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Consultants in pursuit of meaningfulness in work 
Consulting firms are confronted with a high employee turnover while aiming to 
maintain competitive advantage through retaining their staff. At the same time, 
individual consultants struggle within the complex environment of their profes-
sion with issues which go beyond being confronted with long working hours and 
how to maintain a healthy work-life balance. 

In my professional setting, I have been employed as a management consultant at 
one of the big four consulting companies for over 14 years. During these years I 
have gone through most of the levels which comprise a consultant’s career, up 
to the position of Senior Manager. I have experienced the profession both from 
the viewpoint of an inexperienced beginner, as well as an experienced and 
trusted advisor - a role which involves both giving advice to the clients and 
providing career guidance to other consultants within the profession. 

During my years in consulting I have gained a lot of experience which I am 
highly grateful for. Dealing with a wide variety of industries and companies, 
business issues and, most importantly, people, helped to broaden my field of 
vision in a rapid manner. At the same time, I experienced many situations of 
ambiguity, uncertainty, and helplessness while working with colleagues and cli-
ents within the profession. Reflecting on these situations, I felt the need to inves-
tigate the matter from an academic perspective in order to identify potential 
causes and ways to support the individual consultant in a sensible way. 

Consulting companies, including the company I am currently employed by, try 
to do a lot these days to attract new hires and retain their staff, ranging from 
various trainings offered, compensation and rewards for special achievements, 
counselling and ways of supervision. But the question remains: what is really 
important from the perspective of the consultant and what can genuinely help to 
support the individual? 

My own experience in the field, together with information I have gathered in 
conversations with fellow consultants, suggest a missing experience of meaning 
related to the work inside the profession encountered by the individual consult-
ant, who is at the centre of this research. 
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And I believe, if you work so hard then it needs to be meaningful some-
how. Other-wise the point will be reached very quickly where you ask 
yourself, why am I doing this? (Interview 15, 2016, para. 109).1 

The statement above is taken from one of the 19 interviews conducted for the 
empirical part of this PhD study. The interviewee, a young consultant, left the 
consulting profession shortly after the interview was conducted. A personal fol-
low-up confirmed what the consultant expressed with the statement above, that 
she was missing a sense of meaning in her work as a consultant. 

While the above event took place after this study was initiated, other situations 
of ambiguity and uncertainty involving consultants across all ages and levels of 
experience led me to initiate this research. It was obvious from the initial review 
of existing research that the individual consultant’s attitude towards the profes-
sion was so far not recognised to the same extent as other elements of the profes-
sion (see Chapter 1). First results of the interviews conducted concretised the area 
of potential extension within humanism and positive psychology, being the in-
dividual’s perception of meaningfulness in work (see Chapter 2 and 3). 

Current research in humanism and positive psychology regards meaningfulness 
in work as important for both the individual and the organization, a view which 
has so far not been related to the profession which is the focus of this research 
(see Chapter 4). There has not been any in-depth research yet on meaningfulness 
in work in relation to the profession of management consulting. Consequently, 
the main aim of this research is to close this gap, answering the question con-
cerning what is required for the individual consultant to experience meaningful-
ness in their work, ultimately with positive effects for the consulting firm, as this 
research shows (see Chapter 5). 

Conducting the interviews within my own profession turned out to be beneficial, 
especially with regard to gaining access to the interviewees, even if interview 
dates in some cases had to be postponed several times due to the tight schedules 
of the conversation partners. The interviewees included both consultants with 
no business relationship to myself, as well as consultants within my own team, 
or consultants I have worked with over the course of my career. Initial concerns 
that interviewees with a relationship to the researcher might be restrained in 
providing their answers were not borne out. In most of the interviews, I felt the 

 
1 The original text is in German. All original texts of quotes by respondents can be found 

in Appendix A by page. 
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strong need of the interviewee to share their views on the profession, to relate 
both the positive and negative aspects of their work. The feedback received from 
the consultants provides valuable insights into how our profession is perceived 
and could provide interesting food for thought for any consultant and even for 
clients. 

As a practicing consultant in the field, my motivation is to spread the results of 
this PhD study as broadly as possible, with the aim of initiating a discussion on 
the matter at hand, through utilising my position and network within the pro-
fession. Being able to broaden the understanding of the profession of manage-
ment consulting, with the ultimate aim of supporting the individual consultant 
to experience meaningfulness in work, was my motivation for carrying out this 
PhD research. 
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Introduction to the research and overall design 
Seen from the outside the consulting profession is currently dealing with a high 
employee turnover, with employees experiencing excessive working hours and 
high levels of stress. Consultants often leave the profession after a short period 
of time or experience stress while continuing to work as a consultant. The indi-
vidual consultant finds himself in a complex and challenging environment when 
working as a management consultant. At the same time the profession is said to 
lack a governing body, which could establish such things as common working 
standards (see paragraph 1.1 for further details). 

Both the clients’ and employing companies’ expectations need to be fulfilled. 
These include being able to access personnel with the necessary level of technical 
and analytical skills as well as the personal qualities and related behaviours 
which the job of a consultant demands (see paragraph 1.2). The need to build 
close relationships with clients through understanding and adapting to the par-
ticular cultural contexts in which they operate, while maintaining one’s own 
standards, potentially increases the pressure put on the individual consultant 
(see paragraph 1.3). 

At the same time consultants see themselves being confronted with a high level 
of internal competition and a need for self-organization within the consulting 
firm, putting further pressures on their health (see paragraph 1.4). 

Thereby the consultant is working under constant pressure and high workload. 
Complex work assignments, often involving high levels of disagreement among 
opposing parties, implies the ability to constantly learn and to explore one’s own 
versatility (see paragraph 1.5). 

According to my own observations while working as a management consultant, 
as well as through statements made publicly by other members of the profession, 
and lastly through the result of the empirical part of this study, it is clear that the 
pressures on consultants, outlined above, result in having issues concerning the 
meaning and relevance of their work and around personal freedom (Weick, 
1995). 

Accordingly, this PhD study wants to contribute to the development of the pro-
fession of management consulting, bringing the individual consultant into the 
focus, by providing sophisticated empirical research on the professionals within 
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the profession, their attitude towards the profession, their personal needs and 
the purpose of their work (see paragraph 1.7). 

The ultimate goal is to determine what is required for the individual’s experience 
of their own work as meaningful (Henry, 2004; Linley, Harrington, Garcea, & 
Wright, 2013; Sivanathan, Arnold, Turner, & Barling, 2004; Steger & Dik, 2013; 
Veltman, 2016), and how this experience can be supported by engaging the indi-
vidual inside the organization (Hodges & Clifton, 2004; Stairs & Galpin, 2013). 

This goal is formalized in a key question this research sets out to answer along 
with a number of subsidiary research questions which outline the structure of 
this research: 

What is required for the individual consultant to experience their work 
in management consulting as meaningful and how can the profes-
sion’s stakeholders support the individual on his path to this experi-
ence? 

In order to address the diverse issues related to this key research question, three 
subsidiary research questions are deduced. 

The first subsidiary research question, addressed in the following Chapter 1, is 
raised to determine the way the individual consultant is viewed within the pro-
fession of management consulting today, and gives an indication on what is po-
tentially neglected:  

How is the individual consultant recognized within the present view 
of the profession of management consulting today and what are the 
potential areas of tension? 

The chapter provides an overview of how the profession of management con-
sulting and the individual consultant is seen and understood today. This first 
part of the study, based on a literature review, establishes a foundation of 
knowledge for the further research, especially as background for the interviews, 
determining what is being considered today and what has, so far, been poten-
tially left out. In addition, this first step helps to understand how an extension of 
current practices by the explorations made during the interviews can be 
achieved. 

The remaining chapters of this research build on the results of this first part, ad-
dressing the second and third subsidiary research questions. The second research 
question asks for the individual motives and tensions experienced during the 
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daily work of a consultant. This research question is answered with the help of 
responsive interviews with nineteen management consultants. 

What is the individual’s attitude towards the profession of manage-
ment consulting? What purpose, motivations and expectations does 
the individual acting as management consultant have with regard to 
his profession? What pressures does the individual face during their 
work? 

The third and final subsidiary research question looks to determine a framework 
to answer the needs expressed by the consultants. 

How can humanism contribute? What is required for the individual 
consultant to experience meaningfulness in their work within the pro-
fession of management consulting? 

The research concludes with applying the results obtained from the interviews 
to the framework of meaningfulness in work, answering the overall research 
question in what is required to experience meaningful work in management con-
sulting and how the individual can be supported by the different stakeholders 
involved.





Chapter 1  
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1 Today’s challenge: The consulting profession and its 
members in tension 

The first Chapter introduces the research theme and answers the first subsidiary 
re-search question, concerning the way the individual consultant is viewed 
within the profession of management consulting today, and reveals areas of po-
tential neglect and tension. 

Starting with a definition of the profession, the chapter highlights the profes-
sion’s low level of regulation and the dominance of a firm-level code of ethics. 
Consultants are asked to fulfil a complex range of roles and related skill sets in-
cluding technical, analytical and personal skills. The consultant-client relation-
ship is highlighted as an important bond in which the consultant is required to 
adapt to liminal environments, while trying to maintain the clients’ trust. The 
relationship of consultant and the employing company is initiated by the firms’ 
recruitment procedures, followed by a career which is dominated by a high level 
of self-selection, self-organization, and potential self-neglect. The importance of 
a company-wide culture is discussed. Impacted by different value systems, the 
consultants’ identity is emergent and rationally constituted, requiring the indi-
vidual to be open to continuous learning and self-reflection. Overall, the individ-
ual consultant is seen as under pressure within the profession, which is in turn 
confronted with high turnover rates, while lacking research on the individual 
consultant and their motives. Research within other professions indicates the im-
portance of meaningfulness in one’s work. Based on the findings, the research’s 
objectives and key and subsidiary research questions are discussed at the end of 
this chapter. 

1.1 The consultant: Being part of a weakly regulated 
profession 

Management consulting is commonly described as a set of multidisciplinary ac-
tivities of intellectual work and services provided within the field of manage-
ment, which aim to create value and implement contractually agreed improve-
ments, by providing external advice to a client (Kipping & Clark, 2012b; Kubr, 
2002; Newton, 2010). 
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The advisory services are provided to the client organization by trained and 
qualified personnel (Greiner & Metzger, 1983). Clients engage a consultant due 
to missing talents and knowledge, in order to generate new ideas, or to serve 
special interests which need to be fulfilled by someone outside of their organiza-
tion. On a personal level, management consulting is described as an evolutionary 
process conducted by a consultant trying to follow professional standards while 
meeting the client’s and their own personal needs. The network of management 
consulting consists of various stakeholders as part of the profession, including 
the consulting firms, individual consultants, clients, public communities, the 
government, and universities (Greiner & Metzger, 1983). Consulting is described 
as a customer-driven industry, providing intangible services to clients. Access to 
talents and clients determine the competitive advantage among the consulting 
companies, which complicates any cooperation and association among consult-
ing firms (Armbrüster, 2006). 

While the mandate of the profession and its stakeholders has remained the same 
over the past decades, consulting companies have become increasingly involved 
on a global level. Complexity and cultural diversity are gaining in importance 
and degree of impact on the relationship between client and consultant and the 
broader network involved (Poulfelt, Greiner, & Bhambri, 2010; Poulfelt & Payne, 
1995). 

As well as the emphasis placed by the industry on creating and sharing 
knowledge within the profession (Davenport & Prusak, 2010; Kubr, 2002, p. 751), 
the consultants’ behaviour and skills play an important part in dealing with the 
client and other stakeholders. The role of the consultant is moving towards a 
closer collaboration between consultant, client, and their business, away from 
pure consultant as expert roles, also referred to as relationship consulting (Poul-
felt et al., 2010). This makes it vital to comprehend the consultants’ behaviour 
and needs, in order to enable a good working relationship between the client and 
the consultant. 

Accordingly, the foremost rational oriented consulting practices have been con-
stantly extended by sociological concepts, such as group dynamics, organiza-
tional development and systematic consulting, also described as “revisions of ra-
tionality” (Kühl & Moldaschl, 2010, p. 13). The sociological foundation was not 
intended to counteract the existing purposive and rational oriented practices, but 
to add a socio-scientific foundation such as the concept of efficient humanism 
(Kühl & Moldaschl, 2010, p. 13), describing a behavioural pattern that provides 
increased autonomy and results in additional voluntary efforts by the individual. 
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Adding sociology-founded research into the domain of management consulting 
and the theory of consulting also aims to throw light on the consulted organiza-
tion and the impact the selected consulting approach can have on this organiza-
tion (Kühl, 2010, p. 217). Its primary aim is the deduction of a common consulting 
theory, relying on sociological concepts to describe and deal with the complexity 
within the consulting processes and related interactions. 

In the past the consulting industry was described as an emergent profession in 
search of an established body of knowledge, educational requirements, and 
tested procedures (Greiner & Metzger, 1983). Several professional member asso-
ciations, such as the Association of Management Consulting Firms (abbreviated 
as AMCF) and the Federal Association of German Business Consultants (in Ger-
man: Bundesverband Deutscher Unternehmensberater, abbreviated as BDU) are 
supposed to set professional standards. The AMCF organization closed its oper-
ations in 2015 after serving the profession for over 90 years, explaining their de-
cision as due to the more diverse offerings and consulting company structures, 
being internally focussed, and not requiring any external professional organiza-
tion (AMCF, 2017). 

The profession of management consulting is described as a rather poorly regu-
lated profession (Batchelor, 1995; Bohn & Kühl, 2010; Höner, 2008), attesting to a 
lack within that profession due to the dominance of firm-level codes of ethics 
and at the same time the weak link between the consultant and their employing 
company (Koppang & Løwendahl, 1995, p. 114) as well as standards which are 
seen as too abstract to encompass the huge range of consulting situations (Poul-
felt & Payne, 1995, p. 79). 

Management consulting, from its beginnings as a profession, was described as 
suffering from a low level of research due to its confidential nature, high compe-
tition, and a low level of organized investment in research. In the past, the pro-
fession was not regarded as a research area by academics and literature was pub-
lished predominately by individuals with a high level of subjectivity and without 
empirical research. Therefore, this field of business started to demand increased 
professionalization and the establishing of a firmer scientific base (Williams & 
Woodward, 1994). 

Over the last few decades several aspects of the profession have been looked at 
in detail, including scientific research. One part of this research, aimed at com-
pany level, describes how to successfully manage a consulting company, includ-
ing contracting and pricing as well as methods of delivering projects (Block, 2011; 
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Greiner & Metzger, 1983; Kubr, 2002). The consulting companies’ strategies, the 
management and compensation of partners, the motivation of employees and 
proper networking inside and outside of the organization were investigated 
(Kubr, 2002; Maister, 1993, 2001). 

Other approaches to the profession emphasized the different roles and responsi-
bilities a consultant has to cover during their career (Gallessich, 1982; Greiner & 
Metzger, 1983; Williams & Woodward, 1994). Role models were built based on 
the lifecycle of a consultant and the different roles s/he has to fulfil when facing 
the client using different sets of technical, interpersonal, consulting and analyti-
cal skills (Block, 2011; Kubr, 2002; Maister, Green, & Galford, 2000). Nearly all 
definitions of the profession emphasize the relationship with the client and the 
need to earn trust and build a strong relationship with the client organization 
and its members (Schein, 1999; Maister et al., 2000; Block, 2011).  

Some approaches aimed to standardize the profession, including in terms of per-
sonal attitudes and feelings (Block, 2011) and their impact on the financial suc-
cess of the consulting company (Maister, 2001), as well as general ethical consid-
erations (Gallessich, 1982). Consultants were constantly expected to present 
themselves as enthusiastic, excited, motivated and involved (Maister, 1997), 
while being both internally driven and focused and without imposing their be-
liefs on others (Quinn & Quinn, 2010). 

Therefore, the professional consultant requires a broad range of appropriate at-
titudes and behaviour, which are dependable, consistent and reliable (Maister, 
2010). When feeling unsafe, consultants tend to return to the “higher grounds” 
of logical analysis. With regard to the qualification of consultants, school educa-
tion is said to often lack proper interactive lessons, not paying much attention to 
human skills. Education within the consulting firm differs hugely depending on 
the bias of the company, and the lack of any common approach across compa-
nies. Experienced personnel play an important role, as consultants are asked to 
act as role models according to their levels, and non-compliance with firm values 
needs to be strictly monitored in order to make sure that everyone follows the 
same high standards and integrity. In general, a system to enforce accountability 
for these standards is missing. Accordingly, consulting firms are not forced to 
follow a standard, universalized set of procedures, including with regard to cli-
ents’ feedback on past and on-going engagements. 

Recent research questions have looked at whether management consulting can 
be documented and regulated as a profession, independent of the underlying 
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theory of the profession (Höner, 2008; Kirkpatrick, Muzio, & Ackroyd, 2012). 
Lacking both a scientific foundation and a standardized educational body, as 
well as both governmental (Höner, 2008, p. 210) and professional regulation 
(Kirkpatrick et al., 2012, p. 200), central elements of professionalization are not 
fulfilled. Therefore, it is being questioned if management consulting can and 
should be classified as a profession at all in the traditional sense. 

Against this backdrop of the traditional foundation of many professions 
(Freidson, 2001, p. 127) other authors come to a similar conclusion that the exist-
ing consulting concepts (Bohn & Kühl, 2010, p. 68ff.) face issues due to the tech-
nology deficit, also described as a problem of standardization (Bohn & Kühl, 
2010, pp. 80–81). As for management consulting, the industry is said to miss the 
critical elements which would qualify it to be considered a true profession. Miss-
ing an institutionalization and related means of control, the job title is not secured 
and there are no centrally governed criteria for job entry (Bohn & Kühl, 2010, p. 
76). As discussed earlier, special interest groups and professional institutions do 
exist, but their regulations are not binding for all consulting firms. This has re-
sulted in a missing standardization of operations, a missing standardized educa-
tional body and a missing knowledge base. The consulting industry relies mainly 
on standards set internally, which are not comparable across the consulting agen-
cies. In addition, success is not made measurable in a proper way, as it is not 
clear how to measure the success of the services provided to individuals and or-
ganizations. The lack of a common set of standards for quality assurance and 
professional ethics make it a subjective endeavour to measure the quality of op-
erations. It is argued that the missing professionalization is due to the client or-
ganization being the main object of consulting and not individuals (Bohn & Kühl, 
2010, p. 80). As an organization becomes more complex, the measurement of in-
terventions by consultants becomes more difficult to achieve. 

In general, professions allow for the treatment of problems which cannot be dealt 
with through fully standardized solutions, including unexpected situations and 
resulting problems. A profession within management consulting, therefore, 
seems reasonable (Bohn & Kühl, 2010, p. 66). Another reason for striving towards 
an increased professionalization in consulting is seen in a stronger sense of pro-
fessional identity rooted in shared socialization and resulting in a counterbalance 
between anxieties and insecurities experienced by the individual consultant 
(Kirkpatrick et al., 2012, p. 202). 

Despite carrying some elements of a profession, management consulting and its 
legitimation is nowadays dominated by the leading consulting organizations 
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(Höner, 2008, p. 213). Further research would need to be conducted into whether 
regulation by the large firms could lead to a new view on professionalism (Kirk-
patrick et al., 2012, p. 202). 

The continuous challenge for the consultants’ credibility and their governance 
require standards in professionalism, especially due to the consulting industry’s 
low barriers for working within the profession. It is, therefore, recommended to 
give the consulting firm the responsibility for producing a morally-educated in-
dividual (Poulfelt et al., 2010) as an agent of professionalization (Muzio, Kirkpat-
rick, & Kipping, 2011). 

In summary, the profession of management consulting is described in terms of a 
range of multidisciplinary activities of intellectual work and services provided 
to a client within the field of management. The individual consultant is an ele-
mental part of the manifold consulting environment with a diverse set of expec-
tations to meet. The relationship to the client and the behaviour of the consultant 
is gaining in importance, both from a business and a research perspective. At the 
same time the profession is recognized as not being properly defined and con-
trolled, nor meeting typical criteria for professional work. Recent calls for pro-
fessionalization have set the individual consultant and their moral education in 
the foreground. 

Even if an increase in professionalization towards levels achieved in more tradi-
tional professions is cumbersome to achieve, this endeavour is at least worth-
while from the perspective of the individual consultant as the central actor within 
the profession and the employing consulting organization as the agent and insti-
tution in charge. Given the high demands on the individual, including func-
tional, analytical and interpersonal skills, further research and, if possible, stand-
ardization in this area seems to be worthwhile conducting. The following para-
graph takes a detailed look at how the individual consultant is seen within the 
profession. 

1.2 Roles and skills: Manifold expectations towards 
consultants 

The roles and related skills consultants need to fulfil are derived from the con-
sulting mandate, the level of change and the way of collaborating with the client. 
When providing consulting services different phases are run through, which are 
similarly independent of the functional assignment and solution requested by 
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the client. The process is divided and defined within several consecutive phases 
(Block, 2011, pp. 6–8; Kubr, 2002, pp. 21–25), including a contracting phase, dia-
logue, analysis and decision phase, engagement phase, and finally an extension 
or termination phase, depending on how the engagement with the client will be 
continued. 

