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Preface

If you can’t explain what you’re doing in simple English, you’re probably doing something 
wrong.

Alfred Kazin

Being a consultant shares many similarities with being a manager but there are important 
differences. Doing a student consulting project is a good way for the uninitiated to experi-
ence what it is like and more importantly practise the key skills required. This book aims to 
offer comprehensive support to students undertaking a consulting exercise as part of their 
course. It will be of value to undergraduates and higher degree students, offering a range 
of insights, tools and practical advice appropriate for both levels. Although the book is 
primarily aimed at those studying management, we recognise that students studying many 
other disciplines undertake consulting projects, such as those on engineering, IT or creative 
courses, so it is relevant for them as well.

The first four editions of Management Consulting have occupied an almost unique niche 
in providing students with the tools to undertake a consulting project, while at the same 
time providing a framework for new professional practitioners to use. For the fifth edition, 
we have added some new material, particularly case studies and reflected the way in which 
the world of management consulting is evolving. The businesses the consultant works for 
are changing, as new technologies play a greater role in the way they operate. In addition, 
as more businesses use external consultants they have become more demanding as clients 
and expect more concrete evidence of success. Gone are the days when the seasoned oper-
ator could just say, ‘Trust me, I’m a consultant’. Our favourite cartoon depicted in Figure 3.2 
is perhaps becoming a thing of the past but it serves as a useful reminder that successful 
consulting is about both the client and the consultant working together as equal partners. 

Both authors have many years of experience in the world of business and consulting in 
particular and this ‘real world experience’, we hope, provides a counterbalance to the more 
academic literature on management consulting in other texts. In addition Jeremy Wilcock 
is the Business Engagement Manager at the Business School, University of Hull, working to 
strengthen the school’s relationships with its corporate partners and the business commu-
nity in general. He has lectured in strategic management at undergraduate and MBA level 
at Hull, supervised and assessed student teams working on management consulting proj-
ects and has acted as academic supervisor for successful Knowledge Transfer Partnerships. 

This book can be used both as a reference point to check on tools and techniques and 
used sequentially to manage a consulting project. Part One (Chapters 1–4) is concerned 
with consulting in its managerial and business context and also looks at key skills required 
to be an effective consultant. These are divided into: analysis skills, project manage-
ment skills and relationship building skills. Part Two, on project definition and analysis 
(Chapters 5–7), considers the factors that a student should look at to successfully start a 

xvi
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Preface

We also recognise that this book is being used by a wide variety of students, ranging 
from undergraduates who are doing their first consulting project to experienced managers 
who have had some experience of consulting but wish to know more. Whilst it would be 
impossible to identify which parts of the book are relevant for each individual student, we 
have instead created some ‘pathways’ (see Table P.1) for four ‘typical’ users to help readers 
navigate and get the most out of the book:

●	 3rd year undergraduate (principally business) students doing first project (A)

●	 Masters or PhD students without business experience (B)

●	 MBA and other Masters students with business experience (C)

●	 Business managers working with consultants or starting out in consulting themselves (D)

The consulting
experience

Consulting &
management

Consulting &
Business

Consulting
skills

Consulting
tools

Using the
consulting
experience

Chapter 1 (1.3-1.14)
Chapter 2 (2.1-2.5)
Chapter 14 (14.1-14.4) 

Chapter 1 (1.1-1.2) Chapter 2 (2.6-2.10)

Chapter 3 (3.5-3.7)

Chapter 5

Chapter 8
Chapter 11

Chapter 12 (12.5-12.8)

Chapter 13 (13.1-13.3)

Chapter 4
Chapter 10 

Chapter 3 (3.1-3.4)
Chapter 7
Chapter 12
(12.1-12.4,
12.7-12.8)

Chapter 6
Chapter 9

Chapter 13 (13.4 -13.9)
Chapter 14 (14.5-14.6) 

The consulting
process

Overview

Proposal

Preliminary
review

Managing the
project

Report

Follow-up

Figure P.1  Sections of the book by area

project, including vital people and analysis skills. Part Three, on undertaking the project 
(Chapters 8–11), considers the key project management and relationship-building skills 
required for successful delivery. The final part of the book (Chapters 12–14), delivering the 
product to the client, considers communicating the outcome of the project and learning 
from it. It also looks at consulting as a profession and some of its recent developments in the 
industry. Furthermore, it provides a guide to major consulting firms and the career struc-
tures they offer to those who are considering consulting as a future career. 

