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At Source, we spend a lot of time talking to consultants and, frankly, some of those 

conversations have been real downers lately. All over the world, we’re finding 

consultants who are more than a little anxious about 2020. And why wouldn’t they be? 

A global recession is rumoured to be around the corner and, related to that, no one 

knows what’s going on with international trade any more. There’s a highly consequential 

elec tion brewing in the US that could see clients assuming a wait-and-see position well 

beyond American borders. And while it looks like Brexit is f inally (finally!) going to 

happen, it ’s by no means clear what it ac tually means—not for the UK , not for Europe, 

and not for the world. Also, the planet is on fire. Ac tual fire! Except for the par ts that 

aren’t on fire, many of which are flooding. It ’s a bleak pic ture, and we cer tainly wouldn’t 

fault anyone for taking a look and deciding it ’s not going to be a good year.

Yet we believe that consultant s should not despair.  This repor t reveals that client s all 

over the world are resilient;  far from surrendering , they are for tif ying the barricades 

and get ting ready for bat tle.  Even bet ter for consultant s,  client s are more of ten than 

not inviting their trusted advisors along for the ride. 

Yes,  af ter t wo years of relatively low client ac tivit y levels as ever yone waited for the 

world to make a lit tle more sense, client s seem to have given up on the ver y possibilit y, 

instead rolling up their sleeves to make sure they stay quick, competitive,  and fit  for 

whatever the future may hold. They tell  us that over the nex t 18 months, they ’ll  be 

taking on more ef ficienc y programmes and focusing on simplif ication in order to be 

able to run lean in the event of lean times. They ’re going af ter mergers and acquisitions 

(M& A s) with a vigour not seen in years in order to build new scale and new capabilities 

that will  ser ve them well  in the future. They ’re doing more of ever y thing , ac tually,  and 

they ’re eager to increase their consulting budget s in order to make it happen .

While consultant s are per fec tly entitled to carr y on feeling lousy about the state of the 

world,  we don’t see any reason why they should feel lousy about the state of consulting. 

For those who make a living helping organisations meet whatever challenges they face, 

it ’s going to be a ver y good year.

H o w  w i l l  t h e  c o n s u l t i n g  m a r k e t  f a r e  i n  2 0 2 0 ?
Regardless of the anxieties client s may be feeling , 2020 finds them with ambitious 

agendas and ready to invest in consulting to achieve their goals .  For consultant s,  this 

eagerness will  no doubt be refreshing. During the last t wo years,  our sur vey found a 

relatively ambivalent client base: Global consulting grow th stayed strong , but client s 

were showing some reluc tance to expand their budget s.  In last year’s sur vey, only 

59 % of client s said they were looking to spend more on consulting in the 18 months to 

follow. Even that,  however,  was an improvement on the share who said the same in our 

2018 repor t ,  when just over half of client s (54%) were planning budget hikes. 

In contrast ,  this year’s sur vey finds a whopping 81% of client s telling us they ’re looking 

to increase their consulting budget s over the nex t 18 months—the highest share we’ve 

seen since we first published global client spending predic tions back in 2013 (when 49 % 

were looking to increase consulting spend).  Perhaps even bet ter news for consultant s is 

I n t r o d u c t i o n
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How  clie nt s  exp ec t  their  consulting  exp e n diture  to  change  over  the 
nex t  18  m onths

Figure 1

that those planning budget increases are thinking big: Roughly a third (3 4%) of client s 

say their spending is going up more than 10 % over the nex t 18 months—more than 

double the por tion who said the same at the close of 2018 (16%).

A s the share of client s planning to spend more goes up, the share planning to cut their 

budget s has gone down . This year,  just 8% tell  us their consulting budget s will  shrink 

over the nex t 18 months—a 12-point drop from the 20 % who said the same last year. 

Fur thermore, the planned cut s look modest,  with just 2% of client s expec ting to slash 

budget s by 11% or more. Whatever the global economy has in store for the nex t 18 

months, consulting client s are determined to face it  head-on with their trusted advisors 

at their side. 

Overall  consulting spend 11% 20% 27% 21% 13%

1%1%2% 4%

Decrease by more than 21%

Decrease by 11-20%

Decrease by 6 -10%

Decrease by 0 -5%
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Increase by 0 -5%

Increase by 6 -10%
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Increase by more than 21%

REPORT EXTRACT: non-exclusively licensed for internal use only



Forec as t s for 2020

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

Content s

M e t h o d o l o g y
S o u r c e s

Our repor t is based on quantitative and qualitative research of consulting f irms.