The arrangement and execution of these phases, as well as the related expecta-
tions in terms of roles and related skills towards the consultant is dependent on 
the level of change required and expected by the client. With regard to establish-
ing change at the client organization and the related implications this can have 
on the consulting process and related roles, it is assumed for this research, that 
consultants can be confronted with all levels of change. This ranges from first-
order changes, improving existing systems or frameworks, leaving the organiza-
tion within a known environment, as well as second-level changes, also referred 
to as the transition process in which the organization is changed, moving to a 
formerly unknown state(van Dongen, de Laat, & Maas, 1996). Even a third-order 
change, also referred to as a transformation process, in which the future state is 
not yet known, is common in today’s consulting projects, supporting the client 
towards an as-yet unknown future state utilizing a trial and error principle (van 
Dongen et al., 1996). 

Focusing on implications for the individual consultant when supporting and im-
plementing change at the client’s, the following section elaborates on the role and 
potential skills the consultants needs to have. Organizational change and its im-
pact on the client organization and its members do not come within the focus of 
this research. 

As part of the consulting process, the consultant is asked to act in different roles, 
depending on his level within the firm, experience, and skills. Consultants are 
required to inherit skills and to adapt to multiple roles and expertise in choosing 
the appropriate roles according to the situational need(Williams & Woodward, 
1994). At the same time the consultant should be dedicated to excellence in serv-
ing the clients and their needs, while showing enthusiasm, excitement and in-
volvement (Maister, 1997), ideally resulting in fun, enjoyment and happiness for 
client and consultant. Due to a constantly increasing competitiveness on a global 
level, clients expect consultants to show a state-of-the-art level of problem-solv-
ing skills, as well as functional and industry expertise (Werr, 2012, p. 262). 

Role models try to structure the different roles into categories based on the un-
derlying need for knowledge and skills, such as generalist versus specialist roles, 
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process versus content consulting, or analytical versus implementation biased 
actions (Greiner & Metzger, 1983). Gummesson (2000, p. 39) combines the role of 
researchers and consultants into a single role framework, consisting of seven 
overlapping roles with a discriminating core, differentiated by a specific situa-
tion and location. Analysts perform intellectual work in small groups on short to 
long assignments, while working frequently on other assignments. Project par-
ticipants perform intellectual work as part of the project organization with fre-
quent presentations, meetings and a final written project report. Catalysts or 
therapists perform intellectual work with the emphasis on human relationships, 
working closely together with individuals. Interventionists perform intellectual 
analysis, following the behavioural science approach, avoiding expert advice 
and frequently participating in trainings. Change agents act in a combination of 
the above roles, and in addition are action oriented, actively participating and 
residing in the client company. This role differentiation describes the different 
situations the roles belong to, rather than describing different aspects of the con-
sulting process itself. 

According to Gummesson (2000), it is recommended to ultimately shift to the 
role as a change agent, being part of a larger change process within a company 
and thus being responsible for change within the company consulted. In an ideal 
situation the consultant acting as change agent does take part in the solution im-
plementation, being able to accompany the proposed change through its actual 
realization (Gummesson, 2000, p. 192). 

In change theory, it is argued that taking on the role of a transformational change 
agent is not limited to those in leading positions or employees in management 
but open to everyone.(Quinn, 2000, p. 25). People need to make use of informal 
networks in order to implement change, building informal teams based on action 
flows and objectives rather than functions or positions (Quinn, 2000, p. 52). 

Block relates the aspect of change to the work of consultants, describing organi-
zational and cultural change as facilitating “the learning of others” (Block, 2010, 
p. xii). The consultant is required to introduce this social movement by causing 
“the personal to become public” (Block, 2010, p. xii), giving up privacy and per-
sonal space, showing a willingness for vulnerability and owning up to one’s own 
failures. 

Quinn even suggests changing one’s identity on the path of personal transfor-
mation (Quinn, 1996, p. 45), stepping outside old paradigms and realigning the 
self with the changing environment, and searching for meaning and direction. 
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Consistent alignment is required among the different systems the individual is 
related to, including the cultural, the technical, the strategic and the political sys-
tem. Once the system is no longer aligned, the individual should step back and 
reassess the situation and take corrective action if necessary. 

Based on the work of Schein (1999), Block (2011) has précised a role model, which 
is of a selective nature. The consultant chooses between one of the three roles 
defined, depending on the situation and personal preference (Block, 2011, pp. 
22–27). In the role of an expert, the consultant searches for a solution without 
much collaboration with the client, as the problem-solving efforts are based on 
specialized procedures. Issues can arise when taking this role, as only purely 
technical problems are addressed. In most cases though, technical problems are 
related to organizational issues, requiring change and the involvement of the cli-
ent. In the “pair-of-hands” role, the consultant takes a passive role, acting on be-
half of the client, who retains full control. Two-way communication is limited 
and collaboration is not necessary. Issues with this role arise, especially in the 
problem discovery phase, as the consultant has to rely on the clients’ abilities to 
understand and transform his understanding in a clear action plan. Finally, the 
collaborative role inherits problem solving as a joint, interdependent and bilat-
eral task, as the consultants’ knowledge is combined with the clients’ knowledge 
of the organization, especially with regard to human interaction and change. In 
summary, the consultant supports the client manager in solving their problems 
themselves. Issues arising in this role include the increased time required to solve 
problems and the resistance of the client, accepting this level of collaboration. In 
general, it is said that the more collaborative the relationship between client and 
consultant is, the more successful and useful the consultation can be after the 
consultant has left (Block, 2011, p. 29). 

Taking on these different roles, a broad range of skills is demanded from the 
consultant, including technical, interpersonal and consulting skills as well as 
knowledge (Block, 2011, p. 8; Maister, 1993). Technical skills are the basis of con-
sultation, specific to the project and its discipline, covering expertise in one or 
several areas such as engineering, marketing, manufacturing and finance. 
Knowledge in this area is described as the reason clients ask for a consultation. 
Interpersonal skills, which are applicable to almost every situation or phase in 
the consulting process, include skills required to interact with people, such as 
assertiveness, supportiveness, confrontation, listening, management style and 
group process. Finally, consulting skills are specific to the phase of the project 
and include all required skills and abilities to execute and deliver each sequential 
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step within the process. Skills mentioned in this area describe a mixture of abili-
ties, such as running meetings, funnelling data, dealing with contract negotia-
tions and applying the necessary social skills to deal with problematic situations 
during the consulting process, such as dealing with concerns about loss of con-
trol, dealing with the political climate, working with different forms of resistance, 
and not taking things personally. 

Next to these skills, the personal style and the consultants’ feelings and needs, 
should also be considered as important dimensions throughout the project en-
gagement and relationship with the other stakeholders (Block, 2011, p. 8). These 
needs are described as organization-related, that is, the need to prove the value 
of one’s work to the company, as well as personal needs, such as striving for 
validation and appreciation of one’s own work and effort (Block, 2011, p. 16). 

Not only knowledge, including both general and specific knowledge, but also 
the personal attributes of the individual have an influence on how the situation 
is understood (Gummesson, 2000, p. 73). General knowledge includes 
knowledge of theories, techniques and methods, which can be gathered on train-
ing courses which take place beforehand. In contrast, specific knowledge covers 
the knowledge gathered by experience as well as knowledge about social pat-
terns valid for the particular customer and project, which are often difficult to 
obtain and require close collaboration with the parties involved. The third type 
of knowledge can be summarized under personal attributes, covering intuition, 
creativity, vitality and social abilities. Personal values and motivational aspects 
are not mentioned as part of Gummesson’s research. 

The quality of the consulting service is thereby not only determined by technical 
and consulting skills, but also the personality of the consultant, summarized by 
Gummesson (2000) as, “all the good attributes that a human being can have are 
considered suitable requirements for a consultant.” (p. 194). 

As part of an effective consultant, qualities related to the consultant’s personality 
(Greiner & Metzger, 1983, pp. 29–35) include diagnostic abilities such as objec-
tivity, intense curiosity, and conceptual, analytical and inductive reasoning. So-
lution skills include abilities such as imagination, courage and the ability to 
teach. Communication skills include sensitive listening skills, exceptional writ-
ing ability, oral presentation skills, and intervention skills. Personality character-
istics include ethical standards, empathy and trust, positive thinking, self-moti-
vation, acting as a team player, self-fulfilment, mobility, energy and self-aware-
ness. 
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In order to acquire the aforementioned skills and hold to them, training and mon-
itoring of standards are described as the most important tasks for a consulting 
company (Williams & Woodward, 1994). Next to training given and received on 
the job, technocratic training, including the systematic development of a 
knowledge base, and its interpretation and practical application need to be ac-
tively managed by the company. A third form of training - post-technocratic 
training, describes the acquisition of professional knowledge in practice. This 
competence is developed through practical experience and reflection, requiring 
skilled practitioners as coaches on the job. This third form of training is supposed 
to counteract the prevailing challenge consulting companies are facing with the 
different adaptation of knowledge (Schön, 1983). Academic knowledge usually 
has higher priority over its application within practice. Training models are 
based on technical rationality and fail to acknowledge the nature of professional 
action, especially in the case of conflicts involving conflicting values. 

In summary, a broad range of roles and skills are demanded from the individual 
consultant during his career. Next to technical and analytical skills, sophisticated 
personal characteristics and related behaviour is expected, especially when in-
teracting with the client. It is questionable whether the consulting companies, 
also looking at the missing professionalization, all have the right models in place 
to prepare the individual consultant for his daily challenges. So far, how the con-
sultants feel about this deep level of engagement and what this means for their 
own values, has not been discussed. The next paragraph describes in detail the 
individual consultant’s relationship to the client, further identifying the de-
mands directed at the individual. 

1.3 Asked to open up: The intense consultant-client 
relationship 

Management consulting has been defined as a professional service and decision-
making aid to address issues within the client organization which can be related 
to a lack of knowledge, experience or personnel, to address important issues or 
challenges within the company. The consulting service provided, generally in-
cludes an agreed goal and level of responsibility and the consultant then leading 
a process within the client organization in order to reach this goal. This requires 
intensive communication between the client and the consultant throughout the 
consulting process, which has to be based on a proper working relationship be-
tween the two parties (Kröber, 1991, p. 31). 



Chapter 1  

32 

The relationship between client and consultant is described by Block (2011, p. 9) 
as a lateral one, with a power balance open to ambiguity and negotiation and 
thus being fundamentally different from that of a supervising consultant. Orders 
from the client do not necessarily have to be accepted, but it is accepted that such 
orders will be dealt with, which is seen by Block as a major challenge. The cir-
cumstance of the consultant-client relationship can generally be divided into two 
parts: one part described as the content or objective knowledge and the other 
considered as the affective side of the interaction, dealing with responsibility, 
feelings, and trust (Block, 2011, p. 15). Reaching agreement on how to balance the 
spread of responsibility and the early management of client expectations is the 
basis for a constructive and workable relationship. Feelings on both sides - client 
and consultant, should be closely observed by the consultant, watching out for 
potential defensive behaviour or any other feeling that might impact the rela-
tionship. 

Consulting is primarily a relationship business where the success of the project 
is dependent on the quality of the relationships related to the assignment (Block, 
2011, p. 299). Vital to this relationship is a continuous learning process, led by the 
consultant, but applicable not only to the client, who intends to initiate a partic-
ular change, but also to the consultant himself, being “as much a learner as any 
client.” (Block, 2011, p. 315). The consultant needs to take the role of learning 
architect, extracting as much value as possible out of tensions, struggles and 
questions. These ambiguous situations need to be named, discussed and 
acknowledged in order for any resistance and doubts which might occur to be 
overcome. Even when questioned by the client, consultants should demand suf-
ficient periods of time for reflection and thinking-through, as well as to openly 
ask questions of the client for better understanding. The consultant himself is 
always part of the change process and needs to show the willingness for connect-
edness and an understanding that the interdependence of the self and others con-
nects the individual to the whole (Block, 2011, p. 311). Both learning and 
knowledge are mutual and need to be internalized by both client and consultant 
(Faust, 2012, p. 154). 

In order to be able to facilitate any change at the clients’ organization, consultants 
are required to discover and decipher the clients’ culture (Schein, 2010, p. 178). 
While the consultant might not necessarily need to fully understand or even in-
terrogate the revealed culture and related habits, s/he must guide the client to 
get deeply involved and to get to know their organization, achieving cultural 
insight while acting as cultural therapist (Schein, 2010, pp. 380–381). Even if the 
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pre-defined problem statement, serving as the basis of the agreed assignment, 
does not mention any necessity to discover and adapt any cultural aspects of the 
clients’ organization, the use of the process consultation model, which empha-
sises the consultant’s role to support the organization to help itself, might still 
require the discovery of relevant information (Schein, 2010, p. 184). Throughout 
the assignment, it is important that both client and consultant are aligned with 
the goals of the assignment. Intervention is especially required in cases where 
the consultant recognizes that the initial conditions of the assignment are not suf-
ficient or do not address the discovered problems correctly. If intervention does 
not take place and the consultant starts following their own agenda and goals, 
the client and organization become detached from the project and the implemen-
tation of any change is averted (Schein, 2010, p. 186). 

Social and symbolic boundaries have significant implications for the flow of 
knowledge, being constantly defined, negotiated and often ambiguous between 
client and consultant (Sturdy, Handley, Clark, & Fincham, 2009). Thus, 
knowledge is subject to a common and emergent sharing, rather than a one-
sided, teacher-learner relationship between client and consultant. The frame-
work of underlying boundaries consists of physical, cultural and political bound-
aries(Sturdy et al., 2009, p. 43). Physical boundaries are based on operational 
proximity, technologies, architecture, such as liminality of joint working and 
communication during project interaction. Cultural and personal boundaries de-
rive from different personal knowledge sets and identities, cognitive distance, 
redundant knowledge, and personal characteristics. Finally, political boundaries 
result from political interests, such as confronting overall client project objectives 
with personal career goals. 

These boundaries have an impact on the interaction, being simultaneously re-
produced and transformed though social action. The individual consultant’s 
own social identity, characteristics and habits are part of the overall social struc-
ture, which is constantly subject to construction and reconstruction (Sturdy et al., 
2009, p. 30). Personality and personal styles can create barriers to communication 
and meaning construction and are therefore important to recognize and under-
stand. As part of the personal and cultural boundaries, the cognitive distance 
describes the level at which knowledge can be shared among the project mem-
bers. While a high cognitive distance supports knowledge exploration and the 
exchange of explicit knowledge, low cognitive distance (cultural closeness) is ap-
propriate for knowledge exploitation, sharing explicit and tacit knowledge 
(Sturdy et al., 2009, p. 34). In addition to the cognitive distance the personal 
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relationship or shared characteristics can support the exchange of knowledge 
among the project members. Trust emerging from common characteristics may 
help to overcome boundaries, such as those which can be caused by participants 
having different educational backgrounds. This makes it vital for consultants to 
advance their awareness in “personal relations, shared social characteristics, and 
[…] instrumental tactics” (Sturdy et al., 2009, p. 35). 

An aspect relevant for all consulting projects is the state of liminality. Finding 
oneself in a liminal space such as a client project can be uncomfortable on the one 
hand, due to the suspension of settled identities, routines and habits, but on the 
other hand also offers opportunities for fostering a creative and productive place 
for interaction. Within projects, such liminal environments have several ad-
vantages over normal working environments (Sturdy et al., 2009, p. 41). This in-
cludes the support of tacit learning by bringing together people from different 
parts of the organization with different experience, an effective learning process 
and reflection of its members, due to the pursuit of an explicit goal, and the pro-
duction of knowledge, which is unbound from organizational interest, due to the 
involvement of external resources and knowledge. 

Equally, there are also difficulties with liminal work environments both on the 
client and consultant side. People have to give up their identities to a certain ex-
tent and adapt to the new situation. These constructed environments can also 
have a negative impact on the individual, such as on one’s creativity, when the 
fulfilment of short-term tasks is brought to the foreground, inhibiting “reflection 
and deeper understanding.” (Sturdy et al., 2009, p. 42). Also, the explicit project 
status of the engagement may weaken the legitimacy and credibility of the pro-
ject outcomes within the client organization. 

The model of a dynamic project environment, depending upon the specific con-
text and related boundaries which are influenced not only by the knowledge 
brought by the outside perspective of the consultants, but by all actors involved 
as well as their cultural backgrounds and relations to each other, is defined. Rigid 
structures such as role definitions and contractual expectations are only one part 
of the determining elements of a project environment, and do not take into ac-
count the insider-outsider relations which are “fluid, multiple, and subject to 
more or less conscious moment-by-moment negotiation.” (Sturdy et al., 2009, p. 
171). 

Trust is seen as one crucial element of the client-consultant relationship (Arm-
brüster, 2006, p. 75; Block, 2011, p. 16; Maister et al., 2000). Clients might have a 
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certain image of the consultant containing some scepticism regarding their atti-
tudes and behaviour. Consultants should actively address this potential defi-
ciency at the beginning of their engagement by approaching the client with this 
matter. 

Focusing on the individual consultant, the embeddedness theory, described by 
Armbrüster, shows how important the individual is both for closing the deal and 
during the delivery of the consulting. With the given high level of competition 
within the market, and an undefined profession, industry and product stand-
ards, “personal experience that evolves from interaction between clients and con-
sultants becomes most important in reducing the uncertainty and checking for 
opportunistic behaviour.” (Armbrüster, 2006, p. 69). Three different mechanisms 
of the consulting firm’s public reputation, networked reputation and experience-
based trust are differentiated. (Armbrüster, 2006, p. 79). Public reputation helps 
to bring recognition to the consulting company in an otherwise boundless mar-
ket. Capabilities and the quality of work are measured by market research insti-
tutes such as Gartner and help the client to make a first selection on potential 
consulting partners, which seem applicable for the assignment. Experience-
based trust describes the experience arising out of the interaction between client 
and the specific consulting partner, for example, based on past consulting pro-
jects, and has the strongest influence on the decision-making process. The third 
mechanism, networked reputation, helps to extend the consulting company’s 
network beyond existing clients, as based on the experience of trusted partners 
and, therefore, also has a strong influence on the selection process. This makes 
networked reputation a key driver of firm growth and the major factor in com-
petition among consulting companies (Armbrüster, 2006, p. 84), again dependent 
upon the individual consultant’s ability to gain trust and a long-lasting relation-
ship with the client, making the consulting industry “a socially and culturally 
contextualized business.” (Armbrüster, 2006, p. 85). 

With regard to the relation between the consultants’ influence on the client and 
client authority, Armbrüster comes to the conclusion that the consulting market 
is rather a buyers’ market, as clients have the choice and final authority to select 
a consulting partner for their engagements (Armbrüster, 2006, p. 97). The high 
amount of stress under which consultants work is an indicator of clients’ author-
ity. Consultants are constantly asked to validate the client’s trust and are con-
fronted with performance and price pressure. During price negotiations dis-
counts given to the client are usually offered in terms of a reduction in days ra-
ther than rates, in order not to impact the rates for future engagements. Once 
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again, the stress is transferred to the consultants responsible for the engagement, 
having to deliver the project within the agreed scope in fewer days (Armbrüster, 
2006, p. 99). Looking at the internal structures of consulting companies, the pres-
sure to win the assignment even further devolves upon the individual consult-
ant. Large consulting companies, in particular, do not, ultimately, have to win 
every engagement or even have to consciously decide against offers due to the 
lack of resources. For individual consultants, especially at partner and manager 
level, the specific engagement might well be crucial for their further career de-
velopment as consultants often are responsible for a specific group of clients and 
thus are dependent on the success of related projects. 

The consulting firm, the consultants and the client find themselves in a triangu-
lated environment, in which the consultants are confronted with potential ten-
sions between their relationship with the client and its impact on shaping em-
ployment relations, and their direct physical and psychological contract with the 
employing firm (Donnelly, 2011b, p. 62). Consultants are asked to attend to the 
needs of the consulting firm and the client, finding them in a multi-employer 
environment, lifting expectations and obligations beyond the conventional em-
ployer-employee relationship. Different perceptions of ownership with regard to 
the client-consultant relationship and the generation of competing foci for com-
mitment, further complicate and stimulate the conflicts of interest. Consulting 
firms and their success, on the other hand, are largely dependent on how the 
human assets are managed and motivated (Donnelly, 2011b, p. 61), keeping them 
within the boundaries of the firm. Positive outcomes are seen with consultants 
who benefit from their membership of the organisation and the related image 
and brand through enhanced standing, reputation, and access to a large client 
network. 

Consulting firms, on the other hand, benefit from the individual’s knowledge 
and their expertise and from building a close relationship with the client, often 
providing repeat business and acting as a source for new business (cross-selling), 
and, ultimately, helping to achieve the firms’ revenue targets. A high quality of 
the relationship between consultant and client was seen to positively impact the 
success rate and client perception of the delivered services and the need for fur-
ther service provisioning. 

