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In the past ,  many clients saw digital  as an optional consideration.  That ’s now changed 
dramatically—even more so since the onset of the pandemic .  Now, digital  is  seen as absolutely 
essential  for both front and back-of f ice trans formation. It ’s  a mandator y element of the 
customer engagement and experience strateg y for any organisation;  and likewise ,  businesses 
understand that it  can be a vital  catalyst and accelerant for operational improvement.  Digital 
trans formation is  understood by clients to be one of the most ef fective ways of leapfrog ging the 
competition,  and that ’s driving huge demand for consultants who are able to of fer advice and 
compelling propositions to deliver tangible results . 

Kumar Parakala ,  G HD Digital

I ’m of the view that the last 25 years of digital  trans formation should be seen as investment 
years .  Industr y,  globally,  was tr ying to f igure out how to fully take advantage of the 
oppor tunities created by this new world.  The result was a lot of failures—over whelmingly more 
failures than successes ,  in fact ,  interspersed with just a few spectacular successes .  But all  of 
those failures represented an investment in human and institutional knowledge about what 
works and what doesn’t  work.  Now, we’re moving into a period of har vesting,  as businesses 
and individual consumers star t to reap the benefits of the technologies we’ve invented and 
ever y thing we , as a societ y,  have learned about how to use them. 

Chan S uh , Prophet

It is impossible to tell  the stor y of the evolution of the consulting industr y over the past 

decade without acknowledging the central role played by digital trans formation—a theme 

that has,  arguably,  done more than any other to shape the priorities of client s over this 

period. While the pace of digitisation has not been the same ever y where, it  is dif f icult 

to f ind a sec tor or a market where client s are not acutely aware of the way in which the 

digital age has reshaped the priorities of their customers and their employees. Likewise, 

businesses have seen , in industr y af ter industr y—from retail  to transpor tation , from media 

to telecoms—the way in which established market dynamic s can be upended vir tually 

overnight by the rise of digitally native competitors,  whose disruptive business models take 

full  advantage of the possibilities opened up by new technologies and new ways of thinking.

While digital trans formation was undeniably a board-level priorit y prior to 2020, the 

COVID crisis has added a new degree of urgenc y and immediac y to these concerns. Many 

businesses had no choice but to dramatically speed up the digitisation of their work forces 

and their development of digital produc t s and ser vices,  just to keep operating through the 

pandemic .  A side from accelerating the pace of trans formation , the pandemic has also had 

a profound ef fec t on the way in which digital is framed and contex tualised. It  has opened 

leaders’  eyes to just how much institutional change can be accomplished within a relatively 

limited span of time—and forced them to raise their expec tations for what their businesses 

are capable of achieving.

S o, it ’s not surprising that consulting f irms have sought to capitalise on their client s’ 

interest in digital trans formation by making digital ser vices a key investment priorit y. 

O ver the past ten years,  we’ve seen f irms of ever y stripe go out of their way to build 

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 a s tu d y of  b u yer s of  consulting 

ser vice s con du c te d in A p ril  2 021 .  T his  s tu d y consis te d of  a  sur vey of  15 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;  47 % 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  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 .

W h ere n e ce ssar y,  we have als o draw n on data f rom o ur global  data m o del ,  a  b ot tom-up 

m o del  of  th e p rofe ssional  ser vice s in dus tr y that we use to size th e in dus tr y.  T his  m o del 

cover s over 8 0 co untrie s ,  an d in clu de s detaile d data on alm os t 1 , 6 0 0 f irms ,  as well  as 

high er-level  e s timate s for a f ur th er 4 0 0 , 0 0 0 .  A d ditionally,  we have at  cer tain p oint s 

c alib rate d data agains t o ur ann ual  Client Perception Stu d y,  in w hich we ask th o usan ds of 

client s aro un d th e world ab o ut th eir  view s on f irms that th ey have worke d with or have 

considere d working with .  E xcept w h ere n ote d ,  th e data that we have use d in this  rep or t 

refer s sp e cif ic ally to th e US market .

To b et ter un der s tan d th e ways in w hich consulting f irms are f a cilitating th e digital 

trans formation of  th eir  client s ,  we als o con du c te d a serie s of  inter view s with digital 

lea der s in th e p rofe ssional  ser vice s in dus tr y.  A f ull  l is t  of  contrib utor s is  available at  th e 

ba ck of  this  rep or 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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I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n …

	– While there are many dif ferent 

interpretations of “digital 

transformation”,  the average client 

today feels that they have a strong 

understanding of the term and what it 

means in the contex t of their business.

