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It  can be quite tempting to say that this is  an age-old problem, and that there's been a war for 
talent in consulting practices for years .  While it 's  true that this problem is one we're familiar 
with,  its scale—and the broader context—absolutely is  not ,  which will  mean our approach to 
solving it  will  need to be dif ferent .  To paraphrase Einstein,  we cannot rely on an old map to 
navigate a new world. 

A man da G ethin ,  E Y

The talent market is  ver y hot ;  it 's  getting increasingly dif f icult  to recruit and hold on to people . 
There are a lot of projects kicking of f  at the moment,  and consulting f irms across the board have 
had to increase what they're willing to pay in order to hire fast enough to meet demand. There 
are some ser vice lines and some markets we operate in where average salaries have gone up by 
as much as 3 0 to 4 0% this year. 

Kumar Parakala ,  G HD Digital

M ore than p erhap s any oth er issu e ,  talent is  th e topic that has dominate d th e agen das 

of  th e consulting in dus tr y ’s  lea der s over th e pas t six m onths .  A year an d a half  ago, 

w h en client s f ir s t  s tar te d c an celling p roje c t s an d dialling ba ck th eir  consulting sp en d in 

re sp onse to th e pan demic ,  f irms s tar te d to panic that th ey wo uldn’t  b e able to maintain 

p rof itabilit y with a large b en ch of  un der utilise d re s o urce s–lea ding many of  th em to fre e ze 

or subs tantially  re du ce th e pa ce of  th eir  re cr uitm ent a c tivitie s .  B ut this  year,  th ey ’ve 

fo un d th emselve s in th e exa c t op p osite situation;  client deman d is  surging ,  an d f irms 

simply don’t  have th e re s o urce s to ke ep pa ce .  Like s o many oth er in dus trie s ,  consulting is 

in th e mids t of  an a cute talent sh or tage .

Many,  b ut n ot all ,  of  th e talent lea ds an d HR dire c tor s we sp oke to w hile re searching this 

rep or t agre e d that th e p re sent situation co uld a ccurately b e de scrib e d as a crisis;  oth er s 

felt  that th e crisis  was lo oming on th e h orizon ,  b ut ha d n ot quite ma de lan df all  yet .  B ut 

h owever th ey ch ose to f ram e it ,  th ey were unanim o us ab o ut th e f a c t that it  ha d b e com e 

n oticeably harder to at tra c t an d retain high- qualit y talent ,  an d that a cce ss to talent 

was s tar ting to lo ok like a major cons traint on th eir  f irm’s abilit y to realise it s  long-term 

grow th ambitions .

In a sur vey we conduc ted at the midpoint of the year,  47% of consulting f irms felt that 

recruitment had become more of a problem for them over the past six months, compared 

to only 2% who felt the opposite (Fig.  0 .1).  Even more f irms claimed to be experiencing 

issues holding onto talent (Fig.  0 . 2).  Across the industr y,  stories abound of consultant s at 

ever y level of the resource pyramid get ting poached by competitors or choosing to exit the 

industr y altogether.  All  the way down to the graduate level,  f irms have found it harder than 

ever to at trac t and conver t top tier candidates.

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
The majorit y of the data in this repor t comes from a study of early-career consultant s 

conduc ted in July of 2021 . For this study, we sur veyed 20 0 people,  all  working for 

consulting f irms at the time the sur vey was conduc ted, and all  of whom were under the age 

of 3 0 and had less than f ive years total experience in the consulting industr y.  Figs.  0 . 6 ,  0 .7, 

and 0. 8 provide fur ther details about these respondent s. 

In the executive summar y, we have additionally used data from a study conduc ted in June 

2021 which sur veyed 51 consultant s and targeted more senior managers and leaders within 

consulting f irms.

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 . 

To bet ter understand the ways in which consulting f irms are responding to the talent crisis , 

we also conduc ted a series of inter views with HR direc tors,  talent leads, and other relevant 

exper t s within the consulting industr y and other adjacent par t s of the professional ser vices 

market .  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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1
I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n …

	– At trition levels within consulting—which 

were already on the rise prior to 2020 —

have been fur ther heightened by COVID. 

A year and a half of living through a 

pandemic has led many consultant s 

to re-evaluate their career priorities, 

leading to greater movement within 

the industr y and to more consultant s 

looking for oppor tunities out side of it .

	– The impac t that the shif t to remote 

working has had on consultant s’  work-

life balance ought to be of par ticular 

concern to f irms, and could lead to a 

longer-term exodus of talent from the 

industr y if  not addressed.

	– The pandemic has also heightened the 

need for f irms to be able to access 

specialist talent in high-grow th areas 

such as c ybersecurit y,  data & analy tic s , 

and cloud.