With regard to potential tensions, the consultant’s access to a client was seen to 
be influenced by the hierarchical position of the consultant within the firm. The 
ownership of a client is often regarded as a personal asset to be protected by the 
consultant (Donnelly, 2011b, p. 67). A too close relationship with the client can, 
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in addition, generate tensions with regard to commitment, identification and re-
ciprocal behaviour, such as raising the clients’ expectations around receiving dis-
counted rates. A high degree of ambiguity was identified with regard to the cli-
ent relationship, either belonging to the firm or being the consultant’s asset. 

In further research, Hofmann argues that the relationship between client and 
consultant has the largest impact on the final result of the consulting process. It 
requires deep psychological understanding, both from a researcher point of 
view, to understand the situation, and also from a consultant point of view, to 
enable him to act and react accordingly. (Hofmann, 1991, p. 124). Consultants in 
future would benefit from training in psychological skills, which needs to be ac-
tively thought about, ideally on a regular basis as such knowledge or experience 
cannot be studied and subsequently lived based on pure theory. A multi-role 
model has been defined, differentiating between three different types of charac-
ters and a total of twelve relationship types, which every consultant should un-
derstand to be able to comprehend the situation and behave accordingly. Next 
to the understanding and optimisation of the client-consultant relationship, such 
knowledge also helps the consultant to understand their own personality and 
limitations. For consultants who have just completed their education, it might 
even help to develop their own personality, allowing them to see their work as 
part of their identity, ideally having chosen what they feel to be the appropriate 
occupation, one which they are willing to fully understand and fulfil (Hofmann, 
1991, p. 69). 

According to Hofmann (1989), psychological implications are important to con-
sider when facing issues in consulting, especially in interaction with the client 
(Hofmann, 1989, p. 239). Therefore, consultants should ideally be trained in in-
depth psychology, independent of their later consulting focus. Potential conflicts 
between consultant and client during the consulting process can emerge based 
on multiple circumstances (Hofmann, 1989, p. 241). As the client has asked for 
help, he is in an obviously weaker position, not being able to cope with the situ-
ation himself. This narcissistic conflict based on fear related to power and virility 
is evolving on an unconscious level, as it is obvious to everyone that one cannot 
be knowledgeable on everything. This conflict impacts the relationship between 
consultant and client and, being hidden, is difficult to address for the consultant. 

Conflicts based on diverging power and interests (Hofmann, 1989, p. 242) result 
from differences in power depending on the position of the client and consultant 
within their companies, as well as their charisma and reputation. In addition, the 
image and accepted level of legitimacy of management consulting (Höner, 2008) 
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might have impact on the consultant’s standing in the eyes of the client and client 
organization. These conflicts potentially impact the phase of contract negotiation 
and any following phases of the consultant-client relationship. Interest-related 
conflict might occur during and after the phase of problem detection, analysis 
and presentation. The results of this phase might be contrary to what the client 
initially expected would confirm his thoughts, evoking direct and indirect fears, 
and the facing of a real problem. 

Throughout the engagement, the consultant is obliged to tell the truth (Hofmann, 
1989, p. 244). Sometimes this might include statements the client does not like or 
want to hear, such as those which express diverging expectations, which the con-
sultant is usually aware of. The consultant has to leave his comfort zone in these 
cases, exposing himself and risking the good relationship with the client and 
their overall rating of the consulting effort. During the phase of solution imple-
mentation, this conflict gains in importance as client buy-in on a management 
level is required to implement changes within the organization, while facing cli-
ent employees which might behave similarly, not being willing to take on the 
advice. 

The details discussed regarding the client-consultant relationship underline and 
extend the skill-set and related behaviour consultants need to adopt and apply 
on a daily basis. When interacting with the client, consultants need to closely 
collaborate and strive towards a shared understanding of goals and expectations 
with the client (Maister, 1993). The goal is the creation of a lasting relationship 
with the client built on trust. In order to do so, consultants rely on their own 
identity and related characteristics, acknowledging that the same can be revealed 
as personal boundaries when interacting with the client. Thus, consultants need 
to understand the clients’ culture without necessarily adapting to it and to act as 
cultural therapist. This requires, on both sides, a deep psychological understand-
ing of the related behavioural patterns and that educated consultants act accord-
ingly. In this context authors also mention the personal needs of the consultants, 
but do not further detail what these needs are and how they are fulfilled or dis-
missed by the individual over time. 

1.4 Competition and self-neglect: Relationship to the firm 
and co-workers 

The initial contact between the consulting company and the consultant usually 
takes place at some point during the hiring process. Case studies and interviews 
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are used by most consulting companies to select from a rather large number of 
applicants, showing a high degree of selectivity and, presumably, a high level of 
quality and qualification in the selected consultants. The case study thereby 
serves as a signifier of otherness and analytical skills (Armbrüster, 2006, p. 186), 
asking for rationality, a sense of data-driven objectivity and the presentation of 
the same as scientific, apolitical and trustworthy. 

Armbrüster describes the selection procedures as being pragmatic, moral and 
cognitive; pragmatic in the sense of representing real business scenarios; moral, 
as they can be approached with calculation procedures being neutral and objec-
tive and, lastly, cognitive, as meeting the cognitive structure of a business envi-
ronment. In this way the selection criteria somehow complies with the legitimacy 
sources of its own business (Armbrüster, 2006, p. 187). 

It has been argued that the nature of the selection process also acts as a two-sided 
process of transmission of corporate norms and values, giving the candidate an 
impression of how reality is constructed in the consulting business, leaving them 
the choice, if finally offered a job, to accept this reality or not (Armbrüster, 2006, 
p. 188). For the consulting companies, it is not only important that the consultant 
complies with the methods to solve the case or answer the questions asked, but 
also that the applicant is confident that their own expectations will be met, finally 
deciding “in favour of the company as a result of their own choice and determi-
nation.” (Armbrüster, 2006, p. 188). This lets the selection processes within the 
consulting business emerge as a definer of identity, attitude and subjectivity. 

Consultants are aware of micro-political circumstances, learning how to deal 
with the client and the political and social situation during the course of their 
career, arguing that any criticism of consultants for a lack of social skills is mis-
guided. At the same time, he refers to the selection procedures not being able to 
detect essential skills required for the consulting process (Armbrüster, 2006, pp. 
189–190), often relying on untrained consultants who are running the hiring pro-
cess. The motivation for consulting companies to rely on these kinds of case stud-
ies with a potentially low level of social interaction is seen in the signalling effect 
towards the business environment (the potential clients), retaining the reputation 
of selecting intellectual superiority rather than “adjusting it to a more realistic 
image of the consulting process” (Armbrüster, 2006, p. 190). 

After the hiring phase, the relationship between consultant and consulting 
agency is dominated by the career development and related promotions. The 
consulting companies usually assess the consultants’ performance in comparison 
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with the other consultants within the same peer group, promoting a certain rate 
of the compared top performers every period. This promotion model currently 
dominates the business, as it is relatively easy to measure relative performance 
rather than the single contribution of a consultant based on a defined absolute 
standard (Armbrüster, 2006, p. 191). Due to the profession’s self-conception of a 
continuously progressing career development, consultants who are not regularly 
promoted are candidates for leaving the company. In addition, as with the hiring 
process, the promotion mechanisms foster a self-selection process under the con-
sultants, leading consultants who do not meet the rules of the competition to 
leave the company. This image of meritocracy also has an impact on the consult-
ants’ work habits, usually working long hours and often sacrificing their social 
lives and health in order to be in good shape to manage their competition. This, 
by the way, does not mean to always have the same amount of positive impact 
on the client and the relationship with them (Grugulis, 2007, p. 72). 

Given a high level of self-organization and the recruitment of a high ratio of grad-
uates and inexperienced people, consulting organizations need to rely on struc-
tures, differentiation and control in order to properly supervise. Thus, the estab-
lishment of an organizational culture making people inclined to voluntarily do 
whatever has been set as the appropriate way forward is recommended 
(Alevsson, 2012, p. 311). Others suggest the provision of dedicated coaching and 
feedback to support the development of the individual consultant (Maister, 
1993). Being a two-sided approach, the consultant should, himself, explicitly ask 
for feedback on his activities and achievements, as learning from the past is key 
to personal growth.  

In economic terms consulting companies are recommended to strive for a com-
mon organizational culture (Armbrüster, 2006, p. 164) as this is said to reduce 
employee uncertainty and enables the company to process and distribute infor-
mation consistently among the employees. In addition, it lowers the costs of 
monitoring and controlling employees, facilitates cooperation among the con-
sultants and ideally reduces internal bargaining costs. A corporate culture sup-
ports a common language among the employees with positive side effects on the 
firms’ reputation within the market, ensuring a common behaviour, common use 
of techniques and shared knowledge, ideally across national boundaries and pro-
fessional backgrounds. 

The firm should be intolerant towards cruisers and demand frequent achieve-
ments. It should also be strict in matters of values and strategy, if these are to be 
sustained (Maister, 1997). As for the enforcement of such standards, Maister 
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(1997) sees the consultant or practice leader having the responsibility of helping 
others to cultivate care, fulfil themselves, and build teams of like-minded people 
matched to relevant projects. Most firms, though, would not have such operable 
values nor the power and desire to enforce and police them. Many individuals 
would show their passion for excellence, but not many believe that their firm 
should do the same. 

Results of a survey with over one hundred consultants (Maister, 2001) resulted 
in a proven dependency between the employees’ attitudes and the financial suc-
cess of the consulting company. Key for enabling positive attitudes is to energize 
the people to deliver great client success, especially at the level of managers, re-
sponsible for driving and energizing their wider team. Employees, however, 
would often be seen as taking third priority after clients and other shareholders, 
and would be restricted by financial controls, tight administration and given 
only a weakly visionary leadership. Thus, the company’s leadership should op-
erate in line with their philosophy and values and practice what they preach, 
thus enabling a high degree of loyalty and commitment. This practice should 
include two main effects driving financial performance on quality and client re-
lationship. Firstly, high standards should be established and lived, including fair 
compensation, commitment, enthusiasm, and respect shown by the leadership. 
Secondly, employee satisfaction should be enabled by coaching activities and 
empowerment of the individual. 

Next to these internal forms of control and guidance, the client today is consid-
ered as an outsourced form of quality control, measuring the success of the initi-
ative and, therefore, also the performance of the consultants, even down to a per-
sonal level. This control can either be established as part of the overall strategy, 
to satisfy the client and their needs, or through formalized feedback mechanisms 
directly approaching the client, evaluating the performance of the consultants. 
Additional complexity and ambiguity are added to the consultant’s work, as in 
most cases, the client presents different faces depending on which part of the 
client organization is approached, with individual goals and interests which all 
desire fulfilment. 

With regard to the exchange of knowledge across consultants within the consult-
ing firm, further research was conducted by Donnelly (2011a) to determine the 
level of ambiguity and tensions around the ownership of knowledge and the re-
lated creation of value. As knowledge is regarded as a critical resource for the 
consulting firms in order to retain and foster a competitive advantage, and of-
fered services being highly dependent on the characteristic and knowledge of the 
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individual consultant, the organization has a strong interest in supporting a com-
munity of sharing. 

The foremost interest of the consulting company, therefore, is to gain as much 
tacit knowledge as possible and to find “a balance between acknowledging and 
rewarding the value of individuals’ contributions to manage the process of value 
creation effectively and develop value.” (Donnelly, 2011a, p. 438). In addition, 
Donnelly sees the need for the consultancies to strengthen their brand, limiting 
turnover and the propensity for consultants to leave the firm and use their 
knowledge externally without further involvement of the firm. 

These recommendations were constructed based on the study results, which 
showed that value is being created by the consultants, both using tacit 
knowledge as well as social capital they have constructed in interaction with the 
client. As it is expected by the consulting firm that the consultant act as a single 
point of contact for the customer, the knowledge was considered as individually 
owned and recognisability and acknowledgement by their employer is expected 
by the consultant (Donnelly, 2011a, p. 432). At the same time, consultants were 
dependent on the consulting firm as a source of knowledge and capital embed-
ded in the organizational systems and routines. 

It was observed that a certain amount and type of tacit knowledge which was 
perceived as being valuable, unique and proprietary, is explicitly retained by the 
consultants, hoping to benefit their personal advancement. Company-wide da-
tabases are only maintained with basic knowledge, not risking their own position 
and related earnings (Donnelly, 2011a, p. 434). 

Junior consultants in particular rely very heavily upon the firm’s knowledge 
source, while the more senior consultants see direct value appropriation from 
their tacit knowledge and in addition feel more embedded within the firm and 
able to capture more value when remaining within the firm (Donnelly, 2011a, p. 
435). This stimulated the relationship of the consultants to their firm and related 
brand. 

At the beginning of the individual consultant’s relationship with his future em-
ployer, the recruitment process sets the initial foundation for both sides. The re-
lated procedures are seen as an important first step towards validating whether 
one’s attitudes match the company’s expectations. It is argued, though, that the 
recruitment procedures only involve a low level of social interaction and thus the 
validation of the individual’s fit is limited. During the succeeding career of the 
individual consultant, the consulting profession is catheterized by a self-selection 
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process, leading to internal competition among the consulting employees to fur-
ther advance in their careers. As a result, health is being sacrificed in many situ-
ations resulting, for example, in employees having to work longer hours in order 
to remain competitive. The high level of self-organization within the profession, 
in combination with the recruitment of inexperienced graduates, calls for a man-
aged common culture for the distribution of information and establishment of a 
certain level of control. Finally, tacit knowledge together with the individual’s 
social capital, constructed with the client, builds the knowledge base. The ambi-
tion of consulting companies is to make knowledge available to everyone, thus 
helping to retain their employees (Maister, 2001). 

1.5 Individuals in trouble: Work and its impact on identity 
and behaviour 

The individual’s identity relates to the internal interpretative framework which 
is modified in the light of events and experiences based on beliefs about the sys-
tem and values aimed for (Allen, Strathern, & Varga, 2010). In an ideal world, 
complex organizational environments should support the micro-diversity of 
identity, leading towards heterogonous structures with higher performance and 
reduced internal competitiveness. The allowing of different identities to freely 
evolve leads to a system that is more co-operative than competitive, resulting in 
a collective intelligence that requires little of the cognitive power of the individ-
ual. From the individual perspective, it is important to own the willingness to 
learn, exploring one’s diversity, which will in turn support the collective system 
and its development. 

Turning the focus now to the profession of management consulting, the above 
described challenges are especially relevant due to the highly complex nature of 
the consulting environment. The individual within the profession is impacted by 
individual, interpersonal, group, firm and environmental factors (Koppang & 
Løwendahl, 1995, p. 120f). The self is thereby constituted and sustained in an 
interactive, social process in dealing with colleagues and client members (Ims, 
1995). The ethical dilemma of consultants involves a re-commitment to them-
selves, and to the development of their future careers as consultant. If clients’ 
values are different from their own, how flexible does the consultant have to be? 
The client’s values should be at the centre of attention, contrasting them with the 
consultant’s own values, while continuously reflecting on the self. Of central im-
portance in this is the dialogue and interaction between consultant and client (see 
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paragraph 1.3). Every organization has its own value system, but not all of these 
values are moral (Lozano, 1995, p. 240f). While being aware of the client’s values 
does not necessarily imply the adaptation to them of the consultant’s own be-
haviour and beliefs, the attitude of an integrated consultant is key for lasting 
managerial success, being confronted with complexity and risks, while relying 
on basic beliefs, values and attitudes and not believing in objectivity and respect-
ing the context as relevant: “reflecting and learning from feedback while remain-
ing spontaneous and intuitive, being affected and getting involved yet maintain-
ing distance and composure, considering hard and soft facts, slowing things 
down without reducing efficiency” (Sutrich & Hillebrand, 2011, p. 56). 

In the context of social constructivism, the profession of management consulting 
is regarded as applied social science, with a lack of research on the variety of 
individual motives (de Sonnaville, 2005). The profession is said to be built in a 
local context with a high level of heterogeneity in which management consult-
ants derive and test their professional insights on the basis of the experience 
gained in their own practices. 

Current research aims to further extend the development of management con-
sulting, striving for a third way, described as the reflexive practitioner 
(Moldaschl, 2010; Schön, 1983). The concept relies on the consultant to constantly 
reflect on the advice given to the client and, based on their own experience and 
evaluation, apply the same to his own principles during consultation. This con-
cept includes a set of different principles which define the different behavioural 
patterns a consultant should fulfil (Moldaschl, 2010, pp. 292–296). The contextu-
alization of knowledge to the concrete case, is about questioning general princi-
ples and best practices before using these for consulting the client. In addition, 
expert knowledge is supposed to be brought in by the consultant and used to 
question established principles within the client organization, stimulating 
deeper reflection on what has been encountered. The decentralization of behav-
iour and the underlying values and norms involves to constantly question own 
behaviour applying frequent self-evaluation, also by involving persons and in-
stitutions outside of the project and personal network. Another principle in-
cludes a re-centring of the self and related behaviour, making clear that the con-
sultant’s own behaviour and position as consultant has impact on others, also 
considering the un-intentioned side-effects of constant evaluation. Finally, the 
consideration of political perspectives, assuming different perspectives and in-
terests inside the same organizational system, understanding organizations as 
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systems of negotiated orders and not assuming the explication of stakeholders’ 
real intentions, is seen as part of what it means to be a reflective practitioner. 

All proposed principles of the reflective practitioner seem reasonable for the con-
sultant to follow, although it is obvious that most of the principles rely on the 
consultant’s experience and his knowledge of the client and related back-
grounds, such as its industry, as well as the general methods within consulting - 
an experience which younger consultants or consultants with a non-consulting 
background, in particular, might not have. These consultants have to rely on the 
education offered by the consulting agency and the guidance provided by expe-
rienced colleagues, creating a potential feeling of dependency and defenceless-
ness. Next to the obligatory skill set, the consultants have to be willing to fulfil 
this role, as it requires deep personal involvement and conviction to constantly 
re-centre the self. 

Based on personal experience, O’Mahoney (2007) portrayed consultants’ con-
struction of secure identities and related (dis)trust and angst, recognizing “that 
the resulting tensions between what is expected of the consultant and what they 
can actually achieve manifest themselves in the disruption of the consultant’s 
identity.” (O’Mahoney, 2007, p. 282). Based on his experience, there are four de-
stabilising aspects of the consulting relationship, leading to an ontological inse-
curity most of the consultants within the profession suffer from. First the flexible 
working practices expected from the consultant, followed by incomplete forms 
of learning and resulting insecurities, a potential low level of trust between con-
sultant, employer, client, and finally a high degree of distance from the human 
and emotional aspects of the work. 

These destabilizing aspects lead to a sense of meaninglessness felt by the indi-
vidual at a fundamental level, not being able to stabilize their identities due to a 
lack of ontological, moral and psychological anchors, a process also described as 
dehumanisation (Grugulis, 2007, p. 75). The experience of this “existential angst” 
is caused by the economic efficiency, expected both from the employer and the 
client, which “strips away the anchors of trust that are so important to the for-
mation of human identity.” (O’Mahoney, 2007, p. 283). O’Mahoney argues that 
the contradictions of the consulting role undermine the essential need for a se-
cure identity, which is impacted by the level of trust and angst perceived within 
the workplace (O’Mahoney, 2007, p. 285). Consultancies rather support instabil-
ity through “the destruction of trust and as such have damaging consequences 
for individual identity” (O’Mahoney, 2007, p. 286), affecting the consultant and 
their relationships with people they are dealing with. 
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Being a skill and knowledge driven industry, consultants are assigned to projects 
and clients based on their personal skills and profile rather than their proximity 
to the geographic location. Thus, consultants have to regularly travel and move 
to different locations, making it “impossible to build up routines that could pro-
vide the framework for an uncertain lifestyle” (O’Mahoney, 2007, p. 290) and 
missing support to construct a secure identity. In addition, insecurity is pro-
duced by the nature of project assignments, often leaving junior consultants in 
particular, in vague situations with regard to the assignment of follow-on pro-
jects, risking their being left “on the bench” in the event that no direct follow-on 
project has been identified. These circumstances lead to the “disruption of pat-
terns of social interaction, habits and familiarity”, which are “integral to the fail-
ure of many consultants to be able to trust in personal, social and organisational 
structures that provide . . . ‘identity stabilisers’.” (O’Mahoney, 2007, p. 291). 

Next to the nature of project assignments and their location, the preparation of 
these assignments is seen as an area of potential conflict. Consultants are ex-
pected to adapt to project and client needs to a large extent, expecting to take and 
complete learning sessions in a prompt manner. This often leaves consultants 
with the feeling of not having enough knowledge on the topic they are supposed 
to consult on and making them feel reliant on other colleagues, not trusting in 
their own competence (O’Mahoney, 2007, p. 292). Applying this fragmented 
knowledge to the clients’ issues leads to a feeling of uncertainty or even guilt 
around not being able to fulfil the role expected by the client.  

