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ABSTRACT 

 

We examine the influence of disruptive forces and innovations on the role of management 

consultants; specifically how the practitioners themselves interpret changes in fundamental 

conditions for their profession, later analyzed through the lens of the disruptive innovation 

theory. With the help of in-depth interviews limited to the Swedish consulting industry, the Big 

Three traditional strategy consulting firms and the Big Four accounting firms are included in the 

study, with the aim to study the possible differences in the effect on and reaction from these 

firms. Previous research proposes that several different forces are currently disrupting the 

consulting industry and our findings suggest that several parts of the consultant’s role are 

currently being or beginning to be disrupted and the results partly show where consultants think 

they and their industry are headed. The Big Three appear to be responding faster to the change, 

but all the studied firms are likely to take new technology into account as they develop their 

future value proposition. This study most importantly adds to the list of possible disruptions for 

the consulting industry and extends the knowledge about the implications discussed in previous 

studies. Moreover, this thesis adds to existing theory, while also forming empirical evidence 

about how different firms are reacting to trends and changes. From a practical standpoint, these 

new insights ought to be of use to future research and to professionals looking to gain insights 

into the current state of their industry and where it might be headed. 

 

Keywords: Management consulting, Disruptive innovation theory, Professional services, Big 

data analytics, Consolidation, Diversification, Client-targeting, Big Four, MBB (Big Three). 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

This section provides the reader with a background to the subject, followed by a discussion of an 

identified issue, eventually presenting the research question for the study as well as its purpose 

and aspired contribution to existing academia. 

 

“An organization’s capabilities become its disabilities when disruption is afoot.” 

—Clayton M. Christensen, The Innovator’s Solution 

 

S INDIVIDUALS AND corporations alike strive to reach the top of whatever their pursuit 

may be, it is often critical to constantly reinvent oneself and generate sharper and more 

competitive strategies and offers; a strong driving force for new and better inventions. Thus, 

innovation constantly increases (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2011), inevitably replacing outdated 

business processes and solutions, forcing firms to adjust; a process often called disruption, as it 

disrupts what has previously been taken for granted. An example of such disruptions include the 

way the mainframe computer market was reformed by the minicomputer trend, despite being 

technologically much simpler (Bower & Christensen, 1995). Technological development such as 

this does not in itself, however, explicitly imply disruption, and disruption is in no respect 

limited thereto; many other types of disruptive forces also exist (Christensen, 1997; Christensen 

& Raynor, 2003). These are known to affect essentially any industry, but to varying degrees 

(Schmidt & Druehl, 2008), and previous studies in related fields have primarily focused on how 

susceptible various occupations are to automatization (e.g. Frey & Osborne, 2013; Pajarinen & 

Rouvinen, 2014). According to Christensen et al. (2013), the same disruptive forces that have 

reshaped a large amount of industries – mostly traditional ones such as manufacturing and 

printing – are now also starting to disrupt the consulting industry. Other highly qualified 

occupations have already been disrupted, such as with the entry of robotic trading on financial 

markets and the slow demise of traditional newspapers. Law firms have been forced to adapt to a 

relatively different environment as well, and consulting may follow. Therefore, this thesis is a 

study of the possible implications of disruptive forces1 within the management consulting 

industry, building mainly on the theory of disruptive innovations. 

                                                
1 The term disruptive force as applied in this thesis, includes the use of disruptive innovations, in accordance with 

the originator of the theory (as found in Lambert, 2014). 

A 
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The basic business model of management consulting remains the same that it has been since the 

dawn of the industry. It builds on the idea of deploying outsiders into organizations, with 

business know-how that the organization in question is lacking, and then recommending 

solutions to their most pressing problems (Christensen et al., 2013). The consulting industry is 

therefore known as a carrier of management ideas and fashions (cf. Furusten et al., 2012; 

Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). At the same time, the industry is one that perhaps is being 

changed, as so many others (Rigby & Bilodeau, 2013). The consulting jobs most susceptible to 

disruption are those that are, according to Christensen et al. (2013), easily routinized and in 

many cases, these are the types of jobs where analysis of large quantities of data is involved, a 

reality further confirmed by Jim Moffatt, Chairman and CEO of Deloitte Consulting, who in an 

interview states that a few of the disruptive forces that consulting companies face include big 

data and artificial intelligence, as it is merely a matter of time before a computer will be able to 

more or less simulate the complexity of a brain (Sager, 2013). This may not, however, prove to 

be altogether bad for the consultancies. While simple tasks are susceptible to routinization, it 

could give junior analysts more time for tasks that involve more human interaction and flexible 

analysis and thus being a greater asset to the firms (The Economist, 2013). Furthermore, one may 

argue that many situations requiring important decision making would benefit from machines 

basing their decisions on impartial algorithmic big data analytics, where human factors such as 

mood cannot affect the decisions negatively. Moreover, the human factor is likely to continue 

being important to interactions involving aspects such as negotiation, persuasion and empathy 

(Frey & Osborne, 2013). 

 

Apart from big data analytics, Christensen et al. (2013:8f) point out three aspects of the 

consulting business in which they foresee possible extended disruption over time, all of which 

will be discussed and investigated in this study. The proposed implications are as follows: “(1) A 

consolidation - a thinning of the ranks - will occur in the top tiers of the industry over time, 

strengthening some firms while toppling others. (2) Industry leaders and observers will be 

tempted to track the battle for market share by watching the largest, most coveted clients, but the 

real story will begin with smaller clients - both those that are already served by existing 

consultancies and those that are new to the industry. (3) The traditional boundaries between 
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professional services are blurring, and the new landscape will present novel opportunities. (4) 

The steady invasion of hard analytics and technology (big data) is a certainty in consulting, as it 

has been in so many other industries.” The purpose is not to attempt at proving whether or not 

these are true or false, as no such tools for measurement are applied in this study – the presented 

possible consequences are merely supposed to be considered a map and guide into the realm of 

disruptive forces afoot within the management consulting industry. 

 

The discussed phenomenon will be studied through the lens of management consultants from 

different firms in the Swedish industry, specifically two categories of large consultancies; the 

Big Four2 traditional accounting firms and the Big Three3 - colloquially known as and henceforth 

mainly referred to as the MBBs – traditional strategy firms. The Big Four started offering 

consulting services just a few decades ago, but are now starting to catch up with the traditional 

consulting firms and to claim a higher stake in the high-margin segment (Christensen et al., 

2013). With this perspective one might even consider the Big Four as challengers in the 

consulting industry. Will they for instance try to imitate the business offer of the Big Three, or 

try to find and create their own new disruptive methods in order to gain advantage over the 

incumbents? Most importantly, these two categories will be included to shed light on the varying 

ways companies with different business models are affected by and react to disruptive forces. 

This perspective is one of several that motivates a comparison between these two categories of 

consulting firms. 

 

The management consultants on which the focus is laid in this study are highly educated 

professionals with diplomas from top tier universities; they work at large influential consulting 

firms whose job, in turn, is to provide advice to some of the largest and most powerful 

corporations in the domestic Swedish market. This, in aggregation, motivates a high level of 

weight into the findings presented in this study, as they reflect opinions and thoughts of these 

individuals. 

                                                
2 The Big Four are the largest global professional services networks, offering e.g. audit, assurance, tax and 

consulting services. In falling order of revenue, globally, they consist of Deloitte, PwC, EY and KPMG. 
3 The Big Three, colloquially known as MBB, refers to the three largest traditional strategy consulting firms. They 

are also widely considered as the most prestigious employers in the industry. In falling order of revenue they consist 

of McKinsey & Company, The Boston Consulting Group (BCG) and Bain & Company. 
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The introducing paragraphs have elucidated the emergence of new technology and other 

disruptive forces to qualified service occupations. The research question is formed specifically 

around Christensen’s et al. (2013) propositions about the disruption that is likely to affect the 

consulting industry in particular: How are mechanisms of disruption likely to change the 

fundamental conditions for management consultants, and what may the differences be with 

regard to this between the Big Four and MBB consulting firms? 

 

1.1 RESEARCH PURPOSE AND CONTRIBUTION  

1.1.1 Purpose 

First, the research conducted in this study is placed in a larger perspective. Technological 

development and various other processes are disrupting businesses in nearly all industries. For 

instance, Frey and Osborne (2013) and Pajarinen and Rouvinen (2014) found that about 47 

percent of U.S. employment and a third of Finnish employment respectively is susceptible to 

computerization, and thus highly at risk. While much of previous research has focused mainly on 

the computerization of blue-collar and low- and middle income white-collar jobs (e.g. Berman et 

al., 1994; Bresnahan, 1999), other researchers (e.g. Christensen et al., 2013; Sager, 2013) found 

that also advanced white-collar occupations are susceptible to disruption. The research stock in 

the latter sector does however appear to be limited, which provides a good reason to examine the 

effects of disruption within advanced service occupations. The prospect of a large share of 

various occupational categories being at stake in the wake of disruption provides incentive to 

gain more knowledge about these processes – focusing on highly qualified service occupations; 

management consulting in particular. It further becomes necessary to clarify the purpose and 

interest of focusing specifically on the management consulting industry. Industries requiring 

highly educated and specialized personnel have previously been difficult for disruptive forces to 

penetrate, but a new trend appears likely in this respect (Christensen et al., 2013). Furthermore, 

as current academic literature reflects, the amount of work and research conducted in this field is 

rather limited, giving room for the opportunity of contributing to and increasing current 

knowledge in the area. The ambition of this thesis is thus to provide further empirical evidence, 

where such is lacking in available academic literature. 
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1.1.2 Contribution 

Given from the discussion about the purpose of the study, the objective for contribution is the 

following; to provide further and new insights into how professionals interpret the possible 

implications of disruptive innovations on the consulting industry in Sweden. It is a contemporary 

and possibly pressing issue, to which we want to contribute to the empirical and theoretical work 

that has already been done in the area by focusing on a specific market; the Swedish one. Such 

knowledge ought to be useful and of interest, not only to the consulting industry in particular, but 

for scholars of white-collar occupations in general. An important aspiration for the thesis is to, 

by taking the starting point in existing literature, scrutinize and add to it by complementing the 

areas that seem to be lacking. We conclude that the existing literature does not provide adequate 

answers to named research area; specifically with regard the research question for this study. 

Therefore, the contribution ought to be meaningful to both the practical world (i.e. management 

consultants and similar occupations) and to academia. The focus of this thesis, however, is 

twofold; and the other part is to make a point out of the comparison between the two named 

categories of consulting firms, the Big Four and MBB, in order to provide further insight into the 

mechanisms of a multifaceted industry. The position and professionalism of the management 

consultants interviewed for the study provides for a high degree of weight into their thoughts and 

opinions, while the comparison of the two categories of firms included in the study provides a 

new perspective on the way disruptive forces affect firms with different business models within 

the same industry. 

 

Having given account of the background and research question, the study moves on to a brief 

section on the consulting industry in Sweden. The starting point will be the history of the 

industry and what has been discussed in the introduction, which in turn will be benchmarked vis-

à-vis the theory of disruptive innovations, being used as an aid to answer the question. 
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II. BACKGROUND 

This section covers the background of management consulting including a historical backdrop of 

the industry in Sweden and a background to and description of the profession in general. 

