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Trust ,  in the digital  world,  is  ver y dif ferent from trust in the physical world.  Information now 
moves faster than ever.  And while that means that trust can be lost extremely fast ,  it  also 
means that it 's  possible to build trust faster than it  used to be . 

M o ha m e d K a n d e ,  P w C

Building trust with a client has a long-term value that goes beyond the confines of the 
individual engagement.  That 's true for us as a f irm, because it  helps us generate more work 
down the line .  But it 's  also true for our clients ,  because it  makes their purchasing decisions that 
much easier and takes away some of the uncer taint y they'd other wise have to deal with.

J ulia n Wa ke ha m , P w C

In consulting,  as in the rest of our lives ,  the impor tance of trust scales in propor tion to the 
risks and rewards involved. When you send your child to pre-school,  for example ,  you're 
trusting someone to take care of the most impor tant thing in your life—that 's ver y dif ferent 
from the kind of trust involved when you go to get a haircut .  Similarly,  the degree of trust 
required bet ween a client and their consultants depends on how impor tant the project is  to 
their business .  Right now, given how central  accelerated trans formation is  to clients'  ambitions , 
trust has become an incredibly impor tant concept in this industr y.  It 's  therefore vital  that f irms 
invest time and energ y into understanding how to build and maintain it . 

Jil l  K ra m e r,  A cce nture

T h e qu e s tion of  w h o an d w hat we’re willing to pla ce o ur tr us t in has b e com e a vitally 

imp or tant on e over th e pas t few year s .  O n e co uld arg u e that it ’s  th e central  para dox of  th e 

digital  age:  Information is  m ore a cce ssible than it ’s  ever b e en ,  b ut many of  us s tr ug gle to 

f in d tr us te d a dvis or s an d a uth oritie s to h elp us navigate an d make sense of  it .  In a d dition , 

an xietie s ab o ut th e rise of  f ake n ew s an d th e collap se of  tr us t in p ublic  ins titutions lo om 

large in th e h ea dlin e s .  Earlier this  year,  a  U N s tu d y 1 sug ge s te d that—in th e develop e d 

world at  leas t—p ublic  tr us t in th e m e dia ,  th e s cientif ic  e s tablishm ent ,  an d in governm ent s 

is  lower than it ’s  ever b e en .

W ithin th e consulting se c tor sp e cif ic ally,  tr us t has always playe d a role in driving th e 

p urchasing de cisions of  client s:  Consultant s ,  af ter all ,  are of ten taske d with s olving th eir 

client s’  th ornie s t challenge s an d delivering b usin e ss- critic al  initiative s .  A high degre e of 

tr us t b et we en ven dor an d b u yer is  always going to b e a critic al  su cce ss f a c tor in that kin d 

of  environm ent .

Since the onset of the pandemic ,  however,  the concept of trust has ascended to an even 

greater level of signif icance within consulting. Client s in many industries have had to rely 

on the suppor t of consulting f irms to ensure not only the sur vival of their organisations,  but 

also to protec t the health and wellbeing of their employees. The stakes have never been 

1	 Trus t  in  p ublic  ins titutio ns :  Tre n ds a n d im p lic atio ns fo r  e c o n o mic s e c u rit y,  U nite d Natio n s ,  J ul .  2 0 ,  2 0 21 ( A cce ss e d 

O c t .  28 ,  2 0 21).  Availa b l e at :  ht tp s: // w w w. un . o rg /d evel o p m e nt /d e s a /dsp d /2 0 21 /07/tr us t-p ub lic-in s titutio n s /.

E x e c u t i v e  s u m m a r y
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higher: It ’s only natural ,  therefore, that client s would want to redirec t their consulting spend 

towards the brands and the individual consultant s they have the most trust in . 

Moreover,  the pandemic has fundamentally changed the nature of the client-consultant 

relationship—changes which have brought with them both challenges and oppor tunities 

when it comes to the creation and the maintenance of trust .  There is broad agreement 

among consultant s that the rise of remote working has made it more dif f icult to build 

trusted relationships with new client s,  but also that it  has allowed them to deepen the level 

of trust within their pre-existing ones. Many consulting f irms are coming out of this crisis 

with a new-found level of brand equit y and trust among their most impor tant customers, 

and they ’re now asking themselves what they can do to most ef fec tively capitalise on the 

situation . 

The pandemic has led to a number of changes in the way clients use consulting ser vices—
although in many cases it  represents more of an acceleration of pre-existing trends than a whole 
new direction for the industr y.  One of the most signif icant impacts of COVID has been the way 
it 's  increased the impor tance of trust .  We know from our research that trust in institutions , 
globally,  is  at an all-time low. And that means that building trust—whether we're talking about 
trust bet ween us and our clients or trust bet ween them and their customers—is absolutely 
critical . 