A third dimension of potentially destabilizing aspects is the level of trust and the 
consultants’ authenticity in building this trust. The construction of a trusting re-
lationship, especially between client and consultant, is seen as a major prerequi-
site for a successful project. 

This puts the pressure on the consultant to build a relationship of trust with the 
client, including both professional and personal elements. Depending on the so-
cial character of the persons confronting each other, including their habits, be-
haviour and preferences, this might require the consultant to build up a false 
persona, acting inauthentically and leading finally to “one’s dislocation from 
what one is feeling.” (O’Mahoney, 2007, p. 295). Additional factors that can com-
plicate the consultant-client relationship are based on the project content and the 
different levels of knowledge of the persons involved. Projects are often directly 
related to programs which are not perceived in purely positive terms within the 
client firm, such as programs involving department consolidations or downsiz-
ing, leading to the perception of consultants as intruders within the company, 
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who have harmful intentions. The fact that the different “sides” bring very dif-
ferent levels of knowledge to the situation, with the client typically holding 
knowledge concerning their own business, and the consultant bringing in meth-
odology and knowledge from other clients, can lead to doubt and mistrust 
(O’Mahoney, 2007, p. 296). 

Similar factors complicate the establishment of a trusting relationship between 
consultants. Consultants are mostly in a competitive relationship with each 
other, especially when situated on the same level of the career path. In addition, 
regional flexibility complicates the building of lasting relationships, requiring the 
consulting agency to provide other possibilities for get-togethers by establishing, 
for example, large annual get-together meetings. 

The final aspect of destabilization is described as “cycles of emotional damage” 
(O’Mahoney, 2007, p. 296), characterizing the dehumanization of clients and ul-
timately the consultants themselves. The author believes the disrespect towards 
client employees “is part of a morally destructive dependency between consult-
ants and clients.” (O’Mahoney, 2007, p. 297). “Clients need the consultant but 
cannot trust them to act ethically while the consultant needs the client but is 
treated like a mere resource without the psychological, emotional or moral rela-
tionships necessary to live as a human.” (O’Mahoney, 2007, p. 297). Ultimately, 
this objectification of the consultant, based on the conditions of their employ-
ment, results in the objectification of the self and all others who are part of the 
working environment, making themselves “less trusting and more distanced 
from social relationships.” (O’Mahoney, 2007, p. 300). 

Grugulis (2007, p. 75) describes the knowledge worker, which includes those 
within the profession of consulting, as being elite, and mentions their good treat-
ment by the organization compared to other types of employee, due to the or-
ganization’s reliance on their knowledge. Still, it is being argued that even 
though they enjoy elite status and all the positive conditions that go with that, 
consultants tend to dehumanize themselves due to their high level of involve-
ment in their work, driving out “their home lives to the exclusion of all else” 
(Grugulis, 2007, p. 75). 

In addition, consultants are vulnerable to self-neglect due to work instability, a 
lack of free time, the high level of physical demands, and the high degree of re-
sponsibility and planning required to keep on top of everything they need to 
know and understand (Greiner & Metzger, 1983). 
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Consultants quickly become disconnected from their “emotional reality”, feeling 
unable to positively impact the challenging situation. “The challenge is to be-
come both internally driven and other-focused without imposing one’s beliefs 
on others.” (Quinn & Quinn, 2010, p. 352). Besides the transport of knowledge 
and expertise to the client, real value is created as a result of a move through a 
change process, embracing reality, encouraging others and resolving conflicts. 

The situation of the individual consultant is complicated, acting in the middle of 
the client organization and ”facing varied and unstable social relations in work 
domains of high ambiguity (caused by complex interactions, intangible work 
and political dilemmas), where competence and contribution sometimes are con-
tested by significant others” (Alevsson, 2012, p. 305). To confront this challenging 
situation, a secure and stable sense of identity needs to be promoted, providing 
the consultant with a clear direction. 

Consultants are in conflict between serving clients’ needs, acting objectively and 
effectively, and conforming to the expectations set by the client and employers 
on the one hand and following their own beliefs and feelings on the other (Block, 
2011, p. 11). This pressure induces the consultant to play roles and adapt to ex-
ternally driven behaviours, which do not match with the true understanding of 
one’s self. To address this conflict, Block (2011) summarizes the ideal consultant’s 
behaviour, highlighting the trust in one’s self as the key to solving this tension, 
“that each act expresses trust in ourselves and belief in the validity of our own 
experience is always the right path to follow.” (Block, 2011, p. 10). This idea is 
the main advice given in his book, always referring to the importance of trusting 
oneself, being and acting authentically (Block, 2011, p. 37). 

There are several reasons for consulting companies to strive for an organizational 
identity beyond an organizational culture, including organizational control, set-
ting the basis for image management, securing loyalty and retention, and coun-
teracting uncertainty and building self-confidence and self-esteem (Alevsson, 
2012, p. 315). Identity definition goes beyond what is defined within a corporate 
culture, in which socially shared meanings and ideas are shaped. Identity indi-
cates how people define themselves (Alevsson, 2012, p. 315). 

In summary, the individual consultant has to face and manage a high number of 
potentially different and sometimes opposing interests and values, while at the 
same time being impacted by individual, interpersonal, company and other fac-
tors (Hazy, 2011, p. 526; Koppang & Løwendahl, 1995, p. 120; Lozano, 1995, p. 
240). 
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Focusing on the establishment of moral values within the profession, the tension 
between universal and situational norms (Sejersted, 1995) and the impact and 
evolution of relationships (Koppang & Løwendahl, 1995, p. 111), make it vital to 
establish a moral dialogue in order to serve the interests of a meaningful life 
(Derkx, 2013) and good society characterized by well-being (Lozano, 1995; Tay-
lor, 1989). Every individual brings diversity to his individual lifestyle and inter-
pretative framework, (MacIntyre, 1979) being emergent and rationally consti-
tuted in the light of events and experience based on beliefs in the system and 
one’s own values respectively (Allen et al., 2010; Cilliers, 1998). 

On the individual level, this implies the ability to learn, exploring one’s own di-
versity, and thereby, ideally, supporting the collective system and its develop-
ment (Woermann, 2013). In order to allow this kind of virtuous behaviour, the 
good will of the person and his personal desire to act accordingly are central 
prerequisites (MacIntyre, 1981). In relation to the situation of the individual con-
sultant, one should compare one’s own values to the client values as the centre 
of attention. This does not necessarily mean to adopt values and behaviour 
(Lozano, 1995, p. 240), but to reflect on one’s own actions and behaviour, espe-
cially when dealing with situations of uncertainty and facing unique, complex 
and less clearly defined problems, described as swampy lowland (Schön, 1983). 

1.6 Missing elements: Looking at the consultants’ needs 
within the profession 

As outlined in the foregoing paragraphs, the individual consultant finds himself 
in a complex and challenging environment. Both the clients and the employing 
companies want their expectations to be met, while liminal and heterogonous 
environments determine the consultants’ construction of their own values and 
behaviour. Being confronted with daily challenges on the project and facing a 
high level of competition within the consulting firm, the consultant is working 
under constant pressure and a high workload. Complex work assignments and 
a high amount of travel further increase the level of stress the consultant has to 
face. 

At the same time, the profession is dealing with a high employee turnover com-
pared to other professions (O’Mahoney, 2010, p. 352). Consultants across all ages 
and especially young consultants leave the profession after a short period of time 
or experience tensions while continuing to work as a consultant. On the one 
hand, the consultant gains a lot of valuable experience from his work as a 
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consultant but has, on the other hand, to pay a high personal price. Research sees 
the poor work-life-balance and the requirement to behave unethically as the 
main causes for this high turnover (O’Mahoney, 2010, pp. 353–355). Examples of 
unethical behaviour the consultant might be forced into by the employing firm 
include practices such as over-billing projects, over-selling junior consultants, or 
focusing on economic considerations over clients’ needs. Finally, it is concluded 
that this unethical behaviour might be limited as the consulting firm cannot risk 
losing their employees through their not feeling they are acting in accordance 
with their own beliefs. This leaves high stress levels caused by an excessive work-
load, excessive travel, and the loss of social ties as the main argument for leaving 
the profession. (O’Mahoney, 2007). 

My own observations from working as a management consultant for twelve 
years, together with published statements made by other members of the profes-
sion, as well as the results of the empirical part of this study, indicate that the 
underlying problem is more complex, pointing to issues around personal free-
dom, and feelings of being relevant. 

Former consultants have been asked why they left the profession and moved to 
jobs in other industries (Sywottek, 2017). Next to having only limited personal 
time to spend with the family, the consultants stated that the profession is dom-
inated by a high level of rivalry, constant pressure, and high expectations both 
within and outside of projects. 

As a consultant, one would not be given a leadership position early on, which is 
something stated to be found within other industries, ultimately providing the 
individual with the feeling of being relevant through having a dedicated goal to 
pursue both economically and socially. Another consultant stated that he entered 
the profession as a result of not having the courage or conviction to do anything 
else at the time, and was expecting a high level of freedom. This freedom turned 
out to be of a formal nature, lacking true responsibility along with the possibility 
for self-determination. In summary, consulting would be a place to learn a lot in 
a short period of time, but not to stay, due to the difficulty in achieving a sense 
of having done something good, by creating value for others, for example, and 
ultimately gaining a sense of purpose. 

Results of the interviews conducted for this research (see Chapter 3) confirm that 
most consultants do not explicitly decide for the profession, but decide for man-
agement consulting as the profession to pursue following their studies. This is 
due mainly to a lack of alternatives or the fear of taking the wrong decision when 
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deciding on an area of industry to enter. This raises the question of the consult-
ants’ motivation, especially of those who stay within the profession. Do consult-
ants develop a sense of commitment to their profession over time, which goes 
beyond their initial level of motivation? If so, what is this sense of commitment 
about? 

At the same time, only limited research concerning the individuals and their hu-
man motives is available. Most views on the profession of management consult-
ing see the individual consultant’s style, feelings and needs (Block, 2011), as well 
as their attitudes and behaviour (Maister, 2010) as being dependable, consistent 
and reliable, as a central prerequisite for success. At the same time, consultants 
quickly tend to feel unsafe, returning to the higher grounds (Maister, 2010), being 
self-focused and getting quickly disconnected from their emotional reality, feel-
ing unable to positively impact the often challenging situation (Quinn & Quinn, 
2010). 

While there has been extensive research on the profession of management con-
sulting as outlined in the previous paragraphs, recent research highlights the 
need for further analysis of the individual and the motives which lie behind their 
decisions. (de Sonnaville, 2005; Poulfelt et al., 2010). Due to the high level of con-
fidentiality and complexity within the consulting business, publications as of to-
day are lacking systematic qualitative research with sociological background, 
looking at the individual and related motives (Poulfelt & Greiner, 2010). 

Lack of research on management consulting is further seen as grounded in the 
difficulties inherent in meeting the two main conditions for publication, the con-
tribution of research to a theoretical concern and the collection of systematic in-
formation for analysis and hypothesis testing. Furthermore, problems are seen 
which are due to the unclear and fluid boundaries of the profession, as well as 
the high level of confidentiality, especially when dealing with client-specific in-
formation (Kipping & Clark, 2012a, pp. 16–18). 

In addition to the criticism of the profession, a lack of empirical, scientific and 
systematic research with a philosophical background is mentioned (Kubr, 2002; 
Williams & Woodward, 1994), highlighting the need for further empirical inves-
tigation with regard to the values and behaviour of consultants and how they 
personally define standards for their work (Poulfelt & Greiner, 2010). 

As of today, only normative descriptions of ideal role models, with very limited 
scientific and empirical grounding on how behaviour actually leads to improved 
results and under which conditions, exists (Poulfelt & Greiner, 2010, p. 459). It is 
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suggested to explore how consultants personally define standards for their work 
with the help of surveys and interviews. Secondly, once an ideal set of standards 
has been derived, it should be investigated how to enforce these standards within 
the firm and the entire profession. Questions regarding how consultants actually 
internalize values and, on an organizational level, if a strong value system does 
have an impact on the firms’ profitability (Poulfelt & Greiner, 2010, p. 459). It 
should be further explored which issues consultants face during their work and 
how they can resolve them. 

O’Mahoney (2010) recognizes similar needs for extended research. While there 
has been consideration given recently to the social and political contradictions 
that are related to consulting work, “few have attempted to relate the contradic-
tions of their jobs to the difficulties consultants face when attempting to build 
secure identities.” (O’Mahoney, 2007, p. 282). His research on trust and related 
angst experienced by management consultants is summarized in his realization 
that “the biggest threat to the new forms of labour prevalent in the brave new 
world of consulting is not, I believe, the lack of money but the absence of human-
ity.” (O’Mahoney, 2007, p. 300). 

Research in other professions provide ideas of what could be added to the pro-
fession, pointing towards the issue of meaningfulness in work, including the de-
sire to do the job for one’s own sake, utilizing the full potential of employees, 
focussing on the valuation of one’s own worth, judging work on its social effects, 
and gaining an understanding of the employers’ values and beliefs. 

In general, the employment relationship and related work-based relations of in-
dividuals have both economic and social consequences for the parties involved 
(Bolton & Houlihan, 2007, p. 7). Employees gain personal experience from the 
formal and informal interaction with others, both positive and negative and im-
pact both the economic and social environment within the organization. Re-
search in human resources management recognizes an increasing economization 
of the workplace by instrumentalizing the social and economic relationships, 
leading to a “de-prioritisation of social and non-economic needs.” (Bolton & 
Houlihan, 2007, p. 11). The individual is hindered in doing qualitatively good 
work due to economic circumstances, protocols, standardization, market, and 
other shareholder values (Sennett, 2009). 

Several human aspects of employment need to be reflected beginning with the 
recognition of employees and their motivation. The valuation of personal worth 
is regarded as more important than monetary earnings, confirming the 
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individual in his behaviour and results achieved. This recognition is influenced 
by the structure of working conditions set by the management, including organ-
izational hierarchies and gratifications. It is thereby recommended to establish a 
certain distance between the recognition of the worker (conditional recognition) 
and his performance and results (conditional recognition), providing the feeling 
of personal autonomy (Sayer, 2007, p. 33). If achievements are recognized too 
regularly or are exclusively related to the dedicated outcome, the impression of 
being closely monitored and controlled and therefore not being able to pursue 
one’s own beliefs might build up. The ideal employment, therefore, considers 
various abilities and skills of the individual, supporting their diversity and full 
potential and enabling self-actualisation and well-being (Grugulis, 2007, p. 64; 
Sayer, 2007, p. 30).  

Next to the retention of employees, management should support the notion of 
good citizenship (Sayer, 2007, p. 34), supporting social life and personal involve-
ment at work, ideally establishing a community of sharing (Donnelly, 2011a, p. 
38) which is equally understood and followed within the workplace. The com-
mitment of workers might, in this sense, be at odds with purely capitalist goals, 
as employees predominantly are committed to their customers consulted or ser-
vices sold and not purely to meet or exceed managerial targets, resulting in “frac-
tured identities which appear when there are disconnections between workers’ 
identifications and organisational goals and objectives.” (Jenkins & Delbridge, 
2007, p. 204). If only the latter is recognized by the organization (Sayer, 2007, p. 
35), it again risks not supporting the individual’s human development. 

In addition, inequalities within modern employment-dependent organizations 
impact the individuals inside the firm. Employees are “constrained and enabled 
according to their relative positions in the organisation.” (Sayer, 2007, p. 35). The 
position within the firm also tends to reflect the position within the wider social 
field, having a direct impact on the individual’s behaviour and well-being, as in 
the case of stress impacting the health of the employee due to a lack of power to 
resist or reduce pressure. (Grugulis, 2007, p. 63; Sayer, 2007, p. 36). These ine-
qualities further impact the recognition and dignity of employees when interact-
ing among groups with diverse power relations. Trust and respect need to be 
obtained from superior employees to secure or accelerate one’s position, inde-
pendent of the personal relationship, while maintaining integrity as a prime 
source of respect and self-respect. Lastly, dignity requires the organization to 
cultivate autonomy and trust towards the employees, elements which often fall 
short especially in subaltern positions (Grugulis, 2007, p. 61; Sayer, 2007, p. 37). 
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“To qualify as human, work must necessarily be limited so that it allows space 
for workers to take pleasure (and time) outside their workplaces, to enjoy good 
health and to form satisfying relationships.” (Grugulis, 2007, p. 75). In order to 
improve general skills in the workplace, calls for comprehensive changes to the 
economic system and greater society are being made, including high trust labour 
relations and the consideration of human capabilities along with equal distribu-
tion of income and welfare. Work should finally be judged on its social effects as 
being a major part of a broader society. Injustices and inequalities may to a large 
extent not have originated within the workplace “but work can be a means of (at 
least partially) addressing them, of introducing or restoring dignity, of providing 
a route out of poverty or a source of pride.” (Grugulis, 2007, p. 76). Thus, the 
primary concern for research must be - how to improve workplaces, with the aim 
of ensuring the humane treatment of all employees. 

Looking across professions, economists claim the need for advanced metrics to 
define and measure the quality of life and work, taking “individuals as the best 
judges of their own conditions.” (Stiglitz, Sen, & Fitoussi, 2010, pp. 62–76). In this 
context, the notion of paid work is regarded as a major influencer on the quality 
of life, providing identity and ways of socializing for the individual. 

Being a central aspect of life, work is seen as fundamental to psychological health 
(Blustein, 2008). Described as “the lifeblood of people” (Blustein, 2008, p. 237), 
work, if perceived as something positive enjoyed by the people, has a positive 
impact on one’s psychological health. On the other hand, if not serving human 
needs, work is said to endanger human existence as being a central element of it. 
Accordingly, the authors suggest exploring the challenges individuals face in 
their work through psychological studies. 

Work, in order to be perceived as positive and motivating to the individual, is 
grounded in several aspects of work and the relationships of the individual 
within their work environment. According to Schnell et al. (2013), four factors 
are relevant for good work, relating motivation and the questions of work sense. 
First, the job has to fit to the needs of the individual, fulfilling personal desires. 
Second, work needs to be perceived as meaningful. Third, the individual should 
have a feeling of belongingness during work and, lastly, one’s comprehension of 
values and beliefs should fit to the employer, enabling a certain sense of pride in 
one’s job. 

As part of meaningful work, the significance of one’s activities and tasks in the 
context of work have been proven to enhance the individual’s engagement and 
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performance on the job (Fairlie, 2011; Veltman, 2016) as well as their well-being 
through gaining a deeper understanding of the social impact of their work 
(Grant, 2008). It is said that every job can be perceived as meaningful, but indi-
viduals often have difficulties in recognizing the same, due to their not having 
the information on how their tasks help others. 

Research also shows that people actively seek meaning in the workplace, even to 
a greater extent than searching for meaning in life (Holbeche & Springett, 2004). 
It is argued that the large share of spending time at work, as well as the increas-
ing commercialization and lack of community evokes the search for meaning. 

In summary, individuals struggle inside the fairly regulated profession of man-
agement consulting, often leaving the profession after a short period of time or 
experiencing stress when continuing to work as a consultant. Research highlights 
a poor work-life-balance and the need to behave unethically as the main causes 
of this. At the same time, only limited research has been conducted in this area, 
concerning the individuals and their motives. 

1.7 Wicked problem: The individual consultant’s attitude 
towards the profession 

There have been many attempts to define and formalize the profession of man-
agement consulting and related role models, behavioural patterns, and stances 
the individual consultant should take through interaction, in order to formalize 
the profession or certain elements from a predominately managerial and eco-
nomic standpoint. Still, little attention has been given to the individual consult-
ant’s needs and expectations inside the profession. This can be understood as a 
wicked problem (Weick, 1995). 

Accordingly, this research aims to close the gap between the managerial view of 
the profession and the humanistic principles of meaningful work by assessing 
what is required to enable the individual’s experience of meaningful work as 
important part of their life (Henry, 2004; Linley, Harrington, Garcea, et al., 2013; 
Sivanathan et al., 2004; Steger & Dik, 2013; Veltman, 2016), and how this experi-
ence can be supported by engaging the individual inside the organization 
(Hodges & Clifton, 2004; Stairs & Galpin, 2013). 

In order to reach this goal, this research analyses the dimensions and importance 
of humanistic principles within the profession of management consulting, allow-
ing the individual’s pursuit of meaningful work as a constituent part of their own 
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identity. Responsive interviews are used to explore the individual consultant’s 
needs and to identify how humanism can contribute to the extension of the pro-
fession. 

The naturalistic and qualitative bias of this research allows the context of the var-
ious settings to be considered and made part of the analysis. On the one hand, 
this prevents the full generalizability of the research results as always being mu-
tually bound to the specific context within which it has been analysed. Every 
context varies in its details and thus cannot be generalized per se. On the other 
hand, rich context allows the application of research results to interpersonal set-
tings which cannot be addressed solely with the prevailing research methods in 
the area of management consulting (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993, 
pp. 16–18). It provides the possibility of obtaining insight into and making pre-
dictions on social settings in the future and the way to deal with them. 

