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T h e las t  t wo year s have given consulting f irms a lot  to consider,  an d th ey have ma de 

considerable inve s tm ent in b oth organisational  agilit y an d m ulti- dis ciplinar y working .  T his 

is  largely b e c a use th e abilit y of  th eir  client s to a chieve th eir  corp orate goals—many of 

w hich are m ore ambitio us than th ey were p re -pan demic—dep en ds h eavily on th e ex tent to 

w hich th eir  organisations c an a dapt to rapidly changing con ditions an d su d den challenge s . 

Econ omic grow th ,  e sp e cially  in th e contex t of  ge op olitic al  turm oil  an d high inflation ,  c an 

only o ccur if  organisations seize op p or tunitie s as th ey arise .

B ut w hat do client s a c tually m ean by agilit y an d m ulti- dis ciplinar y working? T h e p urp ose 

of  this  rep or t is  to sh e d light on:

– What client s are looking for,  and why

– What this means in prac tical terms for consulting

– The barriers to making agilit y and multi-disciplinar y work in prac tice

– How consulting f irms can most ef fec tively exploit these oppor tunities and respond to the

challenges.

I n t r o d u c t i o n

REPORT EXTRACT: non-exclusively licensed for internal use only



Content s

S p e e d , agilit y,  an d m ulti- disciplinar y working : W hat client s want p os t- COVID

6© S o urce Info rmatio n S er v ice s Ltd 2 0 2 2

5,000+ employees
1,000-4,999 employees

24%

76% 14%

21%

34%

4%4%
4%

5%

7%

8%

IT
General management/CEO
Operations
Finance
Strategy
Sales & marketing
Data, analytics,  and
information management
Risk and regulatory compliance
HR

Manufacturing
Financial services
Technology, media & telecoms
Services
Pharma & biotech
Retail
Healthcare
Energy & resources

10%

10%

10%

10% 14%

17%

22%

9%

M e t h o d o l o g y

The data in this repor t came from a variet y of proprietar y sources.  In addition to a specially 

commissioned sur vey, detailed below, we have also incorporated data from: 

 – O ur annual client perceptions sur vey, carried out in November-December 2021 , which has 

around 10,0 0 0 responses about individual f irms 

 – Sur vey data gathered for our market trends programme in the f irst half of this year,  from 

Australia ,  China , the DACH region (G ermany, Austria ,  and Swit zerland),  France, the Gulf 

Co- Operation Council  (primarily Saudi Arabia and the UAE),  India ,  the Nordic s,  the UK , 

and the US

 – Inter views we’ve carried out with senior client s over the last 3- 4 months.  

S u r v e y  s a m p l e 

The bulk of the data in this repor t comes from a study conduc ted in April  2022 of just over 

10 0 senior executives,  all  based in the US . All  our respondent s worked in private-sec tor 

organisations with 1 ,0 0 0 or more employees, with three quar ters coming from organisations 

with more than 5,0 0 0 employees. All  held a “head of depar tment ” or more senior position , 

and all  have been direc tly involved in buying and managing consulting projec t s. 

T h e  p o s t- p a n d e m i c  r e c o v e r y  p a t h

Throughout this repor t we have made use of a framework f irst devised as par t of our Market 

Trends repor t programme earlier this year.  A s the pandemic comes and not-quite-goes, the 

way in which organisations see themselves in relation to the crisis has a huge bearing on 

their outlook, their investment ,  and ultimately,  their use of consulting ser vices. 
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To do this ,  we asked respondent s to describe their current status and subsequently 

classif ied them into one of three areas.  Just under a third considered that their 

organisation was still  dealing with the day-to-day challenges of the pandemic ,  and only 

17% had reached a point that they considered to be normal.  This means that the majorit y 

of respondent s (53%) were in what might be described as recover y mode: emerging from 

the crisis ,  and star ting to plan and implement changes for the future.

Respondent s split by position in the post-pandemic path

But the post-pandemic path is not just a way of explaining what is happening at the moment . 

