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The management consulting occupation has experienced tremendous growth in Canada since the
Second World War, especially within the public service. Existing research on management
consulting in Canada has focused on explaining the increased use of management consulting
services by Canadian governments. While existing studies highlight the provision of expertise as
one reason for the increased use of consultants by the public sector, little attention has been paid
to the perceptions of consultants and, in particular, what they mean when they self-identify as
experts. Since management consulting is not a “true profession” in the sense that it does not
have a cohesive code of conduct or set of standards, a plurality of perspectives and positiontaking may be discovered through French pragmatic sociology. This thesis uses the orders of
worth framework to explore how management consultants across four provinces – British
Columbia, Alberta, Ontario and Nova Scotia – conceptualize expertise and attach meaning to
their work. The results of this study suggest that the concept of expertise is fluid and how it is
defined depends heavily upon the nature of the consulting project. Additionally, results indicate
that varying levels of enjoyment are attached to consulting projects, depending upon the type of
expertise that is required.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Management consulting is an occupation that is involved with virtually all sectors and
industries in Canada. Management consultancies are knowledge-intensive companies that
employ well-educated knowledge workers (Alvesson and Robertson 2006; Costas and Karreman
2015; Legge 2002) who complete work of an intellectual nature (Alvesson 2001:863). While the
occupation is not a true profession – according to Schriescheim et al (1977), professions have an
ethical code, cohesion, collegial enforcement of standards and autonomy (as cited in Starbuck
1992:717) – its practitioners tend to adopt the term profession, especially since many
consultancies are professional services firms organized under a partnership (Kumra and
Vinnicombe 2008).
The private, public and third (voluntary and community organizations) sectors use
management consulting services in a wide range of industries including agriculture, forestry,
automotive, transportation and financial services, to name but a few. While the specific types of
services provided by management consultants can range from “strategic planning to
organizational restructuring to information planning” (Corcoran and McLean 1998:40), the
intangible good that buyers are actually purchasing is advice. Bohm (2003) describes the role of
the consultant as “[s]omeone – mostly a specialist – who is asked to give expert advice or
information” (as cited in Marsh 2009:13; Bohm’s emphasis). While the majority of management
consulting clients in Canada are private businesses (CMC-Canada 2016), the public sector’s use
of consulting services creates opportunities to research the perceptions of consultants – namely,
how they conceptualize expertise and why their advice might be preferred over other experts,
such as academics or lawyers, for example. Depending on the nature of the project for which a
client is seeking the advice of a management consultant, the expert advice that consultants
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provide may affect the lives of Canadians. Mental health, community engagement, healthcare
service provision and police services are examples of some areas that management consultants
have provided expert advice on, potentially affecting public policy and programs through their
recommendations (e.g., cost-cutting strategies, evaluation of programs, changing service
delivery).
How management consultants believe expertise is defined and acquired and the meaning1
they assign to their work has not been a topic of sociological research, particularly in Canada.
While there are studies on some aspects of management consulting, such as how clients select
management consultants (Corcoran and McLean 1998) and the gender bias that characterises
career advancement within consultancy firms (Kumra and Vinnicombe 2008), very little
academic research has explored the meaning of expertise within this occupation. My proposed
research study will address the following questions: (1) How do consultants define, acquire and
justify expertise as it relates to their work? (2) How do management consultants approach
consulting for private sector versus public sector clients? Is there a perceived difference? And,
(3) How do consultants view the importance of their work in society?
At its most basic level, the overall objective of my study is to learn more about the
management consulting occupation. Contributing a study to the existing literature on this
occupation will hopefully generate more research interest in this area while providing an
opportunity for management consultants to be the key narrators in this exploration. I would like
to help facilitate the development of an emic, or insider, definition of expertise through the
management consultant’s perspective while learning about the ways through which expert advice
1

The meanings that people attach to objects, symbols and other phenomena around them have been taken up by
symbolic interactionists, interpretive sociologistsand phenomenological sociologists, such as Goffman, Weber and
Husserl. My thesis applies the term meaning in a more general sense as I explore how my participants perceive the
significance of their work in society. For a discussion on phenomenological analyses of meaning, see Heiskala 2011.
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is legitimated “on paper” (i.e., in RFPs, proposal responses and evaluation criteria) and beyond
(e.g., short-list interviews during procurement process, conduct at the work-site).
The theoretical framework that guides my study, French pragmatic sociology, emphasizes
the ability of actors to rationalize everyday interactions. Since management consulting is an
occupation which does not have codified rules of conduct or ethical guidelines that its
practitioners must adhere to, it is conceivable that there would be many opportunities for
consultants to draw upon sets of logic that underpin their positions on many issues, such as what
it means to say one has expertise or how expertise is understood in different sectors. By applying
the orders of worth framework in my analysis, we are able to see that consultants, indeed, apply
different modes of logic depending upon the situational context with which they are engaged.
The presence of multiple logics amongst management consultants became evident
through in-depth interviews. Using existing contacts that I established during my time at a
national management consulting practice, I conducted interviews with fifteen management
consultants in Ontario, British Columbia, Nova Scotia and Alberta. Verbatim transcriptions were
coded and analysed drawing on the principles of grounded theoretical research (Corbin and
Strauss 1990). Since I am interested in how management consultants conceptualize expertise, my
research does not aim to test the validity of consultants’ claims to expertise. In other words, I am
not interested in evaluating whether my participants actually have expertise in the areas that they
claim to. While the term ‘expertise’ is peppered throughout management consultancy websites
and RFPs, it is rarely qualified or defined in operational terms. What do management consultants
mean when they offer their clients “diverse expertise for periods of time without hiring internal
resources” (LGS 2017)? By focusing on how my participants justify their various definitions of
expertise my research adopts a ‘pragmatist approach’ (Winch 2010, as cited in Christensen 2016)
3

that “relies less on the inherent properties of expert knowledge and instead focuses on expert
judgements and actions in social contexts” (Christensen 2016). How my participants assign
meaning to expertise and justify these interpretations within different scenarios, such as public
versus private sector work, is explored in my study. The content and validity of my participants’
claims to expertise, however, is outside the scope of my research. Finally, since many
consultants practice in the private and the public sector, perceived differences and similarities
consulting for the two sectors were explored. While the private sector is discussed from time to
time I focused my attention on Canadian public sector consulting work, since applications of
expertise in this area may have an impact on policy agendas and analysis (Speers 2007).
Management Consulting in Canada
The origins of the management consulting occupation have been traced to industrial
engineering and, in particular, to Frederick Taylor’s study of work and management science
(Mellett 1988). Peter Drucker’s account of Taylor’s early studies on pig iron shovelling
demonstrates how the latter’s ability to improve workers’ productivity, with only marginal
increases in wages, made ‘time study’ an attractive service offered by early engineering
consultants in the 1920s (ibid). By 1927, American consultants, such as Charles E. Badeaux,
began working with Canadian manufacturers, particularly those in the textiles industries (ibid).
The client base for management consultancies has since expanded to include not only forprofit businesses but not-for-profit organizations and government as well. The downsizing and
restructuring of the Canadian public service across all provinces in the 1990s created an
environment where ministers and other civil servants faced capacity challenges with regard to
policy analysis and research (Lindquist 2009). Management consultants, among other actors such
as think tanks and academic institutions, have been used to address these challenges faced by the
4

public sector (Bakvis 1997; Lindquist 2009); however, the increased use of consultants in the
public service has also been attributed to other factors such as globalization, deregulation, and an
increased practice of outsourcing in general (Wooldridge 1997). Changes in government
information technology in the 1990s have also been credited with an increased need for
management and technology consultants who could work on these systems without being hired
on as civil servants (Speers 2007:408). While hiring consultants for technical advice may seem
innocuous, Speers (ibid:409) cautions that “it is important to appreciate that unanticipated
consequences for internal policy analysis may flow from this management consultant facilitation;
a consultant can influence how policy analysis is perceived and prioritized depending on his or
her personal biases and style of facilitation”. Since facilitation is a common service offering, it is
important to understand how management consultants reflect on what it means to be an expert in
such an area, amongst others.
The paucity of research on Canadian governments’ use of management consultants has
been attributed to the difficulty in collecting data and conducting research in this area (Speers
2007). In spite of the dearth of research on this area, however, existing studies point to an
increased use of management consultants by the Canadian public service. In their examination of
the Public Accounts of Canada for fiscal years 1981-82 through 2000-01, Perl and White
(2002:53) observe a 647 per cent increase in Canada’s spending on “Other professional services”
in consultants within this twenty-year period wherein Canadian governments spent $239 million
in 1981-1982 and $1.55 billion in 2000-2001. While they undoubtedly point to an increased use
of consultants by Canadian governments, Perl and White’s aggregated figures should be
interpreted with caution as they include services outside of management consulting, such as
research services, interpretation services and translation services, which are included in the
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Treasury Board Secretariat’s definition of “Other professional services” (ibid). Howlett and
Migone’s (2013) use of Proactive Disclosure reports supplements and updates Perl and White’s
pivotal study while making a significant contribution to studies on management consulting in
Canada. In their study of Proactive Disclosure reports, Howlett and Migone (2013:377) found
that, between fiscal years 2002-2003 and 2013-2014, the Canadian federal government spent
approximately $2.5 billion on management consulting services. While data for the years prior to
2002 are not available for comparison – Proactive Disclosures – the authors support earlier
arguments made that management consultants exercise some influence on policy making in
Canada (Speers 2007; Saint-Martin 1998)
This trend of an overall increased use of management consultants for policy advice has
transformed the management consulting occupation from one that worked almost exclusively
with private businesses to an occupation that is involved with all levels of government.
According to the CMC-Canada 2016 Industry Report, 34 per cent of the management consulting
industry’s clients come from the public sector while 57 per cent and 9 per cent are from the
private and not-for-profit sectors, respectively. In 1969, the CMC (then CAMC) reported that 23
per cent of clients were from the public and not-for-profit sectors (Mellett 1988:21). While a nine
per cent change over a 47-year period appears to reflect only a modest increase in the public
sector’s share of management consultancies’ client breakdown, existing research suggests that
larger government contracts (Howlett and Migone 2014) and an overall increase in government
spending on consulting services call for more investigations in this area.
According to an article by The Globe and Mail (Beeby 2011), in 2011, Deloitte Inc. – one
of the “Big Four” accounting and consulting firms – was awarded a $19.8-million, or $90,000
per day, contract to advise the federal government on ways to save money. Provincial-level data
6

on management consulting expenditures has been difficult to locate; however, Momani and
Khirfan (2013) suggest that provincial governments were the heaviest public sector users of
management consulting services, accounting for 66 percent of public sector clients.
It is widely understood that the primary reason why management consultants are hired is
to provide expert advice that is not available using the firm’s internal resources (McKenna 2006;
Corcoran and McLean 1998; Sturdy 1997); however, the nature of what “expert advice” entails
is not clear to those who are not familiar with the management consulting occupation. The desire
to know more about management consulting work is not exclusive to management scientists and
sociologists. Media coverage on taxpayer dollars spent on management consulting services
signals that there is, indeed, interest amongst Canadians in understanding management
consulting work. For instance, McLean (2013), a Toronto Star investigative news reporter,
encountered great difficulty in trying to obtain descriptive information on the management
consulting projects related to several federal departments. The investigation found that “90
percent of the $2.4 billion paid out for management consulting in the past decade comes with no
description of the work done on the government’s public disclosure sites…despite government
guidelines recommending departments ‘provide a brief description of each contract so that the
public may benefit from additional context’” (McLean 2013). While the specific details on the
work involved with these contracts will vary depending on the department and government
mandate (Lindquist and Desveaux 2007), the use of management consultants is often needed
because of the expertise consultants hold (Momani and Khirfan 2013). How management
consultants define, acquire and justify their expertise and view their work’s importance in society
is the primary focus of my research study.
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Thesis Outline
This thesis is presented in 5 chapters. The first section of Chapter 2 provides an outline of the
theoretical framework that will be used to analyse and present my data. French pragmatic
sociology and the orders of worth framework, specifically, are explained in this section. The
second section of Chapter 2 is a survey of the existing literature on management consultants and
pays close attention to studies that investigate expertise in management consulting. Chapter 3
explains the methodology of this thesis. It begins with a discussion of my background in the
consulting industry and its impact on my research before explaining techniques used for
recruitment and sampling. My interview guide, pilot interview and mode of analysis are also
covered. Chapter 4 summarizes the findings of my study, presented under major research
question headings. Topics that are covered include: defining expertise; reasons why consultants
believe they are hired; acquiring expertise and evaluating success. Finally, Chapter 5 will
connect research findings with the orders of worth framework and existing literature. The thesis
concludes with a discussion of the study’s contributions to the literature, its limitations and
suggestions for further research.
Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework and Literature Review
My research study uses the orders of worth framework, conceived of by French pragmatic
scholars, Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thevenot (1999; 2006). The introduction of French
pragmatic sociology to English-speaking scholars has been met with considerable enthusiasm.
Porter’s (2006) translation of Boltanski and Thévenot’s (1991) De la justification: les économies
de la grandeur (On Justification: Economies of Worth) allowed non-French speaking academics
access to a novel theoretical framework that, until little more than a decade ago, was reserved for
French-speaking scholars.
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There are several different labels for French pragmatic sociology, including pragmatic
sociology of critique, sociology of critical practices and moral sociology (Gadinger 2016:188).
When emphasizing its focus on pluralism, Jagd (2011:344) points out other terms for pragmatic
sociology, such as “institutional pluralism (Kraatz and Block, 2008), institutional logics (Reay
and Hinings, 2009; Thornton, 2004; Thornton and Ocasio, 2008), competing rationalities
(Cloutier and Langley, 2007), and pluralistic contexts (Denis et al., 2007; Jarzabkowski and
Fenton, 2006).” Convention theory has also been used to describe this approach (Riisgaard and
Gibbon 2014; Rosin 2008).
For my thesis, I have opted to use the terms pragmatic sociology and sociology of critical
capacity since these are the terms used by the authors in the works I refer to most (Boltanski and
Thévenot 1999).
Orders of Worth
Boltanski and Thévenot’s orders of worth framework uses an ideal-type model to account for
different ways that actors justify their decision-making and behavior (Boivin and Roch
2005:410). Drawing from canonical texts in political philosophy, such as Hobbe’s Leviathan,
Augustine’s City of God, and Smith’s The Wealth of Nations, the authors ground conceptions of
a common good that lodge within these texts within one of six2 polities or orders – the civic,
market, industrial, domestic, fame and inspired – which serve as a frame of reference for
analyzing interactions that unfold in everyday life within different worlds, the realm in which
concrete social interactions take place. While the polities lay the conceptual groundwork for this
model, this chapter refers primarily to the six corresponding worlds which are the settings in
which interactions occur, conflicts are resolved and justifications are made. The following
An ‘environmental order’ (Lamont and Thévenot 2000) and ‘network order’ (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005) have
been added since the original release of De la justification (Blokker 2011).
2
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section briefly outlines the basic principles that determine one’s worth – the degree to which
one’s position reflects the higher common principle – in each world.
In the civic world, the common good is what best serves the community and individual
recognition is not valued the way that it would be in the world of fame. Influenced by a
Rousseauian social contract the civic world deems worthy those who belong to a community or
group and represent and mobilize collective, not personal, interests (Boltanski and Thévenot
1999:371-372).
Worthiness in the world of fame “comes exclusively from the opinion of others”
(2006:178), while “being an ‘ordinary citizen’ is deemed insufﬁcient” (Gagnon and Séguin
2010:139). Borrowing from Hobbes’ Leviathan (1997 [1651], 52), this world’s higher principle,
honor, is achieved by great beings who are “Honoured, loved or feared of many” (Boltanski and
Thévenot 2006:100).
Great beings and objects in the inspired world enjoy unbridled creativity and imagination.
The inspired world is indifferent towards the opinions of others (prized in the world of fame),
allowing artists and passionate beings to follow through on their creative desires which often are
spontaneously inspired. The inspired polity values grace, faith and creativity.
The market world ranks most favorably actors and objects that possess rare qualities that
are desired by others. Actors assess the worth of others “based on their ability to operate
according to the moral logic of the market” (McInerney 2008:1092).
In stark contrast to the inspired world’s celebration of creativity is a valuing of
routinization, efficiency and functionality upon which ordering within the industrial world is
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based. “In an industrial world the great persons are the experts” and objects such as tools,
methods and plans are worthy (Boltanski and Thévenot 1999:373).
Hierarchy, tradition and authority are guiding principles that determines an actor’s worth
in the domestic world. These values resonate in a domestic world where “people’s worth rests on
their hierarchical position in a chain of personal dependencies as expressed by their esteem and
reputation” (Jagd 2011:346).
To illustrate how everyday events may be understood through the orders of worth
framework, I have provided a hypothetical scenario below.
Suppose there are two candidates who are shortlisted for a job at Purple Consulting
Group – Candidate A is a well-known consultant who is paid to speak publicly and has published
several books; Candidate B does not have a broad reputation but has demonstrated, through
competency tests during the interview, that she is the faster worker. Two hiring managers discuss
which candidate should be hired and present their arguments: Manager 1 argues that the
company can benefit from the public image and reputation of Candidate A, (potentially bringing
in more clients and money). Manager 2 believes that Candidate B’s ability to work more quickly
than Candidate A on some tasks is beneficial because B will be able to take more projects on,
finish them more quickly and ultimately save the company money because she is efficient. In this
case, it is not enough to argue for a candidate based on what either manager thinks is more
important; the manager who can justify that her choice benefits the entire company, rather than
just satisfies her own particular preference, will ‘win’ the debate since it appeals to a greater
good. In her belief that Candidate A’s reputation and public image are most important, Manager
1 is appealing to the world of fame, where recognition by others determines one’s worthiness.
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Manager 2, on the other hand, believes that hiring Candidate B is the right choice because she
will save the company money in the long run – appealing to the industrial world’s order that
values efficiency over recognition (fame), creativity (inspired) or tradition (domestic)
Despite its “overly elaborate” language which requires “considerable effort” on the part
of the reader, On Justification has been touted as a “highly original work” (Naccache and Leca
2008:764) that is most promising for organizational studies (Boltanski and Thévenot 1987; Jagd
2011; Taupin 2015) and international relations (Gadinger 2016).
How Pragmatic Sociology has been Used
French pragmatic sociology has been applied to various fields of study. In their study of
how managers in the health care sector address value conflicts in the provision of care for those
with dementia and disabilities, Oldenhof, Postma and Putters (2014) find that “justification
work” between families, patients and managers occurs on a cyclical basis as compromises are
continuously struck between the domestic, civic, industry and market worlds.
Pragmatic sociology has also been used in labour and food systems studies. As Rosin
(2008:47-48) highlights in his study of New Zealand farmers’ implementation of audit schemes,
the orders of worth framework has been used to analyse agri-food systems, with domestic
justifications (Marsden et al 2000) and civic justifications (Daviron and Ponte 2005; Ponte and
Gibbon 2005; Raynolds 2002; Renard 2003, 2005) argued to be most dominant in settling
disputes.
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Critiques of Pragmatic Sociology
Some particularly compelling critiques of pragmatic sociology – which have been met with
equally compelling responses from the authors – focus on power relations, claims to general
social theory and a contradiction between its macro- and micro-sociological focus.
Misinterpretations of the theoretical presuppositions at the heart of pragmatic sociology
have led to critique of its alleged broad-sweeping applications in the form of a general social
theory (Bausure 2011). In other words, critics of French pragmatic sociology point out its
inability to explain all of society. In response to these criticisms, Boltanski clarifies that the
intention of On Justification was to create a frame of analysis for an empirical study of conflicts,
in particular, adding that the application of a theoretical framework to several fields is necessary
yet faulty in itself:
On the one hand, there is a bad strategy which consists of believing that one’s work is
true and trying to apply it to all fields in order to prove that it is true. On the other hand, I
am convinced that it is a good strategy to assume that one’s work is local because
theories are always local. Then, one can transfer the theory to another field, in which it
may work worse, leading to a continual process of remodelling of the theory. I believe
these two strategies are antipodal. In the latter case, the theory is reappraised and altered
for improvement. (362).
Support for Boltanski and Thévenot’s commitment to reappraising and improving this theory can
be seen in new applications and adjustments of theories in books such as L’amour et la justice
comme competences [Love and Justice as Competences] (1990) and The New Spirit of
Capitalism (2006). Furthermore, the interactions meant to be analysed using the framework in
On Justification are reserved for only those where a conflict is present (Basaure 2016). To study
settings that do not fit this framework, the regimes of action, engagement, and peace may offer a
potential vantage point (see Basaure 2011).
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Another critique centers on the transference of a collective quality shared by agents to
analyse micro-level interactions. In other words, suggesting that actors have the ability to invoke
a set of values to justify their viewpoint or criticize another’s points to Durkheimian sociology,
wherein “the ordering principle rests in the notion of the collective” (Boltanski and Thévenot
2006:26). On the other hand, the frame of analysis used in On Justification focused primarily on
face-to-face interactions related to “everyday conflicts of situational meaning” (Basaure
2011:365).
Pragmatic sociology provides my research study with a unique lens through which we
can understand the perceptions of management consultants in Canada on what is meant by
expertise and the meaning they attach to their work. Consultants are hired to act in various roles
with various clients, operating in business organizations that, according to Boltanski and
Thévenot (1987), “may be seen as a privileged space of observation being constantly under
tension between different orders of worth” (Jagd 2011:347). With an absence of an official
regulatory body or code of practice, the world in which they operate offers a multiplicity of
interactions that presumably place consultants in a position where they must justify their value,
their approaches and even the need for their occupation.
Literature Review
The bulk of the literature on expertise and management consulting focuses primarily on answering
the question, why do governments hire management consultants? Work in this area has tended to