As outlined in the introduction, a key research question, which defines the cen-
tral theme of the research, asks to what extent humanistic principles need to be 
considered within the profession of management consulting, based on the indi-
vidual’s comprehension of work: 

What is required for the individual consultant to experience their work 
in management consulting as meaningful and how can the profes-
sion’s stakeholders support the individual on his path to this experi-
ence? 

In order to address the diverse issues related to this key research question, three 
subsidiary research questions are deduced. Each of the questions addresses a 
specific part of the overall research and helps to build an overall theory of the 
investigated topic. 

The first subsidiary research question, addressed in Chapter 1, is raised to deter-
mine the present conceptions of management consulting and gives an indication 
of what has potentially been neglected so far:  

How is the individual consultant recognized within the present view 
of the profession of management consulting today and what are the 
potential areas of tension? 

The knowledge gathered as part of this subsidiary research question is used as 
foundation for the second subsidiary research question which turns the attention 
to the individual’s stance on meaningful work and potential tensions: 
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What is the individual’s attitude towards the profession of manage-
ment consulting? What purpose, motivations and expectations does 
the individual acting as management consultant have with regard to 
his profession? What pressures does the individual face during their 
work? 

The second subsidiary research question is answered in Chapter 2 and 3. While 
Chapter 2 outlines the methodology in use, responsive interviewing, Chapter 3 
presents the results of the interviews with management consultants. 

In order to achieve a high level of objectivity, this PhD study is conducted with-
out the involvement of any consulting company or other related organizations. 
Despite the high level of confidentiality within the consulting industry, the au-
thor’s broad professional network assures feasibility of the empirical part of this 
study and the nomination of appropriate interviewees. 

The concluding third subsidiary research question combines the findings of the 
individual’s stance on their profession as introduced in Chapter 3, with the 
framework of meaningful work, introduced in Chapter 4 of this research. Possi-
ble ways in which humanism can support the individual on their path towards 
experiencing meaning in their work as an integral part of their identity are iden-
tified: 

How can humanism contribute? What is required for the individual 
consultant to experience meaningfulness in their work within the pro-
fession of management consulting? 

The concluding chapter, Chapter 5, builds upon the theoretical framework of 
meaningful work in Chapter 4 and applies the results of the interviews to this 
framework. The approach to this research from a methodological standpoint 
combines aspects of two different traditions in the research of classic and Strauss-
ian grounded theory (Kenny & Fourie, 2015, p. 19). With regard to the use of 
literature, it is argued that a literature review can be helpful and support the re-
search goals at any point in the research process. Providing an overview of the 
current understanding, as set out in Chapter 1, helped to reveal potentials gaps 
in the discussion. Without pre-determining the outcomes of the empirical re-
search, the second part of the literature review was done during and after the 
empirical research and based on its results and supported the construction of the 
theory (Kenny & Fourie, 2015, p. 17). The following chapter - Chapter 2, will now 
provide details concerning the approach to the empirical part of this study.
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2 Empirical research design: Gaining insights from 
responsive interviews with consultants 

The second Chapter introduces the research design and methodology for the em-
pirical part of this study, describing how insights on the individual’s motives are 
gained using the method of responsive interviews. This is the main method used 
for the empirical part of this study, to gather data and to gain new insights, tak-
ing an open and in-depth approach to conducting interviews in order to explore 
the individuals’ views on the profession. Related quality criteria for this part of 
the research, the research’s population and place, as well as potential limitations 
and pitfalls are discussed. The method of responsive interviewing is described 
as a conversational partnership between interviewer and interviewee, who take 
an active stance in shaping and deciding the course of the interview. The inter-
view does not follow a rigid design and is open for the interviewees’ concerns, 
having only the main questions predefined. The final part of this chapter de-
scribes the procedure of the research’s documentation, analysis of the results and 
interpretation of the same following an explorative approach. 

2.1 Introduction: Overview of the research design by chapter 

To answer the second subsidiary research question, qualitative research is con-
ducted in personal dialogue with management consultants using open and in-
depth responsive interviews (Rubin & Rubin, 2012), and by focusing on the con-
text of the research problem (Lamnek, 2010, pp. 332–336). 

The third subsidiary research question is finally addressed with an inductive ap-
proach (Bortz & Döring, 2006, p. 300; Kruse, 2015, pp. 136–142). The information 
gathered from the open responsive interviews are discussed in the light of hu-
manistic principles, which potentially impact the individual and his work inside 
the profession. This includes research on positive psychology at work (Linley, 
Harrington, & Garcea, 2013; Linley & Joseph, 2004), and the notion of a meaning-
ful life and work (Derkx, 2013, p. 42; Steger & Dik, 2013). 

The chosen inductive approach claims to explore the findings and assumptions, 
through an in-depth analysis of several different cases of individuals inside man-
agement consulting and deriving major patterns in the individual consultant’s 
behaviour and needs (Kruse, 2015, pp. 136–142). 
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The following paragraphs of this chapter provide details on the qualitative re-
search method of open, in-depth responsive interviewing, for the exploration of 
the individual’s stance, which is understood as key to the overall outcome of the 
empirical part of this study. 

2.2 Empirical design: Open in-depth qualitative research as 
leading method 

The empirical part of the research aims to explore individual motives using an 
empirical qualitative research method (Bortz & Döring, 2006, pp. 380–398). In 
comparison to more standardized quantitative methods, qualitative approaches 
allow the generation of a picture of the complex reality by focusing on specific 
cases and context-intensive information. This interactive reconstruction of reality 
and its background helps to avoid misinterpretations and false conclusions 
(Kruse, 2015, pp. 52–53). Given the selection of the appropriate qualitative 
method and ensuring empirical consistency and authenticity, qualitative re-
search avoids hidden normativity and does not pretend any false accountability 
of the research issue. 

Personal interviews are conducted to generate and gather new information for 
later analysis. The interviews are based on the method of responsive interview-
ing. This type of open interview allows the exploration of the individual’s expe-
riences, in terms of their purpose, motivation, expectations and pressures in re-
lation to their profession, helping identify potential issues and unfulfilled needs 
working as a management consultant. The interviewee is the centre of attention 
and treated as an equal partner, establishing and maintaining an intimate atmos-
phere and responsive dialogue throughout the conversation (Rubin & Rubin, 
2012). 

The author’s assumptions and initial model are thereby not exposed to the inter-
viewee in order not to influence his opinion, leaving room for spontaneous dis-
cussions and discoveries. During the final phase of the conversation, the inter-
viewee is asked for topics that may have been neglected in the discussion so far. 

Although being open to any response by the individual during the execution of 
the interview, the interview follows the main principles of problem-oriented in-
terviews (Kruse, 2015, pp. 153–155; Lamnek, 2010, pp. 332–336) with the goal to 
provide input to the second subsidiary research question focusing on the indi-
vidual’s purpose, motivations and expectations as they relate to his work as a 
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management consultant. In addition, the interviewees are asked for tensions they 
may have experienced during their career and what they might see as the causes 
of these tensions. 

These personal insights and beliefs, also referred to as mental models, are the 
broadest form of experience frames (Bortz & Döring, 2006, p. 309). Next to mental 
models there are life episodes (direct experiences), routinized procedures, gen-
eralized events, and conceptualized structures (Wiedemann, 1987, p. 5). Mental 
models describe the individual’s own perception of a specific subject area, such 
as the work assignment. 

As part of the problem-oriented character of the interviews conducted, the au-
thor’s own professional experience helps to open up the conversation, indicating 
the envisaged focus areas of the research with examples from self-experienced 
situations if necessary. The empirical part of this study does not anticipate trans-
parent objectivity, but implies the author’s own experience as an unavoidable 
aspect of the investigation and a conscious part of the later analysis (Kenny & 
Fourie, 2015, pp. 13–17; Kruse, 2015, p. 154). 

In order to support an open conversation, the interview does not make use of a 
predefined questionnaire in order not to predetermine and potentially limit the 
response of the interviewees. Paragraph 2.3 details the interview structure and 
preparation of the conversation, including aspects of follow-up questions, probes 
and proper closing of the conversation. 

Keeping the interview open and less-structured is essential for gathering the in-
dividual’s feelings and beliefs, as compared to a structured interview which fo-
cuses more on rational responses, but often neglects or does not thoroughly as-
sess the emotional dimension (Fontana & Frey, 2005, p. 703). In contrast, open 
and unstructured interviews help to obtain a greater breadth and help to under-
stand complex behaviour and behavioural patterns of society and its members. 
The field of inquiry is kept open, lowering the risk of limiting the field of inquiry 
and of imposing personal prejudices and predefined categories of thought (Fon-
tana & Frey, 2005, pp. 705–706). 

Each interviewee is interviewed once for approximately sixty minutes. Despite 
the open character of the interviews it is important to convey the aim of the em-
pirical research and area(s) of interest to the interviewee at the beginning of the 
conversation or even before. In order to accentuate the direction of the interview, 
examples based on the personal experience of the author are mentioned if re-
quired. 
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After each interview, the design principles outlined at the beginning are vali-
dated and, if required, adapted following a continuous design development. This 
approach allows greater flexibility and does not risk the exclusion of any aspects 
because of fixed assumptions. On the other hand, once the overall design 
changes, the analysis of previously conducted interviews needs to explicitly con-
sider the changes in order to remain comparable with the remaining group (Ru-
bin & Rubin, 2012, p. 70). 

Quality criteria and strategies for trustworthiness 

The recognition of and compliance to quality criteria within research depends on 
the type of research conducted. Guba differentiates between rationalistic and 
naturalistic inquiry in this matter (Guba, 1981, p. 76). The present empirical re-
search comprehends itself as naturalistic inquiry due to the assumptions taken 
in advance of the research and the posture taken by the researcher during the 
research. As a result of the qualitative research method chosen and the open char-
acter of the inquiry, the research accepts multiple realities as outcomes of the 
same. While rationalistic research aims for the confirmation of assumptions, usu-
ally through quantitative methods, this research aims to extract working as-
sumptions which, ideally, are applicable to a wide range of circumstances. The 
inquirer is thereby seen as an influencing inquirer, being a member of the same 
profession as the respondents. A theory is derived based on the gathered and 
analysed information which builds also on tacit knowledge and is less objective 
than rationalistic research. 

The traditional quality criteria for rationalistic inquiry, mostly conducted with 
the use of quantitative research methods, includes objectivity, reliability and va-
lidity (Bortz & Döring, 2006, pp. 326–328; Guba, 1981, p. 80). Due to the different 
characteristics of rationalistic and naturalistic research, the criteria for achieving 
trustworthiness in research have been extended and redefined to meet the needs 
of naturalistic research including the following (Erlandson et al., 1993, pp. 28–35; 
Guba, 1981, p. 83; Kruse, 2015, pp. 54–58; Kumar, 2011, pp. 185–187; Trochim & 
Donnelly, 2007, p. 149): 

• Credibility (equivalent to internal validity in quantitative research), 
• Transferability (equivalent to external validity), 
• Dependability (equivalent to reliability) and, 
• Conformability (equivalent to objectivity). 
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All quality criteria for information gathering apply to this empirical research. 
The following section details each criterion and describes how potential chal-
lenges in each area are addressed. 

Credibility 

Credibility, also referred to as internal validity, is the central quality criteria for 
qualitative research. During several parts of the research, internal validity is ver-
ified and secured. 

First, the question arises as to whether statements made during the interviews 
by the interviewees are authentic and true or if the contents have been manipu-
lated by the interviewee or has the interviewer simply not been able to extract 
the all-important information during the interview. As it is not possible to ques-
tion truthfulness directly with the respondent, as this would, at the very least, 
not be ethically correct, the course of the interview is thoroughly analysed for 
consistency and signs of authenticity (Bortz & Döring, 2006, p. 327). In addition, 
consistency checks are incorporated into the interviews, asking questions which 
mutually point to the same answer (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 65). Still, it needs to 
be considered that interviewees might have diverse views on the same topic, de-
pendent on the specific situation and how they experienced that situation. Ask-
ing for concrete examples of their experience by talking about common events or 
typical situations the interviewees have faced, help the interviewees to recall 
thoughts and thus to obtain valid and rich information on what was experienced. 
Paragraph 2.3 outlines the main questions and follow-up questions considering 
these quality criteria. 

Secondly, it needs to be questioned whether the documented and transcribed re-
search protocol reflects what was said during the interview and, more im-
portantly, what the interviewee was trying to say, or whether the researcher has 
unwittingly altered the results. Exploring the perceptions, experiences, feelings 
and beliefs of people, the respondents themselves are seen as the best judges of 
whether their feedback has been documented properly, reflecting their opinions 
and feelings in an appropriate manner (Trochim & Donnelly, 2007, p. 149). Thus, 
the transcript of each interview is provided to the participants, referred to as 
communicative validation or member checks (Erlandson et al., 1993, p. 142; 
Guba, 1981, p. 85). The respondents are enabled to make corrections or add de-
tails to the text and to clarify ambiguities (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 64). 
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Lastly, peers are involved during the information gathering process and provide 
support during a debriefing after conducting a single or series of interviews. The 
exchange with a peer is supposed to regain objectivity and help the researcher to 
view the material through his respondent’s eyes (Erlandson et al., 1993, pp. 140–
142; Guba, 1981, p. 85). The peers used for this exercise are taken from the au-
thor’s personal environment, including the supervisors of this research. Any cog-
nition derived from the conversation with the peers is documented and might 
impact further interviews and questions raised.  

Similar to quality criteria applicable to the phase of information gathering, qual-
ity criteria also apply to the interpretative part of the study. When validating 
results of interpretations, both the questions of internal validity and external va-
lidity (generalizability) have to be addressed (Bortz & Döring, 2006, p. 334; 
Kruse, 2015, pp. 54–58). 

As described in paragraph 2.4, the interviews are transcribed in a detailed man-
ner, enriched by notes taken by the author during the interviews. Being as exact 
as possible supports the internal validity of the empirical research (Kruse, 2015, 
p. 346), as the transcribed interviews allow interpretation on a semantic level us-
ing linguistic modalities to validate and support arguments. The interpretation 
thereby needs to be consistent throughout the analysed text following the rule of 
consistency. All derived conclusions and generated meaning cannot be founded 
on single occurrences but need to be traceable throughout the empirical material. 

In addition, external peers, not related to this study, were involved to randomly 
support the interpretation of the main themes. The results of the interpretations 
are compared and tested on consensus. In the event that no consensus can be 
achieved during the course of the empirical research, this particular finding is 
made transparent as part of the overall research result. 

Transferability 

The transferability of empirical results describes the possibility to transfer find-
ings between several contexts. In general, naturalistic research does not aim for 
generalized statements of truth but for a context-bound conclusion that might be 
transferable to other specific contexts (Guba, 1981, p. 86). Qualitative research 
cannot, therefore, rely on random samples to prove statements, but relies on the 
concept of exemplary generalization (Bortz & Döring, 2006, p. 335; Kruse, 2015, 
pp. 238–240). The exemplary generalization is based on individual cases, which 
are analysed in detail and qualify as potentially representative the group they 
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stand for. In order to allow a certain level of transferability, this empirical re-
search uses purposive sampling and thick descriptions of the research infor-
mation.  

Purposive sampling describes a type of sampling which aims to gather as rich 
and diverse a range of information as possible, thereby maximizing the range of 
the research and the contexts it addresses (Erlandson et al., 1993, pp. 82–84; 147–
148; Guba, 1981, p. 86). Interviews are conducted until a point of saturation and 
heterogeneity is reached (Kruse, 2015, p. 57). Earlier in this paragraph the ap-
proach of purposive sampling has been described in detail, giving insight on the 
criteria respondents are selected by.  

The second strategy used to support the transferability of this empirical research 
is the concept of using thick descriptions for the research information gathered. 
This involves gathering detailed information as part of the responsive interviews 
which allow comparison and potential transferability between contexts (Erland-
son et al., 1993, pp. 145–147; Guba, 1981, p. 86). This detailed information is 
turned into thick descriptions during analysis, including as many particularities 
as possible, including the history of origin, the feelings of the individual and the 
reactions of other people involved. 

Both concepts, purposive sampling and thick descriptions, complement each 
other, giving the researcher a solid idea of what information to consider for thick 
descriptions relying on the broad range of contexts being included within this 
research. 

Dependability 

With regard to the dependability or reliability of a qualitative empirical research, 
a differentiation has to be made between an explicit and implicit reliability. While 
it is questionable to guarantee an explicit reliability, due to the openness and 
uniqueness of qualitative research, repeating certain questions and varying the 
testing conditions aim at an implicit reliability. Finally, the process of infor-
mation gathering is explained and recorded in detail to allow a full understand-
ing of the reproduction of the documented findings (Kumar, 2011, p. 185). Para-
graph 2.3 provides a detailed description of the interview approach by which the 
information is collected. 

An audit of the above procedure is conducted before and during the information 
gathering phase, referred to as the dependability audit (Erlandson et al., 1993, 
pp. 148–151; Guba, 1981, p. 87). The researcher’s peers validate both the process 
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of information gathering based on the way of documentation as well as the ad-
herence to the method based on documented results such as the interview tran-
scripts. 

Conformability 

Conformability or objectivity describes the need for research to be documented 
and executed in a way that different researchers would come to similar results 
when conducting the empirical research. This requires a certain level of transpar-
ency, through thorough documentation (also see dependability) and standardi-
zation, relying on proven methods and not only on the experience of the re-
searcher. Thus, this empirical research uses the well-established method of re-
sponsive interviewing (for details and deviations, see paragraph 2.3). 

While the researcher seeks for absolute objectivity and interdependence when 
using quantitative research, qualitative research requires the subjective interac-
tion of the researcher with the respondents. The primary aim is to create a similar 
insight and sympathy between researcher and each respondent (Bortz & Döring, 
2006, p. 326). As every respondent is different and reacts differently to questions 
and statements made, the researcher has to adapt and thus cannot retain a purely 
objective stance. 

In order to support the objectivity of the research, the results of the interpretation 
are subject to a conformability audit, during which peers validate the interpreta-
tions made on consistency and verify if these are based on proper and existing 
information (Erlandson et al., 1993, p. 148; Guba, 1981, p. 88). 

In addition, pilot interviews are conducted to rectify the approach and allow any 
fine-tuning of the method in use which may be necessary, before approaching 
further respondents. Furthermore, the research design is subject to constant 
change, providing evidence for all conclusions made (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 
70). 

Research population and place 

The population addressed by this research consists of consultants working 
within the German management consulting industry. The companies are limited 
to large and medium-sized organizations, with a revenue of over one million 
Euros per year (BDU, 2012), not taking into account small consulting organiza-
tions with less established structures or self-employed consultants. In 2012, the 
German management consulting market consisted of 95,150 consultants of 
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whom 70% worked in large and medium-sized companies (BDU, 2013; FEACO, 
2012). 

The interviewees are selected from the author’s professional network. In order 
to capture diversity and allow a high transferability of the empirical results, sev-
eral criteria are monitored concerning the sampling frame. The criteria are ac-
cessed using information available to the public or, if no information was found, 
by asking the interviewee upfront at the interview.  

The interviewees are selected based on sampling criteria (see Appendix B), only 
considering consultants with first-hand knowledge, and limited to individuals 
who are or were recently employed as management consultants (Rubin & Rubin, 
2012, pp. 60–62). 

Although the sampling criteria is pre-defined based on the authors experience 
within the consulting industry, the final selection and number of participants 
within the defined characteristics is done as part of a theoretical purposive sam-
pling during the phase of information gathering (Erlandson et al., 1993, pp. 82–
84; Guba, 1981, p. 86). With the goal of identifying cases with maximal variance, 
the explorative bias of this empirical research, also described as the strategy of 
maximized variation, is emphasized. (Erlandson et al., 1993, p. 83; Kruse, 2015, 
pp. 248–249). 

In addition to the researcher identifying and nominating the respondents, the 
interviewees will also be asked for potential additional candidates, especially for 
those with contrary opinions (Guba, 1981, p. 86). This selection approach helps, 
on the one hand, to further broaden the context of the empirical research while, 
on the other hand, extending the selection of participants to external persons not 
being biased with the research. 

Different personal backgrounds, previous experience and management levels al-
low different perspectives to be covered in order to ensure that every vantage 
point of the topics investigated is considered. This requires analysing the inter-
views immediately and the continuous adapting of the research design, incorpo-
rating results of performed interviews into future conversations, helping the in-
terviewee to reflect and comment on other opinions heard. 

The selection is limited to interviewees whose mother language is German, 
thereby sharing the author’s mother language. Cross-language interviewing is 
avoided (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, pp. 185–187). Due to the emotional depth of the 
interviews, different mother languages between interviewer and interviewee 
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might not foster an in-depth conversation, limiting the exchange to the partici-
pants’ abilities within the given language. In addition, word-for-word transla-
tions of the interviews conducted might not capture the full truth and richness 
of the original language, or even distort the meaning. 

