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Image is everything
There are good reasons why firms put such effort into convincing clients of their professionalism

Image is important to all organisations,
which is why companies employ a veri-
table army of public relations officers,
corporate identity consultants, and rep-
utation managers to improve their pub-
lic perception. Top executives spend
vast amounts of time carefully refining
their corporate statements and induct-
ing new employees into their corporate
culture.

Yet a great deal of executives’ preoc-
cupation with corporate culture can be
traced to the historical influence of the
elite management consulting firms.
The concept of corporate culture, in
turn, was itself a product of consult-
ants’ attempts to establish the profes-
sional credibility of their field long
before the concept of corporate culture
was commonly understood.

Management consulting emerged as
a separate profession in the US follow-
ing the radical reshaping of financial
regulations in the 1930s. Prior to that,
the few firms offering what we would
today consider to be consulting advice
served primarily as bankers, cost
accountants, and engineers. However,
after the New Deal banking legislation
came into effect in the US, the partners
at young firms such as Booz Allen &
Hamilton and McKinsey & Company
ceased to define themselves in opposi-
tion to potential rivals and instead
turned their attention to securing pro-
fessional status. Management consult-
ants saw their reputation not only as a
barrier against potential competitors
from other professions, but also as a
means to establish cultural authority
that would, in turn, generate more
assignments and higher fees for them-
selves.

Of course, the most straightforward
way to have gone about this would
have been to introduce state-regulated
licensing. Accountants had the CPA
examination, lawyers had the bar
examination and management consult-
ants could have had a similar form of
individual qualification. But the part-
ners at the leading management con-
sulting firms actively campaigned to
avoid government oversight and
instead sought prestige from the status
of their firms, rather than through
their personal credentials.

This is one reason why the image of
a consulting firm still remains so
important. Individual lawyers and doc-
tors can be found to be corrupt or
incompetent, but they can be debarred
or struck off without damaging the rep-
utation of the profession as a whole.

Indeed, the very fact that these individ-
ual can be de-certified strengthens the
overall profession. However, in man-
agement consultancy, the big firms are
the profession and the reputation of
the firm is also its professional certifi-
cation. In the absence of qualifications
and a state-regulated code of conduct,
the image of professionalism is, in fact,
all that a management consultancy
really has to signal its tangible value to
potential clients.

So how did consultants create and
maintain this image? In the 1930s and
1940s, as today, the big management
consultancies employed the language
and metaphors of professionalism to
gain cultural authority. They devoted
themselves to looking, sounding, and
acting like professionals, borrowing
particularly from the world of corpo-
rate law.

The consultants in McKinsey & Com-

pany, for example, were careful not to
refer to themselves as a “business” and
instead called themselves a “profes-
sional practice”. McKinsey’s training
emphasised professional language, pro-
fessional metaphors, and professional
comportment in the firm’s socialisation
of recruits. By the 1950s, the consulting
firm had remodelled itself after the
partnership model first developed in
corporate law firms.

This deliberate development and
self-conscious codification of McKin-
sey’s professional practice lay behind
the concept of “corporate culture”, that
so fascinated management theorists
during the 1980s and 1990s. Popularised
by Tom Peters and Bob Waterman
(both McKinsey consultants) in their
best-selling book, In Search of Excel-
lence, corporate culture emerged from
their analysis of McKinsey’s past suc-
cesses – the firm’s professional growth

and culture. Through this gradual proc-
ess, the long and calculated image-
building of consulting firms ultimately
became the model for their corporate
clients.

Today, management consultancies
still use metaphorical language to rein-
force their image, yet what is most
notable is how the rhetorical language
of consulting has become less descrip-
tive of the individual consultancies
than evocative of their clients’ inner
desires.

Instead of offering their clients “cor-
porate counsel” or “greater efficiency”,
firms such as Accenture and Booz
Allen now promise to make all of us
into aggressive winners.

While consultants have sponsored
national golf tournaments since the
1940s, Accenture’s promise that “We
know what it takes to be a Tiger” and
Booz Allen’s tagline, “helping people

excel” both encapsulate the continuing
mystique of consulting and the subtle
promise that a firm of professionals
can provide a reliable substitute for the
unpredictable nature of individual lead-
ership.

For the past 70 years or so, consult-
ants have continually reshaped their
image through words, but then again,
so have all business professionals. And
with the spread of “corporate culture”
and the management fads that have
followed in ever more rapid succession,
so have all large institutions.

It is clear that as industrial compa-
nies, such as IBM, have repositioned
themselves as management consult-
ants, they too have adopted the lan-
guage of professional firms. The busi-
ness world is now increasingly full of
nebulous yet affirmative statements of
professional self-worth. We are all con-
sultants now.

For the management consultancies
themselves, the question is whether
their professional image and vague for-
mulations of positive management buz-
zwords are going to continue to be
enough.

