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Management Consulting Skills 2030

The rise of the robo-consultant?
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This presentation is shared with attendees at the Global Symposium on 14 November 2018, on the 

understanding that it represents interim findings from our survey, and should not be forwarded to the 

press or other third parties. We wish to keep our powder dry. We will publicise our findings once we 

have created our final report.

All information herein is copyright of the Centre for Management Consulting Excellence.



Research question: what skills will consultants need in 2030?

• Conducted by CMCE in 2018, supported by MBA students from the 

MBA programmes at Coventry University in London and Cass Business 

School

• Based on interviews and questionnaire input from 157 respondents

• We provided some potential themes and prompts, but also encouraged 

respondents to identify their own themes

• This presentation is “work-in-progress”; further analysis remains to be 

done, influenced in part by your comments today.

• Final report to be available in early 2019
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The next 10 years will see significant influences on consultants’ work

GlobalisationSelf-Employment

Artificial 

Intelligence

Timeless

Skills

Cyber SecurityRobotics Internet of 

Things

DOES DEMOGRAPHIC 

CHANGE + 

TECHNOLOGY 

CHANGE =

CHANGE IN NATURE 

OF SKILLS NEEDED??

AND WHAT 

ABOUT THE 

CONSULTANTS’

?

Big Data
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Cybersecurity stands out as having the most impact

Radical Significant Radical or Significant

Cybersecurity 38 39 77

AI 33 43 76

Self employment 29 46 75

Big Data 32 40 72

Globalisation 25 43 68

IoT 23 31 54

Robotics 26 27 53

Figures show % of respondents. For example, 77% of respondents thought impact of 

Cybersecurity is radical or significant. The remaining 23% thought the impact is 

moderate or negligible

AI may be the area which will still be short of its full potential in 2030
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Most respondents to the survey were consultants…
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… aged 40 - 65
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Consultant respondents work in both large and small firms

Number of consultants in your organisation
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Many have spent time in large firms and / or in industry

8



Our consultant respondents covered the spectrum of skills
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Theme 1 - Self Employment
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Impact ranking : 3/7



Gig economy competes with deep-pocket large incumbents

The supply market has shifted, career aspirations have changed, diversity is key, 

and independents are increasing their share

This impacts clients too. In some cases consultants are the glue that holds their 

client organisations together.

Clients want “co-designers”

But money talks – and some of the new technologies need deep pockets

Big firm ROI will be on IP not on junior consultants

Anti – trust legislation by 2030 to allow independents to access AI tools?
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Self Employment - Sales Skills.

“The individual consultant still sells their own time 

thanks to their reputation and credibility”

“The bar is getting higher – clients expect better 

skills from consultants”

“There is a limit to the number of consultants or 

firms a particular buyer is likely to consider”

“Importance of social media skills and how to 

build trust in a social media world”
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Self Employment - Networking Skills

“Networking essential for success in the 

consulting world” 

“Networking will become even more 

important”
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Self Employment - Contracting Skills

“Contracting consulting work is a risk-

reward question, and will continue to be

so in the future”

“...ability to underwrite risk will ensure

consulting firms retain the majority of

business”

“Where ISPs build teams of consultants,

will they ever take on delivery risk?”
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Theme 2: Globalisation

15

Impact ranking : 5/7



“I think in the next 5 years, driven in part by politics, globalisation 

will retreat back from its current high water mark, I think that by 

2030 it will be hovering around where it is today”

“Organisations with be both more digital and more virtual by 

2030. Both these trends will make geography far less important 

than currently. This creates entirely new demands for both clients 

and consultants in that timeframe”

“Big corporates have the global advantage, so long as they can 

access local knowledge and recruit the best from anywhere”

“By 2030 there may be effective global networks of individual 

consultants”

Independents form networks, virtual world is game changer
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Respondents worried too about external factors…
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Pace of change

Litigation

Paranoia based on 

lack of 

understanding

“Possible backlash against over-use of technology in our lives – it won’t destroy technology, 

but it will have an impact on its pervasive use”

“Consultants still hampered by their perceived inability to generate “big ideas”

Trust in experts



Them 3: Artificial Intelligence Impact ranking : 2/7
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Huge polarisation of views, some see AI as huge disruptor, others see 

consultants taking it in their stride. Several people saying full impact will be 

felt by 2040 not 2030.