All interviews are conducted and transcribed in the German language. The initial 
transcripts are conducted by an external company and in a second step are re-
viewed by the researcher word for word. The research results are documented 
in English. Selected quotations of the interviewees are included both in their orig-
inal language and their English translation. 

The size of the sample is based on the level of saturation achieved while conduct-
ing the research (Kumar, 2011, pp. 212–213; Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 63). In the 
event that further interviews conducted do not lead to any new insights and per-
spectives on the discussed topics, the point of saturation is considered as having 
been achieved. 

The interviewees are asked for their personal preferences on where to conduct 
the personal interview. Neutral, non-culture-laden, informal places are sug-
gested by the researcher (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, pp. 8; 184). This includes restau-
rants, cafes, and other public sites. Locations at the client sites or the premises of 
the employer are avoided, supporting the free elaboration of the respondent and 
the independence of the empirical study and its results. 

Limitations and potential pitfalls 

Every researcher is part of a cultural system with prevailing discourse, unreflec-
tive rituals and specific habits of thought (van Maanen, 2011, p. 227), but rather 
than trying to restrain these limiting factors, which every researcher has to face, 
these limitations should be accepted and reflected on, in order to integrate them 
into the research and understand them as part of another’s perspective and nec-
essary element of the interviewer’s point of view. The researcher himself is un-
derstood to be a subjective element of the research, being a member of the man-
agement consulting industry. Thus, all actions, questions asked, conclusions 
drawn and so forth are documented within the research, explicitly highlighting 
the authors influence as part of the overall research design. Furthermore, the us-
age of responsive interviewing (see paragraph 2.3 for details) helps to under-
stand the different viewpoints of people in similar circumstances. 

With regard to the interviewees, as stated by Watson (2011, p. 211), while inter-
views and the knowledge extracted from these are worth considering, including 
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within ethnographic work, it needs to be acknowledged that people tend to 
speak positively about their organization and their social interactions within. 
These reactions can relate to the personal commitment of the interviewee to the 
organization or a fear of the organization. Thus, the analysis of the respondent’s 
answers recognizes these aspects and regards them as part of the overall analysis. 

Further pitfalls in gathering information by using in-depth interviews are the is-
sues of counselling and stage fights (de Vos, Delport, Fouche, & Strydom, 2011, 
pp. 341–375). Reflecting and summarising during the conversation can inhibit 
the interview if done by the researcher as interviewer. In general, it is always 
easier for the respondent to agree with the researcher than to explain his own 
viewpoint. Thus, statements by the researcher during the interview on prelimi-
nary conclusions and summaries of the stated are avoided in order not to pre-
clude further in-depth enquiry, also referred to as actively counselling the inter-
view. In addition, the use of audio recording equipment and open-ended ques-
tions can make the participant feel vulnerable during the conversation. An open 
exchange with the interviewee, prior to the interview, setting expectations and 
properly formulating the research questions (see paragraph 2.3), can help to 
avoid these pitfalls. 

2.3 Method of data gathering: Conversational partnerships 
through responsive interviewing 

The method of responsive interviewing, used to answer the main research ques-
tion of this study, is a special style of interviewing relying on in-depth interview-
ing (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). This form of interviewing seeks to involve a face-to-
face interaction between the interviewer and the interviewees and to understand 
their perspectives of a distinct topic (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998, p. 77). 

The primary goal of in-depth interviewing is to explore the experiences, motives, 
and opinions of others and help them to reconstruct events in order to create 
portraits of, for example, complicated social processes (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 
4). In contrast to ordinary conversations or any form of quantitative information 
gathering, in-depth interviews enable the researcher to explore complex, contra-
dictory, and counter-intuitive matters. These matters include personal and sen-
sitive issues people would normally not talk about when approached directly 
and without any preparation or prior relationship to the researcher. These type 
of interviews do not only help the interviewer to discuss a research topic in 
depth, detail, and richness (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 6), but also help the 
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interviewee to uncover faded memories and to uncover invisible or unconscious 
processes and behavioural patterns. With the information gained the researcher 
is enabled to challenge long-held (own) assumptions and shed new light on the 
topic investigated. 

As a particular style of qualitative in-depth interviewing, responsive interviews 
focus on a single topic and address knowledgeable people with first-hand 
knowledge. Responsive interviews are structured into main questions, probes 
and follow-up questions. While main questions are directly related to the re-
search questions the researcher aims to answer, probes act as standard expres-
sions to keep interviewees reflecting on the topic discussed, by providing them 
with examples. Follow-up questions are asked based on what the interviewee 
has said in his initial response (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 6) and are directly related 
to that response, iterating key concepts, themes and ideas and, ultimately, seek-
ing for clarity and precision around the topic investigated. 

In order to facilitate such a two-sided and open conversation on a personal and 
sensitive topic, responsive interviewing requires a conversational partnership, 
built upon a trusting relationship between the researcher and the interviewee, 
who, in most cases, would be someone previously unknown to the researcher 
(Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 7). 

Responsive interviewing is seen as easy to learn while being ethical and respect-
ful, due to its reliance on a gentle and trusting tone during conversation. Despite 
the researcher leading the process, in terms of asking most of the questions and 
facilitating the discussion, the interviewee is regarded as an equal partner whom 
the researcher is listening to and reacting to, by adapting his questions through-
out the course of the interview to meet the interviewees’ needs in terms of tone 
and content. This requires the researcher to constantly adapt his design during 
and after each interview, potentially resulting in interviews with different ques-
tions asked rather than going through a standardized list of questions. 

In return, the researcher receives rich and detailed information on the topic in-
vestigated, while not claiming to find the universal truth but to learn about the 
potentially diverse perspectives of others. In this way the researcher learns to 
understand viewpoints different from his own (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 38). 

This constant and on-going interaction between the analysis and collection of in-
formation is also referred to as continuous analysis (Erlandson et al., 1993, p. 130) 
and is one of the main principles behind any naturalistic study and inherent to 
the method of responsive interviewing. 
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The following paragraphs elaborate in detail on how these principles are applied 
within this research.  

Roles and responsibilities as part of the interviews 

The author of this study, gaining full insight into the conversations and allowing 
later analysis, conducts the interviews. 

The researcher and his multiple roles 

Defined as an “active interview” (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995), in general there is 
no comprehensive objectiveness possible when interacting with other people and 
talking about their views and thoughts. The social situation of both the inter-
viewer and the interviewee always plays a role. Thus, not only the objective facts 
count, but also the mind-set of the interviewer needs to be considered as part of 
the interview. 

Other authors describe the scientific comprehension of a neutral interview with 
the notion of a more realistic empathetic interview, which questions absolute 
neutrality and emphasizes taking a stance by the interviewer while conducting 
the interview. The experiences and stories captured during the interview are mu-
tually created and bound to the context of both interviewer and interviewee; 
thus, taking a stance becomes unavoidable (Fontana & Frey, 2005, p. 696). This 
turns the interview into a “method of morality” as theoretical and methodologi-
cal concerns are set behind the importance of human sacredness (Fontana & Frey, 
2005, p. 697). 

During the interview the interviewer plays an active role while interacting with 
the interviewee and has influence on the shape of the interaction by asking ques-
tions and reacting to the feedback given by the respondent (Fontana & Frey, 2005, 
p. 716). This active involvement of both interviewer and interviewee is also ap-
plicable in the context of responsive interviewing, in which the researcher takes 
an active role, influencing questions and showing his reactions to answers pro-
vided by the interviewees (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 72). As a consequence, the 
researcher is required to build a trustful relationship towards the interviewee, 
showing sympathy based on the needs of the other. As interviewees might feel 
vulnerable during conversation, especially given the emotional aspects of the 
topic, the interviewer should show empathy in turn, by similarly exposing him-
self. 
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As part of building sympathy and trust, the founders of responsive interviewing 
recommend carefully choosing a specific role as researcher, consciously showing 
aspects of oneself which fit to the theme of the interview and are comprehensible 
to the interviewee. The respondents should come to the understanding of who 
they actually are and how they think, in order to gain the required amount of 
trust and receive honest answers that reflect the reality of the respondent (Rubin 
& Rubin, 2012, p. 75). 

As the author of the study is working as a management consultant himself, is 
known within the industry and is closely related to some of the interviewees, the 
role which is selected for the empirical part of this study is to a large extent pre-
determined. Nevertheless, in order to emphasize the empirical and humanistic 
character of the project, the author clearly describes his role as a researcher and 
his aim to contribute to the profession of management consulting in addition to 
his stance as a consultant. This role of an insider can actually help to build trust 
and overcome boundaries the respondent might have towards a person not part 
of their group or familiar with the subject matter and, therefore, regard the situ-
ation as less threatening (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 76). 

Motivating to participate 

As stated in this paragraph’s introduction, the author’s professional network has 
been used to identify potential interview candidates and finally make the ap-
pointment. The candidates selected for the empirical research might agree to par-
ticipate as a means of enjoying “the sociability and sense of accomplishment” 
(Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 78) while being considered as knowledgeable on the 
requested topic. Also, the interviewees are potentially willing to share views 
which they may be unable or unwilling to share with the upper management. 
The shared background can thereby support the building of trust with the inter-
viewees (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 79). The interviewees are first approached by 
email, briefly explaining the research background and role of the researcher and 
offering a short phone call to answer any questions they may have prior to the 
interview. Importantly, this initial communication with potential interviewees 
also contains the main questions of the interview, giving the respondents time to 
reflect and think about the topic of the research and related inquiries. 

Managing emotions and ethical responsibilities 

Negative emotions and stress can occur before, during and after the interview. 
Preparing and managing the interviews in a convenient way can help to ease the 
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process. Firstly, it is ensured that no more than one interview is conducted per 
day, leaving enough room to document and handle the interview properly. Sec-
ondly, a maximum of three interviews per week is foreseen. This also helps to 
keep the workload at a manageable level and allows a first analysis to take place 
soon after each interview has taken place, keeping a closeness to the interviews 
just conducted and enabling the capture of as many different aspects of them as 
possible (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 84). Also, during the interview the researcher 
becomes engaged, especially as s/he is keen on retrieving information and dis-
cussing views on the investigated topic. At the same time, however, the inter-
viewer needs to avoid entering into debates during the interview and needs to 
focus on what the interviewee has and wants to say (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 84). 

During engagement with the conversational partners, the researcher has to pay 
attention to his ethical responsibilities. The interviewees need to be treated with 
respect, promises have to be honoured and no pressure should be experienced 
(Rubin & Rubin, 2012, pp. 85–90). Responsive interviewing implies a gentle and 
respectful tone during the conversation. All actions such as the recording of the 
conversation and the following of an anonymized transcription are agreed with 
the at the beginning of the interview. 

As a reward, the interviewee is offered the results of the overall study and the 
possibility to review the interview transcript shortly after the interview has been 
transcribed. In addition, all interviews are anonymized, protecting the identity 
of the respondents and respecting the overall confidentiality of the interview re-
sults. In case details of the results risk revealing the identity of a respondent, the 
removal of these details is considered or the permission of the conversational 
partner to explicitly use it is requested. During initial contact with the interview-
ees, next to explaining the purpose of the study, it is made clear that the inter-
viewees, in the first instance, own all information received during the interview. 
They are allowed to refuse any particular part of the interview or drop out en-
tirely at any time. 

Interview design and questions 

The in-depth qualitative interviews used for the empirical part of this study are 
aiming for specific content and are following a specific interview structure (based 
on de Vos et al., 2011, pp. 341–375; Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 29). 
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Interview content 

The goal is to retrieve as detailed and rich information from the interviews as 
possible, avoiding asking questions which can easily be answered with yes and 
no. The researcher is focusing on questions related to the experience and behav-
iour of the interviewee as a management consultant, rather than asking for opin-
ions and feelings. When focusing on the reconstruction of events, rather than to 
remember them off the top of their heads, the respondents are forced to reveal 
their construction of reality through the application of their concepts and beliefs. 
This reconstruction is supported by questions asking for the how and why rather 
than only for the what, using prepositions and hypothetical questions, leading to 
a high level of detail, depth, vividness, nuance and richness of the research phe-
nomena (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, pp. 102–107). 

The interviewer does not predetermine any answer categories, leaving room for 
the interviewee to agree, disagree and raise and propose any new issue, using 
truly open-ended questions, allowing room for the participants to respond in 
their own terms. 

Interview structure 

With regard to the interview structure, a semi-structured interview format is 
used, predefining the research theme governed by the research questions and 
only a limited number of questions in advance. Other than that the interview is 
left open, leaving room for the interviewee to respond to questions and deter-
mine the overall direction of the interview (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 31). 

The interviewer consistently adjusts the questions asked, adapting to the reac-
tions of the interviewee and the insights provided during the conversation. The 
questions can vary among the interviewees, as the level of experience of the con-
sulted persons might be fundamentally different. 

Stages of the interview 

Once the interview has approached, there are several stages to be considered 
during the interview (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, pp. 107–114). The interview is initi-
ated with a short introduction of the research objectives and the researcher’s role. 
The story provides the interviewee with a concrete insight into the topic and 
gives an indication of what is supposed to be discussed during the interview. 
The interview continues with some easy questions, asking the interviewees for 
their background and role, followed by narrative descriptions of relevant events 
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that occurred. This secures a certain level of comfort for the interviewees, setting 
the stage for more complex and tough questions. In the course of the interview 
the questions can start to be more provocative, (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 110)as 
for example, asking for personal compromises people have to make on the job, 
or what kind of pressures they face during their work and why. Once the im-
portant questions have been raised, the interview is brought back to less stressful 
questions, in order to “tone down the emotional level” (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 
111). To close the interview, the interviewees are asked for any topics which may 
have been missed or if they have any questions for the interviewer. 

Main questions 

The questions used to gather the required information in a responsive interview 
are separated into main questions, follow-up questions and probes. Main ques-
tions are directly related to the key and subsidiary research questions, provide 
structure to the interview and assure that all parts of the research have been cov-
ered. Main questions are the only questions that are prepared in advance and do 
not exceed a handful of questions. 

The main questions are worded in a way the interviewee feels comfortable with, 
being easy to understand and offering a wide scope as to how they may be an-
swered. (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 116). 

Appendix C offers the complete interview outline, including the main questions 
which were provided to the interview candidates. The interviewee, if answering 
other questions in advance, can influence the order of questions during the in-
terview. In this case the natural flow of the conversation is not disrupted. 

Follow-up questions 

Follow-up questions are the most important questions from the perspective of 
responsive interviewing, as these kinds of questions help to increase “depth, de-
tail, richness, vividness, and nuance, as well as to help assure thoroughness and 
credibility” (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 119). Follow-up questions are only made if 
the matter directly touches one of the main research questions (Rubin & Rubin, 
2012, p. 151). The questions should be used to complete stories, concepts or 
themes, which seem incomplete after being introduced by the interviewee. In 
addition, follow-up questions might be necessary if the statements made are too 
general, narrow or even extreme. 
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The actual phrasing of a follow-up question is made during the interview, as the 
question fully depends on what the interviewee has responded to during the in-
terview. In the course of the interviews, the preliminary analysis of completed 
interviews can help to identify the areas of a main question where it might be 
necessary to dig deeper through the use of follow-up questions. As the interview-
ees are approached only once, questions derived from the interview analysis are 
used as part of the following interviews until the point of saturation is reached. 

Follow-up questions often ask for the how within what happened. Interviewees 
are asked for missing information, for comparisons of events, the meaning of 
something or simply to provide a detailed explanation of the information pro-
vided (based on Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 165). 

In summary, follow-up questions help to achieve the goals of a responsive inter-
view, achieving a deep understanding of the subject matter and gaining new in-
terpretations which accurately synthesize and reflect the narrative of events (Ru-
bin & Rubin, 2012, p. 169). Follow-up questions provide the basis on which to 
confirm and provide evidence for the research themes. 

Probes 

Probes are used during an interview to support the conversation and keep the 
interviewee focussed on the topic and to underpin his statements with examples 
and evidence (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 119). As follow-up questions, probes are 
not prepared in advance but are constructed and asked during the interview. 

Based on the questions defined and described below, the following outline is 
prepared for the interviews. The outline is adapted after each interview, incor-
porating the different perspectives gathered in the course of the interviews and 
using the information to identify new areas of investigation. Although emphasis 
is still on the interviewees choice concerning what to say and what to leave out 
(Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 125), the outline is used as a backup, helping to distin-
guish between the core topics and provide possible examples that can be used to 
stimulate the discussion (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 128). 

Outline 

The interview outline includes the main questions and possible follow-up ques-
tions, which act as backup during the interviews but do not limit the interview 
in any way. The final outline used within the interviews is included in Appendix 
C. 
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2.4 Documentation, analysis, and interpretation: 
Explorative analysis of the research results 

The recorded and transcribed interview results are subject to an explorative anal-
ysis. The analysis is conducted in three successive phases to identify themes and 
describe the phenomenon articulated by the individuals: 

Within the first part of the information analysis the interview transcripts and 
notes are coded, identifying and highlighting the relevant concepts, themes, 
events, examples, names, places and dates. Once all of the relevant themes have 
been identified and the text has been marked, all excerpts with the same code 
and theme are sorted into a separate file which is summarized to allow quick 
access to the relevant themes. 

In the second step of the information analysis, the contents of each file are sorted 
and re-sorted based on different groupings (that is, by age and experience), al-
lowing the comparison of the different subgroups within a theme. Again, the 
results of each sorting are summarized. After weighing the different versions, 
the descriptions are integrated in order to create a complete still and descriptive 
picture of the investigated themes. 

The final part of the information analysis combines the identified concepts and 
themes to generate a theory to explain the described themes. The theory is con-
stantly verified by testing it against the interviews. In a final step the results are 
analysed and checked for their generalizability. 

Documentation of interview results 

Prior to the interviews, the interviewees are asked for their permission to record 
the conversation with an audio device. It is made clear that the information gath-
ered from the interviews is used for the study’s purposes only and is anonymized 
prior to analysis (Bortz & Döring, 2006, p. 310; Kruse, 2015, pp. 274–277). The 
audio recording device is placed in full view, in front of the interviewee before 
commencing the official part of the interview. 

Next to the recording of the conversations, the author takes notes, including a 
description and observations of the interview partner, observations of the inter-
view place and the interview atmosphere (Bortz & Döring, 2006, p. 311; Kruse, 
2015, pp. 278–280). 
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Attention is given to any special concurrencies and potential abnormalities with 
regard to the respondents’ body language and gestures, focusing not only on 
what is being told, but also on how it is being told. This can include observable 
elements, but also hidden aspects such as the context of a story, its structure, and 
the audience to which it is accountable. (Gubrium & Holstein, 1998, p. 165; 
Gubrium, Holstein, Marvasti, & McKinney, 2012). 

The notes are taken either during or directly after the interview in order to ensure 
that any important aspects are not lost. These notes are considered during the 
analysis and help to determine the validity of the research (see paragraph 2.2). 
Details on the conducted interviews are included within Appendix D. 

The recorded audio files are used to transcribe the interview2 as exactly as possi-
ble to guarantee a high level of accuracy and quotations of the interviewees, (Ru-
bin & Rubin, 2012, pp. 64–65) and to support the internal validity of the empirical 
research (see paragraph 2.2). While transcribing the audio recordings, an ex-
tended transcription system is used (Dresing & Pehl, 2013, pp. 20–23). Detailed 
rules of transcription are included within Appendix E. 

Quotations, used as part of the analysis, are worded using a simplified transcrip-
tion system focussing on breaks and main intonations, to ease the readability. 
Quotations used within the text are anonymized, including both names and 
places. All audio records and full interview transcripts are archived and kept 
within a secure place allowing later access if required. 

Analysis of interview results 

Identify, code, sort and summarize 

Following the principles of a Straussian-oriented review of literature, as for the 
coding and analysis of the interview results, the research follows a more classic 
approach, as it is defined within grounded theory (Kenny & Fourie, 2015, p. 7). 
Striving for a flexible, open-ended and creative coding framework, the approach 
supports the revelation of unexpected information from the data, letting the par-
ticipants tell their story, and not being too rigorous. Nevertheless, despite the 
acknowledged subjective stance of the researcher, the coding framework and its 
application to the data is described in detail, allowing a high level of 

 
2 All interviews can be obtained from the author on request. 
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comprehensibility and objectivity during the analysis phase of the research 
(Kenny & Fourie, 2015, pp. 13–17). 