By looking at the profile of client s in normalit y mode, we can also get a sense of what the 

future will  hold.  Once they have fully recovered from the pandemic ,  agilit y for client s 

means speed of execution and the abilit y to work in a joined-up way. To a greater degree 

than client s still  in crisis or recover y modes, they recognise that their abilit y to achieve 

their corporate goals depends on more collaboration bet ween dif ferent par t s of their 

organisation . Unsurprisingly,  client s in normalit y see their complex organisational struc ture 

as the primar y obstacle to greater agilit y,  and expec t consulting f irms to help them work 

collaborate across func tional boundaries. 

S p e c i f i c  p r o j e c t s

In order to understand how agilit y and multi-disciplinar y working is playing out in prac tice 

in client organisations,  we also asked respondent s to describe and provide feedback on a 

recent large-scale projec t .  The profile of these projec t s is described at the star t of Par t 3 .
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P a r t  1 :  W h y  i s  a g i l i t y  i m p o r t a n t  n o w?

Client s hire consulting f irms—indeed, more generally speaking , all  professional ser vices 

f irms—for t wo fundamental reasons. First ,  they are looking for exper tise that they do not 

have in-house; exper tise which they need to deliver any thing from their most strategic 

objec tives to their day-to-day ac tivities.  A s we describe separately in our client perceptions 

repor t s,  the impor tance of exper tise has risen dramatically as a direc t result of remote 

working during the pandemic ,  and is now—alongside brand and reputation—one of the most 

impor tant fac tors that client s take into account when deciding which f irm to hire.  O f course, 

it  was never unimpor tant: No client would ever consider a f irm without the necessar y skills , 

but pre-crisis they assumed that ever y major f irm would have those skills .  E xper tise was 

table-stakes, but t wo years of calls on Teams and Zoom have demonstrated the value of 

genuinely deep exper tise.

S econd, in the past ,  the impor tance of exper tise has of ten eclipsed the other key reason 

why organisations turn to ex ternal suppor t:  Organisational flexibilit y.  Organisations face 

huge constraint s when it comes to get ting things done. They depend on people but hiring 

too many people reduces profitabilit y and makes it  harder to cut cost s as needed. By 

contrast ,  consultant s and other professional advisers can be brought in and dismissed at 

shor t notice.

From a client ’s perspec tive, this reason for using ex ternal suppor t is as impor tant as the 

f irst .  In fac t ,  most client s seek both , in exper t s who can be draf ted in for shor t periods of 

time, obviating the need to recruit people with scarce and expensive skills .  Consulting f irms 

think dif ferently: For them , flexibilit y is “staf f augmentation ,” and is viewed disparagingly; 

it  is usually associated with generic skillset s and commands lower than average fees,  while 

exper tise earns premium prices.  Compounding this ,  remote working has made it hard for 

both client s and consultant s to evaluate flexibilit y during the buying process.

But our research sug gest s that ,  post-pandemic ,  the ex tent to which consulting f irms can 

provide organisational flexibilit y is more impor tant than ever.  A sking client s to describe 

their daily lives sug gest s that eight out of 10 experience heavier workloads—of ten because 

they are involved in more special projec t s—and 75% say their roles have expanded. At the 

same time, 69 % say that many people in their organisation are exhausted as a result of 

the prolonged crisis ,  and a similar propor tion say that it  has become harder to recruit the 

people they need. Six t y-t wo percent of client s say they are shor t-staf fed, with 56% saying 

that many people have resigned in the last year.
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Possibly the only thing that client s seem clear on is that organisational agilit y is impor tant .

A g i l i t y  m e a n s  d i f f e r e n t  t h i n g s  t o  d i f f e r e n t  p e o p l e …

Eight y-five percent of client s say that agilit y—which , for the purposes of the question , we 

defined as the abilit y of an organisation to adapt ,  change quickly,  and succeed in a rapidly 

changing , ambiguous, and turbulent environment—is ver y impor tant to organisations. 

But ,  put like this ,  who would not agree? 

