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S o l v i n g  “ t h e  v a l u e  p r o b l e m ”  o u g h t  t o  b e  o n e  o f  t h e  t o p  p r i o r i t i e s 

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

In to day ’s  co n sultin g ma rket ,  client s a re m o re dis criminatin g tha n th ey ’ve 

ever b e en .  If  yo u wa nt yo ur f irm to s t a n d o ut in a n in creasin gly crowd e d 

co m p etitive la n ds c a p e ,  it ’s  im p erative that yo u d o m o re tha n jus t  daz zle 

w ith im p re ssive cha r t s a n d PowerPoint d e ck s .  In s tea d ,  yo u n e e d to b e 

ab le to create t a n gib le ,  m easurab le valu e fo r yo ur client s—valu e that 

p er sis t s lo n g af ter yo ur tea m clo s e s d ow n th e p roje c t .

But that ’s easier said than done. O ur historical client p erceptions data 

sug gest s that the consulting industr y has long been plagued by “the value 

problem”; even client s with generally p ositive opinions ab out consultant s 

are of ten highly sceptical ab out whether their sp end on consulting 

projec t s is ac tually generating value for money.

Back in 2019, we published a rep or t looking at this exac t challenge. 

O f course, the world has changed a great deal since then . For many 

client s ,  the pandemic has had a trans formative ef fec t on the way they 

use consulting ser vices—and how they assess the value generated by 

those ser vices .  That ’s why we felt that this was an opp or tune moment 

to revisit the themes of that rep or t ,  and re-examine the question of how 

consultant s can best create value for their client s .

In this report,  you’ll  find…

 – A framework for defining value in the sp ecif ic contex t of the 

consulting industr y

 – A guide for having more intelligent and more impac t ful 

conversations with your client s ab out value

 – A nalysis of how client s think ab out the value-add of consultant s—

and how those p erceptions have changed as a result of the 

pandemic

 – Prac tical recommendations for maximising the value created by 

individual client engagement s

 – Advice for creating a comp elling and dif ferentiated value 

prop osition

Methodology

T h e majorit y of th e data in this rep or t com e s from o ur ann ual Client Perception 

Stu dy, a yearly s tu dy in w hich we ask b u yers of consulting ser vice s aro un d 

th e world to tell  us th eir view s on th e f irms th ey have worke d with or have 

considere d working with . T h e late s t iteration of this s tu dy was con duc te d in 

D e cemb er 2 02 0 , an d involve d sur veying 3 ,4 49 p e ople a cross a wide variet y of 

se c tors an d market s .

For p re -pan demic comparisons , we have a dditionally draw n on data from a 

s tu dy con duc te d for o ur 2 019 rep or t on “ T h e Value Problem”—a sur vey of 15 0 

re cent consulting client s ,  H ea d of D epar tm ent level or high er,  in large US -base d 

organisations . 

T h ro u g h o u t t h is  re p o r t ,  w e h ave a ls o re li e d o n q ua lit a ti ve f in din g s c o ll e c te d 

f ro m in te r v i e w s w it h c o n s ult a n t s a n d t h e ir  c l i e n t s b e t w e e n Ja n ua r y 2 019 a n d 

A u g u s t 2 0 21 .
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H a v i n g  a  c l e a r  n a r r a t i v e  a b o u t  y o u r  f i r m ’s  a b i l i t y  t o 

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

Since the star t of the pandemic ,  client s have—understandably—

become a lot more risk-averse than they used to be. In many 

industries,  COVID has squeezed margins and depleted cash 

reser ves.  A s a result ,  it ’s become harder to justif y spending 

money on ser vices that aren’t likely to generate a tangible 

return on investment . 

Consequently,  client s are put ting more ef for t into scrutinising 

the claims made by consultant s during the buying process, 

to make sure that they genuinely understand how to create 

value. It  has become more common , for example, for client s 

to reach out to a f irm’s former client s to validate the claims 

made in their case studies—and client s are now sharing the 

proposals they receive with a much broader range of internal 

stakeholders for verif ication and review. 

There has also been a signif icant “flight to incumbenc y ” over 

the past year and a half,  with many client s choosing to buy 

ser vices only from firms who have a strong track record of 

delivering value for stakeholders within their organisation . 

This means that it ’s now much more dif f icult for consultant s to 

break into new account s than it  used to be.  

Any f irm that want s to f ight against this trend and continue 

expanding it s client—and revenue—base will  therefore need 

to ensure it  has a strong stor y to tell  about the abilit y of it s 

consultant s to create stakeholder value. And that stor y will 

need to be robust enough to stand up under intense scrutiny.