J ulia n Wa ke ha m , P w C

When you look at it  under a cold,  hard lens ,  consulting—like most industries on the planet—is 
ultimately a commodit y marketplace .  And, arguably,  it 's  becoming even more of one over time . 
Bet ween 20% and 25% of consulting ser vices are sunset ever y year.  Consulting f irms are in 
a constant battle to give their clients access to the right t ypes of exper ts at the right time . 
However,  even in a highly commoditised market,  it 's  stil l  possible to create a dif ferentiated 
brand and a dif ferentiated client experience .  Even though a lot of f irms are saying similar things 
and of fering a similar range of ser vices ,  you can dif ferentiate those ser vices by the way you wrap 
them in your values ,  your culture ,  and your sense of purpose .  It 's  the bringing together of all  of 
those components that allows you to create trust—the true X factor that will  keep your clients 
coming back to you.

Ch ris G o o dma n ,  Crowe

Your brand, as a consulting f irm, is  the product of dozens and dozens of individual touchpoints 
with your clients .  And the way that you build trust in your brand is by ensuring absolute 
consistency across all  of  those various touchpoints .  Your clients need to see that you are what 
you say you are .  It 's  par ticularly impor tant to get the f irst and last touchpoints right .  We all 
have a tendency, af ter all ,  to remember the beginnings and endings of things more than the 
middle par ts . 

Eric Ful w il e r,  R i val
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The f irst sec tion of this repor t focuses on conceptual questions of what ,  exac tly,  trust 

means to buyers and prospec tive buyers in today ’s consulting market .  It  examines the 

features that client s believe make for a trust wor thy consulting brand, the role that trust 

plays in client s’  purchasing decisions,  and the way in which that trust has been impac ted by 

the COVID -19 pandemic .

In the second sec tion of this repor t ,  we move from the conceptual to the prac tical and 

examine the specif ic ac tions consultant s can take at dif ferent stages within the life c ycle 

of the client-consultant relationship in order to build and maintain stakeholder trust . 

This sec tion also looks at how trust can be damaged—either through mistakes made my 

individual consultant s or through f irm-wide scandals and PR crises—and how firms can 

rebuild trust af ter those incident s.

In the third and f inal sec tion , we of fer a for ward-looking analysis of the struc tural and 

cultural changes f irms can make in order to maximise the level of trust bet ween themselves 

and their client s In par ticular,  this sec tion looks at the way in which consulting f irms are 

currently at tempting to position themselves as more purpose-driven ser vice providers,  and 

the impac t that this may have over the coming years on client trust in the consulting sec tor.

O ur intention with this repor t is to provide readers with a comprehensive understanding 

of the role that trust—at both the personal and the brand level—plays in today ’s consulting 

market ,  along with prac tical recommendations to enable consulting f irms to more 

ef fec tively build,  maintain ,  and ex tend the trust that their client s have in them . Whatever 

the future may hold, it ’s clear that we have entered an era in which trust has become the 

new currenc y for the global economy; and an understanding of that currenc y will  be critical 

for any consulting f irm looking to build a competitive advantage for themselves. 
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1
I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n …

	– Since the onset of the pandemic ,  trust has 

come to play an increasingly impor tant role 

in client s’  purchasing decisions.  The stakes 

of consulting engagement s are higher than 

they ’ve ever been . Consequently,  client s only 

feel comfor table buying from firms that have 

earned a high degree of stakeholder trust .

	– At it s core, trust continues to be rooted in 

the abilit y of a f irm to ac t with honest y and 

integrit y and to meet the expec tations it  set s 

for it self.  Increasingly,  however,  the streng th 

of a f irm’s asset-base has a key role to play in 

the creation of trust as well .

	– The shif t to remote working has made it 

harder for consultant s to build personal 

relationships with client s during the bid 

process.  Because of this ,  brand equit y has 

come to play a larger role in the creation of 

trust .

	– At the same time, the pandemic has,  in many 

cases,  deepened the level of trust within 

existing client-consultant relationships.  This 

has created new oppor tunities for cross-

selling that didn’t exist prior to 2020.

	– Signs are emerging of a “squeezed middle” 

within the industr y.  Client s have a lot of 

trust in the top-tier,  global consulting f irms 

and in individual freelance consultant s,  but 

comparatively less trust in smaller or more 

specialised ser vice providers.

S e c t i o n  1 :  W h a t  d o e s  “ t r u s t ”  m e a n  i n  t h e 

c o n t e x t  o f  t o d a y ’s  c o n s u l t i n g  i n d u s t r y?

