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Inside ever y senior executive is  a 19 year old walking along the beach, tr ying to f igure out how 
the world works—because they think,  ‘ If  I  can just f igure all  of  this out,  then I  know I ' l l  be able 
to make the right decisions .’  And when they buy consulting ser vices ,  what they're really looking 
for is  someone to walk along that beach with them, and help them come to terms with the 
complexities of the world at large . 

A r t Kleiner,  W ise Advoc ate Enterprises

For the most par t ,  the skills  required to be a success ful  salesperson haven' t changed as a result 
of the pandemic .  It 's  stil l  about being a good listener,  having a breadth of experience to draw 
on, and having the gravitas necessar y to put ideas on the table in the right way. What has 
changed is how you get to that table in the f irst place .  You don' t have access to the same sor t of 
casual interactions and chance encounters with clients that you once did—and that means that 
you have to make a really solid f irst impression if  you want to build a new client relationship. 
The aim for anyone selling consulting ser vices should be to leave ever y client interaction 
having delivered value in some way. If  you've got an hour with a potential  new client on Zoom, 
you can' t af ford to just sit  there while they outline a problem statement and then go back to 
them later with a proposal;  you have to use that time to raise questions they hadn' t thought of 
themselves ,  or help them see the problem in a new and interesting way.

Bob Pethick , P w C

L ast year,  we published a repor t on “ The Future of Account Management ”.  The timing proved 

to be for tuitous; although we had been planning that repor t since late 2019, we ended up 

f inishing the research right at the point where consulting f irms were f irst star ting to really 

understand the enormous impac t that the pandemic was going to have on their abilit y to 

manage their client relationships.  A s a result ,  we were able to use that repor t to explore 

some of the worries f irms had about the shif t to a much more vir tual model of relationship 

management , and the resultant changes they were planning to make to their account 

management processes and behaviours.

T his rep or t is ,  in  many ways ,  a  follow-up to that on e .  N ow, a year into th e pan demic ,  th e 

way we all  b u y go o ds an d ser vice s lo ok s ver y dif ferent f rom h ow it  did p rior to 2 02 0 . 

T hat ’s  tr u e regardle ss of  w h eth er we’re talking ab o ut gro cerie s an d clothing or a u dit  an d 

consulting .  W h en it  com e s to making b u ying de cisions ,  client s have a ver y dif ferent set 

of  p rioritie s than th ey use d to—an d that m eans that yo ur f irm n e e ds a n ew ap p roa ch to 

selling that re cognise s th e realitie s of  th e n ew environm ent we f in d o ur selve s in .

E x e c u t i v e  s u m m a r y
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M e t h o d o l o g y
Unle ss oth er wise n ote d ,  th e data in this  rep or t com e s f rom t wo s tu die s con du c te d in 

Feb r uar y 2 021 .  T h e f ir s t  consis te d of  a  sur vey of  10 0 US -base d senior exe cutive s ,  all  of 

w h om ha d p er s onal  exp erien ce b u ying consulting ser vice s within th e las t  t wo year s;  59 % 

of th em ha d worke d with consultant s in th e las t  thre e m onths .  A ll  re sp on dent s in this 

s tu d y worke d in organisations with 5 0 0 or m ore employe e s ,  an d all  currently o ccupie d 

a H ea d of  D epar tm ent role or high er within th eir  current organisations .  Fur th er details 

ab o ut th eir  employer s an d th eir  role s within th eir  organisations are sh ow n in Fig .  0 . 2 ,  

Fig .  0 . 3 an d Fig .  0 .4 .

For the second study, we sur veyed 52 procurement managers during the same time period. 

Similarly,  all  of these respondent s worked for organisations with at least 50 0 employees, 

and all  had personal experience of suppor ting the purchasing of consulting ser vices.  By 

speaking to procurement managers,  we were able to develop a more granular understanding 

of changes to the buying process within client organisations—and we were able to benefit 

from their cross-func tional perspec tive.

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 f irms, as well  as 

higher-level estimates for a fur ther 4 0 0,0 0 0. Additionally,  we have at cer tain point s 

calibrated data against our annual Client Perception Study, in which we ask thousands of 

client s around the world about their views on f irms 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 specif ically to the US market .

To bet ter understand the experiences of consulting f irms over the past year,  we conduc ted 

a series of inter views with leaders in the professional ser vices industr y.  All  of these 

individuals had substantial sales experience, and many of them held positions within their 

current f irms in which they were tasked with overseeing sales and relationship management 

ac tivities across multiple dif ferent account s.  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 S ource Global Research website. 

If  you do not have access to this plat form , please contac t your account manager.
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Respondent s by sec tor
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I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n …

	– The “vir tualisation” of the consulting 

sales process may have made it 

harder for f irms to build new client 

relationships,  but in many cases it ’s 

led to a deepening and a flourishing 

of established ones. A s a result of 

this ,  most f irms have found that ,  since 

the star t of the pandemic ,  a greater 

percentage of their revenue has come 

from their existing account s.