focus on institutional/client explanations for the procurement of for-profit consultants in public
sector work (Momani and Khirfan 2013; Corcoran and McLean 1998) and changing government
structures that led to the rise of management consulting involvement in public policy (Bakvis ;
Lapsley and Oldfield 2001; Perl and White 2002). Momani’s (2013) pivotal study is the first to
14

study consultants’ perceptions of why they are hired by US government but employs quantitative
research methods.
The first part of this literature review briefly surveys sociological studies of management
consulting. Impression management, in the Goffman (1959) tradition, is highlighted as a key theme
in these studies. Second, I will discuss existing research which highlights the general consensus that
management consultants are hired to fill capacity gaps within governments, which include gaps in
expertise and other resources, such as time. Third, a brief overview is given on the literature that
identifies ‘policy advice’ as the main area of expertise for which management consultants are sought.
The fourth section will highlight studies that explain other uses of management consultants by
governments, apart from the provision of expertise. Finally, a brief discussion on recurring themes in
research on management consulting in Canada and related gaps in the literature concludes the
section.
Sociological investigations of management consulting may be categorized into one of two
broad categories, ‘institutional and cognitive-cultural approaches’ or ‘relational and structural
approaches’ (Faust 2012). In the first category, studies have examined ‘impression management’ in
management consulting using a ‘dramaturgical view’ of consulting (Sturdy 2004).
Impression management plays an important role in creating and maintaining management
consultants’ image as ‘sophisticated experts’, particularly in comparison to other service providers
(Alvesson and Robertson 2006). Building on Clark’s (1995) pivotal study on impression
management in consulting, numerous studies have explored the impact that impression management
has on client-consultant relationships and transactions (Nikolova et al. 2014; Berglund and Werr
2000; Clark 1995; Clark and Salaman 1996). For instance, Nikolova et al.’s (2014:12) study of
Australian consultant-client relationships finds that demonstrations of integrity, benevolence and
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emotional connectedness, which are “deliberately shaped by impression management tactics”, play a
significant role in establishing trust.
Existing studies find that impression management also plays a role in the evaluation of
knowledge and expertise. Since purchasers cannot assess or test consulting services before
purchasing them (Corcoran and McLean 1998), many studies have examined how consultancies
position themselves as expert service providers. The practice of recruiting new graduates from elite
business schools (Armbrüster 2004; Gill 2015; Kipping 1999; McKenna 2006; Alvesson and
Robertson 2006), and organizational attempts to establish their expert status have been noted for their
effects on the (re)production of images of expertise and elitism in management consulting.
While some studies argue that impression management is used by consultants to convince
clients of the utility of consulting services (Costas and Karreman 2015; Clark, 1995; Huczynski,
1996) and of their expertise (Alvesson and Robertson 2006), others go one step further in arguing
that clients may be seen as ‘vulnerable victims’ who are at the mercy of consultants’ performance
and rhetoric (Berglund and Werr 2000; Clark 1995; Clark and Salaman 1996, cited in Werr and
Styhre 2003).
Relational and structural approaches to studying management consulting have examined how
consultants and clients co-produce products (e.g., reports, strategic plan, advice/recommendations)
whose quality cannot be evaluated prior to purchase (Faust 2016). A focus on client-consultant
relationships and networks underpins much of the research in this area. Existing research suggests
that trust plays an important role in mitigating uncertainty faced by clients when buying advice that
cannot be evaluated before purchase (Clark 1993) and that relationship-building between clients and
consultants helps establish the trust needed for these partnerships (Faust 2002; Sturdy et al. 2005).
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Expertise
Sociological studies of expertise have tended to favour social constructivist approaches that treat
many objects of study, such as gender or expertise, as products of specific cultures and contexts
(Evans 2008:281). Existing constructivist research on expertise has attributed expert status to
one’s position within a wider network of social relations (Eriksson 2004; Gieryn 1999 as cited in
Evans 2008: 282).
Social constructivist explanations have also been provided for forms of expertise within
management consulting. Kitay and Wright (2003) argue that two forms of expertise exist in
management consulting: esoteric and technical knowledge. Building on Starbuck’s (1992)
definition of esoteric expertise, Kitay and Wright (ibid:23) suggest that consultants with esoteric
knowledge “often present themselves as privy to specialized knowledge inaccessible to the
uninitiated”. Technical expertise, on the other hand, tends to involve routinized work (e.g.,
surveys, training, installation of systems) that anyone is capable of learning (ibid).
Dramaturgical perspectives have also been used to explain how management consultants convey
their value and expertise to clients (Bloomfield and Danieli 1955; Clark 1995; Clark and
Salaman 1998). Drawing from Goffman’s work, Clark and Salaman argue that management
consultants engage in impression management by augmenting their appearance, manner and
performance in ways that persuade clients of their expertise, value and quality.
Other research in this area has looked at the client side of management consulting. As

advisors, management consultants provide an intangible service (Alvesson 2001; Gluckler and
Armbrüster 2003) that is difficult to evaluate before purchasing (Corcoran and McLean 1998;
Clark and Salaman 1998; Nayyar 1990). As a result, clients find themselves in a precarious
position fraught with ‘institutional’ and ‘transactional’ uncertainties (Gluckler and Armbruster 2003),
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where they are exposed to and must manage some degree of risk that results from the clientconsultant relationship. Institutional uncertainty derives from management consulting’s lack of
codified educational and professional standards and few barriers to entry (ibid). The absence of
professional and legal status for management consulting makes it challenging for clients to
distinguish between qualified, good consultants and unqualified consultants (ibid). In addition to
uncertainty that results from a lack of institutional standards (i.e. education, examinations, legislation
governing the profession, etc.), forms of uncertainty arise within many transactions. Providing
consultants with access to confidential information within the client organization is one example of
transactional uncertainty that clients face when hiring management consultants (ibid), since there is a
risk that consultants may act opportunistically, such as appropriating solutions found in one client
organization for use in another (ibid). Gluckler and Armbruster (2003) argue that social relations –
reputation, trust through relationship building, business networks contacts – mitigate the uncertainty
faced by clients.
Since my focus is on the individual’s perceptions of his or her work, including why
knowledge is perceived to be translatable between the private and public sector, my research falls
into the cognitive-cultural program, which examines knowledge translation and how actors like
management consultants shape and reshape ideas (Faust 2012).

Access to ‘Cosmopolitan Expertise’
Existing research studies indicate that management consultants are hired by government
clients to provide expertise which is not available in house (Momani and Khirfan 2013; Lindquist

and Desveaux 2007; Lapsley and Oldfield 2001). This ‘functionalist image’ of management
consultants as arm’s length contractors with temporary relationships with government appears
throughout the literature on management consultants and the public sector (Werr and Styhre 2003).
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Saint-Martin’s (1998a) comparative study of the influence of management consulting firms on
British, French and Canadian governments provides support for the use of management
consultants to fill capacity gaps, particularly in the Britain and Canada. Saint-Martin (ibid)
argues that the influence of management consultants on public policy is weaker in France when
compared to Canada and Britain because French governments did not enlist the services of
external advisors until the 1990s, while the other two countries incorporated management
consulting services into their organization in the 1960s. Saint-Martin (1998a) highlights a
recommendation from the Fulton Commission3 that outside consultants be used to staff
Management Services Units (MSU) which would replace internal staff who “are not sufficiently
expert; they are frequently generalists who lack the necessary qualifications”. Similarly,
Canada’s Royal Commission on Government Organization (1960-62) made recommendations
that aimed to “promote efficiency, economy and improved service in the dispatch of public
business (Mellett 1988: 22). According to one member of the Commission who, incidentally,
represented a major management consulting firm, “[The Glassco Commission] gave virtually
every management consulting firm an opportunity to work in Ottawa and be school in the
machinery and mechanisms of the management of the federal government” (ibid). France relied
heavily upon internal policy advisors until decentralization within the government in 1982 forced
local governments to look externally for policy advice and expertise that was housed in the
central government’s two agencies, Ministère de la Fonction publique et de la Réforme
administrative (MFPRA) and the École Nationale d’Administration (ÉNA). (Saint-Martin
1998a). As Saint-Martin (1998a:343) explains:

The Committee on the Civil Service (“Fulton Committee”) was created under the Labour Party in 1966 and chaired
by Lord Fulton (Saint-Martin 1998:336). Drawing on Chapman (1973:17), Saint-Martin (1998) explains that this
was the first committee in Britain’s history to use external researchers. The Management Consultancy Group
consisted of a Treasury official and management consultants drawn from the private sector (Garrett, 1972:41).
3
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One effect of the creation of these two institutions in 1945 has been to provide state officials
with the knowledge, capacity and means that they think are necessary for policymaking in the
area of administrative modernization. As a result, those charged with responsibility for
policymaking in that area have not looked outside the state for management expertise, thereby
limiting the possibilities for external consultants to influence bureaucratic reform policy.
One outcome of decentralization in Britain, Canada and France was an increased use of
management consultants to supply expertise or resources that were no longer available in house.
For Wellstead and Stedman (2010:894), Canada’s nature as a “very decentralized country with a
highly centralized government” has contributed to its diminishing policy capacity. To address
these gaps in internal resources, Canadian governments have turned to ‘big name’, well-known
consultancies (Speers 2007:408).
Bakvis (1997:75) cautions that accessing this external expertise through multinational

management consultancies, however, may direct power into the international community, away
from domestic civil society, since these transactions allow political and economic levers to be
manipulated by the international community. While Bakvis (1997:111, 124) concedes that basic
decisions are ultimately in the hands of political leaders, he points out the ‘disturbing’ possibility
that multinational management consultancies may advise on the future of important issues, such
as publicly-owned industries.4
The extent to which consultants exercise their power within the public service has been a
matter of debate. It has been suggested that the use of consultants by the state has created a
“consultocracy” (Hood and Jackson 1991), whereby consulting contracting occurs “largely
outside the bounds of traditional rules and means of accountability, oversight and responsibility”
(Howlett and Migone 2014: 184), providing management consultants with more power over
4

In 1995, William Farlinger, the former chairman of Ernst & Young, a Big 4 multinational accounting and
consulting firm, led the transition team for recently elected Ontario Premier, Michael Harris. After assisting Harris
on a campaign based on a “right of centre platform emphasizing deficit reduction and extensive cuts to social
programmes” (Bakvis 1997:108), Farlinger was later appointed chairman of Ontario Hydro – after Ernst & Young
had recommended privatizing the public utility.
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governments. Saint-Martin (1998a:347) disagrees with the idea that consultants are “usurping the
power of politicians”, suggesting that “expert power is typically strong on issues that are not
highly political”, leaving politician’s power over largely uninfluenced. This redirection of power
is a concern raised by Bakvis (1997) which is explained below.
Bakvis (1997:107) suggests that Big 65 management consultancies are particularly attractive
to public sector clients because the knowledge they possess has typically been acquired through

previous government engagements and global experience. Ironically, the expertise that
governments seek in management consultants may have been formerly housed in the public
service (Lindquist 2009:12). Former civil servants, explains Bakvis (1997:106), are “ready to sell
their specialized expertise to former employers” and governments are willing to “pay
handsomely” for their “considerable experience”, “specialized knowledge” and expertise
(Lindquist 2009:12). The need for management consultants’ expertise and experience represents
a ‘functional’ explanation of why Canadian governments hire management consultants and has
been noted in recent research studies.
Momani and Khirfan’s (2013:394) study of 19 Ontario municipalities’ use of urban
planning consultants6 finds that functionalism, or the rational, autonomous choice to hire
consultants to fill capacity gaps in medium-sized municipal governments7, is the strongest
explanation given by local government for the use of external advisors. Areas where
municipalities may experience gaps in capacity or resources include in-house knowledge or
5

At the time, Arthur Andersen, Coopers & Lybrand, Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu, Ernst & Young, KPMG Peat
Marwick and Price Waterhouse comprised the Big 6. As of 2015, the leading multinational management
consultancies are: McKinsey & Company, The Boston Consulting Group, Bain & Company, Deloitte Consulting,
Booz
Allen
Hamilton
and
PricewaterhouseCoopers
Advisory
Services
LLC
(http://www.forbes.com/sites/susanadams/2015/09/03/the-most-prestigious-consulting-firms-2/#3927dda07382)
6
Urban planning consulting is included in this literature review because it is an area for which management
consultants offer advisory services (KPMG International Cooperative 2017)
7
Momani and Khirfan (2013:401) included municipalities with populations between 100,000 and 500,000, arguing
that smaller municipalities would likely outsource more due to the lack of in-house resources while larger
municipalities would be less likely to outsource due to a presumably higher pool of in-house talent.
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expertise and staff time (ibid). Using an online questionnaire, Momani and Khirfan (ibid) found
that municipal employees believe that external consultants have more time than to study
problems faced by local governments. The study also found that employees had a generally
positive view of consultants, believing they are valuable to the government and are able to
“provide experience that is lacking in-house” (409). Additionally, it was found that more than
half of government employees surveyed believe that they have “learned something valuable from
external consultants” (404).
Momani and Khirfan’s (ibid) finding that government clients believe there are learning
benefits to hiring management consultants partly addresses Perl and White’s (2002) question of
whether increased use of consultants would strengthen or weaken Canadian governments’ policy
capacity. One hypothesis proposed by Perl and White (2002:69-70) – the “brain drain”
hypothesis – is that talented individuals may leave or never enter the public service if there is a
continued substitution of organizational intelligence for external expertise, especially if lucrative
opportunities in consulting exist for civil servants who leave the public service (see Bakvis 1997
and Lindquist 2009). An alternate scenario hypothesizes that external policy consulting services
can complement, rather than substitute, existing government in-house intelligence resulting in
“brain gain” (Perl and White 2002:70). While Lindquist (2009:12) suggests that it may not be to
maintain “rare talent” within the government if government officials leave in order to work as
independent consultants, Momani and Khirfan’s (2013) study provides some evidence that
government departments believe that consulting services complement and add to existing
organizational knowledge.
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Policy Advice Expertise
The public policy literature identifies ‘policy advice’ to be a common area of expertise
for which government clients hire management consultants (Saint-Martin 1998; Lapsley and
Oldfield 2001; Speers 2007; Momani and Khirfan 2013; Howlett and Migone 2014; Stewart and
Smith 2007; Lindquist and Desveaux 2007). The various components of policy advice which
management consultants carry out for and with government include policy implementation
(Bakvis 1997:106), reviewing policy areas (Lapsley and Oldfield 2001:532), and assessing
changes in government’s policy knowledge (Perl and White 2002). Details on the nature of these
policy-related engagements, however, are not readily available in Canada since government data
sources – Public Accounts, Proactive Discloser and MERX – are not comprehensive and do not
provide details (Howlett and Migone 2014:202). Furthermore, estimates of the amount of money
that provincial and federal governments spend on management consulting services are difficult to
obtain since some contracts that involve policy analysis may not be categorized as such and
when they are, these engagements are often classified as ‘other professional services’ (Speers
2007:400, 417). In spite of the gaps in data related to Canadian governments’ use of management
consulting services, interesting findings have emerged which demonstrate that closer attention
ought to be paid to the use of management consultants by the public sector.
Perl and White (2002) observe a trend between the shortage of expertise within Canadian
federal government departments and the use of management consultants. Using publicly
available government expenditure data, Perl and White (2002) find a negative relationship
between cuts to operational and administrative support staff and policy consulting expenses,
which are categorized as “Other professional services” in Public Accounts of Canada reports. In
other words, as the number of employees in operational and administrative support positions
decreases, the more government spending on policy consulting increases. Perl and White’s
23