Bet ter,  then , to understand what client s mean by the term agilit y.  For just over a quar ter, 

agilit y is primarily about speed of execution . Beyond this ,  it  is about ensuring they have 

the right kind of people,  can adapt rapidly to change, can innovate, and can leverage 

technolog y to change how they work . At the other end of the scale,  client s are least likely 

to see the need for clear,  overall  objec tives as par t of agile working ( just 4% said that it 

was the key component of agilit y).  Instead, our conversations with client s sug gest it  is 

a precondition of the abilit y to work in an agile fashion . Perhaps more interestingly,  the 

need for collaboration bet ween dif ferent par t s of the organisation and the ex tent to which 

individuals are empowered to get things done, were seen as core to agilit y by just 3% and 

1% of client s respec tively.  Taken together,  this sug gest s that ,  broadly speaking , client s 

think of agilit y as the abilit y to do things dif ferently and to change at speed, rather than 

collaboration or empowerment .

What does organisational “agilit y ” mean to you? 

M os t imp or tant resp onses only

Figure 7
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P a r t  2 :  A g i l i t y :  A  t a l e  o f  t w o  d e f i n i t i o n s
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P a r t  3 :  A g i l i t y  i n  p r a c t i c e

Because there’s of ten a gap bet ween theor y and prac tice,  we asked respondent s to describe 

the largest programmes in which they had been involved over the last year,  and had used 

ex ternal consultant s. 

O verall ,  70 % of these organisations had made a signif icant investment in digital 

transformation in the last year,  and 65% had made a signif icant investment in business and/

or target operating model trans formation .

In which of the following areas has your organisation made a signif icant investment over the 

last three years?

Figure 14

Digital
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of new and
emerging

technologies

Business risk
 and resilience

Changes to
work/our
workforce
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sustainability/
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issues

Organisational
restructuring

70%

65%

58%
56% 55%

53% 52%

O f the specif ic projec t s they talked about ,  72% were wor th more than $1m in consulting 

fees,  and 39 % more than $5m . Roughly the same propor tion (a quar ter) were concentrating 

on growing revenues and on produc tivit y improvement , and 21% were focused on 

technolog y change. These projec t s were slightly more likely to be aiming for incremental 

rather than trans formational change (55% to 45%). Twent y-four percent centred on the 

technolog y func tion , 20 % on operations,  and 12% on data & analy tic s and on sales & 

marketing. However, t wo-thirds spanned more t wo func tional areas or more, with a f if th 

running across many func tions.  Despite the range of func tional areas represented, client s 

estimated that 81% of the ef for t that went in was technolog y-related.
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P a r t  4 :  T h e  c h a l l e n g e s  o f  m u l t i -

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

f i r m s

Almost t wo thirds of the client s questioned for this repor t said that they tend to use a single 

f irm working in many dif ferent areas of their business.  Indeed, they are roughly four times 

more likely to do so than use a f irm which works in one single area only; and six times more 

likely to do so than use multiple f irms simultaneously across multiple par t s of their business.

How do you tend to engage consulting f irms?

Figure 28

We tend to use a firm across multiple areas

We tend to use a firm in one area only

We tend to use a firm to set company-wide strategy

We tend to use multiple firms across multiple areas
based on their experience

10%

14%

15%
62%

Multi-disciplinar y working should be thriving , but barriers remain . We have identif ied t wo 

key issues for consulting f irms.

“ M u l t i - d i s c i p l i n a r y ”  i s  a n o t h e r  t e r m  t h a t  m e a n s 
d i f f e r e n t  t h i n g s  t o  d i f f e r e n t  p e o p l e

Consulting f irms talk about their abilit y to bring an integrated, “multi-disciplinar y approach ,” 

but what does this mean to client s? Essentially,  it  is a combination of ensuring that dif ferent 

func tional areas of a client ’s organisation collaborate, and bringing dif ferent skills and 

perspec tives from the consulting f irm to a projec t .  In other words, multi-disciplinar y working 

depends on consultant s changing their behaviour—ac tively incorporating diverse thinking 

and experience, rather than allocating projec t s to prac tice “siloes”—and is designed to help 

client s to do the same.
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P a r t  5 :  S e i z i n g  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y

O ur research sug gest s that the benefit s of agilit y and multi-disciplinar y working are 

obvious to client s.  For client s in crisis and recover y mode, the value of agilit y lies in their 

abilit y to adapt to a changing world; for those in normalit y—who feel their feet are on solid 

ground af ter the crisis—agilit y is synonymous with speed. Multi-disciplinar y working is a 

crucial means of maximising the cross-func tional collaboration on which adaptabilit y,  and 

subsequently speed, depend. For consulting f irms in the era of large-scale,  multi-func tional 

transformation projec t s,  the abilit y to accelerate the pace of change on the client side 

by bridging deeply entrenched gaps bet ween dif ferent business unit s and by fostering 

collaboration will  be critical to winning , as well  as delivering , consulting work . 