Megamodel: our global data model

The quantitative data contained in this repor t focuses on consulting done by mid-

and large-sized consulting f irms (those with more than 50 consultant s) and t ypically 

includes work they have carried out for mid- and large-sized client s—what we at 

Source call  “big consulting”.  It  therefore reflec t s the “addressable” market for the 

majorit y of mid- and large-sized consulting f irms; we don’t tr y to track the long , thin 

tail  of work done by ver y small  f irms for ver y small  client s,  nor the contrac tor market, 

as most readers of this repor t would not seek or be able to compete with this par t of 

the market .  Our analyst s work out the addressable size of the market through desk 

research, identif ying the number of f irms that meet our criteria ,  and ex trapolating from 

that to reach a f igure for the market as a whole.

Using this definition, we’ve built a bot tom-up model of the global consulting market 

from the information we get from consulting f irms and our own research, and we use 

it  to size the industr y and it s grow th rates.  This is based on our global model which 

contains detailed data about almost 1 ,6 0 0 firms, plus higher-level estimates about 

a fur ther 4 0 0,0 0 0 firms, all  with more than 50 consultant s apiece, in addition to 

comprehensive primar y research carried out by Source analyst s.

Please note that our 2018 baseline f igures have changed a lit tle since last year,  as we 

have refined and implemented improvement s to our research methods. We are happy to 

provide subscribers who bought last year’s repor t with a restated set of 2018 baseline 

f igures should this be of interest .

We should emphasise that there are no standard sources of definitions of data within 

geographies let alone bet ween them . We are, however,  confident that the richness of 

our qualitative data,  combined with Source’s unparalleled industr y exper tise,  means 

that our analysis fairly and accurately reflec t s the state of the market .

All  f igures given in this repor t are in US dollars.  For reference, Source is using the 

following exchange rates in it s repor t s this year:

US dollar to British pound US$1 = £0.79

US dollar to euro US$1 = €0.89

A b o u t  t h i s  r e p o r t
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D e f i n i t i o n s  o f  s e c t o r s  a n d  s e r v i c e s 

Our definition of management consulting includes a broad range of business advisor y 

ser vices,  but excludes: 

 - tax advisor y

 - audit

 - the implementation of IT systems

 - the deliver y of out sourced/of fshored ser vices

 - HR compensation /benefit s administration and technolog y

Where mergers & acquisitions work is concerned, consulting on deals is included (under 

strateg y),  but corporate f inance fees on deals themselves are generally not included 

although it is not always straight for ward to separate the t wo. 

For more information about how we classif y consulting ser vices and sec tors,  please see 

“Definitions of sec tors and ser vices”.
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Pharma & biotech 
Includes research into and the produc tion of drugs , 
biological produc t s ,  medicinal chemicals ,  and life 
sciences . 

Healthcare
Includes private and publicly-funded healthcare , 
hospitals ,  laboratories ,  and medical equipment. 

Public sec tor
Government
Includes federal/national ,  state /regional ,  local 
government,  emergency ser vices ,  justice ,  social  
ser vices ,  public transpor t ,  and conser vation. 
Education
Includes public and private schools ,  universities ,  
and libraries .
Defence
Includes national securit y and consulting around 
defence issues . 
Not for profit
Includes non-commercial  research organisations , 
religious ,  political  and professional membership 
organisations ,  trust s ,  labour unions ,  and business 
associations .

Retail
Includes the selling of clothes ,  food, consumer 
goods ,  and automobiles . 

Ser vices
Logistic s
Includes warehousing,  storage ,  packing and crating, 
and distribution including cargo,  freight ,  and 
haulage . 
Business ser vices
Includes ser vices relating to law, accountancy, 
IT maintenance ,  securit y systems , adver tising, 
employment agencies ,  and vehicle leasing. 
Leisure
Includes museums , ar t galleries ,  theatre ,  golf 
courses ,  hotels ,  hospitalit y,  travel agencies , 
restaurant s ,  and bars . 
Real estate
Includes estate agencies and operators of residential 
and commercial  buildings .
Transpor tation
Includes private and people-related transpor tation, 
including airlines ,  airpor t management,  train 
operators ,  rail  infrastruc ture management,  water 
transpor tation,  courier ser vices ,  and private bus 
ser vices . 

Technolog y, media & telecoms
Telecoms
Includes telephone , mobile ,  digital ,  and other 
communication ser vices . 
High-tech
Includes IT-related devices ,  computer and computer-
related devices ,  audio and video equipment, 
broadcasting and communication equipment.
Media
Includes radio,  television,  and digital  broadcasting 
stations and ser vices as well  as printing and 
publishing of newspapers ,  periodicals ,  and books .