(2002) “knowledge expansion hypothesis” is similar to the functionalism hypothesis tested by
Momani and Khirfan (2013) and Momani (2013), describing the use of management consultants
by governments as one way to fill the need for expertise that is not available “in-house”. The
specific type of expertise that is covered in Perl and White’s (2002:50) study is related to
interpreting the “new technical and scientific inputs to policy deliberations” that governments are
poorly equipped to undertake in house. Drawing on the work of Barker and Peters (1993) and
Haas (1992), Perl and White (2002) find that the increased use of management consultants for
policy work can be attributed to the need for expert advice on technically complex, scientifically
advanced policy problems for which ‘epistemic communities’, such as management consultants,
possess expertise. This need for more technical advice on changing organizational structures and
processes is argued to be driven by rapid technological advancements and “the increasing
internationalization of markets” (Gluckler and Armbrüster 2003:269).
Political Purposes or Legitimation
In addition to providing expertise the literature has identified the role played by
management consultants in providing external opinions that serve political purposes or validate
difficult management decisions (Bakvis 1998; Perl and White 2002). An increased need for
partisan advice, suggests Bakvis (1997:84), has emerged as a result of the politicization of the
highest levels of bureaucracy (Aucoin 1995). Wellstead and Stedman (2010:896) suggest that an
increasing decentralization of the policy-making process – through avenues such as greater
consultation and public dialogue, compared to traditional policy processes that were performed
by central actors – has led to this politicization of policy. Policy based on political interests
differs from evidence-based policy making, which prioritizes evidentiary or data-based decisionmaking (Howlett 2009:153). In order to respond to politically complex environments, political
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executives have broadened their sources of advice to include external actors such as political
parties, tasks forces and commissions, interest groups, think tanks, polling firms, universities,
and management consulting firms (Bakvis 1997; Lindquist 2009; Plowden 1991). For instance,
in the weeks leading to the 1995 Quebec referendum, the Parti Quebecois contracted Samson
Belair/Deloitte Touche to provide studies that purportedly suggested there would be only limited
economic consequences if Quebec seceded from Canada (Bakvis 1997:109).
This validation role competes with consultants’ image as objective outsiders (Armbrüster
2004; Gluckler and Armbrüster 2003; Perl and White 2002; Werr and Styhre 2003) who embody
the “virtues of political neutrality and objectivity” (Armbrüster 2004:1260).
Building on Johnson’s (1981) concept of the ‘legitimation function’ that public servants
serve in supporting a minister’s policy initiatives, Bakvis (1997:96) explains that external
advisers can play a role in supporting the government’s efforts “to provide leadership in different
arenas and particular departments”. Referring to an New Public Management value that suggests
civil servants’ opinions are not to be trusted, Speers (2007:408) suggests that hiring large,
reputable consulting firms to carry out research and provide recommendations, legitimates the
public service’s actions. Related to this, using management consultants for public consultations
allows the government to “distance itself from any controversial issues” (Speers 2007:410).
There is some indication that management consultants are aware of their use as political tools
that legitimate clients’ actions, as captured in Lapsley and Oldfield’s (2001:531) study:
One of the easiest ways for an organization to waste money is to use a consultant
and not do anything about what they say. And there are occasions when that
happens, not much happens as a result of the work we do, and I can think of one
organization where they actually wanted the job doing more as a political
requirement within their organization, to satisfy honour on all sides.
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A client’s internal political climate may lead to management consultants being hired for purposes
they are unaware of. Adding to the function of legitimization, consultants may also be brought in
“to carry out programmes of redundancy…which management do not want to deal with
themselves” (Lapsley & Oldfield 2001:527).
Howlett and Migone (2014) suggest looking more deeply at the forms of contracts being
awarded to management consultants by Canadian governments to better understand what Speers
(2007) called the “invisible private service” working within traditional government structures.
Adopting the viewpoint that the increased use of management consultants’ expertise constitutes a
‘consultocracy’, Howlett and Migone (2014) challenge Saint-Martin’s (1998) suggestion that the
influence consultants have on public policy might be overestimated. Using secondary data
provided by the federal government, Howlett and Migone (2014:185) find that consulting work
with the federal government is increasingly oligopolistic in nature. In other words, an increasing
number high-value contracts are being awarded to a few large firms while smaller contracts are
declining. This trend should be concerning in democratic institutions because policy and
management decisions now involve external actors who “evade scrutiny at the polls” and
“escape the rigours of public service recruitment processes” (Howlett and Migone 2014:184).
Consequently, Howlett and Migone (ibid) note that consultants’ advice cannot necessarily be
evaluated for “questionable quality” and “may be biased”. Speers (2007:409) adds that
consultants’ biases may also manifest when they are brought in to facilitate internal policy
analyses. For instance, “a consultant can influence how policy analysis is perceived and
prioritized depending on his or her personal biases and style of facilitation” (Speers 2007:409).
While it has been well established in the literature that the provision of expertise is the
primary reason governments hire management consultants, important aspects of expertise – how
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it is defined, acquired and evaluated by consultants – are not addressed in existing studies.
Institutional approaches to studying management consulting have found that changing
government structures and decentralization, in particular, have played a role in the increased use
of management consulting services by Canadian governments (Bakvis 1998). By moving away
from dramaturgical and neoinstutiaonal approaches to studying expertise in management
consulting, my research aims to contribute to studies on expertise in management consulting by
using a novel theoretical approach to understanding how consultants conceive of expertise.
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Chapter 3: Methods
Qualitative research studies on the management consulting occupation in Canada are
underrepresented in the literature. While Momani and Khirfan (2013)’s study was one of the first
to explore management consultants’ perceptions of their work, the limitations of survey data
present opportunities for qualitative inquiries that better address “the meanings individuals
assign to experience” (Berg and Lune 2012:15). Using qualitative research methods, my study
aims to fill a gap in the literature by focusing on consultants’ perceptions of their work and its
place in society. How they conceptualize expertise, view its application across different scenarios
(i.e. public versus private sector projects) and make meaning of their occupation’s significance to
society are addressed in my study.
The purpose of this chapter is to explain the methods used to collect and analyse my data.
I begin by discussing my background and positionality, paying close attention to the influence
that being an ‘insider-outsider’ had on my research study. Next, my decision to use in-depth
semi-structured interviews is explained, focusing on the benefits that elicited storytelling
provided to my research study. The third section outlines the recruitment and sampling
techniques I used in my study and provides details on the data collection process as well as
participant profiles. Following that, an overview of the steps taken to analyse the data, using an
adaptation of Corbin and Strauss’s (2008) grounded theory model, is discussed. This section
concludes with a discussion on ethical considerations given to the study.
Background and ‘Insider Outsider’ Status
My previous experience working in a consulting firm has given me knowledge that
informs my research in a way that might otherwise be difficult to access for someone who has
not worked in the consulting field. This “insider” perspective differs from that of an “outsider”
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who, according to Griffith (1998:362), “does not have an intimate knowledge of the group being
researched prior to their entry into the group”. Since management consultants must often keep
details of their work confidential, having first-hand experience working in consulting allowed me
to converse with my participants in a way that might otherwise be difficult for those without an
intimate knowledge. The secretive nature of management consulting, owing largely to its
tendency to deal with clients and on projects that must be kept confidential, presents an
opportunity where those with access to and knowledge of the occupation might be privileged to
information not otherwise available. As Kipping (1999:194) explains, “Most consultancies are
extremely secretive, preserve few internal documents, and divulge even less”.
Establishing rapport with my participants involved sharing my own stories and
experiences from my time at the consultancy, grounding my status as an ‘insider’. This access
and position proved to be valuable to the research study in two ways: first, interviews proceeded
smoothly with a focus on significant events and recollections because my participants were free
to use technical jargon with me that might otherwise require explanations to those who are
unfamiliar with the language; second, my exposure to certain aspects of management consulting
that are misunderstood by those outside of the occupation helped create an understanding that I
was not being critical of the occupation from the vantage point of an external onlooker. My
insider-outsider position in this research can be efficiently summed up by Merton’s (1972:15)
explanation that “you have to be one in order to understand one” and that insiders’ socialization
within certain groups makes possible empathetic understanding of their shared realities.
For 18 months, I worked for one of the largest management consulting firms in Canada. I
experienced the daily commute to Union Station, Toronto, joining the rush of hundreds of bodies
hurrying down Bay Street, to various high-rise offices in the Financial District. I experienced the
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‘onboarding’ process that involved a presentation that enthusiastically explained the firm’s
growth, values (an emphasis on work-life balance of working hard and playing hard) and reasons
why it is an exciting time to work for the company. During this process, I also first became
aware of consultants’ need to protect their reputation from negative public perceptions fostered
through media portrayals of elite, arrogant consultants (for instance, a Partner welcoming me to
the firm assured me that “management consulting is nothing like House of Lies”, 8 an American
comedy series on the Showtime network). I also experienced the long working hours (it was not
unusual to have a 50-hour work week), team-building exercises, and the excitement of traveling
to different client sites.
Throughout my time at the consultancy, I became familiar with, and even adopted,
management consulting jargon. I learned how to spot “wired” requests for proposals
(government-issued documents that are expertly written to ensure only a desired consultancy
would qualify for the project while still technically complying with rules governing public
procurement). I took an in-house course on business process improvement (where participants
debated whether consultants should “care” if clients follow through with or “implement”
recommendations or not). What was most striking to me – and would eventually become my
inspiration for embarking on this research study – was the variety of projects9 for which
Canadian governments (municipal, provincial, federal and Aboriginal) enlisted management
consultants.
8

Interestingly, Martin Kihn (2012), author of the book by the same name and from which this series is adapted,
would beg to differ, stating “When TV writers rewrote this MBA’s life, they changed everything but the truth” and
“…But for all its (tv series) extravagance, the show nails consulting on an existential level”.
9
There were several public sector projects that I felt were “socially significant” in that policy and organizational
changes were likely to affect vulnerable populations in Canada for which I am not able to provide details. In my role
at the consultancy, I accessed public-sector Requests for Proposals using a paid, privileged account that gave users
access to documents not otherwise publicly available. While a Freedom of Information Request is sure to provide
details on some obscure projects or transactions, simple internet searches will reveal investigative journalism work
that has been done on management consulting services and the public service.
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With my transition into academia, I am no longer a formal part of the consulting world;
however, my understanding of consulting – particularly the difficulty many consultants have
explaining to outsiders what it is that they do – resonated through the interviews, with many
consultants speaking comfortably about their work and perceptions while being equally
interested in understanding my own experiences working in consulting. This empathic
understanding between my participants and me further strengthened my position that
management consultants must navigate complex social relationships and conditions in their
occupation.
Being familiar with the language used by consultants and their common practices
represented challenges in maintaining the inquisitive curiosity that an outsider might have on
concepts such as ‘billable hours’ or ‘requests for proposals’. On the other hand, my position as a
researcher changed the nature of that group membership I once held from someone who
understood consulting through participation to someone trying to understand consulting through
research. This “union of nearness and remoteness” (Simmel 1921:323) which characterizes my
position as researcher can be understood using Simmel’s characteristics of the stranger, italicized
in the section below.
In the absence of any current formal membership to consulting (i.e. working for a
consultancy or performing consulting work), I am mobile, holding no fixed position in the
consulting world. My objectivity as a researcher from without the occupation, representing no
interest in advancing nor impeding any goals of consulting, led to my dual role as a researcherconfidant. As a stranger free from convention I have been able to examine consulting with less
prejudice than might be possible if I still maintained any formal membership within the group.
For instance, I do not claim to speak on behalf of consultants or a consultancy and am not bound
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to consulting values and codes of conduct, if and when they apply. While I am acquainted with
the consulting world, my remoteness from those relations that bind consultants within a
community positions me as the equally near and remote stranger.
My position as an insider-outsider to the consulting occupation was regularly reflected
upon throughout the research process. This position influenced how I wrote the interview guide,
consent and informational letters and how I ultimately conducted my interviews. Finally,
demonstrating my insider-outsider status provided me with some credibility with my
participants, a key criterion of grounded theory research (Charmaz 2005:528), to be discussed
later in this chapter. The research process and methods are discussed in more great detail in the
following section.
Recruitment and sampling
For this research study, participants were initially recruited using limited exclusion
criteria. The goal of my research study was to explore how consultants conceptualize expertise,
with particular focus on meaning in their work. As previously stated, my experience in the
industry prepared me for anticipated challenges in finding participants for this study, influencing
my decision to use more than one sampling technique.
Consulting work, like most professional services, emphasizes the importance of ‘billable
hours’. Consultants must distinguish between time that will be billed to clients and time that is
paid for by the company or personal time. The anticipated challenge of finding consultants to
participate ‘on their own time’ was addressed by using several sampling techniques. First, I used
a convenience sample, recruiting participants based on my accessibility to them (Morse 2011:8).
During this phase, consultants with whom I had previous professional or personal relationships
were invited to participate. Second, I adopted snowball sampling by asking participants from my
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initial convenience sample to refer me to other consultants in their networks who might be
available to participate in my study.
Having a pool of candidates who varied in age, ethnicity, geographical location, years of
consulting experience and areas of specialization allowed for grounded theory to proceed,
according to Corbin and Strauss (1990:8), “not in terms of drawing samples of specific groups of
individuals, units of time, and so on, but in terms of concepts, their properties, dimensions, and
variations”. Purposive sampling, which involves recruiting participants based on a set of
predetermined criteria germane to specific research objectives (Guest, Bunce and Johnson
2006:61) was eventually adopted once it became evident that males were overrepresented in my
first ten interviews. In extending invitations to participants’ acquaintances, I emphasized a strong
interest in interviewing female consultants specifically.
A total of 71 email invitations were sent to existing contacts and contacts to whom I had
been referred. Out of the 15 management consultants who participated, 9 were male and 6 were
female. This final ratio was satisfactory because it reflects an observed pattern of female
consultants comprising 30 to 40 per cent of management consulting firms’ intake (Kumra and
Vinnicombe 2008). Using my existing contacts, established during my time working for one of
Canada’s largest accounting and consulting firms, I was able to recruit consultants from different
regions of Canada, including two from British Columbia, two from Alberta, one from New
Brunswick and eight from Ontario.
Five participants had five or fewer years of experience working in management
consulting, seven participants had between five and 20 years of experience and three reported
having more than 25 years of management consulting experience. There was also variation in
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terms of type of employment or consulting practice, with one-third of my participants working
for one of Canada’s five largest accounting and consulting firms (KPMG, EY, PwC, Deloitte and
MNP) and one participant working within a business school’s consultancy. The remaining nine
participants identified as self-employed, independent contractors or worked within small or
boutique consultancies with fewer than 150 employees. All participants reported having at least
some experience working with both public and private sector clients and areas of specialization
included: agriculture, pharmaceuticals, not-for-profit, healthcare, technology and natural
resource management. My sample included 13 white participants and 2 non-white participants.
Due to a lack of available information on the demographics of management consultants in
Canada, either through existing scholarly or industry studies, such as CMC-Canada’s annual
industry reports, the degree to which my sample’s racial attributes reflects the occupation is
unverifiable at this time.
Setting an upper limit of 15 interviews for this study was based primarily on time,
logistical and budgetary constraints. While this limit allowed me to complete the data collection
phase in the summer months - which is when many consultants experience a decline in their
workload—10 it was also more than sufficient in achieving saturation, the point at which data
collection stops because “no new information is obtained” (Morse 1995:147), “[the researcher]
sees similar instances over and over again” and “the researcher becomes empirically confident
that a category is saturated” (Glaser and Strauss 1967:61). I completed all scheduled interviews
with participants and stopped recruiting after saturation was reached to avoid unnecessarily
increasing the sample size which, as Morse (2011:231) cautions, can lead to increased “noise” or