Another way to use the book is to divide the sections into the ‘consulting experience’ 
and the ‘consulting process’. Figure P.1 shows the two areas. The ‘experience’ is about 
what is consulting, what it can do for a business and the skills required. The ‘process’ is the 
mechanics by which the reader can achieve a successful project.
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Table P.1  Sections of book relevant for each student type to follow

A B C D

Chapter 1 All All All All

Chapter 2 All All All All

Chapter 3 3.1–3.4, 3.6–3.7 All All All

Chapter 4 – – All All

Chapter 5 5.1–5.3, 5.5 All All All

Chapter 6 6.1–6.2 All All All

Chapter 7 – – All All

Chapter 8 8.9–8.10 8.1–8.2, 8.9–8.10 All All

Chapter 9 9.1–9.3 All All All

Chapter 10 – – All All

Chapter 11 11.1–11.2, 11.5–11.9 All 11.4 –

Chapter 12 12.1–12.7 All 12.4–12.5, 12.8 12.4–12.5, 12.8

Chapter 13 13.7–13.8 All 13.1–13.5 –

Chapter 14 14.5 All All 14.5–14.6

This is a large subject and students should look at the suggestions for key and further 
reading to explore the ideas further. At the end of each chapter there is a short case exercise. 
Many of these are new and based on real cases (though names have been changed to protect 
the guilty!). In addition, there is a new longer case study that runs throughout the book on 
a strategic consulting exercise undertaken at the Apollo Tech Solutions company. The latter 
is designed for the student to use the knowledge learned in the preceding chapters. All of 
these changes are in a large part in response to the reviewers of the fourth edition, who 
gave us many valuable comments and feedback as to how we could improve the text. We 
would like to thank them for their contributions as well as Margaret Dewhurst and David 
Bishop. Finally, we would like to thank the team at Pearson for all their help and support, 
without whom this book would not be possible.

We hope that this book will both aid your consulting project and make it more inter-
esting and rewarding, whether as a student exercise or in real life.

Louise Wickham
Jeremy Wilcock

September 2015
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3

The nature of management consulting  
and how it adds value

Chapter 1

Ninety per cent of the consultants give the other 10 per cent a bad reputation.
Henry Kissinger

Learning outcomes

The main learning outcomes from this chapter are to:

●	 understand the nature of management consulting as a managerial role;

●	 appreciate the nature of the client–consultant role relationship;

●	 recognise the responsibilities of the consultant;

●	 understand what motivates a business manager to bring in a consultant;

●	 recognise the ways in which a consultant can add value for a client business;

●	 explore why businesses fail and need a consultant; 

●	 understand the things a consultant can offer a client business by way of value-
creating support.

What is a management consultant? The MCA (Management Consultancies Association Ltd) 
defines management consulting as ‘the creation of value for organisations, through improved 
performance, achieved by providing objective advice and implementing business solutions’. 
This sentence encompasses some very critical points: the client organisation expects value for 
its investment. It needs high-quality and practical advice that it can use. This advice, when 
implemented, should lead to a measurable improvement in the organisation’s fortunes. But 
this advice should be dispassionate and impartial – the consultant should not simply aim to 
please. If it requires major changes to the way the client operates, the advice should be com-
municated without fear or favour. This needs skill, competence and confidence.
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Chapter 1 T he nature of management consulting and how it adds value 

4

From figures provided by the MCA, the UK consulting industry has grown from its early 
beginnings in the 1950s to a business worth around £8.1 billion, employing around 40,000 
consultants. The industry is also said to contribute just under £1 billion to the UK’s balance 
of payments by employing its talents overseas. So by any measure, consultancy is valuable 
and valued. The management consultant should therefore live up to high expectations. For a 
more sceptical, yet even-handed, assessment of the management consultancy industry, the 
student is recommended O’Shea and Madigan’s Dangerous Company. This contains some 
useful case studies and, in the authors’ words, ‘has ripped back the curtain and exposed the 
practices of this secretive industry to the light of day. It has changed the formula of the con-
sulting relationship, putting power back where it belongs, into the hands of the people who 
pay the bills’.

 �The management consultant’s expertise must deliver value to the client 
organisation.

Management consulting is a special form of management activity.