Energ y & resources 
Energ y 
Includes the exploration and produc tion 
of energ y,  including oil ,  gas ,  coal ,  and 
renewables .
Utilities
Includes the deliver y of elec tricit y,  gas , 
water,  sanitation,  and other related 
ser vices .
Primar y resources
Includes agriculture ,  chemicals and 
chemical produc t s ,  commodities ,  forestr y, 
f ishing,  metals ,  mining,  and plastic s . 

Financial ser vices
Banking
Includes retail  banking,  commercial 
banking,  and lending.
Insurance
Includes general insurance (e . g . ,  motor, 
home , pet s ,  health—any thing on an annual 
contrac t),  l i fe insurance ,  pension produc t s , 
and retirement planning. 
Private equit y
Includes both consulting work for private 
equit y f irms and consulting work with 
private equit y por t folio businesses . 
Capital market s
Includes investment banking,  trading of 
stocks and f inancial  produc t s ,  corporate 
f inance ,  and broking. 
Investment and wealth management
Includes private banking,  high net-wor th 
banking,  investment management,  trust 
funds ,  the management of pension funds , 
and asset management. 

Manufac turing
Aerospace
Includes space research and technolog y, 
the manufac ture of aircraf t ,  aircraf t par t s , 
rocket s and other space equipment,  and 
tanks and ammunition. 
Automotive
Includes the manufac ture of motor vehicles , 
industrial  vehicles ,  and vehicle supplies and 
par t s . 
Construc tion
Includes sur veying,  architec tural ,  and 
engineering ser vices ,  heav y construc tion, 
house building,  and the building of 
infrastruc ture . 
Consumer packaged goods
Includes the manufac ture of clothes , 
foods ,  alcohol ,  tobacco,  furniture ,  home 
furnishings ,  cleaning produc t s ,  small  arms , 
children’s toys ,  and spor t s equipment. 
Consumer and industrial elec tronic s 
Includes elec trical  component s ,  household 
and industrial  appliances ,  commercial  and 
professional equipment. 
Industrial produc t s
Includes industrial  machiner y,  steel  and 
metal produc t s ,  and plastic produc t s . 

D e f i n i t i o n s  o f  s e c t o r s  a n d  s e r v i c e s 
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Financial management
Includes f inance func tion and budgeting /
f inancial  planning process . 

Risk & regulator y
Includes responding to regulation,  technolog y 
and securit y risk ser vices ,  operational risk , 
f inancial  risk ,  programme risk . 

HR & change management
Includes HR strateg y and ef fec tiveness , 
benefit s ,  compensation and pensions ,  change 
management,  internal communications , 
organisational design and culture , 
stakeholder management,  team ef fec tiveness 
and collaboration, leadership and 
governance ,  per formance management,  talent 
management /training and development.

Operational improvement
Includes business continuity and recovery, 
knowledge management, Lean and Six Sigma, 
property and estate management, quality 
and per formance management, supply chain 
management, cost cutting, innovation, M& A 
integration, managing quality, post-M& A 
integration, process design and re-engineering, 
procurement /purchasing, research and 
development, benchmarking, distribution 
strateg y, environmental, sustainability and 
CSR , and operational review.

Strateg y
Includes business and f inancial  modelling, 
corporate restruc turing,  corporate recover y 
and turnaround, corporate strateg y,  market 
analysis and strateg y,  market research, 
policy formulation,  strategic sourcing /
of fshoring strateg y,  due diligence and 
valuation,  infrastruc ture /asset f inancing 
and management,  PFI ,  mergers and 
acquisitions ,  customer ser vice ,  new 
produc t development,  branding,  marketing 
and channel management,  customer 
relationship management,  pricing,  sales force 
ef fec tiveness ,  categor y management,  sales 
and distribution planning. 

Technolog y
Includes ERP consulting,  IT training, 
application of new technolog y,  hardware /
sof t ware selec tion,  IT design and build,  IT 
strateg y,  planning and review, IT testing 
and integration,  management information 
and business intelligence ,  requirement s 
def inition,  web and internet consulting, 
projec t and programme management (e . g . , 
where consulting f irm has been engaged to 
run a specif ic projec t that it  is  other wise not 
involved in).

S e r v i c e s
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A b o u t  t h e  a u t h o r
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B . J.  is the senior editor at Source and is responsible for ensuring consistenc y in qualit y, 

content,  and tone across the core programme. She also writes a number of our core 

repor t s and par ticipates in Source’s market research . An accomplished writer and 

editor,  B . J.  has provided strategic communications for senior executives ranging from 

a US senator to president s of Har vard Universit y.  She earned her juris doc torate from 

the Universit y of Georgia and is a member of the Georgia bar.

B.J. Richards

bj.richards@sourceglobalresearch.com
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