 

2.1 BACKDROP OF MANAGEMENT CONSULTING IN SWEDEN 

The consulting industry is highly competitive and the number of firms that operate the market 

increases every year (O’Mahoney, 2010:2), giving a high driving force for innovation (Marris & 

Mueller, 1980). Both companies that diversify their service offerings and small niche actors are 

relevant to the competition on the market, although they to a certain degree compete on different 

terms and have differing characteristics. Some compete with price, while others focus on a 

primary deliverance of the services, some on networks while some with their brand (O’Mahoney, 

2010:50f.). 

 

Revenues from the consulting industry (worldwide) increased from $3bn in 1980, to $330bn in 

2008. During the recession that followed the financial crisis of 2008, however, the market shrank 

but has since recovered and is once again prospering (O’Mahoney, 2010:2). The management 

consulting industry in Sweden, and Western Europe in general, emerged gradually along with the 

internationalization of American firms during the latter part of the 20th century. One of the first 

consultancies in Sweden was Ekonomisk Företagsledning, which was acquired by PA Consulting 

in the 1960s (Kipping, 1999). A more widespread internationalization process started in the 70s 

when the U.S. consulting-giants McKinsey & Company and The Boston Consulting Group 

entered the Swedish market. The “big boom”, however, came in the 90s. International companies 

held a 10% market share in 1987, compared to 65% in 1997 (Kipping & Armbrüster, 1999). 

During the 1990s the Swedish market consisted almost exclusively of Swedish and American (or 

semi-American) firms. At this time relatively newly funded (or at least newly-merged) mega 

accountancy firms (such as Andersen, Cooper & Lybrand, KPMG and Ernst & Young) entered 

the Swedish market with consultancy services. During the 70s through the 90s domestic actors 

where more or less active and some even had the goal to be a Nordic or European choice to the 

American giants (e.g. SIAR-Bossard). One of the largest consultancies in the end of the 90s was 

ALMI, a state-owned consultancy that worked with regional offices across Sweden (Kipping & 
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Armbrüster, 1998). The market4 for consultancies exploded in the 90s and went from a SEK 

1.3bn turnover in 1992 to SEK 3.2bn in 1996. Today, the competition in the market is even 

fiercer (O’Mahoney, 2010:20) and the firms that dominate the global market are to an extensive 

degree also the largest in Sweden (Elofsson, 2013; Kipping & Armbrüster, 1999). Today, seven 

of the ten largest consultancies in Sweden have an American (or semi-American) heritage 

(Konsultguiden, 2014). Many of the companies that were industry leaders in 1998 have merged 

and others were acquired or subject to management buy-outs and reorganizations. For example, 

Accenture is part of what used to be Andersen Consulting, Ernst & Young got rid of their 

consulting branch (after heavy critique regarding consultant/auditor engagements) to what today 

is known as Capgemini Consulting, but today they have a new advisory division. The consulting 

branch of KPMG Sweden has a similar story. They sold the advisory parts in the middle of the 

2000s to Bearing Point, but have now again emerged on the Swedish market as a separate own 

company, acquiring the fairly significant niche firm Askus in the fall of 2014 (Kipping & 

Armbrüster, 1999; Konsultguiden, 2014). The services provided from the consulting companies 

follow the same pattern as the consolidation process of mergers and acquisitions. The services 

offered by the largest companies are showing signs of mimetic pressure and are looking more 

alike today than ever before. The most popular services consist of strategy, business and 

organizational development and financial consulting. During the past decade, IT consulting has 

also increased in importance for the leading consultancies (Konsultguiden, 2014). 

 

In the next section the offerings mentioned in the previous part will be discussed more 

thoroughly. It also highlights why companies choose to hire consultants. It is important to 

understand why consultancies exist at all to further discuss how they are affected by disruptive 

innovations. 

 

2.2 THE INHERENT VALUE PROPOSITION OF MANAGEMENT CONSULTING 

Management consulting takes many different shapes and forms. The industry is essentially as 

wide going as the amount of sectors it operates in, everything from the energy sector to banking 

and retail; the entire spectrum. In almost any industry it is easy to find consultants working with 

problems as wide as the business goes (O’Mahoney, 2010:48; Kipping & Armbrüster, 1998). 

                                                
4 The overall turnover of the Swedish consulting industry. 
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Companies focus on different sectors and different services (O’Mahoney, 2010:51) and 

consultancies choose varying business models in order to find their way to success: niche versus 

generalist, hybrids versus pure, et cetera (O’Mahoney, 2010:50). Banking and finance is the 

largest segment but the public sector has grown rapidly since the 90s (O’Mahoney, 2010:50; 

Kipping & Armbrüster, 1998). This fundament goes for Sweden exclusively (Konsultguiden, 

2014) as well as worldwide (O’Mahoney, 2010:51). The answer to the question: “Why do 

consultancies exist?” is multifaceted. A simple answer is that consultants exist because they do 

things that the companies cannot (O’Mahoney, 2010:28). Consultants are usually relatively 

expensive (Konsultguiden, 2014), especially if you compare with in-house expertise. The trait 

consultants deliver in this context is that they can be hired during shorter time frames and 

provide an outside perspective. Consultants help companies either through direct experience and 

know-how, but also by applying a more indirect approach; external decision making. The latter 

meaning that it may be easier for an organization to let an external agent make certain important 

decisions, the result of which being the creation of a scapegoat when necessary while 

simultaneously giving certain leeway for praise when decisions prove to be more fruitful. In a 

sense, consultants become an insurance for potential bad decision making (Semadeni & Krause, 

2011). Other reasonable and frequent answers to the previous question would also be “filling in 

for management”, “provide original thinking”, “get an objective perspective” and “gaining 

access to methodology” (O’Mahoney, 2010:28). The main asset of consulting firms is 

knowledge. “Clients turn to consultants because they have, in their tools, methods, and products, 

accumulated years of experience in dealing with problems that many organizations will only 

encounter once” (O’Mahoney, 2010:238f.). As consulting firms are working with a wide range 

of companies they are often regarded as owners of best practice (O’Mahoney, 2010:31). Their 

experience working with many companies within the same field renders unique knowledge. 

Some scholars argue that this is a self-fulfilling prophecy (e.g. Mazza & Alvarez, 2000). 

However, there is no academic consensus that management consultants add value (Argyris, 

2000; Werr & Styhre, 2003). The opinions about consultants are divided but it is, as 

demonstrated, difficult to currently validly question their existence and therefore a market for 

their services. 
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III. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The following section is a synthetisization of the theoretical frame of reference which is material 

to the study. The framework is constituted by different concepts, models and theories relevant for 

the investigation as well as a review of the implications of disruption initially discussed and used 

as starting point for the study. The aim of this section is to highlight the available academic 

literature on the issue at hand; to twist this around the research question and eventually 

conclude in what areas the literature is lacking and strive to fill these gaps with the empirical 

part and results of this study. 

 

3.1 THE CONCEPT OF DISRUPTION 

In both economics and business literature one frequently stumbles upon a few seemingly similar 

but slightly different concepts; namely, Creative Destruction, Creative Disruption and 

Disruptive Innovation. These three mentioned concepts have different definitions and 

applicational practices; they are however, closely interrelated and connected to each other. 

Moreover, in addition to the relation of these concepts, they are easily confused and 

misunderstood (cf. Howard, 2013; The Economist, 2015). Consequently, to fully grasp and 

digest what is being studied in this thesis – disruptive innovations – it is important to understand 

the distinction between these concepts, which is why they are all being described. 

 

3.1.1 Creative Destruction: Schumpeter’s perennial gale 

The concept of Creative Destruction was coined by Austrian economist Joseph Schumpeter in 

his 1942 magnus opus Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy and is therein described as the “/.../ 

process of industrial mutation /.../ that incessantly revolutionizes the economic structure from 

within, incessantly destroying the old one, incessantly creating a new one. This process of 

Creative Destruction is the essential fact about capitalism.” (Schumpeter, 1942:83). As a 

consequence, the term is sometimes also referred to as Schumpeter’s gale; indeed, Schumpeter 

described capitalism as the “perennial gale of creative destruction” (Schumpeter, 1942:84) and 

it is a centerpiece in theories about how economies evolve. It may appear easy for critics of 

capitalism to describe processes of creative destruction as ruthless examples of large companies’ 

unproportional influence on society and how they irresponsibly deal and barter with the lives of 

ordinary people, as it easily causes firms to lay off workers or fail completely. However, in 
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societies where creative destruction is allowed to take place, its inhabitants will almost 

unexceptionally benefit from a growing economy, more jobs, new and better products and 

simply a higher quality of life. It is true that some may be much worse off, but it is argued that in 

a way the process is for the greater good; for the better for more people (Cox & Alm, 2008). 

Companies are constantly destructed from the foundation and then reborn. To demonstrate this, 

just five of the top hundred largest public corporations in 1917 are still in the top hundred today, 

and between the years 1970 and 2000, the corresponding pattern is that half of the companies 

remain. This is a process again elucidated by Schumpeter (1942:82): “The essential point to 

grasp is that in dealing with capitalism we are dealing with an evolutionary process”. In other 

words, in order to enjoy the rewards of creative destruction, societies must also accept to take 

hurtful blows from time to time - that is the reality of evolution, where only the fittest survive. 

3.1.2 Creative Disruption: What you need to do to shake up your business 

Creative Disruption refers to the notion that firms are in constant need to improve and reinvent 

themselves in order to stay ahead of competition and to spur future growth. A part of this process 

is that firms are subjected to various types of disruption, phrased differently – an introducing 

challenge – often needed to be created by the firm itself, rather than waiting for change to happen 

and challengers to force them into desperately trying to transform their product, service or entire 

business model; they themselves take the initiative to transform and improve their traditional 

corporate habits. The idea of creative disruption is that organizations themselves bring about the 

necessary change, inducing positive effects to the company’s own evolution in its environment 

and thereby enabling them to build a durable competitive advantage (Waldman, 2010). 

 

3.1.3 Disruptive Innovation Theory: A driver of failure and the source of new growth 

The term Disruptive Innovation (and the theory thereof) was introduced by Harvard Business 

School professor Clayton M. Christensen with his 1997 book The Innovator’s Dilemma: When 

New Technologies Cause Great Companies to Fail and the 2003 sequel The Innovator’s 

Solution. It has ever since been an influential school of thought that arguably has forced business 

managers to significantly change the way they think about their business models and approach 

new competition in their respective markets. The concept of disruption encompasses innovations 

and new technologies that have the possibility to create and inject new growth in their respective 
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industries, often even by causing previously much successful and prevailing firms to fail due to 

the newcomers. The essence of the concept is that the disruptions allow people with less buying 

power to acquire and do things previously reserved for specialists or those with large amounts of 

capital. The core of the disruptive innovation theory is the notion that new companies have the 

ability to use relatively mundane innovations to a low cost and outrival larger influential well 

established firms and their products (Christensen, 2004:15). The disruptive innovations make 

improved products and services available that are at the same time less expensive and more user 

friendly than previously possible; they are innovations that improve products or services in ways 

that the market does not expect, often by making them available for a new group of consumers 

than the traditional ones and in a new market consequently lowering prices in the existing 

market. Disruptive innovations as such, is a powerful driving force for macroeconomic growth 

(Christensen et al., 2001); they change the playing field by lower standard products which 

however often open up entire new markets (Waldman, 2010). 

 

Figure 1 explains what Christensen (1997) calls “the failure framework”. The figure shows how 

a force can be a sustaining or disruptive technological innovation. This is the difference between 

a visual force and one with disruptive elements. The red line displays that the technology does 

not have to be “high end” but contains other elements that helps it gain ground, e.g. user 

friendliness, demand or price. This is what makes a disruptive force hard to acknowledge in an 

early stage, compared to sustaining technologies which management, leaders and for that matter 

consultants can spot more easily. 