Based on my experience, I’ve come to learn that management consultants – specifically those who deal primarily
with public sector clients – experience slower periods in the summer and leading into mid-autumn, when many
government departments release fewer requests for proposal for consulting services.
10
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variation in the data, adding that “more bad data does not make good data”. Responses to key
questions in my interview guide, such as misperceptions of the occupation, sources of expertise,
enjoyable aspects of the work, and perceived differences when consulting for private versus
public sector clients, began to reach saturation early on during data collection. After 12
interviews, preliminary analysis revealed saturation was reached for key research questions that
my study aimed to address.
Research Methods
Qualitative research methods and interviewing, specifically, are appropriate for my study
because of my central interest in understanding meanings that consultants attach to various
aspects of their work, with a particular interest in their conceptualization of expertise. Applying
the theoretical orders of worth framework requires exploring the languages and meanings that
management consultants attach to their experiences. These experiences unfold in what Berg and
Lune (2012:15) call ‘life-worlds’,11 the “subjective aspects associated with naturally evolving
lives of individuals and groups” which include emotions, symbols, meaning and empathy, among
others. The subjective aspects of my participants’ life-worlds – motivations, symbolism and
emotions – have been largely overlooked in the literature. In-depth semi-structured interviews
were used to collect data on my participants’ perceptions of their work and were complementary
to my theoretical framework. With an application of the orders of worth framework to guide the
data analysis, interviewing as a data collection method was suitable because it seeks “to
encompass the hows of people’s lives (the constructive work involved in producing order in
everyday life) as well as the traditional whats (the activities of everyday life)” (Fontana & Frey
2005:698, original emphasis).
Berg and Lune’s (2015) usage of the term ‘life-worlds’ is not to be confused with the phenomenological concept
of the same name associated with Husserl (1936).
11
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Interview Guide and Pilot Interview
As previously mentioned, my position as an insider-outsider researcher provided me with
some advantages, such as an existing wide net of contacts whom I could recruit and a stronger
chance for empathic relationships that are conducive to freer mutual exchanges of perspectives
and experiences. On the other hand, this insider-outside position also required taking great care
to avoid embedding any preconceived notions within the research study, particularly when
designing the interview guide. Due to my interest in examining how consultants conceptualize
expertise, I included open-ended questions that sought to elicit story-telling. The first draft of the
interview guide contained 31 questions, in addition to demographic/classification questions (e.g.,
age, years of experience, title, employment type). After consultations with my advisor, the third
draft of the original interview guide was used in a pilot interview with a contact who I had met
while working in the industry. Following the 90-minute interview, feedback was collected on
how the interview guide could be improved and incorporated into the final draft of the interview
guide.
Data collection/interviews
I collected data using semi-structured interviews conducted in person, over Skype or over
the telephone over a seven-week period from September to October 2016. The average duration
for the interviews was 1.25 hours, or 75 minutes, with the shortest interview lasting 40 minutes
and the longest interview lasting 105 minutes. With my participants’ consent, each interview was
recoded using a handheld digital audio recorder. Each file was uploaded to an encrypted laptop
and destroyed once transcription was completed.
Interviews were selected as the primary method of data collection because of the
potential they offer in uncovering the meanings consultants attach to expertise. Since semi36

