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“According to the MCA 2021 Member 
Survey some firms reported a 

decline of 40% of income 
across the year while others were 

up 20% to 30%”i

There’s no doubt it’s been an interesting 18 months for the consultancy industry. 
While there is still a great deal of uncertainty ahead, it’s notable that some 
consultancies have fared a lot better than others during the pandemic. 

For some firms, COVID has meant an influx of new projects, as organisations in all 
sectors have scrambled to either adapt to lockdown and social distancing or 
restructure and reposition their business.

For others, it has meant the cancellation of lucrative contracts as clients’ budgets 
were squeezed and onsite visits made impossible.
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FIGURE 1

2020 MCA member firm council representatives’ expectations vs reality (by size of firm)

28% 39% 33%

42% 26% 32%

i MCA 2021 Member Survey https://www.mca.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/60/2021/01/MCA-Member-Survey-Report-2021.pdf

https://www.mca.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/60/2021/01/MCA-Member-Survey-Report-2021.pdf
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In our opinion, those that have thrived during this period are the ones that were 
already at the forefront of market trends that have gained momentum in recent years. 

In this paper, we examine the dominant trends that will continue to impact the 
industry and how this affects consultancy’s approach to business and client 
development.
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There was a time when a consultant’s role was purely to devise a strategy and present 
it to the client. However, consultancy is now very much a results-driven industry. 

When clients are paying for consultancy services, they want to see a return on their 
investment. With the current economic uncertainty, consultants across the board are 
under increasing pressure to deliver satisfactory outcomes. 

However, this can often result in overservicing the client, which eats into profit 
margins. It’s therefore integral to be able to effectively negotiate, so both you and the 
client are happy with a completed project.
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Increasing client expectations

Increasing client expectations, a focus 
on outcomes and pressure on profit 
margins

Alan Morton, Joint Managing Director of SBR, says:

“Clients demanding more for less and a focus 
on deliverable outcomes, is a critical pressure 
that all consultancies are facing. They need to 
be able to effectively prove value. Where 
there's pressure on spends, any consultancy 
that can't prove value is going to be on the 
back foot in terms of rate negotiations. 

“If you're under pressure to prove value, 
having good account management, where 
you can highlight your value add, helps 
reduce the pressure that you’re under.”
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Larger firms not meeting expectations

Disruption of the Big Four

“42% of consultancies see new 
firms as a business challenge over 

the next 3-5 years” ii

It’s saying that recent research has revealed that consultancies see competition from 
new firms (42%) as a more significant challenge than larger firms (35.4%).

Why is this? In our view, it’s because newer firms are entering the market with more 
disruptive, agile business models. 

Clients are becoming increasingly frustrated with the approach of some of the longer 
established firms. A senior partner lands the business but then the project is largely 
delivered by a junior team. Yes, the partner oversees the project, and pitches in 
occasionally, but the client doesn’t receive the full benefit of that senior consultant’s 
experience.

Niche, specialist consultancies are increasingly grabbing market share by providing 
subject matter experts – specialists in the client’s sector. Which in turn provides 
better value and better outcomes for the client. 

Jonathan Adams, Principal Consultant for SBR, says: 

“One of our clients left a Big Four firm and set 
up his own consultancy for this reason. His 
consultancy has a model where they have 
specialised associates that sit on the bench 
and are brought in at the right time, which is 
priced accordingly. He generated seven 
figures in the first year and is producing 
fantastic results for his clients with this 
business model.”

ii High Growth Study 2021 | Consulting Services Edition Deltek https://images.more.deltek.com/Web/DeltekInc/%7B53a64fba-
8200-4ef9-8057-0cd4d8977f9a%7D_High-Growth-Study-2021-Consulting.pdf

https://images.more.deltek.com/Web/DeltekInc/%7B53a64fba-8200-4ef9-8057-0cd4d8977f9a%7D_High-Growth-Study-2021-Consulting.pdf
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Big data is not a new concept. However, an increasing trend we have seen is the 
growth achieved by consultancies that are able to best leverage this data. 

When working effectively with data, consultants can identify trends and 
opportunities. Rather than waiting for clients to come to you with a problem to solve, 
you can identify problems before the client is aware of them.

This could be existing clients or identifying similar prospects that are likely to face the 
same future market issues. By taking a proactive approach and spotting these 
opportunities, consultancies can lock out competitors and win more new projects 
from their clients. 

This is why we are seeing an increase in technology firms that are taking consultancy 
business from those with a more traditional business model.
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Solution one

1. Combining technology, data and 
account management

Josef Dvořák, Principal Consultant for SBR, says:

“We have a technology client that services banks. 
The analogy they use is that they must not wait 
for one of their banks to say their online banking 
is slow and they have an issue there.