 

 

Figure 1: The Impact of Sustaining and Disruptive Technological Change (Christensen, 1997:16). 
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The idea is that disruptive innovations bring out new value, either by creating new markets or 

somehow transforming existing ones, and they take the shape of either low-end or new-market 

products. The former may occur when existing products are in a sense too sophisticated for the 

existing customers, for instance by using technology that is overpriced with regard to the value 

customers see in it. The latter, new-market disruptive innovations, take place when new products 

create growth and make it possible for consumers to do something that historically was highly 

exclusive (Christensen, 2004:277ff.). Disruptive innovation, in a sense, unites the two other 

concepts, Creative Disruption and Creative Destruction, as it is at once both destructive and 

creative. It is the disruptive innovation theory that is the foundation for this thesis and the other 

concepts explained in this section are mostly relevant in a larger frame of reference. 

 

3.1.4 Critique of the Disruptive Innovation Theory 

The research by Christensen and his coworkers on disruptive innovations has been the subject of 

much criticism, and served for instance as basis for the scrutinizing article by Danneels (2004): 

Disruptive Technology Reconsidered: A Critique and Research Agenda, which was critical to a 

few of the main aspects that has to do with the disruptive effect of technological innovations on 

firms and industries. The criticism was mainly centered on the difficulty of defining and 

identifying disruptive technologies, the applicability of the theory as well as its implications with 

regard to customer-orientedness. The paper encourages further research on disruptive technology 

and wishes to ignite discussion by practitioners and scholars alike as to the legitimacy of the 

theory. Tellis (2006) with the article Disruptive Technology or Visionary Leadership? and 

likewise Markides (2006) with Disruptive Innovation: In Need of a Better Theory also proposed 

similar critique to Christensen’s disruptive innovation theory, later echoed for instance by 

Lepore (2014), in a heavily critical article about the real nature of disruptive innovations. Despite 

named criticism (and more exists), the theory has indeed exercised extensive influence on the 

corporate world over a number of years. However, critics of Christensen and the disruptive 

innovation theory are not without legitimate claim, which is why their remarks are taken into 

account also in this study, mainly with regard to the reliability of the results and conclusions. 
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3.2 HOW DISRUPTION AFFECTS BUSINESS – THE FOUR IMPLICATIONS 

The possible implications of disruptive forces on the consulting industry as presented by 

Christensen et al. (2013), are reviewed in the following section and described in light of the 

disruptive innovation theory. However, it is important to keep in mind that “/…/ we’re still early 

in the story of consulting’s disruption. No one can say for sure what will happen. Disruption is, 

after all, a process, not an event, and it does not necessarily mean all-out destruction.” 

(Christensen et al., 2013:8) Moreover, each of the proposed implications are critically 

scrutinized in order to find possible ambiguity; for instance to determine what trends may be 

derived to potential disruptions vis-à-vis other consistent market forces. 

 

3.2.1 “Consolidation within the top tiers of the industry” 

Christensen et al. (2013) suggest that there is going to be a steady consolidation of the consulting 

market. This trend is apparent in the past as well. The background section of the thesis concludes 

just that. The consolidation process within the management consulting industry has included 

both smaller targeted acquisitions at the domestic level and large mega-mergers between global 

giants, a process likely to endure in the future. As demands from customers and clients are ever 

changing and increasing, clients expect the consultancies to deliver on these more complex 

pressures. If, for instance, the work for consultants focuses more and more on creating analytical 

software, the competition on the core, in most cases some kind of strategic work, will be left to 

the top tier firms. The top tier firms are the first ones you turn to if you want an outsider’s 

perspective and a “quality stamp” (Christensen et al., 2013), making the larger scoop of strategic 

work that is now up for grabs uncertain. New demands imply that consultancies need to be multi-

talented and being able to consult in more ways than the traditional “solution shops”. This is 

easily connected to the following paragraphs, where the arguments continue. Consolidation 

happens for a number of reasons. Possibly partly as a disruptive force, but there is likely to be 

further explanations to the historical consolidation or possible future consolidation. Not all 

consolidation depends on disruptive forces.  Businesses make mergers or buy and sell companies 

for many different reasons, e.g. economies of scale, demography, technological innovations and 

other external circumstances. 
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3.2.2 “The real story will begin with smaller clients” 

While most consulting firms are tempted to chase the largest, most profitable clients, it is 

possible that the industry will be disrupted from below, by the smaller clients. Just as the core 

mechanism of disruptive innovations in general, significant change often takes place from lower 

priced and simpler products and services. Firms need to acknowledge that if they do not let go of 

the chase after some of the most sought after clients and instead focus on companies that are 

quickly on the rise, they will eventually lose market shares rather than conquer them. Because of 

the race to the top, the bottom is un-coveted and makes an easy target for new entrants. This 

study will make an attempt at bringing some light and clarity into how the management 

consultants reason around this issue and to investigate whether the theory is applicable to reality 

and what type of implications it may have to the future of the industry. 

 

3.2.3 “Traditional boundaries between professional services are blurring” 

In close connection to the first section, this part focuses on how consultancies need to increase 

their service lines. The need for full service solutions are higher than ever (Christensen et al., 

2013). Therefore, the previously so clear boundaries between different services are now 

disappearing. With new competitors arising concerning new lines of services, for instance, the 

Big Four compete with IT consultancies, the MBBs compete with law firms and they all compete 

with PR consultancies. The services provided by the Big Four have historically been influenced 

by just that, although they had problems after the Enron and WorldCom scandals with massive 

critique for doing both consulting work and audits (O’Mahoney, 2010). However, the laws that 

at first regulated the so called “Chinese wall” of the global audit firms was bypassed and the 

consulting practices of all Big Four companies are now active. To have a broad service line is too 

lucrative not to do and the trend is likely to continue in the future (Christensen et al., 2013). The 

audit firms are not unique in this matter. For example, they mention IDEO as an example, a firm 

that offers both industrial design and innovation consulting. The broadening of services might be 

a consequence of the fact that “the world is fast moving from a production-based economy to a 

knowledge-based one.” (Anand et al., 2007). This brings about a competition for knowledge and 

the more knowledge you can assemble, the more you can sell. 
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Nevertheless, it is not easy to find the right elements to focus on (Christensen et al., 2013) and 

the complexity in foreseeing future trends might cause companies to “safe up” and start divisions 

and groups that work with tasks that firstly, are not a core competence of the firm and secondly, 

may not even be a service line that is right for the company and the synergy effects that they seek 

might turn out to be smaller than anticipated. 

 

3.2.4 “The invasion of big data is a certainty in consulting, as in so many other industries” 

Humans have always strived to make the right decisions at the right time, and as a species we 

have used various different tools over the years to facilitate our decision making. In later years, 

one of the main advances on the area has been that of letting machines do much of the thinking 

for us while humans make the actual decisions (Buchanan & O’Connell, 2006). This is where the 

concept of “big data” comes in; a “new way” of processing information and drawing conclusions 

based on it. The internet has made data collection easier than ever before, and it also enables vast 

amounts of information to float around and be available (Cukier & Mayer-Schoenberger, 2013). 

The idea of big data is generally speaking the notion of datasets whose size is far larger than 

what a traditional database can collect, store, manage, and analyze (Manyika et al., 2011). 

Applied and analyzed correctly, large data sets have the power to tell us facts about ourselves 

and our surroundings that would have been essentially unfeasible to make out for the naked eye 

(Ayres, 2007; Hand, 2006:3), an ability that can be highly helpful and indeed powerful. For 

instance, multiple studies have found that companies with the most advanced implemented 

systems for dealing with big data are on average outperforming those who do not, by a wide 

margin (e.g. McAfee & Brynjolfsson, 2012; Pearson & Wegener, 2013). Moreover, Cukier and 

Mayer-Schoenberger (2013:29) state that “/.../ big data helps answer what, not why, and often 

that's good enough” and they are further likely to be correct in their claim that big data will 

change the way we regard and approach information. In other words, business leaders are faced 

with decisions regarding how to tackle the entry of big data into their perceptive reality, as the 

economic implications of the new technology is bound to be of significant importance (Manyika 

et al., 2011). 

 

Decisions based on data are simply better than those that are not; it enables managers to use 

evidence and facts rather than intuition and gut feelings for their decisions, making decisions, for 
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one thing, less biased. Danziger et al. (2011), for instance, found that the judges included in their 

study were substantially more likely to be generous in court rulings following a lunch or snack 

break, due to the break’s positive effect on their mood, giving reason to the argument that roles 

involving important decision making can become less biased with the aid of impartial 

algorithmic solutions. The same pattern is proposed by Bazerman and Moore (2013:209), saying 

that humans will make different decisions based on the same data, due to varying circumstances. 

It may not, however, prove entirely simple to implement this new type of decision making tools 

and patterns into organizations with completely different traditional business models; analysts 

with special expertise will be needed and managers with high authority will have to give up some 

of their own functions, if nothing else the pride in having made an important clutch decision 

(McAfee & Brynjolfsson, 2012). This particular perspective may prove additionally relevant 

when discussing the management consulting industry. There may be multiple indicators claiming 

that management consulting will be affected just as many other industries have been or will be, 

which is one of the pillars for this study. 

 

3.3 CONCLUDING THE THEORY REVIEW 

Having given an account of the background and theoretical framework for the subject this paper 

is dealing with, it may be necessary to clarify certain points in order to make a transition to the 

method section and in that way attempt to bridge the gap between theory and reality. To start 

with, it has been made clear that throughout history innovations constantly disrupt industries, 

subsequently replacing and destructing jobs that previously have been taken for granted. This 

process sped up along with the industrial revolution and it can hardly be considered a novelty. 

However, the job destruction that disruptive innovations bring has slowly but surely made a 

transition from what was the common case, namely blue-collar manufacturing jobs, to start 

affecting what previously may has been considered safe-havens of destruction: highly qualified 

white-collar service occupations. Much has been written about the phenomenon focusing on blue 

collar jobs, less so on white collar ones. Scholars such as Christensen (1997) started out by 

mapping the process of disruptive innovations making it a normative theory about how managers 

in large corporations ought to tackle the entry of disruptive technologies into their respective 

industries, in order to stay competitive. Frey and Osborne (2013) conducted a thorough study 

focusing on the probability for computerization of 702 different occupations on the U.S. market 
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and found that about 47 percent of their total workforce was in danger of being substituted by 

machines. Studies focusing on innovations and processes disrupting the prerequisites for white-

collar occupations have been less plentiful than the ones discussing their blue-collar 

counterparts, but the research of certain scholars indicates that several such disruptions may be 

on the rise. Harvard Business School professor Clayton M. Christensen has accounted for one of 

the more recent examinations (cf. Christensen et al., 2013) into the issue, claiming specifically 

that the management consulting industry is likely to be disrupted, in a similar way that for 

instance the law industry has been. His claim is bold and not entirely uncontroversial considering 

that the consulting industry so heavily relies on the human interaction including negotiation and 

trust, to name a few indispensable aspects. Few other studies, however, appear to have been 

made to specifically study and understand the implications disruptive innovations may have to 

named industry. Taking into account the critique put forward regarding Christensen’s disruptive 

innovation theory (cf. Danneels, 2004; Tellis, 2006; Markides, 2006; Lepore, 2014) it appears, 

again, reasonable to test its applicability to reality by examining the implications disruptive 

innovations are likely to have on the management consultancy occupation, but also to give 

deeper insight into the implications of similar forces to myriad service jobs in different sectors. 
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IV. METHOD 

The method chapter covers the creation of the research design for this thesis. The study focuses 

on the Big Three consulting firms (McKinsey & Company, The Boston Consulting Group and 

Bain & Company) and the Big Four audit firms (EY, KPMG, Deloitte and PwC). This section 

clarifies why these companies and the comparison between them is relevant and further explains 

and motivates the different methodological choices made for the study, concluding with an 

account of the limitations to the chosen method. 