Codes act as a basis for the analysis of the text resulting from the unstructured 
interviews (Kumar, 2011, p. 278). The codes are derived both inductively as well 
as deductively to allow a broad coverage of possible topics in the investigated 
area and to allow the discovery of new aspects, currently not part of the literature 
and research performed in this area. The resulting coding system is utilized to 
generate assumptions and to describe the phenomena investigated (Bortz & Dö-
ring, 2006, p. 330). In this way, systematic coding helps to both recall what was 
said during the interviews as well as to question one’s own ideas and thoughts 
by systematically looking at what the respondents have said (Rubin & Rubin, 
2012, p. 192). As qualitative interviewing goes beyond counting instances of 
codes found within a text, Rubin & Rubin differentiate between events and top-
ical markers, examples, concepts and themes, to code the text and allow the dif-
ferent shades of meaning to be captured. The coding system will contain the fol-
lowing items: 

• Themes: “Themes are summary statements, causal explanations, or con-
clusions.” (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 194) offering explanations of why 
something happened and reflect the personal feelings of the inter-
viewee. Themes can show the relationship between various concepts, 
often indicated with terms such as “because” and “therefore”. The re-
searcher, combining different concepts and investigating this combina-
tion across the interviews, might also introduce themes. 

• Concepts: Concepts are central to the analysis as they “often convey 
goals, values, perceptions, or attitudes or represent strategies that frame 
action.” (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 194). Concepts are usually reflected 
by a single noun or are imbedded in metaphors and represent indirect 
comparisons. Every concept is represented by exactly one correspond-
ing code. Several codes are grouped within sub-groups. Sub-groups 
themselves do not contain any coded segments as long as they have 
codes assigned to them. 

• Situations: Events are easy to identify within the text and describe a cer-
tain occurrence to a specific date and time, or a typical situation experi-
enced.  

• Metaphors: Metaphors found within the interviewee’s answers. 
• Special phrases: Special nouns, verbs or short phrases used to describe 

a situation, object, or person. 
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• Key quotes: Quotations which might be used as examples during later 
analysis. 

An initial list of concepts and themes is defined within the table below (Table 1). 
The identified concepts and themes are based on the initially defined interview 
outline and main questions of the research, as well as on the literature investi-
gated. 

Table 1: Initial concepts and themes (Source: this research) 

Main 
question 

Themes & concepts 

I. Goals; reception of profession; tasks and responsibilities; transition; 
consultant role; purpose 

II. Expectations; expectations of self; consulting culture; perception (own); 
perception (external); absence 

III. Perception (external); conflict; interest; clash of interests; tensions 

IV. Implications (personal); change (positive); change (negative);  
comparison profession; plan; future career 

In addition to the concepts and themes listed above, the list of codes is constantly 
extended by elements raised by the interviewees, paying special attention to the 
concepts and themes which might be mentioned by multiple interviews (Rubin 
& Rubin, 2012, p. 195). Even if not directly mentioned by the interviewees, less 
obvious concepts and themes might be generated during the analysis of the in-
terviews using the following techniques: 

• Deducing themes based on the difference between the verbal statement 
and the interviewees’ expression of emotions 

• Diversity of responses on the same concept or theme might lead to new 
concepts and themes that focus on the diverse meaning 

• Symbols, slogans and metaphors might indicate additional themes and 
concepts. Symbols stand for broader themes, metaphors might help to 
reveal themes in detail, while slogans and sayings can help to call atten-
tion to implicit themes the interviewees are not willing to state directly. 
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• Next to sayings, stories are often used by interviewees to indirectly an-
swer a question and can be a rich source of themes (Rubin & Rubin, 
2012, p. 197) 

• Already identified concepts and themes can be used to create further 
codes by thinking about opposites, pairs and higher and lower levels of 
detail, summarizing and detailing a specific concept or theme. 

Every object defined above is assigned a brief code to enable easy labelling along-
side the text. Therefore, hierarchal coding is used, organizing codes in groupings 
when related to each other and allowing different levels of details, depending on 
the hierarchal level of the code. 

The interviews are coded and recoded several times until all codes detected dur-
ing the work with the interview transcripts have been coded within the text. In 
order to allow a precise allocation of codes to items within the text, every code is 
described and detailed with an example to allow coding by external researchers. 
The description includes a definition of the code, details on how to recognize the 
theme across the interviews and potential exclusions the code shall not cover 
(Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 202). 

The transcripts are coded with the help of the coding software MAXQDA version 
12 (Kuckartz, 2016, pp. 174–200), primarily supporting the coding and recoding 
of the text. The use of analysis software is aimed at supporting the qualitative 
analysis of information, including the transcribed interviews, as well as the au-
thors personal notes made during the interview. The software is not meant to 
deduct any automated statements, but to support the same sequence of work as 
if the analysis had been done with pen and paper. It is understood as a tool for 
dealing with high volumes of information, showing potential relations, and co-
occurrences, and is not part of the method itself. 

Once all transcripts have been coded thoroughly, the level of saturation – how 
many excerpts have been found and allocated to a code – gives an indication as 
to whether the code and related theme is suitable for further analysis, if it needs 
further interviews, or if it is left out of the research (Bortz & Döring, 2006, p. 330). 
For every code a separate file is generated, containing all the text excerpts of the 
code and a summary of the concept or theme, describing how the concept or 
theme was described by the interviewees, without any aspects being omitted 
(Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 205). 

The final coding system is included within Appendix F. 
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Compare, re-sort, weigh and integrate 

Once the codes have been initially summarized, the material within each code-
specific file is sorted, in order to compare the feedback from the interviewees. 
Every sorting and related result is summarized again, documenting the results 
of the analysis. The content is reviewed and sorted considering the different char-
acteristics of the interviewees (see paragraph 2.2), comparing the concept or 
theme across age and level of experience of the interviewee. 

Before generating the theory and interpreting the research results, the elaborated 
descriptions are qualitatively weighed and integrated with each other in Chapter 
3 of this research, creating an overall picture of the individual inside manage-
ment consulting. The resulting descriptions address and partially answer the re-
search questions before being interpreted in the last part of the research (Rubin 
& Rubin, 2012, p. 206). 

Interpretation of interview results 

To say that the interview is an interpersonal drama with a developing 
plot is part of a broader claim that reality is an ongoing, interpretive 
accomplishment. (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995, p. 16) 

This research understands the “interview as a contextually based, mutually ac-
complished story that is reached through collaboration between the researcher 
and the respondent.” (Fontana & Frey, 2005, p. 714). Throughout, the generation 
of theory quotes are used generously (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 70), making the 
process of interpretation as transparent as possible. 

The author’s own professional experience in the area of management consulting 
is thereby understood as a conscious part of the research (Kenny & Fourie, 2015, 
pp. 13–17), as personal experiences and reference models cannot be fully hidden 
during information gathering and the subsequent interpretation (see paragraph 
2.2). The goal is to establish a reflective subjectivity for which personal beliefs are 
constantly questioned and made visible during the entire research process, as the 
analysis of the personal communicative behaviour is key to the reconstruction of 
the interviewees’ system of relevance and preference (Kruse, 2015, p. 334). 

Combine, generate, and generalize 

During the interpretation of the research results, the elaborated concepts and 
themes are analysed for possible links and relationships. In combining the 
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different aspects, their relationship to each other is investigated, determining 
whether concepts and themes are in tension with each other, if they influence 
each other, or if they take the position of causes and consequences of other re-
lated concepts and themes. Every resulting new theme is re-examined with the 
coded information, checking the theme for consistency, against alternatives, and 
for evidence confirming (and unconfirming) the theme (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 
208).  

Once the theory has been derived, it is subject to generalization, transferring the 
outcomes of the research to a potentially wider population. The generalization is 
conducted based on the existing research in the area of positive psychology and 
meaningful work as introduced in Chapter 4 of this research. The extension of 
the profession, combining both research results and theoretical frameworks 
available in the area of meaningful work, are consolidated in Chapter 5.
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3 Interview results: Individuals’ attitudes to the 
profession of consulting 

The third Chapter addresses the second research question, revealing the individ-
ual’s experience of purpose, motivation, expectations, and tensions in his work 
as a management consultant. 

The chapter describes how the interviews have been conducted, transcribed and 
coded with the help of a coding system, which is regularly updated during the 
phase of analysis. The overall structure of the chapter is described, addressing 
the identified themes of the research differentiated by individual, group, com-
pany and client-related concepts. The themes and related concepts are described 
in detail using thick descriptions and making use of quotations to achieve a high 
level of closeness and relatedness between the results and the reader.  

The first theme (see paragraph 3.2) deals with the individual consultant’s goals 
and purpose when initially deciding for a position at a consulting company. The 
theme focusses on long-term goals, such as the development of one’s own profile, 
advancement in the career, as well as how the consultant got to know about the 
profession and finally decided for the job. The second theme (see paragraph 3.3) 
summarizes the concepts related to the motivation of the individual consultant 
during their ongoing career. Results describe gaining motivation from quick 
learning, collaboration, and achievements. The third theme (see paragraph 3.4) 
deals with the consultants’ expectations towards the profession of consulting, 
including concepts of social skills, leading and coaching others, and overall sup-
port of the management. The final theme (see paragraph 3.5) deals with actual 
and potential tensions the interviewed consultants have experienced during 
their work as consultants, describing tensions related to high workload, missing 
meaning, and high dependency upon the client. The chapter closes with an over-
all summary and comparison of the current state of research as described in 
Chapter 1. 

3.1 Interview themes: Structure and content of the interviews 

The information gathered from the transcribed interviews with nineteen man-
agement consultants is described in detail, with the goal of covering the entire 
spectrum of responses received and, thus, be able to present a holistic picture of 
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the profession and the individuals within it. The findings are also interpreted in 
a way that recognizes the interviewees’ context, including the defined sampling 
criteria and specific situation of the interviewee, if applicable. Detailed descrip-
tions are used, along with quotations of interviewees’ statements covering the 
full spectrum of what might be part of the individual’s definition of meaningful 
work. 

Overall, nineteen interviews have been conducted which resulted in over 300 
pages of transcribed text. The assigned code system consists of 63 codes, which 
have been assigned to 1,337 coded segments. 

During the process of interview transcription and coding, the coding system was 
continuously amended and transcripts re-coded where necessary, based on the 
new information gathered from additional interviews. At the conclusion of fif-
teen interviews, the coding system remained stable, as detailed within Appendix 
F. 

Table 2: Themes and sub-groups (Source: this research) 

Theme, code 
group 

(level 1) 

Code sub-
groups 

(level 2) 

Description 

Initial 
purpose 

N/A Code group and theme includes codes and con-
cepts highlighting goals consultants set them-
selves by choosing the job of consultant. 

Coded segments deal with questions such as: 
“What is your personal aim in carrying out your 
job as consultant?”; “Do you see any particular 
sense or meaningfulness in your profession?”. 

Motivation for 
consulting 

Individual; 
group; 
company; 
client 

Code group and theme includes codes and con-
cepts highlighting the motivation of consultants 
for their profession. 

Coded segments deal with questions such as: 
“What was your motivation for becoming and 
working as a consultant?”; “Are your initial goals 
and motives still valid today?”, “What do you ap-
preciate about acting as a consultant?”. 
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Theme, code 
group 

(level 1) 

Code sub-
groups 

(level 2) 

Description 

Expectations 
towards 
consultants 
and self 

Individual; 
group; 
company 

Code group and theme includes codes and con-
cepts highlighting expectations the interviewees 
have with regard to their profession, as well as 
expectations they were asked to satisfy during 
work. 

Coded segments deal with questions such as: 
“What expectations do you have towards other 
consultants?”; “How should a consultant act, 
what attitudes should s/he have?”; “What do you 
expect from the client, the consulting organiza-
tion, …?”; “What do you expect from yourself?”. 

Fields of 
tension 

Individual; 
group; 
company; 
client 

Code group and theme includes codes and con-
cepts highlighting potential and actual tensions 
interviewees face during their work or observe in 
their company, team and project. 

Coded segments deal with questions such as: 
“What difficulties have you experienced during 
your work as consultant?”; “What issues do you 
observe in your company, team and project?”; 
“How did you deal with the specific situations?”; 
“What do you see as potential causes?”. 

Other Selection: 
project team; 
perception of 
questions; 
generations 

Code group includes codes highlighting specific 
elements of the consulting profession, such as 
comparisons with other professions; definition of 
roles within consulting; perception of questions 
asked during the interview. 

In general, used along with another code to show 
the relation of the element to a subject (concept or 
theme). 

Further interviews were conducted to verify and prove the saturation of findings 
and confirm identified concepts. In a final coding run, the codes, also referred to 
as concepts, were structured within four main code groups and several sub-
groups. Most of the identified concepts contain fifteen or more found 
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occurrences (coded segments) across the nineteen interviews. The resulting cod-
ing system with its first and second level structure is defined in Table 2. 

Most of the interviewees were well prepared before approaching the interview. 
They studied the guiding interview themes and gathered initial thoughts. Some 
interviewees brought written notes into their interview. The atmosphere during 
the interviews was, in general, calm and relaxed. The respondents took their time 
before answering particularly critical questions and were motivated to answer 
these. Several positive comments with regard to the questions raised were made 
by most of the interviewees. Comparing interview results between interviewees 
which were known to the researcher with interviewees not having any relation-
ship to the researcher did not show any identifiable differences. 

The interviewees gave feedback on the themes and questions asked ahead of and 
during the interviews. The general theme of the investigation was described as 
interesting and exciting (Interview 2, 2016, para. 24; Interview 10, 2016, paras 29; 
43; 111; Interview 15, 2016, paras 29; 73; 79; Interview 16, 2016, paras 224; 258), 
being asked to listen to and get to know one’s self. Some respondents even re-
ported that the themes listed would have led to a crisis of belief in the meaning 
of life (Interview 5, 2016, paras 20–22; Interview 12, 2016, para. 142). 

The interviewees valued the methodological aspect of being provided with the 
general theme of the investigation in advance of the interview, allowing them to 
prepare themselves. There was no negative comment or criticism made among 
the interviewees with regard to the questions asked. 

Based on the sampling criteria and results obtained, several groups were defined 
to which the interviewees were assigned, and which were used during the pro-
cess of analysis and interpretation. During the analysis, it turned out that belong-
ing to a specific consulting company (the interviewees’ current and former em-
ployer) did not lead to any recognizable pattern. Furthermore, the number of 
years of experience in consulting, their level of seniority within the company and 
the age of the interviewees are coherent within the analysis sample. The terms 
for defining the levels of seniority within the company have been similar across 
the different consulting companies. 

In consequence, the following paragraphs, detailing the results of analysis, dif-
ferentiate between three groups of respondents as defined in Table 3. Detailed 
information on the interviewee candidates can be found within Appendix D.  
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Table 3: Groups of respondents (Source: this research) 

Consultant 
level 

Also referred 
to as 

Characteristics 

Consultant & 
senior 
consultant 

Junior consult-
ants, young 
consultants 

9 interviewees, 1-3 years of consulting 
experience 

Manger & 
senior manger 

Experienced 
consultants, 
senior 
consultants 

6 interviewees, 7-17 years of consulting 
experience 

Director & 
partner 

Leadership 4 interviewees, 17-27 years of consulting 
experience 

On a side note, four of the interviewees in the group of consultants and senior 
consultants left the company in the year after they were interviewed (as of Au-
gust 2017), corresponding to the referenced high employee turnover within the 
consulting business. Three consultants within the group of managers and senior 
managers had left the profession in the year before they were interviewed. Both 
the current and past employment are made part of the analysis when providing 
examples from the interviewees mentioned above. 

The following description of results follows the hierarchal codes, including 
themes (code groups), code sub-groups, and concepts (codes) as defined in Table 
3. Every paragraph on a dedicated theme contains the analysis of the involved 
concepts by sub-group and, if applicable, highlights any differences and similar-
ities across the defined groups of respondents. 

The concepts are described in the order of their coded segments if not otherwise 
stated, beginning with those concepts which most frequently occurred across all 
interviews. The analysis part makes use of quotations to support a detailed de-
scription of the issue. As the interviews have been conducted in the German lan-
guage, the native language of the interviewees, all direct quotes are translated 
into English and included in square brackets after the native German quote. Con-
tradictions between statements within and across concepts, as well as a strong 
consensus of arguments are explicitly mentioned during the analysis part, giving 
an indication of the generalizability of the issue. 
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Supporting the process of analysis, the relations between all codes and their 
coded segments were discovered with the help of the applied analysis software. 
Overall, the results show a distinct assignment of codes to a coded segment. In 
some cases, an identified high number of co-occurrences indicates a potential 
complexity of meaning. Potential relations across the four main themes of anal-
ysis were discovered and are discussed in eleven cases (co-occurrence of coded 
segments larger than five), within the according paragraph of analysis below. 
Relations of codes within a distinct theme are discussed as part of the summary 
of each theme. 

The documentation of results is completed with paragraph 3.6, summarizing the 
results in relation to the theoretical basis, as described in paragraph 2.4. 

3.2 Theme “initial purpose”: Motives for joining the 
profession of management consulting 

The essence was actually, (..) [er] (.) that/ that I decided not to decide. 
(Interview 9, 2016, para. 18)3 

The first theme deals with the individual consultant’s goals and purpose when 
initially deciding for a position at a consulting company. The theme focusses on 
long-term goals, such as the development of one’s own profile, advancement in 
the career, as well as how the consultant got to know about the profession and 
finally decided for the job. Goals with a more short-term bias, as well as goals or 
motivational elements which developed and are relevant during the career as 
consultant, are covered in the subsequent paragraph dealing with elements of 
motivation. 

Coded segments deal with questions related to the overall research question such 
as: “What made you decide to start or advance your career as a consultant?”, 
“What is your personal goal in carrying out your job as a consultant?”, “Do you 
see any particular purpose or meaning in relation to your profession?”. 

The overarching theme includes three concepts which have been extracted from 
the interviews. The concept of “route to consulting”, acts as introduction and 
describes why the interviewees initially applied for the job of consultant, elabo-
rated by all interviewees. The concept “develop own profile” sums up the goal 

 
3 The original text is in German. All original texts of quotes by respondents can be found 

in Appendix A by page. 
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to quickly advance their personal careers, while broadening their knowledge and 
expertise. This goal was mentioned by most of the interviewees (90%). The re-
maining concept, “no decision or concept”, (68%) expresses an initial lack of ded-
ication to the profession. The consultants did not explicitly decide for the profes-
sion or simply did not see any alternative within the market. 

Concept “route to consulting” 

Acting as an introduction for most of the interviews conducted or, if not, dis-
cussed at a later point in time, the interviewees described what led them to 
choose the profession of consulting. 

In the group of consultants and senior consultants, most of the interviewees 
learned about the profession during their studies at university, either taking a 
course dedicated to consulting or one of its elements, or learning about the pro-
fession in a broader sense. In some cases, the university offer was combined with 
an internship at a consulting company, ranging from top-four consulting com-
panies to small businesses, including, in one case, the father’s own consulting 
business. In addition, the younger interviewees reached out to relatives who had 
been working as consultants and informed themselves about the profession and 
related expectations. 

Interviewees at the level of manager and senior manager followed a similar ap-
proach. The university was usually their first encounter with the profession, ex-
tended by internships and co-operations with consulting firms to complete their 
final exam (Masters or Bachelor thesis). One consultant’s attention was caught 
during a job fair, convinced by the appealing contacts and conversations with 
active consultants, while two other interviewees moved to consulting after work-
ing previously in non-consulting firms. 

As for the third group of interviewees, including directors and partners, most of 
the interviewees learned about and joined the consulting profession by accident, 
either meeting personal influencers or by getting in contact with consultants at 
their previous employer. One interviewee explicitly applied for the job of con-
sultant after their studies, but did not exactly know what to expect. 

The younger generation, in particular, as well as recent hires, seem to be better 
informed about the profession, knowing in theory what to expect from the pro-
fession along with what is expected of them. The interviewees from senior levels 
did not seem to have the same level of information available to them at the point 
of joining the profession and applied for the job by coincidence. 



Chapter 3  

92 

Looking at the motives and related goals, two concepts exposed during the in-
terviews show a high level of commonality across the consultants’ levels. Devel-
oping one’s profile, through gathering as great a diversity of experience in as 
short a period of time as possible, was reported by all the interviewees. At the 
same time, most of the interviewees (13 out of 19) elaborated on a second concept, 
describing the absence of a particular motive and thought-through plan when 
deciding for consulting and even, in some cases, being guided by coincidences 
which occurred during and after their studies. 

Concept “develop own profile” 

The development of one’s own profile was mentioned by nearly all consultants 
at consultant and senior consultant level (8 out of 9). The interviewees regarded 
the profession as an ideal place to quickly gather experience in a broad area of 
expertise dealing with different industries and clients. Because other jobs within 
dedicated industries might not provide the same possibilities, this aspect is seen 
as one major advantage of consulting in comparison to any other profession. 

Consulting you can do for a couple of years at first [err] and/ to pro-
vide yourself with a good overview [er] of the industries [er] and then 
to look, [err] which industry/ or you would/ with which industry you 
would like to deal more in detail and/ and then to move in that direc-
tion, yes, [err] as well as out of consulting. (Interview 8, 2016, para. 
16) 

The respondents emphasised that their goal was to focus on themselves and their 
own development rather than having a “save the world” mentality. It was ex-
plicitly mentioned that the profession can act as an ideal place to prepare one’s 
career for a future employment in a non-consulting profession. The profession 
not only helps to broaden and deepen expert knowledge in a short period of time, 
but also helps to decide which area of expertise might be suitable when moving 
away from the profession. The consulting profession was described as a stepping 
stone (in German Sprungbrett) on the way to a future career, mostly outside the 
borders of consulting. Having, ideally, built up a large network of contacts by 
then, the move away from consulting should be an easy one. 