If everyone now is fluent in the lan-
guage of professionalism, when will the
so-called profession of management
consulting finally go beyond rhetoric
and accept full responsibility for its
many implicit promises?

Christopher McKenna, who teaches cor-
porate strategy at the Said Business
School, University of Oxford and is a
founding member of the Clifford Chance
Centre for the Management of Profes-
sional Service Firms. He is the author
of The World’s Newest Profession: Man-
agement Consulting in the Twentieth
Century (Cambridge University Press,
2006).
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Experienced clients are more wary

says it is an unavoidable
aspect of doing business.

“All suppliers are prey to
the world of procurement,
whether it is us or the sta-
tionery order,” he says. “We
have had to learn to operate
in this environment. But it
does usually end up with
somebody taking a decision
to buy something.”

Richard Balaban, director
of the strategy team at Mer-
cer management consulting
in London, says he acknowl-
edges the discipline of
orderly procurement. “When
it is done well it helps us to
focus our proposal on work

that will add value to the
client,” he says.

Other, off-the-record voices
are less enthusiastic. Some
consultants worry about val-
uable, board-level relation-
ships being damaged by the
intrusion of sharp-elbowed
procurement types.

One senior consultant
says: “Procurement can be a
little crude at times. We
were once involved in an e-
auction [tender] that lasted
between two to three hours.
There were 19 consultancies
tendering. The screen
showed the highest and low-
est bids for the work. How
can a client buy on that sort
of information? You don’t

even know who’s there.
Would you buy legal advice
on that basis? Or medical
advice? But,” this consultant
adds intriguingly, “some-
times senior business people
know who they want, and
get round their own procure-
ment guidelines.”

Although market data
from research firms such as
Kennedy Information can
give some sense of levels of
activity, it is hard to be pre-
cise about who is doing what
sort of work. The label “con-
sultancy” covers everything
from big picture advice on
strategy to off-shoring and
outsourcing deals.

Demand from the public

sector has been crucial in
shoring up revenues, but
this may tail off. Account-
ancy firms are reappearing
in this market, offering con-
sultancy to firms whose
books they do not audit.

Emerging competitors
such as Tata Consulting
Services, the big Indian com-
pany, are taking a growing
share of the outsourcing and
off-shoring markets. And the
best and most successful
work goes unreported
because of client confidenti-
ality and a natural desire to
retain the competitive
advantage the work created.

For Ms Czerniawska one of
the most interesting aspects

of the consultancy industry
is the area that falls under
the grand heading of
“thought leadership”.

“This can be a great differ-
entiator for a firm,” she
says. “Clients want evidence
of real intellectual depth and
commitment to a subject.
There also has to be more
transparency about what a
firm is offering.”

Accenture’s Mr Foster
agrees. “Clients expect us to
have a view on the winners
and losers in their sector,”
he says. “If we want to be
genuine partners to our cli-
ents we have to speak on a
peer-to-peer basis. We have
to make the value of what

we do clear and unambigu-
ous.”

This all sounds more sober
and realistic than the hubris-
tic talk and attitudes of the
past. It is almost as though
jokes and cynicism have
combined with market forces
to change the world of man-
agement consultancy. But at
the first signs of slippage we
will all be able to wheel out
some well-known gags, like
this one:

A shepherd was herding
his flock when a huge BMW
stormed up. A sharply-
dressed young man stuck his
head out of the window. “I
can tell you how many sheep
you have!” he declared. He

parked, took out his IBM
Thinkpad and connected it
to a mobile phone. He then
found a NASA page on the
internet where he called up
a satellite navigation sys-
tem, scanned the area, and
opened up a database and an
Excel spreadsheet. He sent
an email on his Blackberry.
Finally, he printed out a 50-
page report on his miniatur-
ised printer. “You have 173
sheep,” he declared. “Cor-
rect,” said the shepherd.
“You are obviously a man-
agement consultant. You
turned up here uninvited,
and then tried to impress me
by explaining at great length
something I already knew.”
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Opportunity in the east
Geoff Dyer looks at the reasons for the recent explosive growth

An economy growing at a blister-
ing rate and transforming the
way many industries function,
but a country whose government
is often opaque and where doing
business can be a battle: China,
it would seem, is made for man-
agement consultants.

Indeed, just as many other
industries have seen sharp
increases in sales from China in
recent years, so has consulting.

McKinsey, for instance, has
steadily built up a business in
the country since 1993.

Yet in the past two years, it
revenues there have been grow-
ing at an annual rate of 40 per
cent.

Other big consulting firms
have seen similar revenue
growth in recent years.

The obvious explanation for
such a surge in business is the
continuing influx of multination-
als wanting to expand their oper-
ations in China.

The country received $72bn of
direct foreign investment last
year, up from $60 billion the year
before.

But there are other reasons for
the increased demand for con-
sultants.

The large state-owned compa-

nies are being strongly urged by
the government to make over-
seas acquisitions – a new area
that has led many to seek assist-
ance from consultants.