 

4.1 RESEARCH APPROACH 

An interesting way of highlighting an identified problem is to mold the study around a puzzle, a 

paradox or a conundrum (Watts, 2001). The objective of this thesis is to provide further insights 

and new perceptivity on how disruptive innovations will affect the consulting industry in Sweden 

from the consultants’ perspective, especially with regard to the implications discussed by 

Christensen’s et al. (2013) and the differences with regard to these between the two categories of 

firms included in the study. We consider it appropriate to investigate the proposed research 

question as a qualitative study, mainly composed of interviews with working management 

consultants. A qualitative method is deemed appropriate for numerous reasons. Firstly, the study 

centers around intangible concepts, i.e. disruptions of various sorts, making a qualitative 

approach suitable (Fredrickson, 1983). Secondly, an object of the study is to deepen the 

understanding of a subject currently lacking extensive background, providing further motivation 

to a qualitative approach and lastly, the results from the informants are difficult to quantify. The 

analysis is thus based mainly on interview material. However, some secondary data is also used 

to complement the primary data collected in the interviews. In order to do this, an inductive 

research approach has been applied, where an attempt is made to contribute to existing 

descriptive theory (as found in Christensen, 1997 and Christensen et al., 2013) examined in a 

domestic market (Saunders et al., 2007:145). In contrast to Christensen et al. (2013), this study 

covers the Swedish management consulting sector. The study is however likely to fit other 

markets as well (cf. Kipping & Armbrüster, 1998). The exploratory approach fits the purpose 

with regard to the relatively new field of research (Holme & Solvang, 1997). 
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The study is based on interviews with consultants. Many studies dealing with consultants and the 

consulting industry focus on the client/consultant-relationship and these studies usually have 

multiple angles; interviewing both consultants and clients (cf. Werr & Styhre, 2002; Werr & 

Pemer, 2007; Mohe & Seidl, 2009). This thesis differs from other studies of this kind in the sense 

that it does not have a primary focus on the clients. One might argue that disruptions within the 

industry is both driven by and affect clients. However, the purpose in this case lies much closer 

to studying potential disruptions while also investigating the potential implications it may have 

on the management consulting occupation in a broader context. In this sense the client’s 

perspective is of lesser interest in this study and therefore the interviews will be held with 

consultants and not clients.  

 

4.2 RESEARCH DESIGN 

With regard to the aim and purpose of this work, the classification of the thesis is of an 

exploratory nature. However, a descriptive approach applies as well. The reasons for this mix is 

two-fold, firstly because “/…/ exploratory research can be likened to the activities of the traveler 

or explorer.” (Adams & Schvaneveldt, 1991), and secondly because “/…/ the object of 

descriptive research is to portray an accurate profile of persons, events or situations.” (Robson, 

2002:59 in Saunders et al, 2007:134). With regard to these statements this study consists of both 

exploratory parts, mostly due to the insignificant amount of research in the area, while having a 

descriptive design as some of the areas discussed are more widely recognized. In this sense, the 

aim is both to paint a picture of reality while simultaneously explaining it by answering the 

questions “why?” and “how?” (Yin, 2003). Interviews were conducted with persons that can be 

considered experts within the field. The theory review aids the analysis of the phenomena and 

serves as a guide to the answers in later sections of the thesis (Saunders et al., 2007:133). Since 

Christensen’s et al. (2013) article is of a descriptive nature and an exploratory study have some 

drawbacks, especially in describing why a phenomenon occurs, the aim here is not exactly to test 

what is discussed in Christensen et al. (2013) but rather to, with the application of empirical 

examining, add to the descriptive theory while not so much to the normative. 

 

In a wider sense this study is of a multiple case character, with elements involving empirical 

study of a certain phenomenon within its own context using several sources of proof (Saunders et 
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al., 2007:145f). This approach has several benefits. For instance, the ability to answer questions 

more profoundly than a survey would do is rigorous, also making it fit to be paired with an 

exploratory research design. Moreover, multiple-case studies often have the ability to provide a 

steady foundation for theory development and to make robust propositions as they are based on 

varying empirical evidence (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Data collection may consist of 

several different aspects; involving interviews, documentary analysis as well as observations 

(Saunders et al., 2007:146). Consequently, multiple sources of data were used to answer the 

research question in this study, although mainly interviews and document analysis. 

 

With regard to the time frame, the study is of a cross-sectional nature, being an investigation of a 

certain phenomenon at a certain time, rather than over an extended period of time. This is partly 

due to the ambition to portray a snapshot of the situation in the management consulting industry 

right now, but also due to the limitation in time for this study, making it difficult to conduct, for 

instance, a longitudinal study. Furthermore, it is common that case studies are based on 

interviews conducted over a short period of time (Saunders et al., 2007:155). 

 

4.2.1 Sample Selection 

A basic criteria for selection is that the company offers consulting services. The contemporary 

environment for large consultancies in Sweden consists almost exclusively of American or semi-

American subsidiaries of larger firms (Konsultguiden, 2014). As mentioned, the study focuses on 

the Big Three (Kipping & Armbrüster, 1998) traditional strategy consulting firms and the Big 

Four audit/accounting firms. The reasons for choosing these companies are several. For instance, 

the exploratory approach of the thesis requires “interviewing experts within the field” (Saunders 

et al., 2007:133) and a similar recommendation is made by Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007) who 

suggest to use highly experienced interview objects who at the same time can view the issue 

from different perspectives. The fundamental assumption is that management consultants are 

experts within their field. Therefore, interviews with consultants were conducted.  

 

The grouping of firms is primarily based on an initial categorization in Kipping and Armbrüster 

(1998). In this study the categorization is divided into six groups. The “Classic US” and “Big 

Five” (before the fall of Arthur Andersen) are followed by four categories of domestic Swedish 
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firms focusing on size (large, mid-sized, small and smallest). With regard to the time frame for 

the study the categories have been limited to a smaller sample. Hence, the focus on this paper is 

the two initial categories. With regard to earlier studies (e.g. Kipping & Armbrüster, 1999), the 

historical background presented above and the Big Four’s connection to business academia, the 

grouping and selection is apparent. Just as importantly, the comparison between two categories 

of consulting firms in this thesis motivates the sample selection further. 

 

It may appear reasonable to conduct this study exclusively with senior personnel and partners at 

the biggest firms operating the Swedish market. They are likely the ones with most knowledge 

and experience within the field. They are also more likely to be exposed to strategic planning and 

decision making regarding the firm’s future. On the other hand, it is possible that they are too 

closely linked, and somewhat narrow-sighted in their assessment of the company. With this in 

mind, the interviews were extended to not only include senior officers within the responding 

companies, a further reason for this being the actual difficulty of accessing and meeting with 

senior managers, directors and partners exclusively. However, interviewing a mix of consultants 

not only provides bigger sample of interviews, it might also show variances in answers, with 

regard to age and generation (Miles & Huberman, 1984). The consultants that participate in the 

study are henceforth referred to as informants (cf. Bryman & Bell, 2005). 

 

4.3 DATA GATHERING AND IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS 

As mentioned, the data was gathered through multiple sources, focusing on interviews with 

consultants, complemented with excerpts from secondary sources (cf. Furusten, 2009) such as 

external interviews and reports, information gathering on company web sites and articles 

(academic and news) and the sample selection was a combination of a judgement sampling while 

also including an element of convenience sampling (Marshall, 1996). Using our network of 

personal contacts we were able to conduct interviews with consultants from all named bureaus 

and due to the personal nature of the contacts, it was possible to pre-select our interviewees in a 

systematic fashion. The interview questions were based on the theory of disruptive innovations 

and constructed in a manner allowing the informants to get as much space as possible and to 

restrict the direct influence of the interviewers (cf. Buchanan & Bryman, 2007). Most of the 

interviews were conducted through personal meetings mainly during the months of March and 
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April in 2015, while a few were telephone interviews (see Table 1). Most interviews took place 

in Stockholm and were conducted in Swedish, in order to ensure a homogeneous language 

context, which is necessary for the analytical approach (cf. Richter, 2009). The majority of 

interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes. Before the data gathering and interview process 

started an interview guide was created (see Appendix 1 for complete questionnaire), the purpose 

of which being to make sure that the interviews covered the most important themes. Certain 

material was sent to the informants in advance to explain the purpose and background of the 

study as well as to give them an idea of what type of questions they were to expect. Moreover, 

the questions to the informants were categorized as “Layer 1” or “Layer 2” questions, where the 

former were of a more flexible and open character and the latter regarded as complement and 

more detailed where necessary to learn more about that specific issue. 

 

The set of questions posed to the informants was developed with the aim to keep them relatively 

open and general, illuminating the problem from different perspectives (Miles & Huberman, 

1984), still based on the various theories discussed and used as starting point. The follow-up 

“Layer 2” questions had the purpose of being used as complement to the “Layer 1” ditto, and to 

contribute with a more profound perspective of the respective interview areas. The order of the 

questions was followed to the highest possible degree (Bryman & Bell, 2005:363). Swedish 

being the native tongue throughout the entire group of primary informants, interviews were 

conducted in Swedish, with the assumption that it would enable the informants to answer more 

elaborately and also to create a more dynamic interview, while increasing the validity of the 

method. The interviews were recorded with permission from the informants, were transcribed, 

treated as texts and interpreted systematically through qualitative content analysis (Kohlbacher, 

2006; Mayring, 2000) in order to find patterns of particular significance, as it “/…/ comprises a 

searching-out of underlying themes in the materials being analyzed.” (Bryman, 2004:392) and 

thoroughly analyzed with the help of the interview and answer matrices based on the focal 

theories of the study (see Appendix I). 
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Table 1: Data Collection - Overview 

    

Informant Data source Length Date 

Consultant 1 - PwC Personal 45 min March 5 

Consultant 1 - EY Personal 60 min March 11 

Consultant 1 - McKinsey Personal 60 min March 11 

Consultant 1 - KPMG Personal 40 min March 26 

Consultant 1 - Bain Personal 50 min March 27 

Consultant 2 - EY Personal 60 min March 27 

Consultant 2 - McKinsey E-mail N/A March 31 

Consultant 1 - BCG Personal 25 min April 6 

Consultant 1 - Deloitte Telephone 50 min  April 7 

Consultant 2 - KPMG Personal 25 min April 8 

CEO Deloitte Consulting Document N/A 2013 

C. M. Christensen & McKinsey HBR Podcast 25 min 2013 

Clayton M. Christensen HBR Interview5 10 min 2012 

Clayton M. Christensen Document N/A 2001 

 

One reason for using multiple sources is to limit biases and being able to detect the ones that may 

arise. Biases is a common phenomenon when it comes to scientific methods; both qualitative and 

quantitative studies are affected by biases of different kinds (Saunders et al., 2007:139). For this 

investigation professionals (i.e. management consultants) were interviewed and as previously 

explained, they were held with consultants at different levels within the participant companies, 

and made flexible by a semi-structured approach in order to shed light on the problem from 

multiple perspectives (Huberman & Miles, 2002). The purpose of this approach is to be proactive 

but also to detect biases when interpreting the data and the conclusions from this study have also 

been related to more general patterns in complementary studies in order to verify their possible 

overall significance. 