	– COVID has helped to f irmly cement 

the technolog y sec tor as consulting’s 

primar y competitor for talent .  Firms will 

need to look for oppor tunities to more 

ef fec tively dif ferentiate their employee 

value propositions if  they are to avoid 

losing the war for talent against tech .

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  s h a p e d 

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

There's a lot of talk right now about this idea of ' the 
great resignation'.  Ever y industr y seems to be strug gling 
with retention, and consulting is  no exception. People 
are feeling burnt-out by the pandemic ;  they've spent 
eighteen months working in less than ideal conditions , 
and now that the talent market has heated up, they want 
to take advantage of that to inject some change into 
their l ives .

Alix Hahn , Prophet

My view is that COVID has worsened a problem that had 
already existed in the consulting industr y for some time . 
Fundamentally,  management consulting just isn' t  a ver y 
appealing job for the incoming generation of workers . 
That 's something I 've believed for a long time; and a 
lot of our talent strateg y at Teneo has revolved around 
f inding ways to address that problem. People simply 
aren' t willing to make the kind of work-life balance 
bargain that this industr y depends on anymore .  You see 
evidence of this in the fact that many f irms were facing 
material  retention and acquisition challenges even three 
or four years before the pandemic—and were having to 
make heav y use of independent contractors as a result . 
And now, even the f irms that had a relatively good 
employee value proposition before 2020 have seen that 
value proposition get completely destroyed by COVID. 

T im Nixon , Teneo

The pandemic has ,  I  think,  forced a lot of people to re-
evaluate what they want from their careers .  We’re at a 
point now where people value the idea of f lexibilit y in 
a way that we’ve never seen before—so I  think there’s 
a real oppor tunit y for f irms to set themselves apar t by 
embracing that need, and giving their employees more 
say over the work they do and how they do it . 

A n drea Ivey Harris ,  Prophet
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I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n …

	– Shif ting generational at titudes have 

had a signif icant impac t on what 

makes for an ef fec tive employee 

value proposition in the consulting 

industr y.  Personal autonomy is now 

highly valued; consultant s are looking 

for f irms that will  give them control 

over their lives and careers at both the 

macro and micro levels .

	– Today ’s young consultant s are less 

willing than their predecessors to put 

up with “the grind”.  To be at trac tive 

destinations for talent ,  f irms will  need 

to demonstrate a willingness to take 

issues of mental and physical wellbeing 

seriously.

	– Creating a sustainable model of work-

life balance will  require a collaborative 

process bet ween consulting f irms and 

their client s.

	– The disruption caused by the pandemic 

means that this moment represent s 

a unique oppor tunit y for f irms 

to reinvent their employee value 

propositions in line with the needs of a 

new generation of talent .

What makes a consulting f irm an attractive destination 
for talent? In my view, there are three key elements . 
An attractive organisation is  one that of fers fulf il l ing 
oppor tunities for its people ;  invests in the development of 
its people ;  and has a culture rooted in values of inclusion, 
wellbeing and purpose . 

Payal Vasudeva , D eloit te

The need for a better work-life balance isn' t  a trend that 's 
unique to consulting.  You see it  in almost ever y industr y—
even investment banking.  The only place you don' t see it , 
interestingly enough, is  the legal profession.  But when even 
Goldman Sachs bankers are demanding better working 
conditions ,  you know that this trend isn' t  going away any 
time soon. 

T im Nixon , Teneo

Consulting stil l  of fers a lot of oppor tunities for fast track 
career development—the t ypes of oppor tunities it 's  hard 
to f ind in other industries ,  even tech companies .  There's 
something about the pathway to the par tnership that is 
ver y appealing for people who are looking to hit  the ground 
running and grow their career at an accelerated pace .  It 's 
hard to f ind a career where you can do that,  while also 
having a positive impact on the world.  Consulting is  one of 
the few places that of fers both of those elements . 

L arissa L awrence, Tata Consultanc y S er vices

2S e c t i o n  2 :  H o w  c a n  c o n s u l t i n g 

f i r m s  i m p r o v e  t h e  e m p l o y e e  v a l u e 

p r o p o s i t i o n?
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I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n …

	– Consulting f irms have star ted to 

diversif y the range of universities and 

universit y courses they recruit from—

both to address talent shor tages, and 

to increase diversit y.  This has been 

made easier by the transition away 

from on-campus careers event s in 

favour of vir tual recruiting event s.

	– At the same time, f irms have sought to 

play a more ac tive role in shaping the 

nex t generation of talent ,  investing in 

educational initiatives both within and 

out side of their organisations.