How the pandemic has af fec ted the amount client s 

scrutinise consulting firms during the buying process

How the pandemic has af fec ted client s’  preferences 

for buying from new vs. existing ser vice providers

Signif ic antly m ore scrutiny
S lightly m ore scrutiny
N o change
S lightly le ss scrutiny

37 %

4 6%

10 %

7 %

M ore likely to b u y from f irms we 
alrea dy have a relationship with
N o change
M ore likely to b u y from n ew f irms

6 8 %

16%

16%
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P a r t  1 :  D e f i n i n g  v a l u e

To bring value ,  consultants need to make my life easier.  Ever y thing 
about the project needs to be well-structured and cr ystal  clear.

H ea d of s trateg y, retail  b usiness

We define value as qualit y outcomes that lead to evolution.  If  we 
have a consultant who can provide feedback, reduce costs ,  and 
increase qualit y scores ,  we are ver y happy.

Finance direc tor,  healthc are provider
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P a r t  2 :  C l i e n t s ’ 

p e r c e p t i o n s  o f  v a l u e One of the dif f iculties in measuring value is  that 
sometimes you bring in a consultant and you expect 
them to just jump in with the same level of exper tise 
and dedication as an employee .  The problem is that 
consultants aren’t  employees and even if  they do the 
job well ,  the process can be disappointing.

Cyb ersecurit y direc tor,  ser vices sec tor

To deliver value ,  f irms need to blend in and really 
tr y to understand us .  That may be where the smaller 
f irms have the advantage over the big ger f irms .  They 
also need to tell  you something that you haven’t 
thought of before—that ’s what value really is .

Chief digital of f icer,  manufac turing sec tor
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3
P a r t  3 :  M a x i m i s i n g  y o u r 

v a l u e - a d d Getting real value from consultants is  a t wo-way street—a 
lot depends on our abilit y to work together closely and 
absorb the knowledge and insights they bring.  The more in 
sync we are ,  the higher the potential  for value-add.

Marketing direc tor,  ser vices sec tor

We value f irms that are invested in our success and take a 
‘my success is  yours’  approach.

CIO, healthc are provider
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A b o u t  t h e  a u t h o r

Fergus Blair

Fergus is the Producer of our thought leadership at S ource, and manages 

our Emerging Trends research programme. In this capacit y,  he has authored 

repor t s on many of the most pressing issues facing today ’s consulting f irms—

including our 2019 repor t on “The Value Problem”, as well  as repor t s on 

sustainabilit y,  digital trans formation , and the future of projec t deliver y. He 

also host s our for tnightly podcast ,  “The Future of the Firm”, and has writ ten 

opinion pieces for a wide variet y of leading management and professional 

ser vices publications. 

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 in philosophy 

from G onville & Caius College, Cambridge. 

Fergus Blair

fergus.blair@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 .   

W h e n  i t  c o m e s  t o  t h e  v a l u e  p r o b l e m ,  w e  c a n  h e l p  b y :

–  U n d e r t a k i n g  c l i e n t  r e s e a r c h  o n  y o u r  b e h a l f  t o  g a i n  a n  o b j e c t i v e  a n d  i n d e p e n d e n t  v i e w  o n  t h e  t y p e  o f  v a l u e 

y o u r  f i r m  c r e a t e s ; 

–  C o n d u c t i n g  m e s s a g e  t e s t i n g  t o  e n s u r e  t h a t  y o u r  v a l u e  p r o p o s i t i o n  i s  r e s o n a t i n g  w i t h  p r o s p e c t i v e  b u y e r s ; 

–  R e v i e w i n g  y o u r  m a r ke t i n g  c o l l a t e r a l  a n d  p r o v i d i n g  r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  t o  m a x i m i s e  i t s  e f f e c t i v e n e s s ; 

–  C a r r y i n g  o u t  c o m p e t i t o r  r e s e a r c h  t o  h e l p  y o u  b e t t e r  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  v a l u e  p r o p o s i t i o n s  o f  y o u r  c o m p e t i t i o n ; 

–  C r e a t i n g  a  s t a n d a r d i s e d  s e t  o f  p a r a m e t e r s  t o  f a c i l i t a t e  t h e  c o n s i s t e n t  t r a c k i n g  a n d  m e a s u r i n g  o f  v a l u e 

a c r o s s  y o u r  e n g a g e m e n t s . 

Fo r  m o r e  i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  a n y  o f  t h e s e ,  p l e a s e  v i s i t  o u r  w e b s i t e  o r  g e t  i n  t o u c h .

O u r  c u s t o m  w o r k
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