                                                
5 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qDrMAzCHFUU 
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4.4 OPERATIONALIZATION OF THE DISRUPTIVE INNOVATION THEORY 

The purpose of the study is partly to investigate Christensen’s et al. (2013) four implications of 

disruptive forces applied to the Swedish consulting industry. The study was carried out by means 

of a qualitative method, where consultants were interviewed in order to get closer to answering 

whether the industry is experiencing disruptive change. The theoretical definition of this has 

been defined as a fundamental shift in the industry due to disruptive innovations. Management 

consultants of varying seniority and from different firms express the consequences of changes to 

their occupation in different ways. This becomes apparent from the interviews conducted where 

myriad perspectives on how the consulting industry is currently shifting and what trends are the 

most recent were identified. However, although the perspectives were different and the trends 

defined in multiple ways, a number of themes did appear. Also, due to the limitation of this 

thesis around Christensen’s et al. (2013) proposed implications, deciding what may be regarded 

as a disruptive change to the consulting industry will largely be based on these, ensuring a 

stringency that will provide a more rigorous reliability to the analysis. This limitation is effective 

both with regard to the position of authority that C. M. Christensen holds in relation to this 

matter and partly due to the disputes and tentativeness toward the definition of disruptive 

innovations in general (e.g. Danneels, 2004; Tellis, 2006; Lepore, 2014), making attempts at 

defining disruptive innovations whatsoever a precarious business. Consequently, to identify a 

possible change within the management consulting industry due to disruptive innovations, the 

references made by management consultants in the empirical findings, directly or indirectly, to 

the disruptive forces as found in Christensen et al. (2013) will be used as indicator. These may 

however be extended as empirical proof for further possible disruptions may be found and they 

will be put under critical scrutiny. 

 

4.5 RESEARCH LIMITATIONS & QUALITY OF THE STUDY 

As with all qualitative studies there is an embedded challenge in interpreting the results, as the 

consequences are not generated by large samples (Saunders et al., 2007:312). One might 

question the validity in a study that makes insiders in an industry answer questions about their 

specific industry. However, with the assumptions mentioned there is no reason to expect defects 

in the validity. The study’s foundation is based on the assumption that people within the industry 

are also experts in their field. Consultants are per se interested in their own sector and are 



Disruptive Forces Afoot – Prospective Conundrums for Management Consulting 

Fhürong & Rex  Uppsala University  Department of Business Studies  2015 

  29 

interested in their own future. It is not easy to find experts on management consultancy who are 

not consultants themselves or have previously been consultants, with the exception of certain 

scholars. A limitation that might be of relevance is that certain answers from the informants are 

of a speculative nature, i.e. the answers are reliant to a subjective truth. This kind of limitation 

will be under critical scrutiny during the whole process, while speculation about the future also 

being part of the purpose for the study. This also has to do with the fundamental nature of the 

disruptive innovation theory. It is not certain that a practitioner actually can say anything about a 

disruptive force they themselves are being affected by. A disruptive force is per se very difficult 

to foresee. Thus, if for instance the interviewees claim that they are aware of the possible 

implications of disruptions discussed by Christensen et al. (2013), that might just indicate that 

said implications are not disruptive and the ones they fail to identify could be the real disruptions 

about to take place. Therefore, the interpretations made by the authors of what the consultants 

say about their industry will be of vast importance to the analysis and conclusions of this thesis.  

 

Not only academic, but also nonacademic and semi-academic sources are partly used as frame of 

reference for this study. Firstly, data on the Swedish consulting industry were gathered mostly 

through the Swedish publication Konsultguiden, a publication by Affärsvärlden6, a renowned 

business magazine with focus on business and markets. Secondly, the article by Christensen et 

al. (2013) that has been used as a basis for much of the investigation is published in a semi-

academic journal (Harvard Business Review). These sources, in particular the latter, are used to a 

significant extent for the study and although they are not of a pure academic nature they are 

works of great quality and reliability, partly due to the position of authority that Professor 

Christensen holds in the field. Konsultguiden is utilized for statistics and certain references from 

the articles are also used. HBR on the other hand is often regarded as a semi-academic journal 

(Mazza & Alvarez, 2000), however, they are highly sufficient for explaining contemporary 

phenomena and are therefore used for different parts of the paper.  

                                                
6 English: “The Business World”. 
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V. EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

This chapter is introduced with remarks on the different case companies, followed by empirical 

findings from the interviews regarding the proposed disruptions as well as a review of 

indications for further disruptions. Throughout the chapter, focus is also put on the comparison; 

differences and similarities between the two categories of studied firms. 

 

5.2 THE CASE COMPANIES 

This section covers the firms that are represented in the interviews. The short review of each firm 

is centered partly around basic information about the company on an international basis and 

partly on the characteristics of the domestic firm. The information is mainly based on accounts 

given by the informants. 

 

5.2.1 McKinsey & Company 

McKinsey is a global consulting firm with offices in 105 countries, often regarded as the most 

renowned consulting firm in the world: “Does the client know what they want? No! They don’t. 

It is our job to tell them what they want.” James McKinsey established the firm 1926 and the 

fundamental idea was to apply accounting principles to management. The Stockholm office 

consists of approximately 200 people. Most of the people at McKinsey (Stockholm) start off as 

generalists and work with projects in a variety of sectors. After gaining more experience as a 

generalist and alongside promotions to senior positions you are getting more and more specific 

tasks and projects. McKinsey builds their business on long-term advisor deals with the largest 

companies in the world, meaning that they implicitly do not compete over new business in the 

same way that other consulting firms frequently do. Quite explicitly, the main competitors for 

McKinsey are the other so called “top tier”-firms; BCG and Bain. But also smaller actors 

(locally) such as Quartz, tech consultancies such as Accenture and Capgemini and the Big Four 

are mentioned as competitors.  

 

5.2.2 The Boston Consulting Group 

BCG is a global management consulting firm with offices in 45 countries. It was founded in 

1963 by Bruce D. Henderson as a part of The Boston Company. Just as most consulting firms 

BCG is owned privately by partners. The firm employs around 300 people in the Nordic 
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countries. They have more of a focus from the start for their associates. They belong to different 

sectors or service lines (e.g. CFO services): “I work mainly with retail and consumer goods, 

although I have done some work within the finance sector too.” The focus for the Nordic 

countries reflects the international equivalent. Inside thoughts on competitive advantages suggest 

a difference from McKinsey regarding main focus, where BCG focuses on innovative business 

development, while McKinsey is in the frontline of cost cutting. 

 

5.2.3 Bain & Company 

Bain is the final of the classical strategy firms. Bain & Company was founded in 1973 by a 

group of ex-partners of the Boston Consulting Group, led by Bill Bain. Bain & Company has 

offices in 33 countries. Bain is the youngest of the MBBs and their business model differs 

somewhat from the others. While McKinsey is the oldest and most prestigious firm and BCG is 

considered to have the best analyses, Bain focuses on constantly reinventing their business model 

and trying to be more innovative with regard to value proposition. They use performance-based 

billing to a higher degree than competitors: “For instance, we charge a certain percentage of the 

financial improvement for the firm that can be derived to the work that we do, but if we don’t 

deliver we don’t charge them (simply put).” In similarity with McKinsey and BCG, they regard 

each other as the main competition: “There is a big difference between MBB and Second Tier 

[incl. Big Four] firms. We’re never going to compete with for instance EY. We work with 

different things and we charge so much more.” Bain, in contrast to McKinsey, has different 

focus areas that they cover already from junior positions: “As a relatively junior person at the 

firm you are jumping somewhat from sector to sector, even though these are my main areas”. 

 

5.2.4 KPMG 

KPMG’s past is one of many mergers and spin-offs. The official year for the foundation is 1987 

when the mega-merger between Peat Marwick International and Klynveld Main Goerdeler past. 

KPMG has offices in 155 countries around the world. Worldwide, KPMG is the smallest firm of 

the Big Four. In Sweden, they are third in amount of consultants employed. KPMG offers many 

different consulting services in contrast to MBB and have a set-up of many sub divisions 

centered on certain areas of expertise in contrast to sectors, which is the most common feature at 

MBB: “Some projects are also getting closer to the MBB firms, with pure strategy consulting 
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work, which I think partly has to do with the fact that they are moving somewhat toward the 

implementation direction than us moving in their direction”. For instance, KPMG has divisions 

focusing on financial risk management, IT advisory, corporate finance and sustainability. 

 

5.2.5 EY 

Just as with KPMG, EY is a multinational audit and advisory firm with its roots in Britain and 

the U.S. Through several mergers and acquisitions the firm has grown from the beginning of the 

20th Century, although some early heritage can be tracked to the middle of the 19th century. EY 

has offices in 150 countries. The advisory section of EY has several sub-sections with services 

on the entire spectrum (“We’re doing what the client wants us to do.”) from pure strategy to 

implementation and interim services: “The client expect us to be specialists in a certain area.” 

The specialist part is something that stands out in comparison with the MBBs. The Big Four are 

working with more specialist tasks: “The competence within different areas between the firms 

will vary”. 

 

5.2.6 Deloitte 

The smallest company domestically, but the biggest of the Big Four internationally is Deloitte, or 

Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu, which is the official name. Deloitte has its origins in London from 

the mid-19th century. Just as EY, Deloitte has offices in 150 countries worldwide. As mentioned, 

the Swedish firm is the smallest of the Big Four domestically: “We’re smallest in Sweden, but 

internationally we are one of the biggest players. When we sell our services or work on projects I 

don’t think it matters.” The same informant emphasizes the importance of staying ahead of 

competition: “You always try to be on top of new things. Our own center of excellence7 is 

creating new stuff all the time and it’s up to each consultant how much they use of it.” Many of 

the informants refer to these so-called centers of excellence when discussing value proposition 

and competition. 

 

 

 

                                                
7 Center of excellence - Internal international “think tank” that develops new services, writes reports and create new 

frameworks. The organization of these centers are not equal (the name can also vary). 
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5.2.7 PwC 

Just as the others PwC has a background stretching back to the middle of the 19th century and 

through several mergers and acquisitions is the mega firm it is today. PwC has offices in 157 

countries, a record among the competitors. The informant from PwC explains that “/…/ there are 

always reasons to change” and moves on with the quite generic answer “/…/ the world is 

changing, we need to do the same if we want to be there with the best, whatever it is.” The 

consultant emphasizes the relationship to the client in this way: “Our clients want to be better, 

more effective, have lower costs and higher revenues and it is our jobs to make them happy.” but 

also: “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it!” In contrast to the classical strategy firms there is an explicit 

consensus that the largest competitors between the Big Four companies, are the Big Four 

themselves. Although there are differences in the internal set-up among the accounting firms, the 

services provided are in most regards the same. An informant from PwC highlights the 

“movement” toward smaller firms as competition as well: “Although they cannot compete on all 

assignments, they are out there, from time to time they also take business from us.”  