Th ere's  multiple  layers  of  trus t  in  o ur  p rofe ssion . 
Th e cl ie nt  h as to h ave trus t  in  th e p erson wh o's 
deliverin g th e work for  th em , b ut  th ey also n ee d 
to h ave trus t  in  th e bran d of  th e f irm b ehin d 
th at  p erson .  B oth of  th ose e lem e nt s n ee d to b e 
in  place for  any consultin g relationship to b e a 
succe ss ful  on e . 

M o ha m e d K a n d e ,  P w C

Trust ,  in the context of consulting,  is  about the 
client putting their faith in the consultant and 
allowing them to lead on the big challenges their 
organisation is  facing.  Consulting,  ultimately, 
is  about helping clients to navigate through 
uncer taint y.  In order to do that,  there has to be 
a cer tain level  of respect in the relationship—
respect that is  earned by the consultant 
consistently bringing their f irm's best resources 
and best thinking to the engagement. 

Na n c y L eibig ,  Crowe

We've spent a lot of time at P wC thinking about 
what makes for an ef fective consulting par tner. 
In our view, it  comes down to t wo things:  the 
development of trust and the deliver y of sustained 
outcomes .  Those t wo factors matter ever y bit 
as much to us as they do to our clients and their 
customers .  And it 's  the balance of the t wo that 
represents the core of the value equation. 

J ulia n Wa ke ha m , P w C
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I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n …

	– A s client s have become more discerning 

buyers of consulting ser vices—and more 

likely to buy ser vices to address capabilit y 

gaps rather than capacit y shor t falls—it ’s 

become increasingly impor tant for f irms to 

have deep subjec t mat ter exper tise in order 

to build trust with organisations that haven’t 

previously bought ser vices from them .

	– The most ef fec tive way to build trust on a 

personal level with client-side stakeholders 

is to demonstrate a commitment to 

being an honest ,  transparent ,  and highly 

responsive par tner.  Client s want to work 

with consultant s who are going to help them 

navigate the capabilities and the exper tise 

that exist s within their f irms.

	– The most common issue that causes client s 

to lose trust in their consulting par tners is 

when f irms staf f projec t s with under-qualif ied 

resources.  This has always been a problem 

within the industr y,  but has been exacerbated 

by the current talent shor tages that many 

f irms are strug gling with .

	– O ver the nex t few years,  consulting f irms 

are likely to face increased scrutiny from the 

public and the media ,  par ticularly around 

their E SG credentials .  For tunately,  even 

relatively high-profile scandals do not have 

to cause permanent damage to client trust—

provided that the f irms involved are willing to 

take the proper reparative ac tions.

When a client comes to you and says ,  'Hey, can you 
make sure that this par ticular person is  working on 
our engagement for us? ',  that 's when you know that 
you've success fully built  trust with them. Because , 
when they ask you that question,  what they're saying 
is  that they have confidence in that person to deliver 
against the promises you've made to them. 

M o ha m e d K a n d e ,  P w C

A s you expand your footprint within an account, 
you create a kind of vir tuous cycle .  With ever y 
incremental ser vice that you sell ,  client satis faction 
goes up,  retention goes up,  and profitabilit y goes up—
provided that you're able to deliver those ser vices 
to a high standard. With ever y new ser vice you sell , 
you create additional moments of truth;  additional 
oppor tunities to build trust and cement your f irm's 
position as a trusted advisor. 

Ch ris G o o dma n ,  Crowe

The market for consulting is  so crowded these days . 
A s a result ,  any time I  come across a f irm I  haven' t 
worked with before ,  the f irst thing I  ask them is how 
their approach dif fers from that of all  the other 
f irms that are out there;  what are the unique skills , 
methodologies ,  or pieces of intellectual proper t y that 
you're going to bring to the table that I  couldn' t get 
any where else? If  a f irm has a strong answer to those 
questions ,  that 's a good f irst step on the road to 
building trust .

H R dire c to r,  in d us trial  ma n u f a c turin g co m p a ny

2S e c t i o n  2 :  H o w  i s  t r u s t  e a r n e d  a n d 

l o s t  i n  t h i s  i n d u s t r y?
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I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n …

	– Many client s have the perception that the 

interest s of consulting f irms do not of ten align 

well  with their own interest s.  This is one of 

the primar y challenges standing in the way 

of f irms building a deeper level of trust with 

client s and prospec tive client s.

	– To address this issue, f irms should 

demonstrate a willingness to explore 

alternative commercial and contrac tual 

models ,  and become more selec tive about 

the work that they ’re willing to bid for.  The 

f irms that will  be most ef fec tive at building 

trust will  be those that promote a culture of 

honest y with client s around the limitations of 

their exper tise and capacit y.