	– S ome firms have star ted to consider 

the way in which increased client 

acceptance of remote working 

could allow them to globalise their 

resourcing models at the bot tom end 

of the pyramid, ef fec tively increasing 

the size of their total talent pools .

	– There is a lot of momentum within the 

industr y around issues of accessibilit y, 

as f irms look to bring in people who 

would previously have felt excluded 

from a career in consulting. 

When we're assessing candidates ,  a key priorit y of ours 
is  f inding people who can deal with change . The world 
is  changing fast ;  many of our clients are in the process 
of attempting to trans form their business ,  and our own 
sector is  trans forming at the same time . That means it 's 
imperative that our consultants have agile mindsets and 
know how to respond to new circumstances as they arise . 

G o delieve van D o oren , M ercer

The skills  that consulting f irms are looking for tend to 
be in areas that are relatively new and evolving rapidly, 
so there isn' t  an endless supply in the labour market . 
And then you have the added issue that competition for 
those skills  has been widening,  par ticularly in the digital 
space .  Because of the pandemic ,  companies across the 
board have had to accelerate the development of their 
digital  capabilities to suppor t their new ways of working 
and new ways of operating.  Ever yone has had to develop 
a level  of digital  and data f luency across their whole 
work force ,  and that 's made it  even more challenging to 
compete for talent .

A man da G ethin ,  E Y

We're definitely thinking a lot about how to expand 
the pool of talent we recruit from. We've always been 
open in terms of the range of universities we target ;  but 
even so,  we're stil l  looking at ways that we can broaden 
our horizons—while maintaining our commitment to 
academic excellence .  To a large extent,  that 's been 
driven by our commitment to improving the level  of 
diversit y within our f irm. 

Per Breuer,  Rolan d Berger

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

t a k e n  t o  e x p a n d  t h e  s i z e  o f  t h e i r 

t a l e n t  p o o l s?
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S o l v i n g  t h e  t a l e n t  c r i s i s

A s an industr y,  I  think that we need to continue to be bold and innovative in our talent 
practices .  This is ,  af ter all ,  a people-centric business;  so it  is  imperative that f irms like ours 
are constantly thinking about creative new ways to attract and nur ture our talent .  And of 
course ,  we have to continue to learn and evolve our post-pandemic ways of working so we 
don' t inadver tently create a t wo-tiered experience that separates of f ice workers from remote 
workers ,  or fee-earners from enabling functions .  We need to ensure there's a seamless 
connection bet ween colleagues wherever they are based and whichever team they work in ,  in 
order to best ser ve our clients . 

Payal Vasudeva , D eloit te

I  think the pandemic has created some huge oppor tunities for consulting f irms ,  because 
it 's  made people realise how quickly and how radically industr y norms can change . If  I 'd 
told someone in 2019 that we'd have to implement fully remote working across all  of  our 
projects over just a few weeks ,  they would have called me craz y.  So now, that 's created 
more confidence among industr y leaders that it 's  possible to deliver equally dramatic 
trans formation to other elements of the people stor y as well . 

A nonymous

Throughout this repor t ,  we have explored the nature of the talent crisis currently facing the 

consulting sec tor—and we have documented the various initiatives f irms have under taken 

in response to this crisis .  The question remains,  however,  of what a true "solution" to the 

talent crisis—if such a thing were even possible—would look like.

To be clear, there are plent y of steps that firms can take at the individual level in order to 

successfully insulate themselves from the worst elements of the crisis .  On the attrac tion 

side, for example, f irms can expand the range of talent pools they recruit from, create new 

on-ramps into their businesses in the form of digital bootcamps or apprenticeship schemes, 

and change the messages of their recruitment collateral to highlight aspec ts of the industr y 

that are more in line with the priorities of a new generation of talent. And to address 

retention issues, f irms can promote a more sustainable work-life balance among their more 

junior resources through the use of respec t and inclusion char ters and by fostering a culture 

of healthy communication—while also giving consultants at least the feeling , if  not the 

realit y, of more autonomy and control over their careers and the projec ts they get staf fed to.

But even in the ag gregate, it  seems unlikely that these sor t s of steps will  amount to 

something that could be considered a genuine solution to the wider industr y's talent crisis . 

Par tly,  that ’s because these are steps that almost ever y f irm can take—and, indeed, our 

research sug gest s that it ’s hard to f ind a f irm that isn’t already taking ac tion on these 

front s.  And when ever y f irm is investing in the same places and taking the same set of 

ac tions,  it ’s hard to see how any of them are going to success fully conver t those ac tions into 

a sustainable,  long-term competitive advantage in the war for talent .
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