	– A s digital becomes ever more per vasive, 

some consulting f irms have questioned 

whether it ’s still  a term that they should 

be using—and whether there’s still  a 

need for dedicated digital prac tices 

and digital of ferings.  We’re not there 

yet ,  but we may soon reach the point 

where it  no longer makes sense to 

frame client s’  needs in terms of digital 

trans formation .

	– Client s have embraced a less linear way 

of thinking about digital trans formation . 

The assumption that you have to invest 

in foundational digital infrastruc ture 

before moving onto higher level 

questions about digitising the front 

and back of fices has been replaced by a 

“work with what you’ve got ” approach .

	– The experience of COVID has generated 

a lot of interest in how digital 

transformation can help to facilitate 

business resilience. But it ’s also made 

client s a lot more ambitious than they 

used to be. It ’s opened leaders’  eyes to 

the ex tent to which their organisations 

can reinvent themselves even within a 

limited timespan .

S e c t i o n  1 :  W h a t  d o e s  “d i g i t a l 

t r a n s f o r m a t i o n ”  m e a n  t o  c l i e n t s?

I  would define digital  trans formation as business 
trans formation brought about by technolog y.  The 
trans formation par t needs to come f irst ,  not the 
technolog y par t .  You can' t let the technolog y drive 
things;  you can' t focus on technolog y for technolog y's 
sake .  Instead, technolog y needs to be understood 
as the catalyst for business change . COVID-19 has 
accelerated digital  trans formation by at least 5-7 years , 
with technolog y now becoming core to all  business 
trans formation initiatives ,  challenging traditional 
models and assumptions of ever y business . 

Kuma Parakala ,  G HD Digital

Digital ,  in my view, isn’t  about humans or technolog y; 
it ’s  about the amalgamation of the t wo. It ’s  about 
how you marr y human behaviours with technological 
advancements .  I  think that those of us working in digital 
trans formation need to star t paying as much attention 
to what happens ‘with’  the technolog y as ‘ in’  the 
technolog y.  Given where we are on the adoption cur ve 
right now, it ’s  no longer possible to use technolog y itself 
as a dif ferentiator;  instead, the focus must shif t  to what 
you do with that technolog y. 

Chan S uh , Prophet

Digital  can mean many dif ferent things to dif ferent 
people .  Personally,  I  think the simplest way to 
understand digital  is  to look at it  as the intersection 
point when humans and technolog y meet each other. 
Digital  trans formation, therefore ,  is  about how you 
bridge the human and the technolog y divide to drive 
step-change within an organisation,  with the aim of 
creating long-term, sustained outcomes .  That means 
that consultants working in this space need to have a 
strong understanding of both the human experience 
component and the technolog y component. 

Jenny Koehler,  P w C

1
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S e c t i o n  2 :  W h a t  i s  t h e  r o l e  f o r 

c o n s u l t i n g  f i r m s  i n  f a c i l i t a t i n g 

d i g i t a l  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n?

I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n …

	– Client s—even those with the most 

sophisticated internal digital 

capabilities—generally understand the 

vital role that consultant s can play 

in enabling and accelerating digital 

trans formation .

	– There is par ticular demand for 

consultant s who are able to bring a 

global and cross-sec tor perspec tive 

to the table,  and who can help 

expose client s to digital trends and 

innovations they would not other wise 

have visibilit y of.

	– The commercialisation of data is the 

single most pressing digital challenge 

facing client s today, so consultant s 

ought to make this a central pillar of 

their broader digital of ferings.

	– A s client s’  digital capabilities and 

broader approach to trans formation 

continue to mature, there will  be 

less need for narrow digital ser vices 

that operate in isolation from each 

other.  Instead, client s will  be looking 

to consultant s to provide ongoing 

strategic and programme management 

suppor t ,  and to help them oversee 

complex and multi-layered por t folios of 

digital initiatives.

Trans formation work must be results-driven. Sometimes , 
you'll  have consultants come into an organisation and spend 
their time measuring ever y thing and repor ting to the client 
on all  the ways their digital  maturit y has progressed. But 
who really cares about that as a goal? If  a trans formation 
has been truly ef fective ,  then you shouldn' t need to be told 
that things are trans formed; you should be able to see it  for 
yourself  in the impact on results and business outcomes . 

Chan S uh , Prophet

In many industries ,  there's a signif icant gulf  bet ween the 
aspirations that clients have for digital  trans formation, 
and the realit y on the ground. A lot of clients want 
to immediately make the jump to being a fully digital 
organisation;  but that of ten isn' t  practical  in realit y.  Par t of 
the role of consultants ,  therefore ,  is  to help clients prioritise 
their digital  investment,  and to make sure that they're going 
about it  in a way that balances ambition and practicalit y. 