In the private sector, there are
also a significant number of com-
panies which are thinking about
building brands and expanding.
“It is hard to think of companies
without global aspirations,” says
Andrew Grant, senior partner at
McKinsey in China.

While the big overseas consult-
ants dominate the large clients,
there are now around 100 Chi-
nese consulting firms that com-
pete in the second tier of the
market, as well as a long tail of
small operations that offer spe-
cific services to local companies.

The local consultants tend to
charge between one-third and
one-fifth what the overseas com-
panies charge.

One of the biggest, Adfaith,
was started by a group of former
employees of the Ministry of For-
eign Trade which in the early
1990s had one of the few data-
bases about the activities of Chi-
nese companies.

In 1998, the company moved
beyond its market research roots
and set up a consulting division.

Adfaith’s typical projects
would be to develop an evalua-
tion system for employees, help
executives establish a corporate
culture or create specific plans
for expansion.

“They tend to have a much
clearer idea of what they want,”
says Mr Xu.

One common challenge is to
devise a strategy for moving
beyond the richer east coast cit-
ies of Beijing, Shanghai and
Guangzhou to the fast-growing
central regions. This involves
understanding a different type of
customer, who often has less
money, and constructing more
complex supply and distribution
chains in parts of the country
where the infrastructure is not

always as strong.
The other big challenge facing

multinationals is hiring and
retaining enough talented locals
to sustain their growth plans.
When China subsidiaries were
small, hiring 20 per cent new
staff a year was not an issue: but
when they have several thousand
employees, the task is much
harder. Moreover, the pool of
people with good English and the
skills to work in a foreign com-
pany is not as large as the statis-
tics about university graduates
suggests.

A recent survey by Mercer
Human Resource Consulting
found that the average tenure of
25-35 year-old staff at multina-
tionals fell from 3-5 years in 2004
to just 1-2 years in 2005 – an
indication of rapid staff turnover.
Replacing staff at any level of the
organisation can cost 25-50 per
cent of annual salary because of
training, interviewing time and
fees to agencies.

The shortage of staff is good
business for consultants special-
ising in human resources, who
have been called in by companies
desperate to find ways to retain
staff and make themselves more
attractive employers.

The pool of people with
good English and skills
to work in a foreign
company is not as large
as statistics suggest
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A balanced approach
Eden McCallum puts the word ‘networking’ to a different use

Eden McCallum is a
network-based consulting firm.
Rather than having a large
headquarters and all the
overheads associated with a
conventional consulting firm, it
retains a minimal central staff
and uses a pool of freelance
consultants. Liann Eden was a
McKinsey consultant who also
held international marketing
roles at Unilever and Siemens.
Dena McCallum was an
international vice president and
director of planning and
strategy for the publisher Condé
Nast – and McKinsey
consultant.

The inspiration for the firm
began when Ms McCallum was
at Condé Nast and Ms Eden was
at McKinsey. She realised her
budget did not stretch to hiring
one of the big-name strategy
consulting firms but needed that
calibre of support. Ms Eden
observed that many strategy
consultants, particularly in the

dotcom era, were reassessing
what they wanted from work –
and flexibility and control were
key. The former Insead MBA
classmates came up with the
idea of creating a pool of
independent consultants.

Six years later, turnover of
the company is more than £10m
and it has delivered more than
300 projects. It has 24 full-time
staff and 200 freelance
consultants, making it, by
consultant numbers, the second
biggest strategy consulting firm
in London after McKinsey.

As with many other
businesses, Eden McCallum’s
evolution was based on the
benign convergence of factors.
“In hindsight, a lot of things
came together at once,” explains
Ms McCallum. “First and
foremost we wanted to create a
business. And we saw a couple
of major trends – the maturing
of the consulting market, and
professional people wanting to
take control of their careers.”

Eden McCallum’s proposition
was simple but scary: a
consulting firm with no
consultants on the payroll and
with no proprietary
methodologies. Instead, they
would employ consultants on a
contract basis as demanded by

clients, and would use whatever
methodologies were appropriate
to solving clients’ problems.

Eden McCallum’s experiences
help to shed light on the age-old
question: What is the real raison
d’etre of the firm? In an era of
outsourcing and virtual
working, what is the minimum
the firm has to do to justify its
existence?

The answer is three things.
■ First, the Eden McCallum
brand represents a particular
value proposition to its clients
and its consultants, and for the
founders a key part of their job
is to continue to nurture and
sustain that value proposition.
■Second, Eden McCallum is a
nexus of relationships: it gains
value from the social capital
that builds up over time in that
set of relationships.
■Third, it is a mechanism for
structuring the work and
managing projects. These are, in
essence, the core competences of
Eden McCallum, and are the
things the company has to
sustain as it grows and evolves.

Julian Birkinshaw, chair and
professor of strategic and

international management at
London Business School
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