 

5.3 THE IMPLICATIONS OF DISRUPTIVE FORCES 

5.3.1 “Consolidation within the top tiers of the industry” 

Alongside the historical context (highlighted in the background section), the consolidation phase 

continues also within a shorter time frame. During the last few years both international and 

domestic mergers and acquisitions in the consulting industry have been visualized. In the first 

half of 2013, Deloitte bought Monitor and saved them from bankruptcy (Tieman, 2013); in the 

fall Greenwich Consulting was up for grabs and EY took the chance; in the spring of 2014 PwC 

acquired Booz & Company to create their new subdivision Strategy& and in the fall of 2014 

KPMG Sweden acquired the smaller niche boutique firm Askus Consulting. 
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Table 2: Overview of key points about consolidation and targeting smaller clients. 

MBB Big Four 

 

“I would say there is a steady consolidation in the 

market, even if spin-offs frequently happen, well, look 

at both BCG and Bain.” 

“The large guys [Big Four] chase the smaller 

ones and are constantly looking to acquire. 

From my perspective I don’t think we’re 

looking to smaller clients, like I said before. 

The money is with the big corporations - 

period." 

"The whole business is very consolidated and Bain is 

in a sense the latest disruption within the business. 

This is related a lot to the globalization of the 

business. We work more and more with large global 

companies that have operations all over the world 

which means that it helps a lot if the consulting firm 

also has global operations. If you’re not global it is 

difficult to serve many different clients, so the 

globalization has contributed to the consolidation." 

“We’re trying to stay ahead, our acquisition 

of Askus was of strategic nature and not only 

scale. They had specific knowledge in 

Sustainability Strategy work, which 

complements our other [side] of 

Sustainability reporting.” 

 

Many of the informants testify to this processes the last couple of years which includes the 

acquired firms mentioned above. “The large guys [Big Four] chase the smaller ones and are 

constantly looking to acquire.” One consultant from PwC means that the trend is obvious and 

says that they hear rumors of deals almost every day. One consultant from KPMG agrees with 

this and adds “We’re trying to stay ahead, our acquisition of Askus was of strategic nature and 

not only scale. They had specific knowledge in Sustainability Strategy work, which complements 

our other [side] of Sustainability reporting.” Even from the MBB voices are heard for the 

consolidation of actors in the market: “I would say there is a steady consolidation in the market, 

even if spin-offs frequently happen, well, look at both BCG and Bain.” A consultant at Bain 

emphasizes the globalization of their own business as an example. The informant concludes that 

much of their growth has been mergers and acquisitions although natural organic growth of 

course has been important as well: “We work more and more with large global companies that 

have operations all over the world which means that it helps a lot if the consulting firm also has 
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global operations. If you’re not global it is difficult to serve many different clients, so the 

globalization has contributed to the consolidation.”  

 

5.3.2 “The real story will begin with smaller clients” 

Of all the discussed implications this brings the most cohesive answers from the informants. 

Generally, the informants do not regard this as a potential disruption in the near future, not even 

in a longer perspective: “I don’t think we’re looking at smaller clients. Like I said before, the 

money is with the big corporations - period." one informant at EY tells us. Others emphasize the 

prizing of premium consulting services as one of the reasons that their client base only consists 

of big publicly traded companies: “We’re expensive to hire, therefore only big, often industrial 

companies, are the only ones that can afford to hire us.” That statement is confirmed by an 

informant at EY: “/…/ the companies need to be of a critical size to be able to afford to use us as 

consultants.” The same type of arguments appear to come from both MBB and the Big Four. 

There is a need of size in the balance sheet to afford using consultants. The way firms are billing 

the clients, however, differs a lot. The most common way is through fixed fees, but some (mostly 

Bain), uses performance based pricing models. The price per hour seems to vary vastly between 

MBB and the Big Four: “We are pricing our services above the audit firms; that is a fact”. With 

that in mind, companies need to be big enough to buy services from the Big Four although their 

services are offered to a discount of the cost of the MBBs. One informant from McKinsey 

emphasizes that “One of the key reasons why organizations and enterprises are hiring us is 

because they want an external perspective on matters they already know the answer to. Not 

always, but it surely happens a lot!” With this answer the consultant wants to adhere to the 

notion that they are not going to need to address smaller clients with regard to the constant 

demand for third party advice. This answer echoes another MBB consultant, who says “I don’t 

think we need to go after smaller clients. We build long term relationships with big companies 

through our networks. During one year, maybe 1500 people leave the firm for opportunities 

elsewhere. We have a great alumni network, and all these contacts know what we can do.” Here, 

the essence is the network and how that will feed the firm with potential engagements. 

 

Although the consensus is quite evident, some answers suggest that there might be room for 

extending business offerings to smaller companies to a higher degree than the consultancies are 
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doing today: “It might be possible that we see a shift towards serving a larger amount of clients, 

with “smaller problems” in the future, we can see an increasing demand for specialist services.” 

and another quotation that supports the possibility that “the real story will begin with smaller 

clients” is: “History shows that it is not the big players who will disrupt themselves and change 

but rather new firms who will start with new business models /…/” This quote leads on into the 

next implication investigated. 

 

5.3.3 “Traditional boundaries between professional services are blurring” 

As mentioned above this is something that is emphasized by almost all respondents. One might 

think that the Big Four companies are already a long way ahead in this context. The common 

factor for them is that they have a larger amount of different departments with specialists than do 

the MBB firms. They keep working on a differentiation strategies where they want to essentially 

be able to offer potential clients anything and everything, which is also connected to the steady 

consolidation of the industry, where the large firms acquire smaller ones to gain their certain 

specialist competence. A Big Four consultant thinks that “/.../ there will be a growing demand 

for specialist competence within the consulting firms and within the teams that work with each 

project” and furthermore by a statement such as “There’s essentially nothing that we say that we 

cannot do”.  

 

 

Table 3: Respondents’ view on differentiation. 

MBB Big Four 

“You have to win the clients and you do that by 

being better and smarter than the others and by 

differentiation. What changes is in what areas 

you need to differentiate yourself within. The 

demand for your insights to be valuable are 

constantly increasing.” 

“I think that there will be a growing demand for 

specialist competence within the consulting firms 

and within the teams that work with each project. 

Apart from that, clients are starting to realize 

and take into account a much more global 

context in what they demand and expect.” 
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“The industry is constantly changing, and there 

is no real resistance to change. It lies in the 

nature of the consultant to constantly want to 

change to get better and to better understand 

different industries and the world around you. 

One of our differentiating factors is that we are 

younger and we are smaller which provides for 

us to deal with disruptions in a different way and 

enter the new industries faster than the bigger 

players. It is easier to enter a new business than 

an old consolidated one.” 

 

 

“We work to grow our capabilities and to offer a 

broader spectrum of services for sure. We try to 

do everything. There’s essentially nothing that we 

say that we cannot do.” 

 

The MBB firms, in turn, also try to differentiate themselves and consider it a key factor of 

success, although perhaps in a different sense than the Big Four. The MBB firms continue to be 

focused more or less exclusively on traditional corporate strategy consulting, but express that 

they have to constantly work hard to adapt to a changing environment and differentiate 

themselves in order to stay competitive vis-à-vis their competitors. One of the consultants, for 

instance, claim that the firm he works for differentiates itself from the others by the fact that they 

are smaller, possibly more fast moving and in that way is more likely to experiment: “One of our 

differentiating factors is that we are younger and we are smaller which provides for us to deal 

with disruptions in a different way and enter the new industries faster than the bigger players. It 

is easier to enter a new business than an old consolidated one.” while one of the larger MBB 

firms event explicitly say that they are “/.../ working with the big old guys, and they're not 

exactly famous for being on the frontier of disruptions.” These firms differentiate themselves 

with such things as their model for charging their clients, for instance by having a billing strategy 

that is heavily reliant on the future performance of the firms they are consulting, much like a 

hedge fund for instance. 

 

5.3.4 “The invasion of big data is a certainty in consulting, as in so many other industries” 

With regard to the ways in which consultants responded to how they expect the entry of big data 

into their field to change the fundamental conditions for the profession, answers were varying, 
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yet displaying certain common points. Several of the respondents reflected a reality where the 

existence of big data is highly palpable, yet not so easy to grasp, even for the consultants. An 

MBB consultant, for instance, explains that their clients often have large amounts of data that has 

been collected, but they do not know exactly what to do with it and how to handle it. That is 

where the consultants need to add value: "Today, the data is available but it has no value as long 

as you don’t know how to handle it. That is our value add.” In other similar cases, companies 

may have an idea that their firm should do more work and put more resources into big data, but 

mostly because “/.../ it’s this really fluffy buzz word /.../” that they do not appear to understand.  

 

 

Table 4: Respondents’ view on big data. 

MBB Big Four 

"The fact that the clients need to handle big data is 

one thing, and another is for us to be able to analyze 

and use all the data. When we come to the client, in 

the 70s and 80s it was easy to just proclaim the exact 

state of the market, but today much more complicated 

and advanced analyses are needed." 

 

“/.../ the way that information is gathered and 

analyzed is for instance more and more automated and 

that changes the fundamental conditions for many 

industries and also for the work that we do.” 

“I want to underline the importance of big data to 

the future of consulting, I cannot emphasize that 

enough! On a higher level, new IT solutions 

overall are important, for instance cloud 

computing etc., especially in tasks concerning the 

creation of shared service centers. Much of the 

work are conducted through cross sectional 

teams8 where IT competence is dire. We almost 

always have a least one IT-person in our teams; 

they are necessary in every project” 

"Today, the data is available but it has no value as 

long as you don’t know how to handle it. That is our 

value add. Many companies know a heck lot about 

their customers, but do they do something with that 

information, no, nothing! The data in itself is 

worthless, so it is our job to find out what the value 

is." 

"I don’t think that big data will replace anything 

that we do in the short term. Naturally, it will be 

important for junior analysts to get better at using 

these tools, but I doubt that they will replace them 

in the short run." 

                                                
8 Cross sectional teams - Teams that consist of experts from different subdivisions, e.g. a team that consists of project 
leading skills, risk experts and IT specialists. 
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"It's new and it's big, but at the same time it’s this really 

fluffy buzz word. You go out in the corporate world and 

hear executives talk about big data: 'we want to do 

something with big data' etc... Why? 'I don’t really know', 

they answer, 'but it’s big… and it’s data… it’s got to be 

something good.' They need to ask themselves where the 

value lies in big data." 

"There are definitely plenty of tasks that can be 

automatized, and it is often due to the fact that people 

do not understand and use the available technology 

rather than that particular technology not being 

available." 

 

Another viewpoint with regard to big data is whether or not it has the potential to replace any of 

the work that consultants traditionally do. Several consultants emphasize the importance of big 

data and IT-technology overall and the effect it will have on their industry. However, they do not 

see many of their own tasks being replaced by the sort of tools that a big data program can 

manage, as reflected for instance by this quotation from a Big Four consultant: "I don’t think that 

big data will replace anything that we do in the short term. Naturally, it will be important for 

junior analysts to get better at using these tools, but I doubt that they will replace them in the 

short run." Another important point is one pertaining to the fact that not only is technological 

innovations becoming more and more sophisticated, but the technology already existing is under-

utilized to a large extent; an interesting perspective for the analysis presented later. 

 

5.4 EMPIRICAL FINDINGS FOR FURTHER DISRUPTIONS 

In addition to the empirical findings that reflect the disruptions suggested by Christensen et al. 