Danielle Phaneuf,  P w C

I 'm increasingly seeing—especially at the CEO level—a pull 
for a more strategic and joined-up dialogue about the role 
of digital .  One CEO recently asked me , ‘How much revenue 
uplif t  could we achieve if  we star ted making better use 
of consumer insights across all  of  our various business 
functions? ’.  Another asked me what digital  capabilities they 
would need to improve their time to market ;  someone else 
came to me because they were interested in exploring new 
revenue streams and delivering new experiences that might 
have nothing to do with their core of ferings .  A s a consulting 
f irm, it 's  impossible to answer these t ypes of high-level , 
strategic questions unless you're willing to break down the 
digital  siloes within your own organisation. 

S uraj Ramaprasa d, Teneo

2
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I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n …

	– The competitive landscape of digital 

transformation work has become 

an increasingly ambiguous one, as 

consulting f irms but t heads against 

a wider variet y of competitors—

including big tech .

	– The abilit y to combine technical 

exper tise with strategic thinking 

and projec t management capabilities 

means that consulting f irms still 

have a competitive advantage in this 

increasingly crowded field,  and they 

will  need to lean on that advantage in 

order to car ve out a distinc t niche for 

themselves.

	– The qualit y of a f irm’s digital 

ecosystem has become the single 

most impor tant fac tor client s look at 

when tr ying to selec t a trans formation 

par tner.  Consulting f irms ought to 

be more vocal about their alliance 

par tnerships,  and their abilit y to use 

them to create value for client s.

	– A firm’s own level of digital maturit y 

can play a major role in determining 

credibilit y with client s.  The 

pandemic has accelerated the digital 

transformation of the consulting 

industr y,  and created a unique 

oppor tunit y for consultant s to use 

their personal experiences to build 

empathy with client s facing their own 

digital challenges.

If  f irms want to expand their footprint in the digital 
trans formation market over the next few years ,  they 
will  need to focus on developing the qualit y of their 
leadership.  If  you look at the senior managers and leaders 
within a t ypical consulting f irm, those people have of ten 
been so busy working on client deliver y that they've had 
hardly any time to train themselves and make sure that 
their understanding of the digital  landscape stays current . 
O f ten, people in professional ser vices f irms fall  into a 
trap of believing they know ever y thing;  but that 's ver y far 
from the truth.  Consultants need to continue learning and 
evolving over the entiret y of their careers ,  and f irms need 
to be proactive in making sure that their leaders fully 
understand that . 

Kumar Parakala ,  G HD Digital

Clarit y of brand is increasingly impor tant for consulting 
f irms ,  par ticularly when it  comes to digital  trans formation 
work.  I  think that in the past ,  f irms'  propositions have 
occasionally blurred together a bit  in the minds of 
clients—but that 's not good enough anymore .  Now, if 
you want to win work in this space ,  you need to f ind a 
way to dif ferentiate yourself,  whether that 's through the 
capabilities and the sector knowledge you have access 
to,  the ecosystem you've built ,  or the thought leadership 
you're putting out . 

Danielle Phaneuf,  P w C

We believe empathy building is  one of the core skills 
for consultants working on digital  trans formation. Even 
when you're working on back-of f ice focused initiatives , 
you have to remember that,  at the end of the day, the 
processes and solutions you're building are going to be 
used and maintained by humans .  Making a trans formation 
stick comes down to your abilit y to understand the needs 
of users ,  and how people are going to be interacting with 
your technolog y stack. 

G reg Pic arelli ,  E Y

3S e c t i o n  3 :  H o w  c a n  y o u r  f i r m  b e s t 

p o s i t i o n  i t s e l f  t o  w i n  d i g i t a l  w o r k ?
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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 consultant s and client s who wished to 

remain anonymous). 
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and Buying Professional S er vices. 
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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
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Fergus Blair

fergus.blair@sourceglobalresearch.com

Edward Haigh 

Ed is a Managing Direc tor of 
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and new produc t development . 
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his time inter viewing consultant s 
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Ed regularly speaks about the 
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teams around the world,  has 

lec tured at Columbia Universit y 
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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 
w o r l d ’ s  b i g g e s t  a n d  m o s t  s u c c e s s f u l 
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 .  

A m o n g  o t h e r  t h i n g s ,  o u r  w o r k  i n c l u d e s :
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