standardized interviews allow researchers to “approach the world from the subject’s
perspective”, they are particularly useful when the research objective is to understand
participants’ perceptions or how certain meanings become attached to phenomena (Berg and
Lune 2012:113-115). In-depth interviews offer a way for interviewers to “explore multiple
meanings of or perspectives on some actions, events, or settings” (Johnson 2001:104). It has
also been argued that interviews allow researchers to empathize with their participants by
studying the latter’s situations from their own perspectives, resulting in “more valid” information
than surveys might allow (Williams and Heikes 1993:280-281).
Mutual interest in the participants’ and researcher’s perceptions of consulting naturally
arose because of my insider-outsider position. In other words, throughout the course of the
interviews, it became clear that participants were interested in my views and experiences in
consulting. While the two-sided nature of these interviews might be considered a form of active
interviewing (Holstein and Gubrium 1995; Berg and Lune 2000:108), my interest in drawing
information from my participants through the constructed interviewer-subject relationship is
better understood as dramaturgical interviewing, a process whereby researchers adopt “social
roles” in relation to their participants (Berg and Lune 2012:106-108). Building on Goffman’s
(1967) notions of interviews as “encounters” and “social performance” (1959), Berg and Lune
(2012:108) liken dramaturgical interviewing to creative interviewing, which fosters a climate for
exchange of information and mutual disclosures. In the dramaturgical interview, my insider
status and role was performed by sharing my experiences with consulting while the outsider
sought information from my participants to be used for analysis later. My familiarity with the
occupation and ability to relate or sympathize using my own experiences proved valuable in
building rapport with my participants. An effective in-depth interview, according to Johnson
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(2011:103), is one that develops and builds upon intimacy, resembling a discussion that takes
place between close friends. For instance, divulging details about my own difficulties with worklife balance in the consultancy and how I have responded to questions about management
consulting from those who are unfamiliar with the occupation allowed the participant and me to
discover common experiences to elaborate on during the conversation.
By allowing participants to guide the discussion towards key themes and ideas that are
most important to them, particularly as they relates to their ideas of expertise and how they
defend these ideas, my study allowed a broad range of perspectives and rationales to be included.
In the next section, I outline the process by which data was processed and analysed.
Analysis
Constructivist grounded theory
My interest in understanding how management consultants attach meanings to aspects of
their work, such as the idea of expertise and the its impact on public sector projects, and special
position as an insider-outsider required an analytical approach that was flexible yet rigorous.
Grounded theory methods, as Charmaz (2005:507) explains, are “a set of flexible analytic
guidelines that enable researchers to focus their data collection and to build inductive middlerange theories through successive levels of data analysis and conceptual development”. Another
appealing feature of grounded theory that impacted my decision to use it for this study is its
suitability for studying the process of institutionalizing practices (ibid:529). In other words,
grounded theoryallowed me to see how my participants’ perspectives on various aspects of
expertise and their approaches to consulting workmight explain institutional aspects of
management consulting, such as Canadian Association of Management Consultants (CMCCanada) membership
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Charmaz (2000:510) proposes an alternative branch of grounded theory which moves away
from traditional grounded theory frameworks that assume the existence of objective external
realities, suggested by Strauss and Corbin (1990) to be discoverable through unbiased data
collection. In this alternative approach to grounded theory, Charmaz (ibid) argues for flexible
grounded theory strategies and an emphasis on meaning for interpretive understanding. This
approach applies key theoretical assumptions of constructivism, such as the recognition of
multiple social realities, the creation of knowledge by both researcher and subject and an
emphasis on understanding subjects’ meanings (Guba & Lincoln 1994; Schwandt 1994 as cited
in Charmaz 2000). The acceptance of a multitude of social realities in grounded theory
complements my chosen theoretical framework, which theorizes that actors mobilize various
logics or rationalities to justify their positions when confronted with challenges.
Coding
After a verbatim transcription of each interview was completed and identifying information was
removed or replaced, each transcript was coded using an adapted grounded theory approach to
data analysis. For the first two interviews, data were analysed using a line-by-line open coding
technique. By analysing each line of data in my transcript and making notes in the margins of my
documents, I was able to search for meaning in the data at all points of the discussion. While
time consuming, line-by-line coding allowed me, as the researcher, “to step back, examine the
disaggregated elements and conceptualize them in a way that transcends the particular interview
or situation in which they were embedded” (Locke 2003:66). Once broad preliminary categories
were established using this technique, I coded each transcript on a paragraph-by-paragraph basis.
Coding was done using the comments feature in Microsoft Word and by hand using printed
copies of the transcripts.
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Ethical Considerations
This research study presented minimal physical and/or psychological risks to participants.
The most significant risk posed to my participants, which was addressed in the
consent/informational documents sent to participants and reiterated before each interview, was
an impact on their personal and professional reputations in the event of a data breach. For those
who discussed specific project details with me, this risk extended to my participants’ clients as
well. To mitigate this risk, great care was taken to protect participants’ identities throughout the
entire process, such as keeping a password-protected spreadsheet of identifying information
separate from transcription files, removing identifying information and replacing individual or
organizational names with pseudonyms in transcripts, and asking participants to inform me of
potentially identifying information (e.g., some position titles, such as Senior Manager of Oil and
Natural Resource Management Division, are specific to Big 4 companies and increase the
likelihood that a participant may be identified by his or her peers).
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Chapter 4: Results
The goal of my study is to understand how consultants conceptualize expertise. Since
management consultants market themselves as experts in a wide range of industries and for a
diverse set of projects, I wanted to examine what it means to offer services as an expert in this
occupation. Due to the general lack of awareness of what management consultants do and who
their clients are, I also wanted to examine how my participants discuss their work with people
outside the occupation. Finally, I attempted to elicit story-telling through my interview questions
in order to understand what aspects of management consulting work have been particularly
meaningful to my participants.
This chapter summarizes the main findings that emerged from my interview data. It
begins with an account of how my participants explain what management consultants do to those
outside of the occupation. The different definitions of consulting and contradictory opinions on
what the role of consultants should be – for instance, should definitions of consulting work
include projects where client’s ‘shop around’ for advice, rather than asking for objective
opinions? – allow the understudied occupation to continue to operate sub rosa. In cases where
management consultants work with public sector clients, this ambiguity around role definition
raises questions on whether governments are interested in evidence-based policy making or
policy-based evidence making.
The second section of this chapter identifies common reasons why management
consultants believe they are hired by organizations. Findings here provide much support to
existing literature that suggests consultants believe they are hired to fill capacity gaps for firms
who need to supplement resources, such as time and expertise. Findings on a lesser discussed
role undertaken by some consultants, that of a ‘validation agent’, are also discussed.
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The third summarizes how participants believe expertise is acquired. Formal education
and designations, such as the Certified Management Consulting designation, industry experience,
and the role of mentors and networks will be discussed. Finally, an overview of findings related
to the evaluation of success is provided, highlighting the importance of client feedback, repeat
business and implementation is provided before concluding the chapter.
Defining Management Consulting
The decision to include a descriptive question such as “how do you explain what
management consulting is to outsiders?” early in the interview stemmed from my own difficulty
succinctly explaining what management consulting is. This is in no small part due to the
demands for confidentiality that are commonplace in this occupation and the myriad of services
that consultants offer, which makes generalizing about the occupation difficult. As Speers
(2007:402) notes, “management consultants identify who they are to clients by describing what
level or type of services they offer”. The difficulty providing a general explanation beyond
providing objective advice to organizations and an inability to discuss, in detail, previous
projects xamples of projects for which management consultants are hired and expected to
maintain confidentiality on include assisting with employee layoffs, advising on mergers and
acquisitions, and the transformation of public sector information technology systems.
Interestingly, it has been suggested by one of my participants that this ‘secrecy’ is maintained
within consultancies as well, due to the competitive nature of the occupation: “[management
consulting] is a secretive profession where people don’t like to share who their clients are, even
within firms.” (P 5).
The vast range of roles that management consultants are hired to carry out, in addition to
the seemingly limitless industries they are hired to work in, also contribute to the difficulty in
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concisely describing management consulting. The Canadian Association of Management
Consultants (CMC-Canada) provides the following explanation in response to the question,
‘What is a management consultant?’
Professional management consultants are contracted by organizations to provide
objective and independent advice. Advisory services may include identification and
analysis of management problems, developing solutions, and the implementation of
proposed solutions (2017).
While this definition may be self-explanatory to those who are familiar with the occupation,
personal experience has shown me that there are often follow-up questions to this sort of
description, such as “What sort of projects do they advise on?” and “But what do management
consultants actually do?”. After posing this question to my participants, I found some variation in
the types of answers they provide. For one participant, keeping his explanation broad has proven
to be more effective than providing specific details when answering this question over the years:
“…if somebody asks me what consulting is or what I do, I tell them that I help businesses
identify problems…in their organizations and then help them work on solutions to help
make those things better.” (P 4)
A general explanation was also preferred by another consultant, who explains her work in the
following way:
…we help our clients with some very challenging problems that they have and we work
with them to develop a strategy and to implement and, you know, guide them through
transformative change (P 6).
For other participants, providing details on specific projects they are working on has helped
narrow the scope of their occupation to a point that is easier to explain. After more than 10 years
in the industry, another participant found that focusing on quantifiable outcomes of her work,
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such as increasing clients’ revenue, makes it easier for others – specifically, her mother – to
understand what her work entails:
If I try to say I’m a consultant and I’m doing stuff for government, I don’t think she has a
clue what I’m saying if I talk about program reviews or anything. But if I tell her that I’m
helping business owners get their business in shape and make more money, she always
understands that. (P 5)
Some participants suggested that emphasizing the expertise they have to offer clients clarifies
what their work involves when asked to explain what services they provide. As one consultant
with more than a decade of experience explains,
I guess it’s helping companies solve problems when they don’t necessarily have the time
or the expertise internally to solve them. Often, consultants will have very specialized
expertise and companies internally won’t necessarily have that (P 2).
In addition to expertise, management consultants’ possession of special ‘tools’ – a key concept
that would emerge throughout the study – also helped some participants illustrate what
management consultants do. A participant with one year of consulting experience explains,
…we’re problem solvers and we bring to the table a lot of industry experience, the right
set of education, the right people skills as well…We also have our methodologies that are
proven… we use this tool set that we have to help clients achieve their goals and solve
their problems (P 9).
While some consultants prefer to focus on specific aspects or functions of their work, such as
cutting expenses for clients, others prefer to provide broad explanations and filling in details as
needed. Generalizing what management consultants do is a difficult task because there are
different reasons why a consultant might be hired. As participants have noted, one of the main
reasons why management consultants are hired is to provide expertise. While this finding
supports existing literature that suggests consultants believe they are hired to fill gaps in
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expertise (Momani and Khirfan 2013; Lindquist and Desveaux 2007), my research aims to go
one step further in exploring how management consultants conceptualize expertise.
Defining Expertise
Management consultants’ ubiquitous presence is in part due to their ability to solve a seemingly
limitless number of organizational problems. Upon analysis, I found that expertise meant
different things to different consultants (and, I suspect, it also means different things to different
clients but my focus is on consultants’ perspectives). With the assistance of one participant, I
was able to identify three types of consultants within my sample: functional experts, industry or
domain experts, and generalists. Expert performance is a requirement of functional experts while
those with industry experience are more likely to provide expert opinions. Generalists are
generally found within large consultancies and do not tend to possess specific expertise beyond
being quick studies who can move between different projects with ease. For this paper, I will be
focusing on functional and domain- or industry-related expertise.
Throughout the course of my study, it became clear to me that there are two categories of
expertise that management consultants offer to their clients: expert performance or expert
opinion. Expert performance is provided when the consultant executes a specific task or function
for the client. For this reason, some of my participants referred to this as ‘functional expertise’ or
implementation. Examples of functions or tasks that participants are hired to carry out include
market research (P 4; P 10; P 11; P 12), current state analyses (P 3) and stakeholder facilitation
or management (P 3; P 5; P 9). For projects involving the provision of advice, such as long-term
strategy decisions or entrance into new markets (P 2; P 10), management consultants attribute the
reliability of their opinion to the years of experience they have in specific industries or domains,
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rather than a specific function. The term some participants used to describe this form of expertise
is industry or domain knowledge.
Expert performance and functional expertise
The first category, expert performance, is related to those functions or services that a
management consultant offers that are typically not associated with a specific industry. These are
the “project types” that my participants have done several times before and feel comfortable
performing for any client. To reiterate, these are the services that were mentioned earlier, like
change management. It became evident to me that many participants felt their years of
experience performing the same function in different settings allowed them to apply previously
acquired knowledge to a new scenario immediately.
This conceptualization of expertise resembles a classic approach to understanding expert
performance. Simon and Chase’s (1973) study of various levels of chess mastery operationalized
expertise as a player’s ability to rapidly retrieve the best possible chess piece movement
scenarios. When describing his ability to carry out change management across all industries, one
consultant points to the importance of past experience, similar to how a chess player might rely
upon calculations of movements based on how previous games have unfolded, in competently
performing this function across all industries:
It’s like the Six Sigma principle: regardless of the industry you go to, the foundations
remain the same. It’s like building a bridge: it can be of many shapes and forms but civil
engineering principles don’t change. So I’m fairly confident that you can put me in any
industry or any domain and in some form or shape, I’ll be able to incorporate some form
of change management, based on my knowledge and experience (P 3).
Some functional tasks, such as environmental scans or launching new products, may be applied
with a general approach requiring little to no customization for a client. One participant describes
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wanting to change his consulting practice from one that customizes solutions for clients to
providing one general service to reduce the time spent on customizing solutions:
[Our previous] approach to consulting was to customize everything to customers’ specific
issues and that takes a lot of work. So, if the company has a challenge, a problem, then
we would design an implementation specifically to meet that challenge…I wanted to
design a company where it didn’t matter – we had generic solutions (P 1).
Some participants believe that only certain functions, such as change management, can be
applied across all industries. For one participant, strategy consulting is an example of a ‘fungible
skill’, meaning “you can apply it in difference places” (P 11). He adds that the skill is based
primarily on “process, thinking, creativity and experience, but not knowledge” and can be
performed by consultants in all industries – even those they have limited experience working in.
On the other hand, functions that are ‘detail oriented’ – systems implementation was given as an
example – require more knowledge of the industry in which it will be applied. In those cases,
industry knowledge is required alongside functional expertise.
While all of my participants had a deep passion and enjoyment for the work that they do,
some reported a downside to expert performance that is related to the routinization of their work.
For a consultant with more than 15 years of experience, this mundane side to consulting appears
to arise when he repeatedly performs the same functions:
In a way, you sort of see the same questions that come up over and over and over
again…I’m sure it’s like a doctor saying [laughs] “oh, well, your eyes look runny and
your nose is sniffly. You’ve got a cold”. The challenge comes in in not doing the routine
things that’s there in any job, really. It’s in finding the exception that you can make a
difference to (P 10).
Nearly all participants identified as functional experts or emphasized their functional expertise
over industry knowledge. An interesting albeit advantageous part of identifying as a functional
expert is the ability to market oneself across several different sectors, since most consulting
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projects may be approached similarly, irrespective of the client’s industry. While all participants
claimed to possess some form of functional expertise and were aware of industry or domain
knowledge expertise, only two participants reported specializing in the latter category.
Expert opinion and domain knowledge
Domain or industry expertise is related to a second form of expertise which management
consultants offer, expert opinion. Management consultants who claim to have industry expertise
have a deep understanding of the “operating environment” that their clients must compete in (P
2). This often means understanding the industry’s regulations, their client’s competitors and an
understanding of every aspect of that industry outside of what only their clients do. One
participant informed me that preparing to launch a new product into the market or gaining an
advantage over competitors are two types of projects that require a management consultant with
industry expertise. For a consultant with expertise in the pharmaceutical industry, possessing
knowledge that, unlike functional skills, cannot be inferred or transferred positions him as an
industry expert who may advise on all aspects of pharmaceuticals:
If you’re going to provide niche consulting services… particularly in pharmaceutical, it
really helps to understand the operating environment because it’s highly regulated. So,
for any industry that’s highly regulated it’s difficult to consult and provide potential
solutions if you don’t know the regulations are (P 2).
This conceptualization of expertise reflects Starbuck’s (1992) differentiation between ‘esoteric
expertise’ that is idiosyncratic and personal – P 2 possess this kind of expertise – and widelyshared knowledge, which does not distinguish one knowledge-intensive firm (KIF) from the
next. As an independent contractor, P2 provides “niche consulting services” (i.e. highly
specialized or esoteric), the very opposite of a generalist who is a jack-of-all trades. On the other
hand, P2 also acts as a functional expert when the project demands it. This ability to switch
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between different expert roles was reported, to varying degrees, by most of my participants;
however, even those who had industry expertise were more confident in their functional
expertise.
One explanation for the reluctance to identify as industry experts is that it implies a
consultant has experience with all areas, including specialized areas, within that field. This need
to be able to justify one’s claim to expertise in an entire industry, rather than on one service or
function, is articulated by a consultant with more than 25 years of experience:
If one proclaimed themselves to be an expert in [an industry]… that means years of
experience… it probably means they focused their career on that industry and have done
many, many projects that make them an expert in the field overall. …But just as a matter
of personal choice, I prefer to um, um, package what I have to offer as more of a
functional expertise (P 11).
Another possible explanation for more claims to functional knowledge over industry knowledge
is that this is a direct response to what clients are looking for. Most participants believed that
their clients are better informed about their organizations and industry than management
consultants – that is not what management consultants are hired for. Functional expertise, not
industry knowledge, is the value that a consultant adds to a project, suggests one participant, who
describes an interaction with a potential client in the mining industry:
...I said, as I always do early in the conversation, “I don’t know anything about your
industry…I’m not an expert in mining. I’ve done some work but I’m not an expert” and
he said, “I’m surrounded by mining experts. Why would I hire a consultant for mining
expertise? I want to know what we don’t [know]. I want somebody who can come from
the outside and look at things differently. Cause we’ve got all the mining expertise in the
world. That’s not what I need” (P 11).
In addition to wanting to accurately describe their areas of expertise, consultants might also
choose to identify with one particular type of expertise in order to build a reputation providing
that specific service. One participant describes how those who have worked for several years in
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one industry are often quick to call themselves industry experts, even if the types of experience
they have are limited. Using transportation as an example, one participant describes how he
intentionally markets himself as a functional expert “I probably have more experience than they
do in transportation but that’s not what I want to do and who I want to be and how I want to be
positioned (P 11).” This deliberate choice and performance of a certain type of expertise for
which he wants to be known suggests that claims to expertise are highly dependent on
relationships, performance and personal or career objectives.
It is clear that identifying as a domain expert carries with it several challenges. The
requirement that experts know virtually all aspects of the industry – from manufacturing to sales
to even what clients’ competitors are doing – and contending with other professionals that are
established in that industry are examples of the drawbacks of identifying as industry experts
rather than functional experts. The image of the ‘sophisticated expert’ associated with
management consulting presumably allows consultants to move between projects of different
natures seamlessly, uncontested; however, the practice of claiming both functional and industry
or esoteric expertise, even when one is not entirely confident in his or her claim to this expertise,
raises questions around the eventual demonstration and justification of this position.
My participants’ framing of their qualifications based on preferences – for example, “I
prefer to package what I have to offer as more of a functional expertise or “that’s not what I want
to do and who I want to be and how I want to be positioned” (P 11; emphasis added)”– led me to
conclude that meanings attached to expertise are not static and are negotiated through social
processes between management consultants and their clients and even amongst management
consultants themselves. How do management consultants determine what sort of expertise is
required for any given project or client? Does the ‘external objective advice’ (CMC-Canada
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2017) include determining what form of expertise is needed? To make sense of these questions,
part of my study examined how management consultants justify the need for their services.
Need for Management Consultants
According to CMC-Canada (2017), “management consultants are hired when an
organization lacks sufficient resources or expertise, or requires external objective advice.” This
explanation is almost identical to language used by my participants to define consulting, shown
in the examples above; however, its explanation of why management consultants are the solution
over other professional services firms leaves much to be desired. Findings presented in this
section provide some insight on how management consultants view and justify the different roles
they take on in their work.
It is perhaps to be expected that a response like “we help companies solve problems”
leads to more questions around why they are hired to resolve these problems. My findings
suggest that, contrary to the common narrative that consultants are hired to provide an objective
external opinion, consultants provide their expert services in deference to clients’ predetermined
wishes. Two scenarios that explain the need for consultants that emerged in my study were that
consultants fulfil a need for specific resources or they are hired to validate or legitimate a
planned course of action.
Lack of Resources
Management consultants are hired to provide organizations with resources that are missing in
house since “companies don’t have the time or the expertise internally to solve big problems and
they need the help solving those big problems” (P 2). My participants identified the key
resources that they provide as time, manpower and expertise. For those cases where there are
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employees with expertise within the organization, consultants are hired because these employees
are occupied with other tasks. As one participant explains,
…the personnel resources that they have internally are already there for a reason so they
already have a job or role. For example, if you were doing a big financial analysis project
with the company or something, even if they would have somebody on staff, an
accountant that would have that expertise, they already have things to do (P 4).
In this example, P4 is a functional expert (as opposed to an industry expert or generalist) but he
is also providing manpower and time, since the client has the expertise available but cannot use it
due to the employee’s workload. The service that management consultants like P4 offer (i.e.
using their practical skills to solve an organizational problem rather than providing advice as an
industry expert) reflects a change in management consulting in Canada, where consultants “are
moving away from an ‘expert’ model” (CMC Canada 2017). With a move away from esoteric
expertise this account reflects a ‘hired hands’ approach to consulting (Harvey 2017) where
consultants act as ‘an extra pair of hands’ (Lapsley and Oldfield 2001), and emerged several
times throughout my study. For another consultant, filling a resource gap is something that many
consultants will do, but he is careful to separate it from what he feels a consultant’s role ought to
be:
… if they (clients) just need another pair of hands, then I’m happy to do that. I mean, it’s
not called consulting at that point – it’s called contracting… It’s kind of, um, it helps
them solve an acute problem as opposed to chronic and so I’ll act in that capacity. So, to
be clear, that’s not management consulting. That’s contracting” (P 12).
While most other participants believed that it was acceptable to take on consulting work to
simply provide ‘another pair of hands’, this is contrary to what Alan Weiss (2011:10), a metamanagement consultant, believes the role of a consultant should be:
If you are a pair of hands and not a brain, then you’re not a consultant. You’re probably a very
inexpensive employee.
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In addition to supplementing existing internal resources, consultants are also hired because they
“have very specialized expertise [that] companies internally won’t necessarily have” (P 2). This
is echoed by another participant, who refers to the need for specialized expertise in the form of
industry knowledge:
When the organization hires you, at any level, it means that they either lack the resources
to get the thing done or even if they have the resources, they don’t think they have the
industry best practice knowledge or domain knowledge to get that thing done (P 3).
Domain or industry knowledge represents one area of expertise that management consultants
claim to have. As mentioned earlier, this kind of expertise differs from functional expertise
which does not usually require a deep understanding of any specific industry. Often, the use of a
management consultant’s functional expertise is related to the rate at which the consultant can
complete a task, resulting in a more efficient use of other resources. When justifying the need for
their services, several of my participants believe it is wiser to hire a consultant who has carried
out a function several times rather than attempting to perform the function on one’s own:
…what you’re paying for when you hire an expert is you’re paying for hopefully
efficiency, so that, you know, they’re getting it done as quick as humanly possible as
opposed to taking two or three years and making mistakes from operating on your own (P
4).
In addition to pointing towards the efficiency that management consultants offer, their highlysought expertise also helped consultants justify their positions as experts in various fields. I
found that many of my participants used analogized their roles to other occupations to illustrate
the specialized expertise they have to offer.
For one consultant, being a consultant means having a toolbox that can be used for any project:
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…when you’re a management consultant, you’re just like a mechanic, really. You have to
have a set of tools that you can bring to your engagements and then you apply those tools
depending on the need of the [client] (P 2).
Consulting as a trade was also used by another consultant who argues for organizations’ need for
a specialist’s opinion:
I’ve tried to use the analogy of someone taking their car to the mechanic to get it fixed.
Well, you wouldn’t fix your own car, so if you had your own business, why would you
try to fix your own business, right? If you pay somebody outside of that to get a second
look and somebody that’s an expert in the thing that’s not going right (P 4).
Others favor a plumber analogy. For another participant (P 8), clients are said to participate in
the ‘plumber model’ of consulting when consultants provide implementation of the
recommendations they provide. This form of consulting is different from the ‘doctor-patient
model’, in which “you just get told [what to do] by the authority and you’re supposed to take the
pill and swallow it”. Interestingly, P 10 believes that the doctor-patient model still supports a
need for consultants because “It’s better to talk to a doctor than it is to look on Google.”
Validation
In addition to providing missing resources to clients, my participants identified another
main reason why they might be hired: to act as “rubber stamps of approval” (P 9; P 11) or
‘validation agents’, particularly for public sector clients.
The practice of hiring management consultants to confirm what clients already know has
been documented in exiting literature (Bloomfield and Best 1992; Study 1997). It is closely
related to the legitimization role that consultants play when they “are brought into organizations
in order to carry our programmes of redundancy for example, which management do not want to
deal with themselves” (Lapsley and Oldfield 2001:527). While Lapsley and Oldfield (2001) are
correct in pointing out that consultants are not always aware of this hidden agenda, my findings
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suggest that some management consultants believe fulfilling this role comes along with the
occupation while others oppose this practice, suggesting that it adds to negative stereotypes of
consultants as “guys who will use your watch, charge you for it to tell you what time it is” (P
12).
There are two types of projects that I found to be reflective of a validation role of
management consultants. The first type of engagement is when a consultant is hired without any
intention on the client’s part to implement or take heed of the consultancy’s recommendation.
The outcomes of these projects tend to be reports that ‘collect dust’ on a bookshelf that satisfy
organizational or regulatory requirements for objective opinions. The second type of engagement
involves hiring a management consultant to provide an external opinion that reflects a
predetermined course of action for the client – not for the consultant’s expertise. While privatesector businesses may have these interactions with management consultants, each of these
projects were reported to be more prevalent in the public sector.
When describing why consultants are hired, one participant notes that management
consulting is “a professional service that organizations buy when they need it. It’s usually an
external opinion to validate something they already know or it’s an external opinion to help them
develop something they haven’t done before (P 1; emphasis added).” This account is
corroborated by another participant who adds that management consultants might be hired to
produce “a big thick report that they can put on a shelf and never look at it but they can tell their
boss they did it and they don’t even care what the report says” (P 5). According to P12, in large
organizations it is often the case that “someone needs to have the report done to satisfy a
personal need, not because it’s actually going to have a direct impact on the company and how
they do business (P 12)”. According to some participants, clients fulfil the need for validation,
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under the guise of objective external advice, by ‘shopping around’ for consultancies that promise
to deliver what clients want. When describing this scenario, a participant explains that
…organizations have had multiple consultants and multiple perspectives…“I didn’t like
that perspective so I hired a next one”. I’ve seen that already three times…Yeah, so [the
client] fired the previous one (consultant) and brought in another. That’s a whole other
perspective which is you’re buying the opinion you’re hoping for. Which is a whole
ethical, moral dilemma. But that’s an interesting dimension in and of itself. You know,
you’re being paid to provide a report (P 1).
Searching for a consultant to provide ostensibly objective advice contributes to the negative
image of consultants as ‘charlatans’ who pitch grand promises but do not deliver (Mellett 1988),
while providing benefits to the client. Aside from buying support for management’s decisions,
this practice also relieves pressure in an organization when ‘blame time’ occurs, usually in the
event that action taken is later considered to have been wrong (Alvesson 2001: 869).
While the practice of ‘buying advice’ may be of arguably limited consequence in privatelyowned businesses, there are potentially far-reaching implications for this practice when
government clients are involved. Evidence-based policy making may be substituted for advice
that is influenced by political motivations operating under the guise of impartial advice. A
particularly striking finding from my study revealed that the tendency to engage in validation
projects with management consultants was particularly prevalent with government clients.
Management consultants and clients each face their own set of uncertainties and sense of
professional and personal security (Sturdy 1997). For some management consultants, their role
becomes ambiguous and difficult to carry out in the absence of clear directions from their clients.
This lack of clarity of what the expected outcomes of a project should look like is particularly
frustrating for consultants engaged in validation projects with government clients. One
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consultant describes being hired by a government client who needed an external report to provide
evidence that the proposed policy or program would be feasible:
…behind closed doors with one of the people on the committee – sort of off the record –
[the client] said, “yeah, we’re actually trying to find support for an initiative that we’ve
already agreed to in the government and we were hoping that the results of your project
(stakeholder engagement) would support that but they actually didn’t support that, so we
can’t have you say all the things that you said (in the report)” (P 4).
In this particular example, knowing what objectives the client had in mind would have resulted
in a change in the approach taken by the consultant, who adds
…had [the client] been upfront about how that project supposed to play out, it would
have changed the questions that I asked of the, of the research participants… And they
probably would have gotten the results that they were looking for, just in a bit of a
different way… it goes from “should we do it?” to “we’re going to do it. How do we do it
the best way that we can?” So, it would have completely changed the way that I
structured the project, it would have changed the results and it likely would have been
more useful immediately for that public sector client (P 4).
I found that this approach to management consulting, where the consultant’s role is to solve the
client’s problem in a manner that the client desires, is related to how a consultant views
expertise. For some of my participants, the role of a consultant is to provide expertise that the
client is missing. Justification of the need for consultants in this case is based on their possession
of a rare good, specialized expertise. On the other hand, other participants expressed the belief
that expertise lies within their client’s organization and it is the consultant’s job to help
‘facilitate’ the emergence and application of this knowledge. In this view, the use of consultants
is justified because they can more efficiently and effectively help the client solve the problem
using expertise that exists internally. One participant explains that his approach to consulting
focuses on “how to get the most out of the expertise that the company does have help them solve
their problem (P 2; original emphasis)”. This view is shared by another participant who explains
that major decisions are always deferred to clients, who are viewed as equal partners:
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I would always defer to the client because they really know their environment and often,
you know, it turns out that they have a greater wisdom around some of those aspects…
although I bring expertise, I never come in as the expert that knows it all. I always see it
as collaborative effort with the client, that we’re working together to achieve certain
outcomes. So, I would also consider their expertise equal to mine… (P 7).
Seeing the client as equally responsible for achieving a successful outcome reflects a view of
management consulting as a ‘relational market’ (Faust 2016) wherein intangible ‘products’ (i.e.
consultancy) are co-produced (Clark 1993). This perspective on consulting that views expertise
as internal to the client and the consultant as facilitators contrasts with the view that consultants
must provide objective advice, even if it is at odds with what the client believes is right. For one
participant who was particularly opposed to consultants performing validation projects, it was a
matter of personal integrity:
I think if you’re going to generate a report that distorts what you feel is the proof, you
should not issue the report. And if that says they are not going to pay you, that’s part of
being responsible – you don’t get paid. If you, if you go out there and you issue stuff for
political purpose that is counter to what is true, you’re not a consultant, you’re a, a
political hack who has just been paid to generate a piece of paper and make it look good.
Despite the conflicting views of what management consultants’ roles ought to be, there was a
shared perception of a need to perform in a way that justified the high fees charged for their
services. Whether expertise was considered to lie within the client or within the consultancy, my
participants justified doing what made clients happy based on the money spent on their services.
Acquiring Expertise
In addition to examining what management consultants mean when they claim to provide
expert services to clients, my study explored how they believe expertise is acquired. While the
definitions of expertise varied amongst my participants, a handful of common sources from
which they acquired and developed their expertise were identified. Each source had a different
degree of impact on the consultant’s development of expertise, depending upon the type of
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consulting work each participant specialized in. Credentials and certification, mentorship,
industry and work experience and personal research were identified as the common sources of
information for developing expertise within the occupation.
Credentials, Credibility and ‘Hollow’ Designations
The absence of a clearly defined job description for management consulting certainly
contributes to the curious position of this occupation in Canada. When compared to professions
such as accountants, lawyers and engineers, another aspect of management consulting that is
missing is an adherence to a standardized code of conduct or regulatory body. I was surprised to
find that few participants attributed their expertise to formal education and credentials,
suggesting that formalized training served mostly to signal to clients that they were ‘credible’
consultants.
While most participants report being “exposed to” management consulting during
business school, few placed any emphasis on the skills they learned in business school, claiming
that the most valuable aspects of doing an MBA are being exposed to the occupation of
management consulting, developing networks, and signaling to potential employers and clients
that sufficient business training – but not expertise in any field or function – was received. All
my participants had an undergraduate degree and at least one additional postgraduate certificate
or degree, with MBAs and PhDs being the most common (eight and four, respectively). While
my participants generally saw some value in holding these credentials – particularly the MBA
and PhD – these degrees are often considered in terms of the credibility they lend to the
consultant in the client’s eyes, rather than their contributions to their knowledge and expertise
that are used on the job.
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Given the general view that my participants had on the need for experience to qualify as
an expert, it is perhaps not surprising that most of my participants attributed little value to formal
degrees, such as MBAs and PhDs beyond establishing credibility. For a participant who
specialized in strategy for his MBA, his education provided him with credibility but learning
began outside of school, “in the real world”:
Having an MBA suggests a certain level of credibility… that this person definitely has
some knowledge of management practice…they potentially understand the challenges
senior management faces when running an organization – at least they’ve been exposed
to it – and that they probably have some tools to help solve those problems… All of the
tools that [I] developed came from books that I read, not when I was in school but when I
was in the real world… (P 2).
Doctorates, held by four participants, also play a role in bolstering a consultant’s credibility. For
one participant, “having a PhD is a very positive credential…that does provide credibility” (P 7)
when approaching new clients. While two of my consultants ended up consulting in areas related
to their dissertation topics, there was still a stronger emphasis on the role that on-the-job training
had on developing their skill set:
So, the first firm that I worked with was, had a very strong methodology that they
subscribed to and you as a new consultant working with them very much were
indoctrinated into that. They provided a lot of on-the-job training. So, you really can
learn a lot of that as you go. What [consultancies] are looking for from people who are
not coming from that traditional MBA background are people who have specific sector
knowledge or people who are really great thinkers who can – and those are skills that,
you know, you don’t need an MBA for (P 7).
This “specific sector knowledge”, gained through years of experience working within sectors or
industries, was identified by my participants to be the most important source of knowledge and
expertise.
The importance of establishing credibility also applies to potential employers. Another
consultant who holds an MBA agrees with the importance of having applied experience in order
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to garner expertise in a particular function or industry, suggesting that his MBA had little impact
on his training as a management consultant:
I thought my MBA was useless. Frankly, other than giving me just kind of a general
understanding and giving me a qualifying criteria (sic) that convinced [an employer] that
I was somebody they could rely on, you know, and I had sufficient smarts. But no, what I
did get and I’m not sure where I got it was a love of learning (P 8).
Examples of other professional certifications or designations that my participants held include
the Certified Management Consulting (CMC) designation, Canadian Human Resources
Professional (CHRP) designation,12 , a licensed Professional Engineer (P.Eng) and an
international coaching certification. Unlike accounting, law or engineering, management
consulting is neither regulated nor governed by legislation anywhere in Canada. The CMC
designation, offered through the Canadian Association of Management Consultants (CMCCanada), is a voluntary designation that is recognized in the industry. While the designation “
signifies peer accreditation, and is recognized nationally and internationally” (CMC-Canada
2017), only four participants held a CMC designation. Furthermore, most participants who did
not hold one saw little value in the designation or had no opinion on its value because they did
not know enough about it. For example, when asked what value holding a CMC has in the
consulting industry, a consultant within a large consultancy suggested, “I don’t see it as
something that a lot of my colleagues would bring to the table or that we would prioritize” (P 6),
while another responded, “It doesn’t have anything to do with my work. That’s actually the first
time I’ve heard of it.” (P 4). The high cost associated with obtaining membership13 and general
lack of awareness of the CMC and CMC-Canada contributed to the lack of interest among my
participants in obtaining the designation.