“They must be the one that says ‘We 
noticed because of the data that we are 
collecting here that your internet 
banking has been slow last Tuesday, we 
might need to try to look into it. What 
do you think?’ Boom, higher value, 
bigger consultant, a lot more trusted 
adviser, no bidding. You're winning it 
straight away. You don't have to prove 
that you are an expert. You just proved 
it by asking the question.”

1



Page 8
Why the old approach to consultancy business 

development is no longer effective

The use of technology and big data is one way of identifying issues, opportunities and 
trends that could impact your clients. However, you shouldn’t underestimate the 
insight your consultants are gathering, through everyday interactions with clients. 

Rapid change has occurred, regardless of the sector your client’s operate in. Business 
models have had to adapt quickly in a fast-moving environment.

Consultants need to be able to spot the opportunities that their clients’ pivots are 
creating. All consultants need to have the mental agility and the commercial agility to 
spot opportunities and effectively communicate them.

However, we often see junior consultants spotting opportunities but not seeing it as 
their place, or having the confidence, to discuss this with the client. 

In short, your teams can't just rely on a senior partner, who's not as involved in the 
project, picking up on this insight. Junior consultants need to feel empowered to 
discuss these opportunities, which will lead to further projects.

WHITE PAPER

Solution two

2. Spotting the opportunities in a 
dynamic environment

2
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Solution two

Ventia Paske, Principal Consultant for SBR, says:

“The challenge is making more technical 
consultants, who aren’t natural 
business developers, more comfortable 
with the process. It’s about a changing 
of mindset and that's relevant for the 
boutiques all the way through to the 
bigger consultancies."

“79% of professional services 
firms say expanding inside key 
accounts is critically or very important 
to driving company growth over the 

next 12 months” iii

Professional 
services

Other 
industries

FIGURE 2

Leaders who say their digital transformation has sped up since 2019.

87%

75%

iii 3 Trends Impacting Revenue Growth at Professional Services Firms https://www.salesforce.com/blog/professional-services-trends-in-revenue-growth/

https://www.salesforce.com/blog/professional-services-trends-in-revenue-growth/
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One of the biggest issues that particularly affects small and medium sized 
consultancies is an over-reliance on key personnel to bring in new business.  Not only 
does this impact the consultancy’s ability to scale but it also affects equity value. 

Which is why it’s critical to remove that single point of failure. After all, if there’s one 
consultant who has all the contacts and brings in the majority of new business, it’s a 
huge challenge to replace them if they are tempted elsewhere. It’s critical to 
implement a culture and a set process where all consultants are responsible for 
winning new projects.

In the short term, this takes the strain off individuals and reduces the cycle of feast 
and famine. In the longer term it makes your consultancy more attractive to potential 
investors or as an acquisition target. If your consultancy has achieved growth 
organically, with a documented process that can be easily replicated, then you are a 
lot more investment proposition than a competitor that has achieved growth through 
acquisition.
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Solution three

3. Taking joint responsibility for 
business development

3

Stuart Lotherington, Joint Managing Director of SBR, says:

“Consultancies need to build a current 
engagement infrastructure and account 
engagement process. One that's clearly defined 
where everybody recognises that they are 
continually adding and measuring value."
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If we were to summarise how consultancies can best maximise growth in the current 
environment, it would be to take what we call a client development approach.

By focussing on the client, spotting the opportunities for growth in their industry, you 
are viewed as the trusted adviser, rather than the “sleazy salesman” pushing a 
commoditised, one size fits all service. We would advise consultants to stop thinking 
about developing their business but developing their clients’ business. When you’re 
adding value to clients, helping them grow then you’re providing the outcomes that 
act as the foundation for expansion and growth.

Critical to this is really getting into your client’s shoes.

We feel that too many consultants create a perception of being the arrogant expert by 
boasting about their capabilities rather than articulating how those capabilities are 
relevant to the client.
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In conclusion

Business development or client 
development?
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About
SBR Consulting is a specialist sales transformation and sales enablement performance 
consultancy. We focus exclusively on the end-to-end sales journey and what it takes to make 
each stage a habit. 

We deliver practical real-world solutions and are uniquely qualified to help businesses grow 
due to the fact that every member of our delivery team is an Authentic Sales Practitioner.

Our aim is to elevate the practice and perception of business development within individuals 
and organisations and as a result create increased revenue, enhanced professionalism & 
intelligent activity.

Get in touch to improve your business 
development now.

info@sbrconsulting.com

+44(0)20 7653 3740

11 Old Jewry, London EC2R 8DU

www.sbrconsulting.com

mailto:vuelo6@mail.com
http://www.sbrconsulting.com/