A management consultant is paid for going into an organisation and undertaking a spe-
cial project on its behalf. This can be for a profit-motivated commercial venture, non-profit 
organisations such as charities or government and other public sector bodies, whether 
local, national or international. Of late, however, there has been a challenge mounted 
against what has been alleged as the wasteful over-use of consultants in the public sector. 
In the new era as budgets come under increasing scrutiny the management consultant will 
be challenged more than ever to deliver real value for the cost of being hired, especially 
when public money is used.

The types of project undertaken by consultants are as varied as management itself. 
They may be very specific or wider in scope. They may involve the proffering of specialist 
technical expertise, such as the development of IT systems. Some projects may be ‘softer’ 
and aim at facilitating cultural change within the organisation. In some cases they may have 
the objective of resolving internal conflicts within the organisation. They may be concerned 
with helping the organisation build relationships with outside parties. In other instances, 
they may aim to help the organisation gain a critical resource. Often they will be focused on 
a specific issue that has been recognised by the organisation’s management and has been 
well defined. In many instances, though, they are of a broad ‘business strategy’ nature. The 
extent to which the client organisation has specific objectives in mind varies greatly. Most 
projects will involve gathering and analysing information and sharing findings with the 
organisation. A management consulting project can vary from a matter of weeks to a year 
or more.

A management consultant offers their management abilities, expertise and insights to 
the client business in order to create value for it. However, it is a cost for the client business 

1.1	 What a management consultant does
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and competes with all the other factors a business needs if it is to grow: money for invest-
ment; people and their skills; raw materials and equipment. The client will find the service 
the consultant is offering attractive only if it is something that the business cannot provide 
for itself. Further, it must be the best investment option on offer given all the other things 
the business could buy in.

This means that a consultant must understand a number of things from the outset. The 
consultant must know why what they are offering will be of value to the client business 
and that it represents a good investment opportunity for the business given the opportunity 
cost of other investment options. This forms the basis of what the consultant can ‘sell’ to 
the business. The consultant must recognise what they will enable the business to do in its 
marketplace, why the business cannot do this for itself and how the individuals who make 
up the business can unify around the project.

Although management consultancy is seen as a specialist management role, the con-
sultant must have the skills of a general manager. The consultant must not only be able to 
undertake specific (and often technical) projects, they must also be able to market what 
they offer (not forgetting that marketing includes the development of the actual consulting 
‘product’ as well as its promotion), sell the product to clients and manage a relationship 
with them. This is a challenge. Experience in consulting provides a fast ‘learning curve’ in 
management skills, though consultants should not lose sight of the fact that their credi-
bility will only be defined by the quality of the advice and recommendations that they put 
forward.

1.2	 Consulting and management roles

To be a management consultant requires a thorough and fundamental understand-
ing of the scope of management.

Managerial functions

A traditional approach defines management in terms of the functions the manager under-
takes. For example, Henri Fayol, a management thinker of the early twentieth century, 
decided there were five such basic functions: planning, organising, staffing, directing and 
controlling. This echoes the strategic planning acronym APIC (analysis, planning, imple-
menting and controlling).

Planning
Planning is concerned with defining the business’s vision (its desired future state) and 
mission (reason for being in business) and identifying the courses of action and projects 
needed to move the organisation in that direction. Planning varies greatly in its level of 
formality. A simple project with few tasks and low resource requirements will demand only 
a minimum of consideration and documentation. A major project with complex, and per-
haps risky, outcomes will require a considerable degree of time and effort in its planning. 
Its implementation will involve complex communication networks drawing together a large 
number of managers.
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Formal planning techniques may be advantageous if project organisation is to be effec-
tive. Different businesses differ in their approach to planning and the degree to which it is 
formalised as a management activity. As well as the nature and complexity of the project 
and the significance of its outcomes, organisational style, culture and individual manage-
ment traits will be important determinants in the approach to planning.

Organising
The organising function relates to the overall structuring of the business. Roles, responsi-
bilities and reporting relationships are defined for individuals and subgroups. In strategic 
terms this means ensuring that the organisation’s structure is appropriate for its strategy 
and environmental situation. The organisation’s structure and business processes dictate 
the way in which it will work and how it will use its capabilities. This is sometimes referred 
to as the strategy–structure–process fit. This topic is reviewed well by Van de Ven and 
Drazin (1985).

Staffing
Staffing is the function concerned with making sure that the business has the right people 
in place. People, their skills, abilities and experience are assets the business undervalues at 
its peril. The staffing function ensures that people have the right skills in order to undertake 
the projects the business needs to carry out to be successful. In modern organisations the 
staffing function is often integrated into a broader human resource management function. 
Key elements of the human resource strategy are recruitment, appraisal, personal devel-
opment and skills training. Additional elements will include establishing remuneration, 
career development and coaching and staff motivation policies.