12
13

Offered through the Human Rights Professionals Association (HRPA).
As of July 2017, the annual cost of membership is $675 (CMC-Canada 2017b)
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For one participant, a consultant’s personal traits, such as confidence and strong work
ethic, are more important than a designation:
I don’t believe that, you know, if you don’t have it (CMC) you’re not going to be
successful as a management consultant because at the end of the day, it [boils down to]
your personal traits, how confident you are, and how confident you are in your abilities to
perform and your domain knowledge…
For participants who saw value in the CMC designation, a commitment to ethical, high-quality
business practices and a desire to be distinguished from other consultants were the main driving
factors behind receiving the certification. In response to my question, “what does the CMC
designation signal to your clients?”, a senior-level consultant admitted that there is limited value
to the designation beyond adhering to the Uniform Code of the Professional Conduct that binds
all designees:
[It signals that] somebody’s gone to school [laughs] and gotten taught how to be a
consultant and, you know, required to swear that they will uphold the ethics of the
profession. But beyond that, it doesn’t, doesn’t support much.
Another participant with several years of experience in the industry echoes this belief that there
are few benefits to holding a CMC beyond the requirement to commit to ethical consulting
practices:
The CMC attempts to provide an accreditation but it’s so baseline that…it’s mostly
around ethics. I’d say it’s, it’s good but… it’s very minimum and a lot of firms now don’t
even encourage people to go and get it because what they’re going to expect is much
higher than what the CMC designation provides (P 11).
The requirements that a consultant commit a minimum number of hours each year to
professional development and consulting work was reported to be another way to signal
credibility to potential clients. According to one CMC-designated participant, the advantage that
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a CMC has over an MBA is signaling to clients that there has been an application of business
principles:
…the difference between having an MBA and the certification is you have a pure
recognition that yes, you have knowledge but you also know how to apply it and you
have applied it and there’s case histories that you’ve presented and therefore, the
certification says, “this is a person who has knowledge but is also skilled in the use of
that knowledge”.
In general, I found that my participants found very little value in the CMC designation. For those
who held the designation, there were few benefits beyond the implication that its holder is an
ethical practitioner with experience. In addition to a limited general awareness of the CMC
designation, its perceived disconnection from what clients are looking for in a consultant,
expertise, leaves little to be desired. One participant attributes the limited success of CMCCanada in Canada to the certification’s inability to address “core expertise” of consultants.
Why they’re (CMC-Canada) having a challenge getting the CMC designation accepted is
because it doesn’t speak to the core issue of expertise that most clients want… if you can
have a core expertise and you add the CMC on top, then I think you’ve got something
quite good. But without a compelling substantiation of a base, you know, expertise such
as environmental issues or I’m not sure what else, you know, that CMC on its own is a bit
hollow (P 8).
While the certification covers various aspects of consulting, such as ethical business practices, its
current structure does not allow for a consultant’s field or functional expertise to be recognized.
As P 8 sees it, the designation can only complement existing expertise that a consultant has and
that, without any demonstrated experience and expertise in a certain field or function, the CMC
is a ‘hollow’ designation.
Perspectives on Professionalization
The majority of participants did not see value in obtaining a CMC designation. There was
also little interest in seeing a true professionalization of management consulting that would
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require regulation and certification. The reasons for this were previously mentioned as they
related to perceptions of the CMC’s impact on expertise acquisition; however, arguments in
support of professionalization were also provided. For those participants who felt that some bad
consultants might have tarnished the reputation of the occupation – one participant suggests that
some consultants ‘water down’ the occupation through ‘damaging’ low-quality work (P 7) –
professionalization presents a barrier to entry for certain people. For others, professionalization
would require an adherence to ethical and standardized management consulting practices.
One consultant feels that the high costs associated with professionalization might be an
added stress to consultants as well as a “money grab”:
It seems to be quite expensive to be a professional in the sense that you have to pay for
dues, you have to pay for professional memberships and you have to do all of this extra
work on top of just being a, a, just going to work (P 4).
While another consultant sees one advantage of professionalization as a way to prevent the
oversaturation of the management consulting market:
… not anybody can just put up a sign and say, “I’m a lawyer”; however, a lot of people
say they’re mc. And maybe that’s part of the issue, is that you’ve got people that are
possibly not damaging the profession but watering it down so that, that, you know, if
anyone can be one, what’s so special about it? (P 7)
As a certified professional engineer (P.Eng), another participant sees the value in having
professional status rather than a voluntary professional organization, particularly as it relates to
accountability:
… to make it professional is a prohibitive cost and lobbying effort that’s there. And so
that’s been primarily the restriction. The advantage is if you’ve met national standards
and are classed as a professional designation…you’re open to scrutiny, you’re open to
disclosure, you’re open to being sued, I suppose, if you have non-professional practice.
So there is certainly a recognition, I suppose, that would improve if, if one did reach the
legislated professional positions (P 10).
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For another participant, a set of standardized frameworks or requirements would only be
appropriate for public sector projects that have a higher degree of accountability:
I think if you’re talking about consultants who are doing very formal – let’s almost call it
“government-driven consulting” – I think when you’re on, when you’re being paid, let’s
say a tax-based funded client, I think that there’s definitely…I think having some kind of
framework, let’s call it, for consultants who are in that kind of work, would be valuable
(P 5; original emphasis).
For those who believed there were at least some benefits to holding a CMC, the designation
signals to potential clients that the bearer is a “professional” consultantrather than a person who
is consulting while he or she is “in between jobs” (P 12). “People who have the CMC”, said one
participant, “tend to have a more serious appreciation of what consulting is” (P 8). This is echoed
by another participant, who sees the CMC as one way to distinguish himself from “all the people
that become unemployed and print out business cards and say, ‘well, I have a lot of experience
doing something, so now I’m a consultant’” (P 10). For others, the CMC may not be enough to
distinguish oneself as a full-time consultant from those simply seeking extra employment
opportunities:
I’ve seen a lot of ads for consultants who are saying things like, “I’ll conduct a review of
your business for like 40 bucks an hour”. Things like that. So it’s kind of a
commoditization. (P 5)
While participants suggested that formal education plays a role in bolstering a management
consultant’s credibility, there are mixed views on the value of an MBA and CMC for developing
expertise in a function or field. For designations that require a minimum number of hours be
performed on a specific task, such as project management (PMP - Project Management
Professional) or the Certified Management Consulting (CMC) designation, expertise is acquired
through measurable hours of applied practice. In order to qualify for an Entry Stream CMC
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designation, for instance, an applicant must have completed 3,600 hours of management
consulting over a three-year period (CMC-Canada 2017). I was surprised to find that, even
though the CMC certification requires thousands of hours of experience, very few participants
saw a value in the certification.
This view of expertise aligns with expertise research in the cognitive sciences which argues that
temporal measures (e.g., hours or years) of experience with certain tasks are poor indicators of
performance (Ericsson et al 1993; Charness et al 1995). While the recognition and credibility
that accompanies professional designations was credited with providing some expertise, the view
that applied practice and industry experience are more valuable for acquiring expertise was a
more significant finding in my study.
Industry
There was a general view that expertise is inextricably linked to work experience, since
the skills and tools that a management consultant can acquire through formal education and
research are of little value without application in “the real world”. Interestingly, several
participants reported ‘stumbling onto’ the occupation or being unaware that their work could be
considered management consulting, suggesting that the general lack of awareness around this
occupation is so far-reaching that some do not realize their work can be labelled ‘consulting’
until years later. everal of my participants entered the management consulting industry after
having spent several years working in a particular industry, gaining insight and developing
networks before eventually starting or joining a consulting practice.
One advantage to working in industry after business school and before joining a
consultancy is the opportunity to experiment with different roles within an organization,
particularly working in management positions like most of my participants had. For instance, one
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participant describes the value his first position out of business school had in providing him with
knowledge of a highly-regulated field:
…it was the perfect job as an introduction to the industry…when you’re working in a
small company, you have to wear many hats. So, I was [a manager] but I was able to
work with every single aspect of that organization: manufacturing to regulatory to sales,
marketing, finance, everything. So, coming out, I had really, really good working
knowledge of the industry (P 2).
For another participant, entering the consulting industry in an entry-level position provided him
with experience that segued into a consulting role:
…I was basically just working as a research assistant for one of the other consultants
here. So, just doing report editing, some really basic market research type stuff. And did
that for a couple of years, got kind of bored with it.14 I approached one of the other
managers here in the department just to say that I had lots of free time and wanted to do
something different… that’s how I ended up transitioning into doing our small business
consulting. So, it was kind of an accident (P 4).
My participants overwhelmingly attributed much of their expertise to the experience they had
working in specific industries or performing specific tasks, such as strategic planning, across
several industries. While few of the consultants I interviewed identified as experts in specific
industries, such as healthcare, most of my participants considered themselves functional experts
with deep industry knowledge.
Experience as a small business owner was also a practical segue into consulting for some
of my participants who believed that being business owners helped them develop a set of tools
and expertise that could be used to solve a diverse range of problems. When using these tools,
one participant reports that she was acting as a management consultant without realizing it:
14

Incidentally, the experience of boredom in consulting is also a key theme that emerged in my
research. The chapter ‘Discussion and Conclusion’ includes some findings on the relationship
between boredom, routinization and personal satisfaction that support existing research on
boredom in knowledge work (Costas and Karreman 2015).
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I actually had never heard of the profession, to be honest, but through a process of being
an entrepreneur and a business owner myself, I came to be in a position as people asking
me for advice on various aspects of running a business and I decided at some point…to
go and do an MBA. It was when I was in the MBA that I found out that there was
actually a profession called management consulting (P 5).
A similar experience was reported by another participant who describes wanting to use his
decades of experience in the technology sector to help others :
I thought I had some experience and skills that would be of value to others and as far as
the way for it in consulting was to go and do an MBA and specifically with
(management) consulting as the option (P 12).
Understanding the intricacies of running a business helps position management consultants as
experts because of their first-hand experience with the common issues that organizations face.
This experience not only allows consultants to reflect on past experiences that appear to help
their clients through similar problems, but also facilitates trust-building in the relationship. One
participant describes the importance of showing “empathy for the people you’re working with”
in order to build trust with clients:
I went through 3 boxes of Kleenex that were there specifically for people who would sit
in my office…these were owners of companies that were successful at things but just the
tremendous stress of trying to run a business was something they hadn’t found they could
share…I think my Kleenex box was one of my…(laughs) demonstrations that [I’m] doing
something that people felt comfortable with and were getting value out of it… it’s back
to, again, that shared experience. I’ve seen a lot of different things and I’ve made a lot of
really stupid mistakes which, you know, I’ve been able to share with people… (P 10)
Small versus Large Consultancies For some management consultants, working for a large
consultancy allows them to gain experience, which eventually leads to expertise, working in a
diverse range of industries. This exposure to different clients and industries is valued for the
opportunities to expand consultants’ experience that working within one industry or organization
would not provide. As one junior-level consultant at a large consultancy says, “So, really what
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management consulting does is it expedites the experience that you would have gotten if you just
stayed in-house somewhere” (P 9). Due to the higher volume of projects and their tendency to
hire generalists (P3), larger consultancies are perceived to have an advantage over smaller
boutique consultancies who must specialize in “niche” markets to compete with large firm. For
consultants who work for large consultancies, the organization itself provides many opportunities
for additional experience which then translates into expertise. One consultant described the
significant role that generalists, in particular, have had in building the knowledge base and
expertise of larger consulting firms that makes them attractive to prospective clients:
They have a huge, huge knowledge base which is unparalleled in the industry…you take
the Big 4, which is KPMG, Ernst & Young, Deloitte or PwC, or you take the big strategy
consulting firms like McKinsie, Bain, BCG or A.T. Kearney they are very deep in
domain knowledge in numerous industries and they’re built up in, built up that repository
in years and years of industry practice and research. So that’s something that consultants
bring from these big firms which generally you don’t get within that [client] (P 3).
The perception that large consultancies encourage collaboration within the firm was not shared
by all of my participants, however. While large consultancies may provide consultants with
many hands-on learning opportunities their hierarchical nature, often based on partnerships, also
encourages competition which sometimes results in knowledge, as one participant describes:
I would say like there’s nice people in the profession but it’s kind of shark like. If I want
warm and fuzzy, I’m not going to any consulting people…This is cut throat, this is long
hours, it’s competitive, it’s ‘up or out’. This is a secretive profession where people don’t
like to share who their clients are, even within firms…I think it’s typical of most firms so
it’s, it’s quite competitive; it can be secretive. People can create internal barriers to – I
don’t know why – but like in any other organization, I don’t think that’s unique to
consulting but it can create knowledge barriers to keep themselves protected. Stuff like
that. So, yeah, it’s not that collaborative. Ironically, even though you have to [work in]
teams I would say of the profession it’s not terribly open or collaborative (P 5).
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The perception that consulting can be ‘shark-like’ notwithstanding, there was also a clear
emphasis placed on the importance of collaboration and relationship and network building for
many participants.
Mentors and Networks
In addition to gaining knowledge about a particular field, an advantage to spending
several years in an industry before beginning consulting work is the development of working
relationships. Becoming acquainted with industry leaders and executives allows consultants to
take with them the networks that they created within industry, presumably to build a client base
in the consultancy and to receive referrals or business by word-of-mouth.
The importance of developing networks through industry experience extends well beyond
building a reputation or client base – sometimes, it can guarantee a project will be awarded to a
consultancy. When discussing the importance of relationship building and management, one
participant emphasized its importance for obtaining repeat business:
…a lot of our consulting business is that repeat business situation where we do some
client work with somebody and then they come back to us time and time again to do
some additional consulting because they have a relationship with us… (P 4)
while another consultant discussed the importance of industry connections which can assist with
‘sealed’ projects:
A big part of what we do is relationship management. I’ll let you in on a secret: most of
the consulting firms, when they get an engagement, the engagements are almost always
sealed even before the bid gets to the market (P3).
This phenomenon of ‘wiring’ requests for proposals so that a specific consultancy will be
awarded the contract is nothing new – the prevalence of ‘wired’ proposals in Canadian
governments has been covered by the news in recent years. From personal experience, I would
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agree with this consultant’s statement since I was trained to spot ‘wired’ RFPs during my time in
a management consultancy. For example, some RFPs will require bidders to demonstrate
proficiency with a specific methodology that perhaps one consultancy specializes in or
experience with a proprietary software or system that few consultancies would.
Networking is particularly important to consultants who live and work outside of large
cities, like Toronto. One misconception reported to by one of my participants is the belief that
the best consultants work in large cities, rather than in their outskirts:
We have an expression, “you have to be from at least 25 kilometers away with a
PowerPoint presentation to be a consultant”…so, it’s like “well, if I haven’t heard of you
then you can’t be any good” (laughs), you know? So, I think some of the, the things that
people think is that if you didn’t come from Toronto then you’re not any good. You
couldn’t be good if you’re just from our community, so it’s just trying to establish
credibility within a certain either geographic community or a, even a sector (P 7).
By expanding their networks, my participants not only establish a reputation that would improve
the likelihood of winning projects, but also quell any misperceptions that suburban consultants
are not as competent as their larger city counterparts.
‘Intellectual capital junkies’
My interview data presented a strong theme of “love of learning” amongst my
participants. Many participants reported that reading management texts provided them with
additional tools and methodologies that could be added to their “toolbox” for future projects,
particularly if they do not have experience in the area they are researching. Thomas, who admits
to “being a kind of intellectual capital junkie”, was able to refer me to several management
consulting texts that he had read over the years in order to refine his consulting skills. When
responding to my question on where he learns his methodologies, one participant discusses
research and experimentation:
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I’m trying to solve problems using models and approaches that have been tried and have
a track record so you can see what’s good and maybe not so good about them and try to
fit them in appropriately to the challenge I’m facing or been asked to try and tackle…(P
8)
Supplementing one’s “toolbox” with self-taught skills and methodologies is an interesting
practice because most of my participants emphasized the value in hiring someone who’s carried
out a function “several times”. The objective in doing personal research is to strengthen a
consultant’s skills, but applying new methodologies learned from others requires
experimentation and discretion. While they may not have used these “tried-and-true” methods
personally, there is an implied trust that consultants have of other consultants’ applications and
judgements. For one self-employed management consultant, personal research is an important
way to acquire expertise:
I’m reading books about strategy all the time and when you’re working in that field, if
you read something you think you can apply to one of your consulting implementations
then you go ahead and you apply it (P 2).
The general view expressed by my participants that expertise relies mostly on applications of
knowledge attained through formal education, personal research and business training is
reminiscent of Ryle’s (1949) argument that “knowing how” is not irreducible to “knowing that”
(Winch 2010:3, cited in Christensen 2016). In other words, my participants view expertise as a
combination of theoretical knowledge and the practical application of these propositions. This
view is supported by Weiss (2011:10), who notes that many IT consultants, in particular, are
“simply doing” and “not bringing their own intellectual capital”. This finding sheds light on how
expertise is conceived of within management consulting, a knowledge-intensive occupation, but
also on how consultants understand their role as experts. When hired to provide advice or to
perform a function, it appears that consultants distinguish themselves from other experts by
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emphasizing the experience they have in applying their methods within different industries and
with different clients. Similar to the seasoned doctors, mechanics and plumbers that my
participants analogized their work to, management consultants demonstrate their acquired
expertise to clients by highlighting their ‘track record’, showing that they have performed this
task several times in the past.
Evaluating Success
Client Feedback
Existing research suggests that evaluation of consulting work is fraught with uncertainty,
requiring a negotiation between buyers and sellers on appropriate solutions to perceived
problems (Deetz 1998:156). My study, which addressed the question, “how do management
consultants determine if a project was successful?”, supports the argument that visions of success
are negotiated between clients and consultants. For my participants, however, repeat business
with the same client and referrals to new clients are measurable signs that a project was
successful. Clients’ clear articulation of a successful outcome and a consultant’s delivery of that
objective was found to be a key to success because it often leads to repeat business, providing
not only additional income but experience – and, in turn, expertise – as well. Personal and
standardized evaluations of expertise were not found to be significant.
Most of my participants said that they value their clients’ happiness and satisfaction over
all else, including repeated business and additional income. There were few mentions of how a
consultant defines success on a personal level – this always depends upon their client’s
perception of their work. As one participant noted, “I would prefer to ask them before we even
start the project or even have been engaged to do so is really understand what their version of
success is (P 5).”
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Again, there is a strong theme of consultants basing their personal evaluations of success
on their clients’ perspectives. If the client is happy, the project was a success. Some ways to
measure success can be quantified, like increasing sales or reducing costs, but even these
objectives are determined by the client. Also, the continuing relationship between consultant and
client is a sign of success as well, specifically when there is follow-up work.
… we’ll interview clients at the end of an engagement and get their feedback about
whether or not they were satisfied with the service. Would they recommend, would they
work with us again? So, really, success or the perception of success is often deemed
from the viewpoint of the client (P 6).
Repeat Business
This idea of “repeat business”, where consultants are hired to work another project with
the same client, is particularly important to independent management consultants who rely on
them for a steady source of income. As the owner-operator of a niche consultancy reports,
…a majority of my work does come from referrals and clients that come back. Repeat
clients. So, I think the most important thing is your reputation and the actual work that
you do. Once you do good work, you are known for that and then you get more work
through word of mouth… I think as a management consultant my strongest asset is, is I
do quality work and I’m known for that and I get repeat calls because of that (P 7).
For some consultants, however, being a small business owner means not having the resources
(i.e. time) to follow up on a project for feedback unless there is a high probability that it will lead
to additional projects and income. When asked how he thinks his clients evaluate his
performance, one participant responded:
Well, for me the only thing that mattered is that they gave me repeat business, right?
(Laughs). And if they did give me repeat business I would always be asked, ask the
question, um “what could we have done differently in the first project? How, what would
you have liked to have seen that maybe would have provided you with something that
you didn’t get from the first implementation? All those things. So, I never really cared
much about what they thought except for getting new business (laughs) to be quite
honest. As a small business owner, that’s all you care about (P 2).
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Furthermore, P 2 suggests that a lack of follow-up work might indicate that the client did not get
what they had hoped for from the engagement. When asked if he had ever worked on any
projects that ended with a client being disappointed, he responded:
Probably, probably. And, you know, those were one offs. But I can’t say that I got
feedback from the clients saying, “This isn’t what we were expecting. This isn’t what we
wanted” but sure, there were clients I had where I only had one project with them. So,
maybe it wasn’t exactly what they were expecting; they didn’t get out of it what they
thought they’d get out of it. I don’t know, you’d have to ask the client. I can’t say
because they never said to me, “this is crap and we’ll never work with you again”. That
never happened (P 2).
Not Needed
Another sole practitioner agrees deliverables and “checkboxes” are important for evaluating a
project’s success, but adds that the goal is to get the client to a place where the consultant can
leave them in a better position than before the engagement:
… you know, relative to the mandate they gave me as well as my own analysis of coming
in, when you see that the checkboxes are there, they’ve understood what’s there, you’ve
had your discussions, you’ve found a pathway. You basically recognize you’re not
needed, right? That they have the basics to do it themselves and you should get out and
let them do it themselves and say, “if you run into troubles call me back” (P 10).
This participant’s views on success are consistent with his view that his role as a consultant
should be a temporary one, which involves teaching the client how to run more effectively, and
that he is a transient presence in his client’s organizations:
My consulting side allows me to come in, help a company and get out. So I’m not a threat
to somebody. I’m there to facilitate them to know how to do their own business and
operate things so it has a teaching aspect to it as well as an analytical side. And then you
get out and you’re available as a resource but you shouldn’t be on the payroll all the time,
right? Sounds like something like a helicopter metaphor might be useful.
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Implementation
Implementation is also a way for consultants to determine whether a project was successful. All
my participants discussed the importance of implementation for consulting projects, with some
adding that consulting projects have no meaning unless the recommendations and advice are
acted upon.
Participants distinguished between having their advice rejected or their judgement
questioned and the client exercising diligence, having unrealistic expectations or simply going in
another direction. As one consultant explained,
Well, they questioned my judgement all the time…Their job is to make sure there are no
holes in my analysis. So, I may be answering a little bit of a different question because
they’re not necessarily saying that you don’t have good judgement. They’re trying to
determine whether your judgement is sound or not (P 2).
A failure to implement solutions15 is an area that one consultant reflects on regularly, who says
“I keep trying to figure out why certain clients will engage consultants and then not, then just not
at all engage in the solutions”. When contemplating whether or not he should sell another service
in order to act on his initial recommendations, another participant bases his decision on whether
or not he feels his recommendations will be followed: …it would honestly be frustrating for me
to go through more of that process and then have it not, not be used by the client at all (P 4).
This frustration is shared by a more senior level consultant, who will not continue a
project unless he feels the client has faith in the process and him. When explaining why he would