	– Increasingly,  f irms are star ting to embrace the 

idea of becoming more purpose-driven ser vice 

providers.  To do this success fully,  however, 

they should be careful to ensure that their 

sense of purpose is fully embedded into their 

core profit-making ac tivities.

	– A s a people-driven industr y,  it ’s impor tant 

that a f irm’s sense of purpose is expressed 

through the way it  manages it s work force—for 

example, through DEI initiatives or through 

initiatives designed to protec t the health and 

wellbeing of consultant s. 

It 's  impossible for a consulting f irm the size of 
ours to build trust without a strong value system. 
The trust that we have with our clients is  built  on 
an understanding that we're going to consistently 
deliver the things we promise without cutting 
corners .  And, in order to do that,  ever y single 
person within the f irm has to operate to the same 
standard of excellence .  That isn' t  a question of 
training,  it 's  a question of values .  That 's why it 's 
so impor tant,  not only that we have a shared value 
system across the f irm, but that those values play 
a major role in driving the day-to-day work of our 
consultants . 

M o ha m e d K a n d e ,  P w C

The scrutiny on consulting f irms has never been 
more intense than it  is  today. Clients have higher 
expectations during the pitch process than they 
used to,  so as a f irm, you have to be able to lean 
heavily on things like referrals ,  case studies ,  and 
impact stories .  Stor y telling is  hugely impor tant 
for ever y consulting f irm in today's market .  And, 
ideally,  your f irm's sense of purpose should be a big 
par t of that stor y.

S cot t Dav is ,  Pro p h et

In order to create an enduring consulting brand, 
you have to set yourself  up for success in both 
good times and harder times .  The best way to 
do that is  to ensure that your brand is both 
distinctive from the competition and undergirded 
by a strong commitment to a set of values and a 
sense of purpose . 

J o h n Ru daizk y,  E Y

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

t a k e  t o  m o r e  e f f e c t i v e l y  b u i l d  t r u s t 

w i t h  c l i e n t s  o v e r  t h e  c o m i n g  y e a r s?
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M e t h o d o l o g y
Unless other wise noted, the data in this repor t comes from a study of buyers of consulting 

ser vices conduc ted in S eptember and Oc tober 2021 . This study consisted of a sur vey of 

20 0 US -based senior executives,  all  of whom had personal experience buying consulting 

ser vices within the last t wo years.  All  respondent s in this study worked in organisations 

with 50 0 or more employees, and all  occupied a senior manager role or higher within 

their organisations.  Fur ther details about their employers and their roles within their 

organisations are shown in Figures 4,  5,  and 6 .

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 changing role that trust plays in client s’  buying decisions,  and 

how firms are responding to that shif t ,  we also conduc ted a series of inter views with buyers 

of consulting ser vices and a range of leading consulting f irms. A full  list of contributors is 

available at the back of this repor t ,  excluding those who wished to remain anonymous.

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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S ec tor breakdown of our sample

Figure 4
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C o n t r i b u t o r s

Name	 Job title	 Organisation

S cot t Davis	 Chief Grow th O f ficer,  S enior Par tner	 Prophet

Chris G oodman	 Chief Marketing O f ficer	 Crowe

Rober t Fisher	 Global Leader – The Trusted Imperative	 KPMG

Eric Fulwiler	 CEO and Founder	 Rival

Mohamed Kande	 Vice- Chairman , US & Global Advisor y Leader	 P w C

Jill  Kramer	 Chief Marketing and Communications O f ficer	 Accenture

Nanc y Leibig	 Direc tor,  Brand, Insight s and Market Strateg y	 Crowe

Jay Nibbe	 Global Vice Chair	 E Y

John Rudaizk y	 Par tner,  Global Brand and Marketing	 E Y

Patrick S cot t	 E xecutive Vice President	 Protiviti

Adam Todd	 Vice President – Marketing & Communications	 Protiviti

Julian Wakeham	 Par tner and EME A Client s and Market s Leader for Consulting	 P w C

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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A b o u t  t h e  a u t h o r s

Fiona Czerniawska

A co-Founder and Managing Direc tor of S ource, 

Fiona is one of the world's leading commentators 

on the management consulting 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 is the Producer of our thought 

leadership at S ource. In this capacit y,  he 

oversees our Emerging Trends research 

programme, host s our for tnightly podcast , 

and creates content for our blog and social 

channels .  He has contributed to a number 

of leading management and professional 

ser vices publications,  and regularly speaks 

at our own event s and those of our client s.

Fergus has now lef t S ource, though we’d 

like to credit him for producing and writing 

this repor t .  If  you have any questions at 

all  about the repor t ,  please get in touch 

with Lindsay Stark at lindsay.stark@

sourceglobalresearch .com .
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