	– Client s are more conscious than ever 

of the need to maximise the value 

of their consulting spend; they ’re 

applying a heightened level of scrutiny 

to potential consulting par tners,  and 

they ’re investing more time scoping 

projec t s in the early stages of the 

buying c ycle,  of ten through informal 

conversations with consultant s they 

know and trust .

	– This has had the ef fec t of introducing 

some additional lag into the buying 

process,  and of accentuating the 

dif ferences bet ween the capabilit y-

driven and capacit y-driven par t s of the 

consulting market .

	– A s client s have become more cost and 

value conscious, they have star ted 

introducing a greater variet y of 

stakeholders into the buying process. 

At the same time, f inal decision-making 

authorit y has consolidated and moved 

upwards within client organisations.

S e c t i o n  1 :  H o w  h a s  t h e  p a n d e m i c 

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

c o n s u l t i n g  s e r v i c e s?

One of the most notable changes over the past year has been 
the fact that we now get to spend much less facetime with 
clients than we used to.  That presents an obvious challenge: 
How do you continue to provide a dif ferentiated experience 
through the sales process in this more vir tual environment? 
My experience has been that,  in that kind of environment, 
sales become a bit  less personalit y-driven and a bit  more 
content-driven. When you're interacting through a video 
conference ,  it  can be harder to convey your personalit y and 
command the room the way you could if  you were presenting 
in a boardroom—so instead, you have to lean more heavily 
on the content,  the ideas ,  and the thought leadership you're 
bringing to the table . 

Bob Pethick , P w C

When I  talk to our par tners around the world,  they tell 
me that they've found that the informalit y of the video 
call  has stripped back several layers of f  the veneer of 
the consulting procurement process .  It 's  a ver y dif ferent 
kind of relationship you can build with someone when 
you're speaking to them in their l iving room instead of in a 
boardroom. In some ways ,  I  think this new way of interacting 
with clients creates space for more honest and frank 
conversation than you'd be able to have had other wise . 

Craig Glin demann , E Y

A good propor tion of our work always has been vir tual,  and 
so we expect that a greater propor tion will  remain vir tual, 
even once the pandemic is  over.  That said,  I  do think that 
ever y month that lockdowns go on for,  the more chance 
there is  that things will  eventually bounce back a percentage 
point or t wo more the other way; the more that people are 
deprived of human contact ,  the more appetite they'll  have 
to return to it .  From a consulting perspective ,  we'll  have to 
take many of our cues from our clients .  O f course not all 
organisations will  have the option to make vast numbers 
of people work from home for a majorit y of the time . The 
change is  more acute in some sectors than others . 

Simon G eale,  Proxima

1
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S e c t i o n  2 :  W h a t  i m p a c t  h a v e  c h a n g e s 

t o  t h e  s a l e s  p r o c e s s  h a d  o n  p r o j e c t s?

I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n …

	– A s client s have adopted a more cautious 

buying stance in the wake of COVID, there 

has been a “flight to incumbenc y ”; client s 

are more likely than ever to limit their 

selec tion of vendors to f irms they already 

know and trust .

	– In many sec tors,  client s are becoming 

more adept at using their own resources to 

deliver projec t s.  Firms aren’t just competing 

against other f irms; they ’re implicitly 

competing against their own client s as well .

	– Looking for ways to minimise risk and 

maximise flexibilit y,  client s have become 

increasingly likely to break up longer 

projec t s into multiple,  shor ter consulting 

contrac t s,  broken up by stage-gates.

	– The pandemic does not seem to have had 

the kind of lasting negative impac t on day 

rates that many in the consulting sec tor 

feared it  would. It  does, however,  seem 

to have made more client s interested in 

exploring alternative pricing models .  Even 

so, there are signif icant barriers still  in 

place when it comes to making those models 

ef fec tive in a real-world contex t .

COVID has had a dramatic impact on people's 
expectations of what their organisations are able 
to achieve .  A lot of our clients saw their employees 
come together in the f irst few weeks of the crisis 
and move mountains .  Changes took place in a single 
month that ordinarily would have taken years .  That 's 
led to a mindset shif t .  Suddenly,  people are asking 
themselves what other impossible things might 
actually be possible .  So,  when clients come to us , 
they're of ten willing to discuss problems in a much 
broader way and with more of a blank-slate mentalit y 
than before . 

Giles Colb orne, c xpar tners

One trend I 've noticed recently is  that clients are 
thinking more deeply about what capabilities they 
want access to in-house versus what they need to buy 
from consulting f irms .  I  don' t see that as a threat ; 
rather,  it  creates a new oppor tunit y for a f irm like 
ours to reposition its ser vices .  Instead of coming in 
and helping a client come up with new innovations , 
for example ,  we might be helping them build their 
own innovation capabilities .  A gain,  this isn' t  a new 
trend, but it 's  something that 's definitely been 
accelerated by the pandemic . 