15

A personal anecdote on my experience in a management consultancy supports the common view here that
implementation is an important part of management consulting. During a discussion about implementation in a
business process improvement workshop, one consultant asked the question, “isn’t our job done after giving the
recommendation? Why should we care if they implement it?” While most other participants laughed at this question
– which, by the way, was asked with utmost sincerity – the facilitator instructor responded, “You should care. You
want the client to do well and that means helping them through the implementation”.
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“fire” a potential client – he emphasizes that it is not current clients he is talking about – he
points to the client’s attitude towards the work:
…if I want to fire a customer, I can do that. And I should say it’s not a customer, to be
fair. Once I’ve actually signed on for a project, I’ll complete it but it’s at the stage where
I’m trying to learn what their problem is and if I get a sense for the fact that they’re not
listening, then I will simply just thank them for the time and move on (P 12).
Public versus Private Sector Clients
A common perception amongst my participants was the relative ease of determining success on a
project when working with private sector clients when compared to public sector clients. Again,
this primarily ties into the likelihood of implementation. When comparing the two sectors, one
participant explains that
…government doesn’t like to just take a report and do something, right? So, the
implementation of something in a government basis, it is a slow process. So, you’re
providing seeds or a particular problem solving but your expectation that you’re about to
change how the government operates should be very low, right? You may seed
something and over ten or fifteen years or a generation, it may come to pass… (P 10)
For-profit business, however, often implement solutions soon after receiving them which makes
consulting work much more rewarding for that participant:
…there’s immediate feedback, there’s an immediate success if you are sort of looking at,
“am I successful as a consultant?” The personal satisfaction is something that is pretty
much immediate. Or the disappointment’s immediate, too, right? You solve a problem
and then they sort of shrugs their shoulder and say, “well, I’m not going to do it”. (P 10)
Another consultant echoes this perception of working with public sector clients and the difficulty
it presents in evaluating one’s performance:
…[government is] often extremely reluctant to change, change the perspective on what
they want. Even if as the findings come along, things are way different than they thought,
they often are not flexible for a bunch of reasons. I find it harder to, it’s harder to
determine at times with the government clients whether it’s been a success or not, for that
reason (P 5).
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When differentiating between consulting for the public versus private sector, my
participants highlighted the different requirements of either type of client, as opposed to different
approaches. A common theme that emerged amongst consultants who work for both private and
public sector clients is the lack of creativity and freedom that public sector work permits.
Because governments issue RFPs and have firm deadlines and deliverables (i.e. clearly defined
outcomes, such as a written report with recommendations), consultants are restricted in terms of
the approaches they may use (to accommodate the different requirements of public and private
sector clients) and the type of relationship they would like to build.
One participant distinguishes between working for small business clients in an “advisory”
role, characterized by trust and the freedom to be creative, and working for government clients in
a “consultant” role, restricted by predetermined objectives. This demarcation is an interesting
contrast to existing literature on the sociology of expertise that might view them as
interchangeable, defining them as experts “who specialize in selling a capacity to produce
actionable knowledge for clients” (Christensen 2016).
Conclusion
My research examined how management consultants conceptualize expertise. Two types of
expertise are reflected in the preceding definitions of management consultants; participants who
emphasized their use of methodologies, tools or tool sets refer to the provision of expert
performance or service. Definitions of consulting that lean towards providing advice and
expertise at large fall more generally into the expert opinion view of consulting. While formal
training and education play a role in how expertise is believed to be acquired, the majority of my
participants believed that practical applications of theoretical knowledge was a necessary
requisite for expertise, irrespective of whether one identifies as a functional or industry expert.
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The choice to identify with either form of expert consultant is a deliberate one, with more of my
participants identifying as functional experts over industry experts. Presumably, this leads to
more opportunities and fewer challenges to one’s authority when a consultant’s ‘track record’ is
often a sole indicator for success.
While I have identified these two categories as the types of expertise discussed by my
participant, I must caution here that they are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Consultants may
be hired to provide an expert opinion on whether or not the client organization should undergo
restructuring, for example, and may be hired to provide expert performance by implementing the
suggested course of action. When explaining how they approach their work, participants across
the board suggested that it depends on the project and client. As service providers, my
participants emphasized the importance of pleasing their clients. With the absence of a codified
set of guidelines or regulations that are present for other occupations, such lawyers or engineers,
management consultants enjoy a marked level of autonomy and flexibility in their work. This
extends even to how they may evaluate their work. My finding that some consultants base their
evaluation of their performance exclusively on the satisfaction of their clients, supports the idea
that the client-consultant relationships are relational and dependent on social processes rather
than on the provisions of technical expertise.
The data presented key findings that are particularly relevant for the next chapter. First,
the most pronounced justification for the need for consulting is consultants’ possession of
specialized or rare knowledge. Second, consultants have a preference for projects that provide
them with more autonomy and freedom to devise solutions to clients’ problems more creatively.
Third, some consultants, particularly newer ones, feel pressured by clients to demonstrate that
they know more than they do in order to justify high consulting fees. While more experienced
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consultants eventually learn that it is not important to ‘know everything’, there is still perceived
pressure to work efficiently to provide value for money paid for their services. Finally, the
opinions of clients and others constitute the most significant indicator for success for some
consultants. Indicators of success include follow-up work, referrals and implementation.
Connections between these themes and the theoretical framework and existing literature are
made in the next chapter, Discussion and Conclusion.
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion
This chapter ties major findings from the preceding chapters into the orders of worth
framework and existing literature on the management consulting occupation. Particular focus
will be paid to how consultants justify their positions on what the role of their occupation ought
to be and how their performance should be evaluated. This chapter discusses the dominant
worlds in which management consultants find themselves – the inspired, industrial and market
world. The world of fame and the civic world will also be discussed. This study contributes to
the literature on management consulting by using a novel approach offered by the sociology of
critical capacity (Boltanski and Thévenot 1996) to explain how consultants determine which set
of values ought to prevail in their work when confronted with conflicting notions of what role
they should play.
This section begins with a discussion of management consulting as knowledge work and
its relation to the inspired world. As previously outlined in Chapter 2, logic that is reflective of
the inspired world values unbridled creativity, often spontaneous and spurred on by passions.
Next, I discuss how the industrial world’s emphasis on efficiency, routinization and
predictability prevails when consultants participate in projects that are routinized and devoid of
opportunities for creative expression – a stark contrast to the inspired polity that consultants
prefer. I then move on to discussing the role that logic in the world of fame plays when
consultants evaluate their performance on projects, emphasizing the importance of reputation and
client satisfaction. This section concludes by highlighting the contribution that these findings
make to existing work on management consulting, the limitations of this research and directions
for future studies in this area.
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Orders of Worth in Management Consulting
Inspired World
Management consulting is a ‘knowledge-intensive’ occupation16 that places a premium on
knowledge for production of outputs, differing from capital-intensive and labour-intensive work
whose inputs rely more heavily upon capital and labour, respectively (Starbuck 1992:715).
Knowledge work is generally understood to be performed by highly qualified individuals whose
intellectual abilities and expertise comprise the key resources for this form of work (Costas and
Kärreman 2015:64). With a track record of hiring graduates from top business schools
(Armbruster 2004; McKenna 2006), management consulting firms maintain an elite status and
identity by hiring individuals who seem most likely to internalize existing organizational beliefs
and practices (Armbruster 2004). It is perhaps of little surprise that new entrants into the field of
consulting expect it to be inspiring and creative work (Costas and Kärreman 2015). Costa and
Kärreman’s (2015) finding that many management consultants experience boredom, challenging
the widely-held assumption that knowledge work is creative and glamorous, is significant
because it highlights an incompatibility between organizational ideals and consultants’ own
perceptions of the work.
While dissatisfaction with boring, mundane consulting work was expressed by most of
my participants, there was also a willingness to balance both creative and routine projects as they
were seen as “part of the job”. When differentiating between consulting for the public versus
private sector, my participants highlighted the different requirements of each type of client, as
well as those required by large versus small- and medium-sized organizations. A common theme
16

Drawing on Schriescheim et al. (1997), Starbuck (1992:717) notes that experts may not be professionals and
knowledge-intensive firms may not be professional firms, since a profession must have “an ethical code, cohesion,
collegial enforcement of standards, and autonomy”. We have used the term ‘profession’ here to reflect the language
used by my participants in describing their occupation although management consulting does not have a professional
status in Canada.
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that emerged amongst consultants who work for both private and public-sector clients is the lack
of creativity and freedom that public-sector work permits. Because government agencies issue
requests for proposals (RFP) which outline firm deadlines and deliverables (i.e. clearly defined
outcomes, such as a written report with recommendations), consultants are restricted in terms of
the approaches they may use.
The constraints that most projects with public sector or large clients place on
management consultants’ creativity reflect the conflicting states of worthiness present in the
inspired and industrial worlds. For management consultants, resolving complex organizational
problems using creative processes and solutions constitute the passion and uniqueness of the
individual which are most valued in the inspired world. This desire to create, driven by passion
and often spontaneous, describes what inspired individuals offer that is “most original and most
peculiar to them, that is through their own genius, that they give themselves to others and serve
the common good (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006:160-161). When comparing projects with
smaller clients and for-profit clients against projects with larger or public-sector organizations, a
lower level of personal satisfaction was reported due to an inability to exercise creativity and
discretion in the problem-solving process. As a managing consultant at a large consultancy
opined:
Consulting for smaller businesses requires a lot of creativity and flexibility. Business
owners typically aren’t interested in things like frameworks or methodology… It’s a
different kind of role… [For government projects], there are certain ways that you ought
to look at it...ways that you ought to validate its effectiveness and impact and I don’t
think that’s such a creative process (P 5).
For consultants who are self-employed or working within boutique consulting firms, there
appears to be less pressure to use standard consulting methodologies commonly adopted by large
consulting firms, allowing room for creative self-expression. This observation supports Costas
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and Kärreman’s (2015) argument that larger, more bureaucratic knowledge-intensive firms tend
to use standardized methodologies. Smaller projects and consultancies need not adopt routinized
processes, as a consultant at a boutique consulting organization explained:
I am able to be quite nimble, quite flexible…I try to, to let people know about the
customized approach. You’re not getting this off-the-shelf, “okay, here’s the 5 steps”,
you know. Everything I do is customized to the organization I work with… I enjoy the
flexibility and the creativity (P 7).
The majority of my participants expressed the belief that having the freedom to adopt various
techniques and approaches made consulting work more personally satisfying. Consultants who
worked as sole practitioners or within small consulting firms appeared to have more flexibility
and autonomy than participants who worked within larger consulting organizations.
More fulfilling projects grant consultants the freedom to draw from their ‘toolbox’, a
collection of possible solutions curated through years of training and trial and error. Entrusting a
management consultant with autonomy to channel her creativity reflects the state of grace or
illumination that worthy individuals in the inspired polity achieve when they are not concerned
with the opinion of others (Boltanski and Thévenot 1999; 2006). Consultants who are involved
with every aspect of the engagement, from problem definition to implementation of the
solution(s), and are trusted by their clients to approach the project in however way they see fit,
escape the restraints imposed by other worlds, such as the industrial world’s proclivity for
processes and routine. This idealization of management consulting work as creative work was
contrasted with other occupations that were argued to be mundane and routine in nature.
Comparing management consulting to medicine, one consultant explained that a less
enjoyable aspect of his work involves routinized problem solving for common organizational
problems:
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You sort of see the same questions that come up over and over and over again. I’m sure
it’s like a doctor saying [laughs] “oh, well, your eyes look runny and your nose is sniffly.
You’ve got a cold”. The challenge comes in in not doing the routine things that’s there in
any job, really. It’s in finding the exception that you can make a difference to (P 10).
While routinely solving the same types of problems allows consultants to make claims to
expertise in those functions, it challenges the view that knowledge work is “complex and varied”
and “cannot follow prescribed routines” (Costas and Kärreman 2016:62). An aversion to
unimaginative projects seems a natural response for those who mobilize inspired logic due to
their tendency to enter relationships “that generate warmth, originality, and creativity among
individuals, and because they are “inclined to dream, to ‘imagine’…to create” (Boltanski and
Thévenot 2006:162). Performing mundane consulting work that often relies upon standard
methodologies – one consultant used program evaluation for government clients as an example –
represents a departure from the the “enriching, exciting, exalting, fascinating” dimensions of the
inspired world (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006:159).
However, a strong predilection for projects that allow creative problem solving does not
typically stop a consultant from taking on unfulfilling work. My participants demonstrated a
willingness to work on projects that do not allow for creativity, despite the projects’ association
with lower levels of personal satisfaction. Those working in larger organizations have even less
control over the type of assignments they work on. A high importance placed on being an
efficient consultant and making clients run more efficiently, valued in the industrial world, often
dominates’ management consultants desire for creative work.
Industrial World
Management consultants are hired to provide organizations with resources that are missing in
house since, as one participant suggested, organizations “don’t have the time or the expertise