I n  c l i e n t s ’  e y e s ,  c o n s u l t i n g  f i r m s  t e n d  t o  b e  g o o d  a t 
a g i l i t y  o r  m u l t i - d i s c i p l i n a r y  w o r k i n g ,  b u t  n o t  b o t h

With a small  sample, any conclusions about the f irms that client s are most likely to associate 

with agilit y and ef fec tive multi-disciplinar y working need to be treated with great caution . 

That being said,  having asked client s about specif ic projec t s they have been involved with 

recently,  and the ex tent to which they expec ted—and saw—evidence of these ways of working 

in prac tice,  it  is interesting to see, even at a high level,  how they rated the f irms they hired. 

When we rank (Figure 37 ) how firms were rated, from the highest to the lowest scoring , for 

both overall  agilit y and, more specif ically,  their abilit y to work in a multi-disciplinar y way, the 

result s—while not definitive or conclusive—are at least thought-provoking.

The f irst point to note is that few firms do consistently well  at both agilit y and multi-

disciplinar y working. Accenture, Deloit te,  and BCG are all  viewed as bet ter,  in relative terms, 

at the specif ic s of multi-disciplinar y working than they are at agilit y,  (and of course we 

need to remember that client s at dif ferent stages of the post-pandemic path have dif ferent 

definitions of what agilit y means).  McKinsey appears to have the opposite problem: The 

way it  engages client s around agilit y clearly resonates with them , but it  is less success ful at 

conver ting that advantage into ef fec tive multi-disciplinar y working.
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W e  a n a l y s e  a n d  e x a m i n e  h o w  c h a n g e 
d r i v e s  t h e  w a y  o r g a n i s a t i o n s  u s e 
p r o f e s s i o n a l  s e r v i c e s ,  a n d  t h e 
i m p l i c a t i o n s  t h a t  m i g h t  h a v e  f o r 
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 . 

D e r i v e d  f r o m  d a t a ,  y e a r s  o f  ex p e r i e n c e ,  a n d  s o p h i s t i c a t e d 

p r o p r i e t a r y  r e s e a r c h ,  w e  u s e  o u r  t e a m’ s  ex t e n s i v e  k n o w l e d g e  o f  t h e 

i n d u s t r y  t o  p r o v i d e  a c t i o n a b l e  a n d  c l e a r  c o n c l u s i o n s  o n  t h e  b e s t 

c o u r s e  o f  a c t i o n  f o r  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  a r o u n d  t h e  w o r l d . 

O u r  i n s i g h t s  n o t  o n l y  p r o v i d e  i n t e r e s t i n g  r e a d i n g ,  b u t  t h e y  h a v e 

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

m a d e  b y  f i r m s  a r o u n d  t h e  w o r l d . 

S o ,  h o w  c a n  w e  h e l p  y o u ? 

A b o u t  u s
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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 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 

e v i d e n c e - b a s 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  t o  b e t t e r 

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

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

c l i e n t s ,  e x t e n s i v e  s u r v e y s  o f  b u y e r s  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s e r v i c e s ,  a n d 

o u r  w e a l t h  o f  d a t a  a n d  e x p e r i e n c e ,  o u r  w o r k  i s  d e s i g n e d  t o  h e l p 

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

w a n t  t o  o p e r a t e .   

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

–  M a r ke t  e n t r y  s t r a t e g y 

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

–  A c c e s s  t o  o u r  M e g a M o d e l ,  t a i l o r e d  t o  y o u r  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  t h e  m a r ke t 

 

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 ,  o r  o u r  o t h e r  w o r k ,  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 . 
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