Murat D emiral ,  Ipsos Strateg y3

Over the last year,  clients have had to operate at t wo 
speeds simultaneously;  they've had to deal with the 
urgent pressures of the pandemic ,  while also creating 
space to think about the medium-term and long-term 
future of their industr y and their organisation.  To 
aid with that,  a lot of businesses have created ‘ SWAT 
teams’ made up of senior stakeholders from across 
the organisation. 

Carol Lemmens , A rup

2
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I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n …

	– Creating new client relationships from scratch 

has become signif icantly harder for consultant s 

since the star t of the pandemic .  However, this is 

somewhat of fset by the fac t that it ’s of ten easier 

to nur ture your existing relationships and get 

value out of them .

	– To address this challenge of how to ef fec tively 

build relationships in a post- COVID world,  f irms 

should focus on developing “gateway ser vices”; 

ser vices which are, by their intrinsic nature, 

easier to sell  to new client s.

	– Now is a great time for f irms to expand their 

footprint within existing account s.  Client s are 

willing for f irms to cross-sell  to them—provided 

that there’s a strong enough connec tion bet ween 

the ser vices where they ’ve already established 

credibilit y and the ones they ’re tr ying to sell .

	– Given the restric tions on the abilit y of 

consultant s to spend in-person time with client s 

during a bid,  proposal document s have become 

more impor tant than ever.

	– However, what it  means to produce a compelling 

proposal has changed signif icantly.  Firms are 

using this oppor tunit y to experiment with new 

ways of struc turing and producing proposal 

documentation , and new forms for presenting 

this information to client s.

Ever yone wants to f ind out how other 
businesses have responded to this crisis .  So, 
we've found that sharing our own experiences 
with clients—the steps we've taken around 
repatriating ser vices ,  the measures we've 
taken to improve business continuit y and 
resilience ,  and so on—can be a power ful way 
to star t discussions ,  and can help open up new 
relationships or entrench existing ones . 

Stuar t Hinkley, S opra Steria

A lot of selling is  really just kabuki theatre; 
going through motions and following rules . 
It 's  only ver y rarely that someone comes along 
who's willing to shake things up,  and star t 
not from a position of following rules but 
from a genuine understanding of what their 
clients need. But that 's how you f ind new, 
underser ved markets .  And that 's how you can 
star t to strip away some of the gatekeeping 
that gets in the way of information flows 
bet ween you and your clients . 

A r t Kleiner,  W ise Advoc ate Enterprises

A colleague of mine was speaking to a CEO 
recently who said that he was fatigued by 
the way that other f irms had tried to sell  him 
ser vices in response to the pandemic .  ‘How do 
they know the solutions to all  of  these issues ,’ 
he said,  ‘when no-one at the f irm has ever 
lived through an event like this?.’ 

Gar y Rea der,  KPM G

3S e c t i o n  3 :  W h a t  c a n  f i r m s  d o  t o  s e t 

t h e m s e l v e s  u p  f o r  s u c c e s s  i n  t h i s 

n e w  s e l l i n g  e n v i r o n m e n t ?
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Ismail  Amla	 Chief Grow th O f ficer	 Capita

Richard Caddick	 Founding Par tner and Strategic Consultant	 cxpar tners,  a S opra Steria company

Giles Colborne	 Founding Par tner and CEO	 cxpar tners,  a S opra Steria company

Murat Demiral	 Managing Par tner	 Ipsos Strateg y3
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Bob Pethick	 Global Advisor y Client s and Market Leader	 P w C
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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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Fergus is the Producer of 
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S ource. In this capacit y,  he 
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research programme, host s our 

for tnightly podcast ,  and creates 

content for our blog and social 
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to a number of leading 
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regularly speaks at our own 

event s and those of our client s.

Prior to joining S ource, Fergus 

was a management consultant 

at Capgemini Invent ,  where 

he helped develop customer 

loyalt y strategies for leading 

retailers and consumer produc t s 

companies.  He holds a degree 
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Caius College, Cambridge. 

Fiona Czerniawska

A co-Founder and Managing 

Direc tor of S ource, Fiona is one of 

the world's leading commentators 
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industr y.  Since founding S ource 

in 20 0 8 , 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

Fergus Blair

fergus.blair@sourceglobalresearch.com

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.

Edward Haigh

edward.haigh@sourceglobalresearch.com
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I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  o u r  r e p o r t  p r o g r a m m e s ,  
w e  a l s o  p r o v i d e  c u s t o m  a d v i c e  a n d 
r e s e a r c h - l e d  c o n s u l t i n g  s e r v i c e s  t o  t h e 
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p r o f e s s i o n a l  s e r v i c e s  f i r m s ,  h e l p i n g  t h e m 
i d e n t i f y  t h e  b e s t  a r e a s  f o r  i n v e s t m e n t  a n d 
p l a n  t h e i r  s t r a t e g i c  r e s p o n s e s .  
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–  D e e p  m a r ke t  a n d  c o m p e t i t o r  a n a l y s i s
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