Directing
Directing relates to the process of encouraging people to implement efficiently the tasks 
necessary to deliver the business or project goals. Originally it referred to the management 
function of instruction or delegation to subordinates. A modern interpretation would be 
broader and would include a manager’s responsibilities as a leader and motivator of indi-
viduals and teams and the creator of a supportive organisational culture.

Controlling
Managers use resources. Resources, be they money, people or productive assets, must be uti-
lised in the best way possible. Controlling is the function that is concerned with making sure 
that the right resources are in place, that they are being used effectively and that their use is 
properly accounted for. Traditionally, controlling was largely about budgeting – that is, finan-
cial control. Now a broader interpretation would regard it as the process of focusing the busi-
ness towards its goals through the implementation of an appropriate strategy. This strategy 
will direct the optimal utilisation of all the business’s resources and the development of its 
capabilities. A strategic perspective sees resources more broadly than the traditional ‘money–
labour–machinery’ view. Dynamic aspects like organisational knowledge and learning are 
regarded as resources as well. The consultant engages directly at this resource level.

This traditional approach to the nature of management has been challenged as it 
may be seen to offer an idealised image of what the manager actually does. It pictures 
the manager as ‘above’ the organisation, coordinating its activities in a detached way and 
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progressing it towards some well-defined, rational end. In fact, most organisations are not 
like this at all. Managers cannot detach themselves from their organisations; they are very 
much part of them. The organisation defines the manager as much as the manager defines 
the organisation. They must work with limited information and make decisions using intu-
ition, their skills and experience as much as formal analysis. The ends they work towards 
may be motivated as much by implicit and emotional drives as explicit and rational ones.

Managerial roles

Henry Mintzberg has suggested that a more productive approach is to look at the roles 
managers actually undertake rather than the functions they are supposed to undertake. 
He believes that there are ten such roles in three groups: interpersonal roles, informational 
roles and decisional roles.

Interpersonal roles relate to the ways in which managers interact with other organi-
sational members. It is through interpersonal roles that managers draw their power and 
authority. The three key interpersonal roles are the figurehead, the leader and the liaison.

The figurehead
The figurehead role is the one in which the manager represents the organisation, or the part 
of it for which he or she is responsible, in a formal manner. The figurehead role is especially 
important for entrepreneurs and managers of small businesses.

The leader
The leader role refers to the manager’s interaction with subordinates. It is the role the manager 
is playing when delegating tasks, motivating people to undertake these tasks and supporting 
them in achieving them. Leadership differs from authority. Authority arises from a position 
within an organisational hierarchy. It makes leadership possible, but does not guarantee it.

The liaison
Many managers have a responsibility for representing the business to the outside world. 
The liaison role is the one in which managers interact with people from other organisations. 
The critical responsibility is one of gaining some resource for the business such as customer 
goodwill, essential productive factors or investment capital.

Managers must make decisions on behalf of their organisations. Accurate and incisive 
analysis, wise judgement and a decisive bias for action are the fundamental qualities of a 
manager. To be effective decision makers, managers need access to timely and accurate 
information on the business itself as well as its immediate task environment. Informational 
roles are concerned with obtaining and manipulating the information the business 
needs. The three critical informational roles are the monitor, the disseminator and the 
spokesperson.

The monitor
The monitor role leads the manager to identify and acquire information on behalf of 
the organisation. It may involve the processing and storage of information so that it is 
readily available for use by decision makers. Analysis is a critical task for the monitor. 
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The production of sales statistics, accounts and market intelligence are important tasks for 
the monitor.

The disseminator
Managers do not work in isolation. Information of itself is useless: it must be shared with 
others in the organisation. The disseminator is concerned with ensuring that available infor-
mation is passed on within the organisation to information processors and decision makers. 
Reports, meetings and presentations represent formal means of dissemination. Unofficial 
‘grapevines’ are often an influential way of disseminating information informally.

The spokesperson
The spokesperson is also involved in disseminating information, but to the outside world 
rather than internally. Important spokesperson roles are taken on by sales and marketing 
staff, who inform customers about the company’s offer; purchasing managers, who let sup-
pliers know what the company needs; and financial managers, who apprise investors of the 
company’s status and prospects.