(2013), many of the points and comments made by the respondents in the study indicate evidence 

for further disruptions that potentially are underway within the consulting industry. Firstly, 

several consultants indicate that there is an ongoing tendency that large corporations to a further 

extent are recruiting in-house consultants to be permanently based in the company, rather than 

contracting with external consulting firms, as traditionally would have been the case, e.g. “Many 

companies are creating their own internal consulting teams, either as per se internal consultants 

or as teams with focus on business development.” Moreover, a few comments that will be 

important in the analysis with regard to the disruptive innovation theory are those referring, for 

instance, to technological innovations, increased regulations and competition over price due to 

possibilities of scalability of consulting services, such as has happened within the law industry 

for example. 
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Table 5: Empirical findings for further disruptions 

Internal consultants Miscellaneous No disruptions 

“Many companies are creating their 

own internal consulting teams, either 

as per see internal consultants or as 

teams with focus on business 

development. It is not uncommon that 

these companies hire from external 

consultants that they have used in 

previous projects." 

"Regulations always change the 

prerequisites for how we work and how 

we can work. This is a highly tangible 

change. The other is technology. A lot is 

changing but it’s not certain that we can 

follow and have the competence needed 

to handle it. Due to that, consultancies 

that are top tiers within IT will have 

great opportunities to take that chunk of 

the market and it is a high risk for us." 

"I have a hard time seeing any 

major disruptions in the near 

future, at least cases where 

we’re not prepared for it. When 

the economy is good all 

companies want to work on 

growth strategies and when the 

economy is bad they all want 

cost cutting. These things will 

never change.” 

"/.../ but of course, from the clients’ 

perspective, who actually chooses to 

take us on and think that it’s worth 

using us might change. And for 

instance, large companies might 

choose to recruit an in-house 

consulting team rather than hiring an 

external team." 

Prize is one of those things that will be 

lower. Take the law industry for 

instance, where you have a service that 

to some degree can be standardized, 

meaning that that professional service 

can be provided much cheaper than 

before, and it is possible that consulting 

services may experience the same sort of 

change. 

“The most important aspect of 

a consultant’s work is to 

understand the client’s need, 

and I think that remains the 

same, both for the Big Four 

and for MBB. The competence 

within different areas between 

the firms will vary, but I don't 

see our role being disrupted." 

 

Apart from the empirical evidence found that indicate disruptions within the consulting industry, 

there is also a widespread skepticism about whether disruption is taking place at all, or at any 

rate whether possible disruptions will have any significant influence on the professionals’ work 

at all. The stance may be divided into two categories; one is where disruption is not thought to 

happen at all and the other is where the consultants are confident that their services has a unique 

value offering that cannot and will not be replaced at all within a foreseeable future. 

 

Having given account of the most important take-aways from the interviews conducted and the 

data collected for this study, these will further be scrutinized and discussed in the analysis 

section. 
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VI. ANALYSIS 

“Analysis, whether economic or other, never yields more than a statement about the tendencies 

present in an observable pattern. And these never tell us what will happen to the pattern but only 

what would happen if they continued to act as they have been acting in the time interval covered 

by our observation and if no other factors intruded” (Schumpeter 1942:61). With this in mind, 

this chapter will compare the results from our empirical investigation of disruptions presented in 

the previous section as well as differences between the two categories of consulting firms with 

regard to these. The section will highlight similarities and differences in the answers given and if 

applicable try to find some consensus. 

 

Throughout the empirical study of this thesis it has been possible to identify several tendencies 

that pertain to what may be considered disruptive innovations in accordance with the theory. The 

empirical groundwork gives findings that provide indications that mechanisms of disruption are 

changing the conditions for management consultants. Findings are given partly for the four 

proposed implications of disruptive forces discussed throughout the thesis, while also suggesting 

further disruptions currently astride within the management consulting industry as well as 

illuminating distinct differences between the two groups of consultancies, namely the Big Four 

and MBB firms. One commonly shared perception is the lack of concern over possible 

disruptions amongst the consultants. Most were of the opinion that management consultants are 

actors who offer specialized knowledge that the organizations lack, making their role 

indispensable. This may indeed prove to be true. At the same time, however, many of the things 

mentioned by the consultants indicate that disruptions are under way. 

 

With regard to the differences in the business models of the two categories of firms, the MBBs 

are found to be more proactive in adopting and creating new models, methods, databases and 

software. They are also keen on adapting to their environment through new 

technology and innovations. They want to be proactive so they can stay ahead 

of competition. Thus, a difference between the Big Four and MBBs is that, 

although both categories want to deliver what the client ask of them, the 

MBBs appear to work more proactively in striving to foresee what the clients want and need. As 

a comparison, the stance of the Big Four seems to be reflected more by the following quotation: 
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“We’re doing what the client wants us to do.” while the MBB approach is rather: “Does the 

client know what they want? No! They don’t. It is our job to tell them what they want.” There are 

certainly fundamental differences in the business models between the firms that are essential for 

explaining these differences. While the Big Four to a higher degree are specialists within various 

areas, the MBB firms are generalists to a much larger degree, meaning that potential clients will 

approach the Big Four with specific issues while the MBB firms need to figure out what appears 

to be broken for a company and then fix it. Most of the respondents also confirm this status in the 

interviews. For instance, to the question: Do you proactively act in response to what your 

competition does? an MBB consultant responded “Yes, definitely. There is a big difference 

between MBB and Second Tier [incl. Big Four] firms. We’re never going to compete with for 

instance EY. We work with different things and we charge so much more.” On the same 

question, a Big Four consultant is echoing a rather different approach with more of a “If it ain’t 

broke, don’t fix it!”-attitude, where you approach issues when they appear rather than seeking 

them out and trying to precede them, thus giving an idea of a more reactive mindset. 

   

6.1 INDICATORS OF DISRUPTION 

6.1.1 Discussing the four implications 

Several of the respondents testify to the fact that their industry is under constant change and that 

there is no real resistance to change. It lies in the nature of the consultant to constantly want to 

change to get better and to better understand different industries and the world around you. Yet, 

it seems to be possible to claim that the fundamental conditions for management consultants are 

being disrupted. An MBB consultant states that “/.../ the way that information is gathered and 

analyzed is for instance more and more automated and that changes the fundamental conditions 

for many industries and also for the work that we do.” Thus, although big data analytics, for 

instance, may not altogether change the role of the consultant, it is likely to have some influence. 

A consultant at a Big Four firm echoes this statement by saying that: “There are definitely plenty 

of tasks that can be automatized, and it is often due to the fact that people do not understand and 

use the available technology rather than that particular technology not being available.” These 

statements not only indicate the use of new tools and technological innovations pertaining to big 

data, but they also indicate evidence of some of the very fundamental aspects of the disruptive 

innovation theory. The idea is that disruptive innovations sometimes take the shape of low-end 
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products, which may occur when existing products in a sense are too sophisticated for the 

existing customers, for instance by using technology that is overpriced with regard to the value 

customers see in it (Christensen, 1997; Christensen, 2004). This appears to be the case in what is 

being described by the quoted consultants above. There are yet many tasks and routines 

remaining that can be automatized, partly with the help of such things as big data, but it is also 

an ongoing process where the already available technology needs to be more efficiently used. 

Technologies are often more sophisticated than what most people can handle and there is a lot of 

non-utilized capacity in that sense.  

 

Many of the consultants agree that big data is likely to change the fundamental conditions for 

both themselves and for many industries to whom they currently provide their services. 

However, an MBB-quote fairly well summarizes the state of the market at present: “/.../ it is new 

and it is big, but at the same time it’s this really fluffy buzz word. You go out in the corporate 

world and hear executives talk about big data like ‘we want to do something with big data’. 

Why? ‘I don’t really know’, they answer, ‘but it’s big… and it’s data… it’s 

got to be something good.’ They need to ask themselves where the value 

lies in big data. In other words, at this point, very few practitioners 

understand the real value of big data and how to utilize it, while its 

influence appears to be growing. Consistent with what other researchers 

(e.g. Christensen et al., 2013; Sager, 2013) have found, our findings 

suggest, in similarity with those of Frey and Osborne (2013), that not only traditional 

manufacturing jobs are susceptible to disruption pertaining to automatization; more qualified 

service occupations are no longer in a safe haven.  

 

Christensen et al. (2013) claim that an increasing consolidation will take place among the top 

tiers in the consulting industry, where consultancies must take into account and bring clarity to 

the increasing and changing demands from their clients and will seek to acquire and gain the 

competence they may be lacking. The empirics of this study appear to provide evidence to some 

extent in support of this thesis. Almost all respondents did in one way or another mention the 

steady consolidation of the industry, for instance: “The large guys chase the smaller ones and 

are constantly looking to acquire.” This pattern has further been described in a historical 
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context, and is thus a continuous process. The consolidation of the industry may in turn be 

related to the increasing differentiation of many of the firms and thereby a factor leading to 

blurred boundaries between many professional services; clients both demand more specialized 

and a broader spectrum of services, reflected by a Big Four quote, in which the consultant say 

that “/…/ we work to grow our capabilities and to offer a broader spectrum of services for sure. 

We try to do everything. There’s essentially nothing that we say that we cannot do.” Although all 

firms, and especially both categories of firms, do not seem to work in the same way about 

differentiating their services, they all make more or less explicit references indicating that they 

are striving to broaden their value proposition and differentiate themselves in various ways. For 

instance the Big Four try to offer more or less any services that the clients demand, while the 

MBBs are moving more into the field of implementing their solutions rather than just simply 

strategy consulting: “Some projects are also getting closer to the MBB firms, with pure strategy 

consulting work, which I think partly has to do with the fact that they are moving somewhat 

toward the implementation direction than us moving in their direction”. With regard to the 

implication of targeting smaller clients or not, as illustrated in the results from the empirics, there 

appears to be a consensus among the consultants where they all more or less chase the largest 

clients. Again, just as the theory suggests, disruption will begin where the current firms do not 

anticipate it, which is the reason for which it is difficult to reinvent oneself, and while chasing 

the big fish disruption may, as Christensen et al. (2013) suggest, in fact start from the bottom, 

with the smaller clients. 

 

6.2 ADDING TO THE LIST 

Looking back at the previous section where the results of the study were previewed, it is 

apparent that thoughts pertaining to other than the implications previously discussed came up 

during the interviews as potential disruptions for the industry. In this part we will conclude on 

these remarks and even add to the list of potential disruptions in the consulting industry (see 

Figure 2). Under the heading “Empirical Findings for Further Disruptions” the basis for these 

was laid out and examples of further disruptions that were indicated are: (i) an extended use of 

internal consulting teams in large corporations rather than contracting with external firms, (ii) 

increasing obstacles for the consulting firms due to legal issues and increasing regulations and 

(iii) the emergence of cheaper consulting services due to for instance standardization and similar 
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solutions, and these disruptions, as many others, are likely to start with new fast-growing firms, 

in accordance with the theory of disruptive innovations. The fact that these disruptive forces may 

exist does not discard what Christensen et al. (2013) discuss, rather, they are complements. 

 

A Big Four consultant claims that “History shows that it is not the big players who will disrupt 

themselves and change but rather new firms who will start with new business models. For 

instance, we might see a similar trend in the consulting industry as within the field of law where 

it will be possible to provide cheaper scalable consulting services that to some degree can be 

standardized.” This statement is reflected by a MBB consultant who states that “We’re working 

with the big old guys, and they're not exactly famous for being on the frontier of disruptions.” 

