompliance 
agenda

Opportunity 
agenda

A lot of organisations still  talk about corporate social responsibility (CSR). I  personally try to avoid 
that framework, because I think it encourages people to think about sustainability in the wrong 
way. CSR is too often reactive and not strategically aligned. Instead you should be thinking about 
the sustainability of your own organisation as a going concern, but while recognising that economic, 
social and environmental factors have a direct impact on that going concern. Sustainability done 
that way will get you to prioritise your actions based both on shorter-term benefits such as employee 
engagement and cost savings, to longer-term areas like the need all organisations have to operate in 
a functional society with well-educated people, strong infrastructure, and a clean environment. 

Jen Ro dvold, S opra Steria

Once we understand this shif t in client priorities,  it  becomes clear that it  is now 

impossible to disentangle issues of sustainabilit y from questions of business resilience—

the lat ter of which have been thrown into stark relief by COVID -19. 

Sustainabilit y,  ultimately,  is about the relationship bet ween organisations and the 

world in which they operate. And this relationship is a t wo-way one. On the one hand, 

businesses are obligated to think about the impac t that their operations have on societ y 

and the planet—their carbon footprint ,  yes,  but also the social consequences of their 

work, whether their produc t s and ser vices contribute to global systems of oppression, 

whether their corporate policies have a positive impac t on the lives of their employees, 

and a myriad of other questions. 
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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 April  and May 2020 of 150 US -based senior executives,  all  of whom had personal 

experience using consulting ser vices within the last t wo years; 57% 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.

Eight y percent of these executives had personally made the decision to bring in 

consultant s.  Fif t y-six percent had been par t of projec t steering commit tees,  and 51% 

had experience working in projec t teams alongside ex ternal consultant s.  Additionally, 

21% had themselves worked as a consultant in the past .  Fur ther details about their 

employers and their roles within their organisations are show in Fig.  0. 5,  Fig.  0.6 and 

Fig.  0.7.

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. 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 how dif ferent f irms have approached the topic of sustainabilit y,  we 

conduc ted a series of inter views with leaders in the professional ser vices industr y. 

Many of them either sat on the sustainabilit y boards of their own organisations or had 

played a leading role in developing their f irm’s sustainabilit y ser vices.  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.
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S e c tors  rep re sente d  in  o ur  sample

Figure 0.4

Financial ser vices
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20%

6%

5%

2%

5%

10% 9%

Size  of  client s’ 
organisations  in  o ur 
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Figure 0.5

Figure 0.6
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C o n t r i b u t o r s

Name	 Job title	 Organisation

Mag gie Bug gie	 Global Head of Innovation Ser vices and 	 SAP 

	 Solutions	

Tom Bolger	 Chief Strateg y O f ficer	 West Monroe

Emma Cox	 Head of Purpose & UK Sustainabilit y & Climate 	 P wC 

	 Change Leader	

Caroline Das-Monfrais	 Chief Strateg y O f ficer EME A & Par tner	 F TI Consulting

Thomas Degarmo	 Deput y Global Advisor y Leader	 P wC

Alan Frost	 Business Consulting Direc tor	 Mazars

Paul Holland	 Head of Sustainabilit y Ser vices	 Grant Thornton

Mark L ancelot t	 Sustainabilit y and Circular Economy Co-Lead / 	 PA Consulting 

	 Direc tor of Business Design	

Peter Links	 Vice President: Strategic Risk Consulting	 Marsh Risk Consulting

Olivier Jan	 Global Lead, Sustainabilit y	 Deloit te

Adrian King	 Global Chair – Sustainabilit y,  Climate Change 	 KPMG 

	 and ESG Ser vices	

Neal Kissel	 Managing Direc tor	 Marakon

Ryan Lynch	 Prac tice Direc tor,  Sustainabilit y	 BSI Group

Mark McKenzie	 Head of KPMG Global Centre of E xcellence for 	 KPMG 

	 Sustainabilit y Ser vices	

Jody Miller	 Founder and CEO	 Business Talent Group

Dave Munton	 Head of Client s and Market s	 Grant Thornton

Bridy Pax ton	 Consulting Lead Africa	 Marsh Risk Consulting

Mar tin Por ter	 Senior Adviser	 F TI Consulting

Oliver Reed	 Head of Consulting for SSCL	 Sopra Steria

Jen Rodvold	 Head of Digital Ethic s & Tech for Good	 Sopra Steria

Louise Scot t	 Direc tor,  Global Sustainabilit y	 P wC

Adam Stringer	 Par tner & Head of Cyber,  Privac y & Operational	 PA Consulting 

	 Resilience in Financial Ser vices	

Hani Tohme	 Par tner,  Head of Sustainabilit y MENA Region	 Roland Berger

Steve Varley	 Global Vice Chair,  Sustainabilit y 	 E Y	

Ger t Wahl	 Client s and Market s O f ficer	 Marsh Risk Consulting

Jennifer Walmsley	 Managing Direc tor	 Teneo

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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