Third, decisional roles are involved in identifying a future direction for the organisa-
tion, defining the projects and strategic imperatives to take it there and resolving the crises 
that may impede its progress. These roles are the entrepreneur, the disturbance handler, the 
resource handler and the negotiator.

The entrepreneur
The entrepreneur is concerned with shaping and making decisions that lead the organi-
sation forward in a significant way. Mintzberg uses the term entrepreneurial in a broader 
sense than it is used in traditional management theory. In Mintzberg’s sense, the entrepre-
neur need not be an owner or founder of the organisation – any manager can take on the 
entrepreneurial role. An entrepreneurial decision is one that aims to exploit an opportu-
nity or address a threat. Such a decision may be significant, but it may not be especially 
pressing at the time. It encompasses the activities of conventional entrepreneurs and what 
have come to be known as intrapreneurs, managers who take an entrepreneurial approach 
within an established business.

The disturbance handler
Organisations tend to establish and follow set patterns of behaviour. They find their own 
ways of doing things and abide by them. This can be considered organisational culture, but 
is better viewed as organisational inertia. A fixed pattern of working will produce satisfac-
tory results provided that there is no change in either the organisation’s internal state or 
its external condition. If change does occur, the organisation’s way of doing things may no 
longer produce the desired results. Such a change is known as a disturbance.

Disturbances demand immediate attention. The business will suffer a reduced performance 
or even fail if they are not addressed promptly. A disturbance is often referred to as a manage-
ment crisis. Organisational inertia conditions management’s response to a crisis. Often, the first 
reaction of managers when faced with a crisis is to try to replace any missing resource so as to 
keep the organisation in its original state. Maintaining the status quo when the organisation has 
been impacted by a disturbance is the responsibility of the disturbance handler.
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Disturbance handling is not a continuous role. It comes into play only when a crisis 
happens. Some managers may be predisposed to deal with certain crises as a consequence 
of their roles: sales managers, for example, will be in the front line if an important customer 
is lost; purchasing managers will lead the way in finding a new supplier. If the crisis is sig-
nificant enough, conventional relationships can be driven into a state of flux. Recrimination 
and organisational politics can arise. But the organisation may well need to make functional 
and structural changes in order to survive in the changed circumstances it faces.

The resource allocator
Businesses consume resources. They do so to be able to pursue the opportunities that pres-
ent themselves. These resources are valuable and must be used in the best way possible if 
the business is to be successful. Few businesses face a simple yes or no answer when consid-
ering future possibilities. It is not the cost of investing in a project that matters so much as 
its opportunity cost: the returns that might have been gained if the resources invested in the 
project had been invested elsewhere.

Managers must decide which of the opportunities that offer themselves is the best one 
at a particular time. They must prioritise and allocate resources across a variety of options. 
For example, should the business invest in that advertising campaign or would the money 
be better spent on a new sales representative? Should export efforts be directed at the Far 
East, or are the transitional economies of central Europe likely to offer a better return? 
Should investment be directed at a new product, or might it be more profitable to acquire 
that competitor? Managers must address such questions every day. In doing so they are 
taking on the resource allocator role. As with the entrepreneurial role, the resource allo-
cator is dependent on the informational role in order to make good decisions about where 
resources are best placed.

The negotiator
People collaborate in organisations because value can be created by separating and coordi-
nating tasks. The extra value created must be shared both within organisations and between 
the different organisations that come into contact with each other. Individuals and organi-
sations must advocate their right to a share of resources available. This advocacy is reflected 
in the negotiator role. Sometimes this role is concerned with sharing resources with outside 
organisations. The sales manager will negotiate with customers. The purchasing manager 
will negotiate with suppliers. Finance managers will negotiate with investors. Inside the 
operation, personnel managers will negotiate remuneration packages with employees.

Many negotiations take on an informal character. They may manifest themselves 
as unofficial ‘understandings’ between managers about how resources will be shared. 
Organisational politics is a consequence of (and limited by) unofficially negotiated out-
comes. Not all negotiations are a ‘zero-sum’ game: that if one party wins, the other must 
lose. Effective negotiators look for win–win solutions. Nor is effective negotiation a matter 
of taking a stance and holding to it. It is more about identifying what is required from a situ-
ation and then being flexible in finding ways to achieve what is wanted.

Any one management role will have a profile that combines some or even all of these 
ten roles in a particular way. The way in which these roles define the profile of manage-
ment responsibilities within the organisation will depend on a range of factors. The organ-
isation’s size will be a critical determinant. The bigger the business and the more managers 
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