These statements, in all essence, also reflect the fundamentals of the disruptive innovation 

theory: the disruption is likely to start with firms that are new to the market, big successful 

companies will struggle to reinvent themselves, and the disruption will take place where there 

are possibilities to make the products and services cheaper, scalable and available to a broader 

customer segment than before, exactly in the way that this particular Big Four consultant is 

describing. This is further echoed by Christensen himself in a 2013 Harvard Business Review 

interview featuring himself and the Global Managing Director of McKinsey, Dominic Barton, 

where they claim that scalability of consulting services will be a key success factor for the future 

of the industry. 

 

Christensen et al. (2013), as well as a majority of the respondents for this study, speculate that 

the consulting industry is likely to start using in-house consultants to a larger degree, in 

similarity with the field of law, where an increasing number of large firms start using in-house 

business attorneys at their legal departments, corporate law etc. According to e.g. O’Mahoney 

(2010:64), this is something that has been a rising challenge for the industry for a relatively long 

time. Moreover, other conditions are likely to change as well; especially if consulting services 

get cheaper, the type of clients who choose to contract with an external firm might change over 

time and large companies might choose to recruit in-house consulting teams instead. These are 

often likely to be consultants that the company in question have contracted with and been 

pleased with in previous projects and in that way a certain degree of brain drain might be a future 
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issue for the consulting firms. This would support the assumption about targeting smaller clients; 

cheaper consulting services enables smaller companies to afford consulting to a larger extent. 

 

The final possible disruption that will be discussed and that was indicated in the interviews is one 

of increasing regulations, partly due to a higher demand from customers and partly due to an 

increasing consolidation of rules and regulations internationally. This pattern appears to mainly 

affect the Big Four firms, due to the size of their auditing operations, which restrains their 

consulting department in certain ways. A Big Four consultant is quoted saying that “Regulations 

always change the prerequisites for how we work and how we can work. This is a highly tangible 

change.” Auditors are subject to regulations to a much larger degree than management 

consultants, and because the auditing and consulting services of the Big Four firms are 

interrelated in the sense that they need to take the other into account in order to avoid the risk of, 

for instance, breaking laws and damaging their reputation, management consultants from these 

firms are affected by regulations that are imposed both on the specific industries in which they 

work and on the auditing industry as a whole. Several of the respondents indicated that 

regulations are increasing. 

 

It is also important to keep the failure framework in mind, which suggests that there are different 

forces of innovation and technology. The disruptive forces and the sustaining technologies. 

Where the latter is focused on forces that are not disruptive per se, but rather possible to foresee. 

Therefore, one might argue that some of the forces presented above, both the ones presented by 

Christensen et al. (2013) and the empirical add-ons might be seen as disruptive with a specific 

time frame in mind, but can on the other hand also be regarded as sustaining technologies that 

have been foreseen. Since disruptive forces are non-constants on a time spectrum it is hard to 

distinguish what force is of what kind, in accordance with the difficulty of operationalizing an 

industry change due to a disruptive force. 

 

6.3 ANALYSIS DISCUSSION 

Many of the consultants themselves do not see their own or the consulting firm’s role threatened 

within a foreseeable future, perhaps for good reason, since they offer a service that is not easily 

replaced by for instance intelligent machines due to the heavy reliance on human interaction, 
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while at the same time expressing many things that indicate that they are in an industry 

undergoing significant disruptive changes. The changes include, but are not limited to, that laid 

out by Christensen et al. (2013). A steady consolidation and differentiation of consulting services 

is likely to keep happening, the entry of big data is likely to change the prerequisites for 

management consultants in many ways, while technology innovations overall will make projects 

easier and less time consuming (Christensen, HBR interview 2013). At the same time, doubts 

were expressed about the challenges of new technology. According to a respondent, much is 

changing fast with regard to technology but it is not certain whether and to what degree they will 

be able to follow and have the competence needed to handle it. Due to that, consultancies that are 

top tiers within IT will have great opportunities to take that chunk of the market while it is a high 

risk for others lacking the competence. These are all possible indicators of disruption the way 

that management consultants themselves interpret them, which is important to have in mind as 

the results are attempted to be utilized as a generalization of an entire industry.  With this in 

mind, conclusions will be drawn regarding how well the research question has been answered 

and what the key take-aways are from the conducted study. 

 

 
 

Figure 2: Compilation of possible disruptive forces discussed and analyzed in the study.  

Christensens et al. (2013)

“Consolidation within the 
top tiers of the industry”

“The real story will begin 
with smaller clients”

“Traditional boundaries 
between professional 
services are blurring”

“The invasion of big data is 
a certainty in consulting, as 
in so many other industries”

Empirical findings for 
further disruptions

An extended use of internal 
consulting teams in large 
corporations rather than 
contracting with external 

firms

Increasing obstacles for the 
consulting firms due to legal 

issues and increasing 
regulations

The emergence of cheaper 
consulting services due to 

for instance standardization 
an similar solutions.
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VII. CONCLUSIONS 

The following chapter is a summary of the most important points and insights given from this 

study, and guides the reader to the conclusions drawn as well as the contribution to existing 

research. As a final note, a discussion is made about the limitations of this work and suggestions 

are made for what might be done in this field of study in the future. 

 

7.1 THE RESEARCH QUESTION REVISITED 

This thesis has aimed to provide further insight into how mechanisms of disruption are likely to 

change the fundamental conditions for management consultants as well as making a comparison 

with regard to this between different types of firms. Firstly, the areas within which consulting 

will be needed and how it is done are according to our findings likely to change over time, where 

for instance the share of routine tasks might be marginalized further and higher demands might 

be put on data interpretation and certain specialist competences that cannot be automatized or 

standardized. Swedish consultants, in this study, appear to have a relatively clear perception of 

where they think their own industry is heading. However, that is also one of the fundamental 

aspects of disruptive forces; they are difficult to predict and to accept the fact that “truths” that 

long have been held to be self-evident will be replaced by completely new ways of doing things 

is a challenging mindset paradigm shift. Although the need for consultants and external advice is 

not likely disappear, or even decrease drastically, the foundation on which the disruptive 

innovation theory is built implies that a “/.../ disruption is not a targeted shot at anyone” and 

does not happen overnight (Christensen, 1997). It is highly possible that the consultants 

themselves are blind to the disruptions astride within the industry, and one should further keep in 

mind that disruptions according to Christensen are not static. A possible disruptive force should 

not be discarded simply because consultants are not seeing signs of it today. The focus has been 

to interpret how management consultants themselves describe trends and phenomena that may 

have an impact on the future fundamental conditions for their industry and attempt at identifying 

whether they talk about possible disruptions. Furthermore, distinguishing what is a sustaining 

technology from disruptive ones is a highly ambiguous and contentious matter. It is possible to 

claim that a disruptive force has already taken effect, is about to occur or it may or may not take 

place in the future. This is all hypothetical work and it takes a relatively long time for a force to 

show itself. 



Disruptive Forces Afoot – Prospective Conundrums for Management Consulting 

Fhürong & Rex  Uppsala University  Department of Business Studies  2015 

  49 

 

Allowing the consultants to give their own view on their industry, a few conclusions can be 

made about what implications disruptive forces may have to the industry. Firstly, the steady 

consolidation that has taken place over time is likely to continue where the Big Four firms, 

however, appear to be more active on the Swedish merger and acquisition scene. Secondly, most 

firms are broadening their service offerings, the difference between the two firm categories being 

that the MBBs are moving more toward implementation while the Big Four are striving to 

become specialists in ever more areas. Thirdly, most firms testify to a trend where large 

companies recruit in-house consulting teams, which over time will be a constituting challenge for 

the industry. Moreover, big data analytics appears likely to change the way consultants and their 

clients work and it is branded as an important force, although there are no clear answers about 

exactly how business will be affected. This is something that lies highly in the nature of 

disruptive innovations; the ambiguity and difficulty of foreseeing the impact. The same goes for 

the question of targeting smaller clients, which few of the consultants thought would be the case. 

Because of that, it might just be a source of disruption. These are conclusions primarily based on 

what consultants think and because it lies in the nature of disruptive innovations to be 

unpredictable and it being difficult to foresee where in a disruptive process an industry currently 

rests, this must all be taken into account. If consultants claim that their occupation will not be 

disrupted in a certain way, it may be just that; they might not see the full consequences or be late 

in reacting to a change. 

 

With regard to the comparison between the two categories of firms included in the study, it is 

concluded that the MBBs are more confident in their business models and do not seem to think 

that disruption is likely to affect them to a significant degree. Naïve perhaps, but on the other 

hand their business models appear to be more proactive than those of the Big Four firms. The 

findings of this study suggest that new technology is indeed beginning to disrupt many parts of 

the consultant’s role. As long as the consulting firms are willing to change and adapt as smaller 

niche firms emerge, they are rather more likely to take advantage of the new technology than it 

being their doom. The MBB firms appear to be responding faster to the change, but all the 

studied firms are likely to take new technology into account as they develop their future value 

proposition.  
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7.2 CONTRIBUTION 

The aim of this thesis was to give new insight to both academia and practitioners. Given the 

assumptions stated, some new light is presented to both categories. In an academic stance the 

results shows us through a meta-perspective what consultants think they are and where they are 

going, assessing disruptive forces with limited biases. As stated in the introduction, literature on 

this issue is rather limited, not however, so much with regard to existing theory, but more so with 

regard to empirical studies, especially those focusing on the Swedish industry. The approach and 

aim of this study has not been to develop new theoretical tools to be used in a context discussing 

disruptive innovations, but rather to strive to fill in the potential gaps and blanks of existing 

studies. Christensen’s et al. (2013) foreshadowings about the consulting industry have to a 

certain degree been confirmed and the knowledge about them has been extended, and we have 

most importantly added to the list of possible disruptions. Moreover, the critique centered on the 

disruptive innovation theory (cf. Danneels, 2004; Tellis, 2006; Markides, 2006; Lepore, 2014) 

has been taken into account when its applicability to reality has been tested and shed scrutinizing 

light on the implications disruptive innovations are likely to have on the management 

consultancy occupation, while also helping to give deeper insight into the implications of similar 

forces to other service jobs in different sectors. The focus of this thesis has been twofold and an 

important contribution has been the element concerning the comparison between the two 

categories of firms included in the study. This perspective has provided further insight into the 

mechanisms of a multifaceted industry as it provides a deeper understanding regarding the way 

disruptive forces affect firms with different business models within the same industry and the 

different ways they react to disruption. In a general descriptive sense the results of this thesis add 

to the existing theory, while also forming empirical evidence about how different firms are 

reacting to trends and changes. From a practical standpoint, these new insights ought to be of use 

to future research and to professionals looking to gain insights into the current state of their 

industry and where it might be headed. 

 

7.3 LIMITATIONS & SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

Although consultants have approached the questions with seemingly reliable and truthful 

answers it is not always easy to follow a person coming from academia with regard to terms and 

expressions. This is, however, a limitation to most qualitative studies and not especially specific 
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for this thesis but has been taken into careful account. The research conducted for this study has 

had a narrow focus, limited to the domestic, Swedish market and the market, despite its many 

similarities, is not the same as for instance the US or other international ones. Finally, consistent 

with the research question, no clear conclusions can be drawn with regard to what actually is 

going to happen; only the way in which the consultants interpret the studied phenomena. 

However, as previously discussed to some length, these are professionals with high influence and 

knowledge which gives a high reliability to their views. 

 

This thesis has focused on describing the current state of an industry and attempted to predict its 

future through the lens of the management consultants themselves. It is a rather wide perspective 

that certainly may be narrowed to include only one or a few of the aspects included in this study. 

For instance, the computerization of work and the possible cannibalization of consulting services 

due to big data analytics. 
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