“In the years 2020-2030 AI will be the main competitive battleground for 

large and medium sized consultancies”

“Consultants will need to own / contribute to algorithms of face exclusion”

“While the volume of consulting will grow, the volume of consultants will not 

grow as fast”

“The opportunities are often overstated and the risks seriously 

misunderstood”

“Lack of skills in the market – few people with ‘scars’ in AI”

Artificial Intelligence – no clear answers!
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“AI will be doing a lot of routine work - individuals need to 

‘up-skill’ to get jobs” 

“Putting pressure on the pyramid of large firms, less work at 

the bottom, less analysts, junior consultants” 

“With fewer juniors, how do you plan succession?”

“Interim execs are not hired straight from uni – need at least 

10 years experience (learning from failure)”

“Development of meta-consultants who provide AI support”

Artificial Intelligence - impact on consulting experience 
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Artificial Intelligence – the paradoxes 

“Paradox of automation – humans will only be 

needed where things go wrong, but somehow need 

to develop those skills. (Example: airline pilots and 

simulation training)”

“Nothing will change based on AI. Example: 2008 

crash, Global gamblers in charge. So much work 

based on subjectivity, and that will not change”
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“Still need the consultants to frame the questions for AI to 

answer”

“Consultants’ value is in the use of knowledge, not the 

knowledge itself” 

“AI will reduce the speclalist “what”, The “how” will become 

the consultants’ differentiator”

“Need people who can understand and interpret what the 

machine learning is doing”

“Data quality, structuring and unintentional (or not?) bias 

will be big themes”

Artificial Intelligence – requiring new skills

22



23

“Need consultants to advise on the ethical issues” 

(eg concerns in US about algorithms which result in 

social exclusion)”

“AI has not yet got to the point where ethical 

decisions need to be at the fore” 

“Questions of accountability – tech firm, 

consultancy, individual or machine?”

Artificial Intelligence - Ethics could open up a whole new area of consulting demand
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Theme 4: Big Data

24

Impact ranking : 4/7



25

“This will be massive in 2020, not sure about 2030”

“Availability of data will ease out, but to sieve out the waste and remain economical with 

time and money will sustain the market”

“Consumer perspective – heavily reliant on, but increasingly fed up with big data services”

“Need to consolidate databases across many countries - eg medical records”

“Blockchain is a game changer”

Big Data – act quickly to capitalise on “cleaning up”
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“Data analysts and scientists will become more 

important part of consultant teams”

“CEOs will need guidance in making the right Big 

Data investments”

“Democritisation of data – the big firms are no 

longer in a better position than everyone else”

“Preventing echo-chambers of own views”

“Need for more numeracy”

“Impact on the marketing / business management 

side of consultancy”

Big Data – consultants need to get on top of the issues
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Theme 5: Robotics
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Impact ranking : 7/7
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“This is not a new theme, has been around for a while - could be over by 2030 as a 

consulting opportunity”

“We are talking about software here, sold as licences”

“Most effective outcome will be human – robot pairing”

“Combination of Big Data processed by AI directing RPA will be the breakthrough”

“Taxation on robots to pay for human benefits?”

Robotics – any new wine in old skins?
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“Entry level jobs and data collection roles at risk”

“Management consultants will not write the code but 

will be integrators and the designers of eco-

systems”

“Will significantly impact business process 

consulting”

Robotics – impact on consultants
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Theme 6: Internet of Things 
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Impact ranking : 6/7
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A significant number of respondents think this is not going to impact the skills consultants 

need.