85

internally to solve big problems and they need the help solving those big problems”. This finding
is consistent with Momani’s (2013:12-13) observation that many management consultants
believe they are “more cost effective or a better use of government resources than in-house
staff”. Interestingly, this view is shared by (government) clients as well, who believe that
management consultants are hired to address time or talent gaps in client organizations (Momani
and Khirfan 2013). The downsizing of the civil service, however, has led to the increased use of
management consultants in order to complete short-term projects in a more cost-efficient manner
(Speers 2007). This vacancy opened the public service to management consultants, since “highly
regarded qualities in the private sector, such as efficiency and speediness, have to be balanced
with equity and effectiveness in the public sector” (ibid: 412). The value placed on efficiency
suggests that industrial world logic prevails, particularly when management consultants work
with public sector clients.
Large consulting projects for government clients at all levels are typically undertaken by
‘the Big 4’ firms – Deloitte, Ernst & Young, PriceWaterhouseCoopers, and KPMG (Howlett and
Migone 2014). As noted by Aucoin (1995:1), so-called private sector or industry best practices
were increasingly adopted by governments in the 1980s seeking to “promote economy and
efficiency in government”. Despite the general agreement that Western democracies, including
Canada, have embraced NPM ideals that reflect market world values – downloading or
‘returning’ some responsibilities to nongovernment actors and an increased emphasis on
outcomes and performance (Pal 2010) – government agency practices reflect a set of logics that
compete with the inspired world in which management consultants prefer to find themselves.
Referencing Osborne and Gaebler (1992)’s “rejection of the hierarchical architecture of most
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governments”, Pal’s (2010:81) description of traditional bureaucracies illustrates an environment
wherein routine consulting work is favored:
This traditional system of public administration has many benefits, but it is also in large
part responsible for the stereotypical inflexibility and unresponsiveness of government
bureaucracy. The result very often is costly, lumbering organizations that are driven by
rules rather than results. Creativity is stifled, problem-solving is discouraged in favour of
following routine…
This account of government client practices highlights a dilemma faced by those who aspire to a
state of worthiness in the inspired world: governments require a strict adherence to deadlines and
typically prescribe specific methodological approaches, inhibiting consultants’ autonomy and
control over their work. The presence of an external world – in this case, the industrial world –
presents a challenge for management consultants who aspire to illumination and creativity in the
inspired world.
It is difficult for buyers to ‘test’ the quality of advisory services prior to hiring a
management consultant (Corcoran and McLean 1998). Since products are intangible,
government clients evaluate the value for money – “weighing what was provided against the
price” – to ensure public spending is efficient, effective and economical (45). This emphasis on
producing results with high efficiency invokes images of the industrial world, wherein worth is
determined by the “efficiency of beings, their performance, their productivity and their capacity
to ensure normal operations and to respond usefully to needs” (Boltanski and Thévenot
2006:204). I found industrial logic to be particularly dominant when participants were asked why
management consultants are needed and what sort of contributions the occupation makes to
society.
As one independent consultant with more than 20 years of experience suggested:
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You want it done right, so the problem is actually truly solved…you want it done
efficiently as well as effectively. Timeliness. You can’t pay someone to fumble around.
You don’t want to risk the business or whatever while somebody tries to learn on the job
(internally)… (P 8)
This emphasis on efficiency, coupled with expertise, was echoed by a relatively new entrant to
management consulting:
…What you’re paying for when you hire an expert is you’re paying for – hopefully –
efficiency, so that, you know, they’re getting it done as quickly as humanly possible as
opposed to taking two or three years and making mistakes from operating on your own (P
4).
In addition to meeting the needs of their clients, management consultants also report an ability to
fulfill society’s needs through their work. As one junior consultant explains,
A lot of the work we do provides great impact, especially to the public sector. A lot of the
work we do with the government is finding process improvements and cost savings…
Just more efficient spending of money by the government… I think that’s something
that’s positive for all taxpayers (P 9).
This specialized knowledge comes with a heavy price tag – depending upon a consultant’s
seniority, fees can range from $100 (entry-level) to $500 (senior partner) per hour. As a
consultant with industry expertise explains, these high price points place pressure on consultants
to perform in a way that justifies this high cost:
…the client is paying us top dollars, you know, my billing rate is absolutely significantly
high, especially when you (clears throat) when you hire people from the top 4
management consulting firms…the client expects us as a consultant, to give him the right
picture [in the industry]…That’s what management consulting is. (P 3)
Civic
The view that management consulting services have a far-reaching impact beyond just their
client’s organizations was widely shared by my participants. Situating their clients within the
larger arena of society, most of my participants felt that management consultants play a vital role
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in helping Canadian organizations compete internationally, create jobs, and achieve their
organizational missions. The theme of efficiency emerged again when my participants described
the impact they have on their clients and, in turn, society as well. When asked what sort of
impact management consulting has on the public, a partner at a boutique consulting firm shared
this perspective:
I think everything we do to make our, to help my [clients] perform better and be more
effective when they do and play their role in society more efficiently…I think it served
the greater good (P 11).
In a similar vein, the president of a boutique consulting firm sees efficiently-run organizations as
the bedrock for strong societies:
I think strong organizations make a strong society. If I can work with individuals and
with organizations to help to make them work more efficiently to focus in on a vision and
stay true to their mission, if I can help to build capacity within their teams and individuals
overall, everyone benefits (P 7).
As someone who gives back to the community by doing volunteer work, helping not-for-profit
organizations, coordinating events to promote women in business, the participant quoted above
appears to mobilize both civic and industrial logic when expressing her view that being a
management consultant means having a “responsibility to give back not only through my
profession but to provide my expertise in a volunteer capacity as well”.
Those who appeal to industrial world logic in their environments assign worthiness to
experts (Boltanski and Thévenot 1999). Management consultants possess qualities that garner
worth through industrial logics, namely a “capacity to integrate themselves into the machinery,
the cogwheels of an organization”, providing predictability and reliability for future projects
(2006:205). A brief digression allows for an account of one common way that management
consultants can involve themselves in client machinery. Mobilization of market world logic, to
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be briefly discussed below, represents how these actors “can exist in a plurality of worlds that
they always have the possibility of denouncing a situation as unjust” (Boltanski and Thévenot
1999:373).
Market world
The most pronounced justification for the need for consulting is consultants’ possession of
specialized or rare knowledge. While being hired to act as an efficient ‘spare pair of hands’,
draws upon industrial world logic, acting as a ‘surrogate expert’ rather than as a ‘surrogate
employee’ indicates a valuing of esoteric knowledge over efficiency is justified. For consultants
like Weiss (2011:10), “a contractor…is someone who performs work for the buyer at the buyer’s
direction and discretion, acting as a temporary employee…They bring no intellectual capital in
most cases…”. This view is shared by a participant who also makes this distinction between
contractors and consultants:
…[Contracting] helps them (clients) solve an acute problem as opposed to chronic... So,
to be clear, that’s not management consulting. That’s contracting. But if I were to, um,
advise them on how to go about doing it and perhaps offer an opinion on whether they
have done it right or if they’re going about it the right way, that would be consulting…I
am not the spare pair of hands but the, but the person who is actually providing them with
insights and with guidance (P 12; original emphasis).
This provision of intellectual capital reflects the provision of a rare good (i.e. expertise) in the
market polity which is mediated by market prices.
The possession of ‘esoteric expertise’, which is ‘idiosyncratic’, ‘personal’ and
‘exceptional expertise’ which is not widely shared, (Starbuck 1992) constitutes a world in which
individuals are linked “through the mediation of scare goods” and connected “through
competitive relationships” (Boltanski and Thévenot 1999:372). As knowledge workers,
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management consultants’ possession of “specific, rare and abstruse knowledge” positions them
as worthy in the in the market world (Costas and Kärreman 2016:64; Kärreman 2010).
When management consultants are hired to provide expert opinions, there is typically a
demand for information that few have access to unless they have both worked in and researched
the area. Domain or industry knowledge was identified by my participants to be one area of
expertise that is performed through expert opinion. Management consultants who claim to have
industry expertise have a deep understanding of the “operating environment” that their clients
must “compete” in. This often means understanding the industry’s regulations, their client’s
competitors and an understanding of every aspect of that industry. For example, one participant
informed me that preparing to launch a new product into the market or gaining an advantage over
competitors are two types of projects that require a management consultant with industry
expertise. This form of expertise, acquired through years of experience in a given industry, can
be used for a project like product launching. Management consultants would perform necessary
‘scans’ of a client’s environment and opine on various factors that can contribute to a successful
product launch. The information that clients can attain from an industry expert is described in the
scenario below, which Jagd (2011:347) suggests reflects market world logic since “actions are
motivated by the desires of individuals driving them to possess the same rare goods”:
A product manager who pleads for the rapid launching of his new product by arguing that
it addresses consumer’s needs which have not been yet attended to, is mobilising the
market polity. (Mesney and Mailhot’s 2007:214)
In selling her industry expertise to help her client succeed with this new product launch, the
consultant marries her possession of rare goods in the form of knowledge with his client’s desire
to take advantage of a market need. The dexterity with which my participants appeared to move
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between worlds suggests that deliberate choices are made, depending on the project, to satisfy
the client’s and consultant’s needs.
Fame
The opinions of clients and others constitute the most significant indicator for success for some
consultants that I interviewed. Since consulting relies heavily upon network connections for both
developing expertise and expanding one’s client base or practice, it follows that reputation is
important to career development and trajectories. By deferring to clients throughout the
consulting project and evaluating their success based almost exclusively on client satisfaction,
my participants mobilized fame polity logic, wherein “the measurement of people’s worth
depends on conventional signs of public esteem” (Boltanski and Thévenot 1999:371). Through
recognition and reputation, actors are “worth and great when they are famous, recognized,
successful, or convincing” (ibid). This was most evident in my study when participants were
asked how they evaluate and demonstrate their expertise to clients.
Demonstrating expertise, for many participants, meant ‘showing’ the client that he or she
has performed the services in the past. This appears to be a response to the way that clients
evaluate expertise and reflective of the combination of propositional and practical knowledge
that is valued in the occupation, as one participant describes:
“[having] experience, to [be able to] come back and say “here’s what I’ve seen” because
you’ve done it before… put that beside “here’s where I read about it before” – which
would you buy?...The person’s done it over and over again. In some of the RFPs we’ve
seen recently, it’s “show us where you’ve done this like 10 times in the last 3 years for
this exact thing” (P 1).
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When consultants are able to demonstrate that they have completed these projects to the
satisfaction of their clients, they are more likely to obtain additional projects. One sole
practitioner describes the importance of reputation for her career:
a majority of my work does come from referrals and clients that come back. Repeat
clients. So, I think the most important thing is your reputation and the actual work that
you do once you do good work you are known for that and then you get more work
through word of mouth that I think as a mc is my strongest asset is, is I do quality work
and I’m known for that and I get repeat calls because of that (P 7).
In addition to expanding one’s client base and securing additional projects, basing one’s success
on clients’ feedback also contributes to relationship building:
…a lot of our consulting business is that repeat business situation where we do some
client work with somebody and then they come back to us time and time again to do
some additional consulting because they have a relationship with us (P 4).
For those claiming to be experts, the significance of repeat projects and business lies in its value
for gaining future projects as well as for demonstrating expertise. This finding resonates with
Legge’s (2002) study of consultants as rhetoricians and networkers who rely on past projects to
“back a ‘good story’” (as cited in Faust 2016).
Limitations
The exploratory nature of my research study was both a strength and a limitation. While
having different themes represented in my interview guide allowed for many interesting findings
to emerge, the broad nature of my study means that deeper scrutiny and analysis of key points
was not possible for certain points. For example, upon analyzing the interview data, I wished
more attention was paid to the demonstration of expertise by management consultants.
While qualitative research aims to avoid making generalizations from particulars, the
small sample size, while appropriate for a Master’s-level thesis, means that any generalizations
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in this study must be considered in the context which they were found. In other words, any
findings presented in this study generalize the experiences of the participants in my study and not
the management consulting occupation.
Finally, the lack of racial diversity within my sample – two of 15 participants were nonwhite – leaves issues of race uninvestigated in this study. Further deepening this quandary is the
lack of information on the diversity of management consultants in Canada, which makes it
difficult – if not impossible – to achieve representative sampling. Additionally, by employing a
theoretical framework that focuses on individual perceptions, this study is limited in its
exploration of systemic, structural dimensions that critical sociology or neo-institutional
approaches permit.
Contributions to Literature
This study addresses gaps in the literature on management consulting in Canada by using
qualitative methods to examine consultants’ perceptions of their work and its place in society.
Allowing participants to guide the study through a grounded theory approach to research led to
findings which question assertions made in existing literature – namely, that consultants do not
view themselves as agents of change (cf. Lapsley and Oldfield 2001), but as saviors of
marriages, businesses and ambassadors for Canadian industry.
My research study found that a ‘benevolent’ view of consulting is common, expressed
through participants’ tendency to evaluate their performance based on their client’s
(dis)satisfaction, placing the clients’ needs above all else. Additionally, many participants
believed that they played a role in improving society at both a micro-level (e.g., saving
marriages) and a macro-level (e.g., helping Canadian businesses compete internationally). This
finding challenges the view that consultants are not “motivated by a desire to transform” (cf.
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Lapsley and Oldfield 2001:540) as organizational ‘missionaries’ (Tisdall 1982) and reinforces
my belief that research on consultants’ perceptions is far from generalizable, irrespective of the
care taken to involve representative samples (cf. Momani 2013).
My use of Boltanski and Thevenot’s orders of worth framework was a novel application
for the field of management consulting, specifically in Canada. This framework allowed my
research to explore how some conceptualizations of expertise may prevail in the industry over
others. In other words, the orders of worth framework helped bring into focus different, and
sometimes competing, ideas of what the role of a consultant ought to. For some, providing expert
functional expertise (industrial world), such as facilitation skills, to improve efficiency
(industrial) in society is a necessary component to being a consult, even though these routine
projects do not allow for autonomy and creativity (inspired) and are less personally satisfying. .
In this sense, my study contributes to ‘relational and structural research’ that focuses on social
processes of consultants rather than on neo-institutional approaches that emphasize the role of
systems and networks over micro-political aspects (Faust 2016).
Finally, my research makes modest contributions to the sociology of expertise by
exploring the relationship between expert performance and propositional or theoretical
knowledge in management consulting and the social processes that give meaning to either forms
of knowledge. Due to the exploratory nature of my research and the evolution of my findings
over the course of the study, significant findings focused on the meanings consultants attached to
their work and processes used to navigate these meanings, rather than on the essence of expertise
itself.
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Further Research
The dearth of sociological literature on management consulting in Canada presents many
opportunities for research on this understudied occupation. While outside of the scope of my
study, preliminary findings suggested that changing this quasi-profession into a regulated one
was not desired by most consultants interviewed. The reasons behind the skepticism towards
professionalization warrants a closer look by future researchers, since the potential benefits of
such a transformation (e.g., accountability and professional codes of conduct) are eclipsed by a
lack of ‘buy-in’.
Research on the community of management consultants in Canada is also wanting. For
sole practitioners or those who work within small consultancies, keeping abreast of
developments and trends in the occupation has proven to be difficult. An observation that is
related to another theme that emerged but remained outside the scope of my research was a
perceived Durkheimian ‘normlessness’, whereby a set of norms for the community of
management consultants is non-existent.
More critical approaches to the study of management consultants in Canada will certainly
contribute to literature in this area. Research focusing on the perceptions of visible minorities
and women in Canada would fill an important gap, since disproportionate promotions have been
observed in professional services firms, including management consulting (Kumra and
Vinnicombe 2008). Furthermore, gaps in demographic data on management consultants in
Canada present an opportunity for quantitative research to contribute to existing literature.
Conclusion
Management consulting is a quasi-profession unlike other professions that require
examinations and licensing to practice and are governed under legislation. Its practioners refer to
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the occupation as a profession because they are often classified as professional service firms, yet
management consulting is not characterized by major hallmarks of professional status, such as
autonomy and authority over clients, popularized through the ‘trait approach’ to studying
professions (Adams 2010). This curious position has allowed the occupation to thrive in the
sense that use of its services, particularly by the Canadian public service, has been increasing yet
little is known about it and lesser still is known about how its practitioners feel about their work.
By exploring the under-investigated perceptions of management consultants using indepth interviews, my research addresses a gap in the literature which has tended to favor
quantitative research methods for exploring the use consultants by Canadian governments. I
examined consultants’ conceptualizations of expertise and found that what is meant by the term
expertise varies greatly depending not only upon the project itself – be it an advisory project,
‘validation’ project or ‘extra set of hands’ project – but also on a consultant’s belief of what their
roles ought to be. For some consultants, validating pre-existing assumptions held by clients is an
acceptable practice with its own perceived benefits to the client and consultant, while for others,
it contributes to negative stereotypes of consultants and should not be considered consulting
work. Furthermore, a strong desire to ensure client satisfaction motivates some consultants to
adapt their understanding of what it means to act as an expert, justifying these different
conceptualizations of expertise using various logics. When traversing between public sector and
private sector projects, for instance, some consultants experience different levels of personal
fulfilment with their work since their value is defined by their efficiency for public sector
projects and their creativity in private sector projects. As many of my participants suggest,
notions of expertise depend upon the unique needs of the project and client.
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The difficulty in evaluating consulting services outside of adherence to budgets and
timelines is primarily due to the intangible aspects of the product and wavering positions on what
a consultant’s role ought to be. Additionally, the absence of a regulatory body or codified set of
practices and standards create an industry where consultants must negotiate with their clients on
what the former’s role is and how the consultant’s performance can be evaluated. The ambiguity
surrounding the occupation warrants a closer look at these negotiations and justifications,
particularly for possible sociopolitical effects on public policy making. The observed practice of
governments ‘buying’ opinions that support policy directions suggests that ‘policy-driven
evidence making’ takes place under the guise of ‘evidence-based policy making’.
The autonomous position of the management consulting occupation in Canada and lack
of consensus on key issues – such as what ought to be considered consulting and even the value
of the only organized management consulting body in Canada, the CMC-Canada – are but two
major indicators that there is much more room for sociological inquiry in this understudied area.
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