“Could be big in its impact on business models – insurance for driverless cars, healthcare 

with wearable sensors”

“Opportunities to connect more closely with clients and get access to their core operational 

data”

“Big impact on supply chain efficiencies”

“Will have an extreme impact once widely used but most companies have a major 

competence gap in using such technologies”

Internet of Things – staying within the box?
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Theme 7: Cybersecurity
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Impact ranking : 1/7
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“Big blocker for other tech to progress”

“Biggest risk faced by organisations”

“Knowledge in clients about cyber is woefully poor. We are reaching a tipping point”

“Increasingly companies are being faced with many more “unknown unknowns”, the 

understanding of the risks and potential solutions is rapidly running ahead of current 

management capabilities”

“Big policy questions re the right balance between data protection and increasing security, 

and how best to allocate limited resources”

Cybersecurity: do not pass “Go”
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“Table stakes by 2030”

“The issue is moving up into the c-suite, from the IT department - More 

of a fundamental business risk than a purely tech problem”

“Core knowledge base for consultants” versus “A very technical IT skill”

“Risk management rather than tech opportunity”

“Impact on regulatory and legislative context in which consultants work”

“Big consultancies will have the skills in house, smaller ones will need 

to network with experts”

Cybersecurity – here and now impact on consultants
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‘Timeless’ Consulting Skills 
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‘Timeless’ Consulting Skills - Overall Responses 

To what extent will consulting skills such a stakeholder management, project management, change 

management, etc remain important?

Note that older consultants see the timeless skills as more important than do younger consultants
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‘Timeless’ Consulting Skills – what do they mean?

“I have been consulting for almost 35 years - history does not repeat itself, but it 

rhymes - and there is no substitute for experience. Each new wave of technology 

throws up new challenges - e.g. blockchain requires skills in building consortia and 

business networks - but it's the same analytical skills and business experience 

required to address them - it's a question of adapt and overcome.”

“Intellectual curiosity, Senior relationship building, Presence and 

Influence, Imagination, Courage, Empathy” 
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“Subject matter expertise will move on, but the ability to engage remains largely the same”

“Consultants will compete...in a more fragmented market, and ready access to information 

on the internet devalues knowledge per se. Skills such as managing customer 

relationships...will be increasingly important.”

“Top-level advice from trusted individuals will continue, as it has done since time 

immemorial”

“The more technology is introduced, the more the risk and thus the opportunity for 

consultants who can interpret the technology for other humans.”

“Good consultants will be able to contextualise with an incisive understanding of how new 

technologies work

‘Timeless’ Skill: People & Relationships
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Thesis 1:

““Death of the generalist” or reinvention as business partner between tech and 

business who can orchestrate experts.”

Thesis 2:

“The younger generation of consultants becoming specialists – starting 

independent much earlier.

Specialism becoming more prevalent – meaning there is increasing demand for 

generalist consultants with business savvy, deep understanding of the issues…”

‘Timeless’ Skills: Generalists vs Specialists
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All things considered…

All things considered, what change will there be in Consulting Skills needed in 2030 versus 

today?

Most frequently mentioned “new skills” that consultants will need:

40

Technology

Cultural adaptation

Self-promotion

Innovation

Cybersecurity

Empathy
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● Pace of change intensifies, and results in Client knowledge and skills gaps

● The more you have specialists, the more you also need soft skills

● Consultants will be in demand if they can contextualise and interpret

● Contextualising does mean that consultants will need to embrace the new 

technologies

● Consultancies will have more data scientists and fewer junior roles

● Those who can will have invested heavily in AI

● Ethics opportunities

● Demand for guidance on cyber and big data investments

● Networks of global and vertically integrated independent consultants

Recap
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Provocative Statements

1. AI will become the new Junior Consultant

2. AI Ethics: The new Consulting Frontier

3. Increasing business specialization driving an uptake of consulting generalists

4. ‘Timeless’ Consulting Skills - the industry’s last source of competitive advantage

5. Global consultant networks to take some of the big consultancies’ market share 

by 2030
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Yes – in terms of providers of knowledge

Less likely – in framing the questions, and advising on how to use the knowledge

Consultants may need to get used to a position where some of their clients are 

robots!

So will we see the rise of robo - consultants?

43



44

Thank you!
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