There I can gain more experience in less time, to effectively prepare for 
the future, once my mind is not that fresh any more, then to have many 
experiences, out of which I can then orchestrate. (Interview 1, 2015, 
para. 103) 
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The profession was described as being especially suitable for younger profes-
sionals, as knowledge can be absorbed quickly, and the mind-set and spirit is still 
open to a vast array of experience. This experience and the knowledge extracted 
from it, could then be used during later stages of their careers, acting as provision 
for the future. 

Managers and senior managers working as consultants for several years, whose 
entry into the profession lay several years behind them, thus giving them time to 
reflect, mentioned very similar goals when joining the profession. 

There was NO/ I clearly have to state, there was really NO superior 
goal, how I can give something to other companies, but it was quite an 
mm egotistical thought and an egotistical decision, because I thought, 
that will be fun for ME, that’s where I see myself, I can imagine it. 
(Interview 12, 2016, para. 28) 

The goal to develop oneself was the main focus. What was important was what 
was in it for oneself, not how other companies (future clients) might benefit from 
their work. The profession helps to sharpen one’s own career expectations and 
goals. The only thing to watch out for is the appropriate moment at which to 
leave the profession, in order to avoid the feeling of not being able to advance 
when shifting professions. One of the managers who recently quit consulting for 
a job within a dedicated industry, stated that through his years in consulting he 
now has the feeling of having accumulated enough knowledge (Interview 11, 
2016, para. 30) and is thus feeling ready for a job outside consulting. 

Directors and partners who have mostly been in the profession for over ten years, 
shared the intentions of the other groups of interviewees and added their views 
to those of the younger generation on consulting. It was mentioned that consult-
ants often seem to lose motivation after 2-5 years. After learning the basic prin-
ciples, up to the management of others, they then have the intention to quit the 
profession. Young professionals today know what to expect from consulting, are 
keen to advance in their career and are interested in appropriate framework con-
ditions. 

Concept “no decision” 

To be honest I didn’t really know what to do after my studies. (Inter-
view 12, 2016, para. 14) 
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Next to the goal of developing and advancing within their careers, the majority 
of consultants and senior consultants (6 out of 9), half of the managers and senior 
managers, and all interviewees from the group of directors and partners, showed 
a level of indecisiveness when initially applying to join the profession. 

Well, I do not have anything like a five-year-plan nor do I know if next 
year I want to do this and that, but I do simply have/ that’s what I 
think, exactly, that consulting does not involve much commitment as 
anywhere else, at least I feel this way. (Interview 9, 2016, paras 32–
34) 

The interviewees mostly admitted to an inability and unwillingness to decide for 
a particular dedicated industry or company to work for, being eager to see as 
many different areas as possible before potentially settling in any one specific 
area. Other jobs did not meet the criteria in terms of offering a steep learning 
curve, a variety of client industries, as well as a continuity of challenges to face, 
and so the profession of consulting was seen as the only alternative. 

Their primary goal was to get a job after their studies, without having a long-
term career plan in mind. Some interviewees described the consulting job as a 
waiting hall, a place in which they experienced a continuous weighing-up of the 
pros and cons of whether to stay or leave, and often struggling to commit to any 
decision during their career. At higher levels of the profession, especially, the 
level of risk related to changing one’s profession increases, due to the settled en-
vironment of the consultant, including family and a relatively secure income. 

Summary: Applying for the profession due to missing alternatives 

In conclusion, the concepts summarized in the theme “initial purpose” show a 
coherent message. The younger generation, especially, seem to be informed 
about the profession and what it requires from the individual and seem to know 
what to expect, either from relatives, or from their studies in combination with 
internships. 

The development of one’s own profile describes the uniform goal consultants 
refer to when being asked for their initial reasons for deciding for a profession 
within management consulting. The opportunity to quickly develop their level 
of expert knowledge and prepare for a future career inside or outside the profes-
sion was their primary motivation. 
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At the same time, the majority of the consultants did not explicitly decide for the 
profession but accepted it as the only feasible option. This contradicts what is 
defined ideally as being a decision based on one’s own choice and determination, 
allowing the pursuit of a job as an emerging definer of attitude and identity 
(Armbrüster, 2006). 

Being attracted by the possibilities the profession offers with its potentially un-
limited variety of industries and clients, the profession is regarded, by the indi-
viduals who have chosen it, as the only option. Accordingly, the relation of con-
cepts within the theme “initial purpose”, emphasizes the deliberate decision to 
enter the profession, with the concepts of “no decision” and “route to consulting” 
showing the highest co-occurrence of coded segments (eight instances). 

The initial theme already raises a fundamental question regarding how consult-
ants remain motivated during their career and how they develop a sense of their 
profession which goes beyond the initial excitement of exploring the world of 
business. The next theme deals with these concepts of motivation. 

3.3 Theme “motivation for consulting”: Consultants’ 
motivation during their ongoing career 

Looking at the initial goals for joining the profession of consulting, this theme 
summarizes the concepts related to the motivation of the individual consultant 
during their ongoing career. As outlined in paragraph 3.1, the theme uses four 
code-groups to structure the concepts into individual, group (focussing on con-
sulting colleagues), company (employer of the interviewee), and client-related 
concepts. Individual-related concepts for motivation have been raised by all in-
terviewees, followed by client-related concepts (95%), company-related concepts 
(79%) and group-related concepts (74%). 

Coded segments assigned to this theme and the corresponding concepts deal 
with questions related to the overall research question (see paragraph 1.7), such 
as “What was your motivation for working as a consultant?”; “Are your initial 
goals and motives still valid today?”, “What do you appreciate about acting as a 
consultant?”. 

Code group “individual related” 

Motivational aspects, primarily involving the individual consultant and her or 
his knowledge, have been identified and gathered within three concepts. The 
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concept “experience build-up” is closely related to the previously discussed con-
cept “developing own profile” as their initial reason for joining the profession. 
This concept focuses on the ongoing motivation gained through their experience 
of the consulting profession. Nearly all interviewees reported on this concept 
(95%), followed by the search for a guaranteed challenge (68%) and adopting lat-
est knowledge (53%). 

Concept “experience build-up” 

Being the main reason for joining the profession of management consulting (con-
cept “develop own profile”), the interviewees confirm this concept as being a 
central source of motivation during their ongoing career. The interviewees espe-
cially appreciated the possibility to build up knowledge in consulting quickly 
and on a broad basis, that is, involving many industries, clients, cultures, and 
projects. Accordingly, both concepts show the highest correlation within four-
teen coded segments, assigned to both concepts. 

Due to the nature of the business in providing services to a client, one is forced 
to continuously develop. Regarding methods, associated knowledge and prac-
tices especially, the consulting profession has a clear advantage over other jobs 
within industry. 

Industry-related jobs would force the individual to focus on a specific area of 
expertise, such as a specific industry with its related products or services and 
recurring procedures. It was further stated by some interviewees that consulting 
also allows and, in some cases, even forces the individual to focus on a specific 
area of expertise, which was, in general, seen as positive. This separation of ca-
reer models was referred to as specialist path vs. a generalist path. 

Concept “guaranteed challenge” 

Next to the extension of knowledge through continuous experience, the inter-
viewees described frequent challenges in their profession as an area of motiva-
tion. Consultants have to deal with changing environments and are forced to 
constantly adapt to new areas of knowledge based on the clients’ needs. 

Concept “latest knowledge” 

This usually means that new technologies have to be adapted, or procedures and 
methods need to be invented. The interviewees saw the profession of consulting 
as the ideal place for these technologies to be invented or, at least, to be first 
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adapted. The profession was described as an inventor and integrator of new tech-
nologies in order to meet or exceed client demands. 

On an individual level, the interviewed consultants predominately receive their 
motivation from the continuous absorption of knowledge through diverse expe-
riences, while being constantly challenged by new environments and settings. 
They have the feeling of behind ahead in terms of generating and adopting inno-
vations. 

Thereby, the consultant is often confronted with unknown environments or even 
cultures across the globe, which he or she has so far not been used to. The feeling 
of not always knowing what lies before one, or of what to expect, was described, 
in general, as a positive feeling. All the described elements, in combination with 
a certain level of uncertainty, are perceived as motivating. Adjectives such as 
“cool” (Interview 5, 2016, para. 26) and “magic” are used, along with “a distinct 
thirst for adventure” (Interview 1, 2015, para. 97). 

This challenging environment was, at the same time, reported as helping the in-
dividuals advance to new levels of their careers, as well as extending their gen-
eral mindset. The competition with others helps to constantly develop oneself. 
Some interviewees even mentioned that they require a certain external stimulus, 
to regularly be thrown in at the deep end, enabling them to advance quickly, 
without adhering to existing knowledge patterns and practices. 

The possibility and partly also the necessity, [er] to constantly develop 
oneself [er] and/ and [er]/ [er] to also with/ with new chall/ get meas-
ured against [er] new challenges. I actually still regard this as POSI-
TIVE impact. Well, I regard this as/ as positive challenge, [er] which 
I confront myself [er] here on a daily basis to some way actually quite 
with some pleasure. And that [er]/ that is good and/ and [er] as long 
as I do not perceive this as a burden, [er] I would actually like to con-
tinue doing this. (Interview 19, 2016, para. 20) 

This requires the consultant to develop their profile continuously, which in-
volves, in some cases, leaving their comfort zone in order to further their own 
development. New challenges especially occur when stepping up a level in the 
career ladder. Expectations have been described as being defined for each differ-
ent level, and as being tough to satisfy, at least at the beginning, at high levels. 

It was acknowledged that everyone within consulting shares a similar level of 
drive (Interview 16, 2016, para. 44), and lack of fear concerning something being 
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left aside or of not being motivated to act in concert with others. The later con-
cept, “people fit”, picks up this topic again and shares further insights (see para-
graph 3.3). 

When responding to the question of motivation on an individual level, most in-
terviewees reflected on their career, without explicitly being asked for it. The 
candidates testified to reflecting regularly during their career on the ideal time 
to leave consulting and change to a different profession. The question was an-
swered, mostly, with reference to the alleged absence of any alternative able to 
offer the same level and diversity of experience and challenge as that found 
within consulting. 

But nonetheless there was NOTHING with it, where I would say; 
“Yes, perfect employer!” Isn’t it? (.) And/ And also/ (.) Yes. It is of 
course, isn’t it, a period, isn’t it, when/ When do you stop, when do 
you find something? [Err] or to what can you let in yourself, isn’t it? 
(Interview 3, 2016, para. 40) 

Multiple interviewees talked about moving away from the profession after ask-
ing themselves about their level of motivation. An interviewed manager re-
ported that he would constantly weigh up the advantages and disadvantages of 
the profession; a director described his inability to take a conclusive decision, 
fearing the implications it might have. Further details on these related concepts 
are discussed in the section on experienced tensions (see paragraph 3.5). 

Code group “group related” 

Those motivational aspects related to the interaction of individuals with other 
consultants have been narrated across two concepts. The concept “working as a 
team” was named by 14 out of 19 respondents. 11 out of 19 interviewees reported 
on the concept “people fit”, relating to people working in consulting sharing a 
similar mind-set and achieving a good personal fit within teams. 

Concept “working as a team” 

Within the concept “working as a team”, the interviewees described the benefits 
and motivation they receive from working within teams of consultants sharing a 
similar mindset. The definition of a team, referred to in the interviews, includes 
project-focused teams, as well as teams within the wider network of the consult-
ing company. The team most commonly mentioned, besides the project team, 
was the so-called practice, usually a larger group of consultants sharing a similar 
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focus of expertise with a dedicated leadership or leadership team being respon-
sible for this cross-project-spanning group of consultants. 

The respondents used positive attributes to describe teams within consulting, 
mentioning a well-received team spirit and vibe, a shared identity and distinct 
colleagueship, and teams being the spice of professional life. 

It was [err] what/ [err] what always deeply impressed me, is, how/ 
how strong we held together as consultants and [err] (.) that isn’t any 
dedicated situation, but there were multiple (.) situations, where (.) I 
felt a strong sense of team spirit. And [err] that was very nice. (Inter-
view 11, 2016, para. 88) 

The team in general was seen as the main element of intrinsic motivation, next to 
the search for continuous challenge. Teams worked on a dedicated task, mostly 
related or assigned to a specific project, and were seen as the place where most 
learning took place. Members of the team constantly challenged each other to 
achieve their goal. 

The achievement of finally reaching the goal was described as being more satis-
fying when compared to something achieved on the consultants’ own behalf. A 
young consultant compared this joint achievement of goals to his former study 
groups, or even a football team he used to play for before joining the profession 
two years ago, giving him similar satisfaction now in his professional career. 

To motivate the entire project team was seen as key to the level of motivation 
experienced by oneself. A director, in his frequent role as a team lead, experi-
ences his work as joyful only if recognizing that most of the team members are 
also experiencing joy in their work. The team was further described as being a 
home for the individual consultant, receiving the feeling of being part of a com-
munity. Within other professions this feeling would usually be achieved through 
being part of a dedicated department or function within the firm. 

In general, / in general such a project team substitutes and this is not 
[err] not related to just internal COLLEAGUES of consulting, but as 
external, in this case colleagues on the project, substitutes a little bit 
the home, which everyone else has with his working relationship, if he 
works somewhere in a department and feels well, enters the office in 
the morning and the colleague has already made the coffee and [er] 
another colleague brings in some cake. [Err] and this home, induces 
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[er] a certain way of working together in a project. (Interview 7, 2016, 
para. 32) 

In addition, teams have been seen as helping provide a feeling of connectedness 
and identification towards the team and the consulting company. A consultant 
who has been three years with his firm, described the development of his own 
focus as moving away from a personal to a more team-oriented way of thinking. 
Having the feeling of belonging to a greater team, referring to the practice and 
the consulting company as a team, gave him a feeling of shared identity and of 
being a valuable contributor to the company’s goals. 

The flexibility provided by project-focused teams in particular, was seen as an 
additional benefit, providing the possibility of working together with a wide 
range of consultants with different skill-sets and thereby gaining broad insights 
into different areas of expertise. An ideal project team would thus consist of dif-
ferent characters, that is, introvert- and extrovert-oriented mindsets, benefiting 
from diversity. 

In contrast, industry-related jobs were seen as offering only rigid teams, if not 
working on a project, and having little variation. At the same time, a certain con-
sistency in setting up teams was favoured by the interviewees, ideally having a 
core team working over the boundaries of multiple projects. This would allow a 
smooth entry into new environments, through knowing at least some of the peo-
ple one was to work with and their level of motivation. 

The cohesion of teams was described as being grounded, to a large extent, in the 
need to deliver services towards an unknown client and team. Acting as team of 
consultants, all sitting in the same boat, forces the integration of the team. The 
more stressful the task, the closer the team, potentially, draws together. Stress 
and pressure were described as both originating from the client and the manage-
ment of the consulting company. A director working for over twenty years in the 
business described, as an example, a situation in which a project situation esca-
lated during a status meeting attended by all important members from the client-
side, as well as the consultant team. Although having been unable to prepare 
internally for this situation in advance, the team stood behind their team lead, 
helping guide him through the situation.  

The selection of teams for projects would be mostly based on personal sympa-
thies between the team members, and less a selection based on competency pro-
files. In the case of the project lead having the chance to directly select his team 
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members from available colleagues, people known to each other would be pre-
ferred, on the basis of knowing what to expect from them. 

The larger a project team is defined, the more difficult this type of selection 
would be, as not all positions could be filled with known people. It was said that 
the larger a consulting company is, the more anonymous the execution of the 
nomination process would be. 

Another source of team cohesion was seen in the search for a collective place of 
well-being, referred to, in interview 7, as a feeling of being at home (Interview 7, 
2016, para. 32), and thus helping to sustain a sense of solidarity between mem-
bers. 

Concept “people fit” 

Next to working in teams, the interviewees talked about the similarities and dif-
ferences between the consultant’s mindsets and their attitudes towards consult-
ing. Overall, the presence of a common mindset among consulting colleagues 
was described as having a positive impact on the consultants’ level of motivation 
in doing their job. 

In many cases, this closeness resulted in friendships being established between 
colleagues. While the establishing of a closer relationship with every teammate 
was not required, it was seen as beneficial if at least parts of the team established 
a private friendship alongside a professional working relationship. 

The consulting profession was compared to studying at universities and seen as 
an extension of this time with regard to having a similar peer group of above-
average, motivated and, in general, young and charismatic people, all willing to 
learn and share their knowledge. Staff in other professions and on the client’s 
side did not have this level of similarity, containing people of all age groups and 
a mix of motivated and not so motivated fellows.  

And [err] what I regard as extremely positive is, the [err]/ (..) how fast 
one can find together, that is especially with the colleagues from con-
sulting, [err] it happens very fast and one finds very fast, I believe, 
with ALL, a good common way on how to work together. [Err] espe-
cially with regard to/ to the working level [err] one can really rely on 
each other. And there you recognize also the/ the difference between 
consultants and the employees on the client’s side. (..) [Err], that’s 
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something which I very, very much experienced as positive. (Interview 
15, 2016, para. 124) 

The high likelihood of meeting people who are compatible in terms of attitudes 
and interests, provides opportunities for building personal relationships, ex-
pressed, for example, through “meeting at the bar”. Consultants in general show 
a high level of willingness to open up towards each other and share stories from 
their private lives. 

Interviewees who had worked across multiple consultancies, reported that this 
behaviour and level of openness was very common, as well as the general way 
of working in terms of methods and procedures. Differences exist between peo-
ples’ backgrounds and focus of expertise, also depending on the organization’s 
overall orientation. 

Interviewed managers and directors described this personal fit as a prerequisite 
for working together in a team and performing well. Not everyone would have 
to develop a personal relationship, but within three quarters of the team people 
should be on the same wavelength in terms of work comprehension and motiva-
tion, in order to enable a good working relationship within the team. 

[Err] you don’t need to/ they don’t need to all behave in the same 
streamlined way, but [err] at the end you sometimes spend more time 
with such people as with your own family. (.) [...]. Then it has to fit 
on a personal level somehow. (Interview 16, 2016, para. 52) 

Code group “company related” 

Concepts of motivation which are directly impacted by the consulting company 
have been summarized in this grouping. The group contains two concepts the 
interviewees reported on, the monetary compensation (named by 12 out of 19 
respondents) and the level of freedom the consulting company allows (named 
by 7 out of 19 interviewees). 

Concept “monetary compensation” 

Most of the interviewees mentioned the theme of monetary compensation, in-
cluding salary and bonus, but did not report on the topic in detail nor attributed 
much importance to it. 

In summary, monetary compensation by the consulting company for the work 
performed both within and besides project duties should be well balanced and 
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spread adequately among the employees. The balance should reflect both the 
differences among the employees but also the attainment of the right balance be-
tween compensation and expectations with regard to work. Related overtime 
should also be kept in mind. 

Once a certain level of compensation is reached, higher compensation does not 
have much influence on levels of daily motivation. On the other hand, the mon-
etary compensation can more easily have a negative impact on motivation when 
salaries are compared, for example, with new hires on-boarding with higher sal-
aries, or when not receiving an adequate bonus for hard work. 

Concept “freedom” 

The second concept, only named by 7 out of the 19 interview candidates, de-
scribes the level of freedom the consulting company allows the employee. Inter-
viewees describe their perceptions of freedom within the role of consultant and 
what enables and motivates them. 

In general, it was welcomed that, within the profession of consulting, dedicated 
goals to be reached are set for the individual, while he or she experiences, at the 
same time, a lot of freedom regarding how to achieve those goals. 

Consultants reported being relatively free to decide on their topics of interest, 
having enough room for flexibility to work on those topics, both within and out-
side of projects. This level of freedom supports motivation and helps to advance 
the process of acquiring and developing skills and learning quickly. 

In this way, an entrepreneurial spirit has been nurtured. That you 
also, if you had an own idea, that you then/ that you then have the 
possibility to make something out of it and further develop it, [err]. 
You have also been able to very/ very [err]/ much act in an autono-
mous way within the projects. (Interview 13, 2016, para. 81) 

Next to the freedom related to the execution of work assignments, the interview-
ees regarded the ability to change one’s own focus within the firm or switch prac-
tices as fairly easy. This greater freedom and flexibility when compared to other 
professions, would allow for more individual initiative and the possibility of per-
sonal achievements. 
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Code group “client related” 

The final code group for motivational concepts covers feedback which is related 
to and impacted by the client. Two concepts have been described, showing how 
the client impacts the consultants’ motivation. The first concept refers to the mo-
tivation gained by consultants through achieving something at the client. Nearly 
all interviewees (16 out of 19) have reported on this topic. The second concept 
focusses on the working relationship with the client and details the importance 
of this relationship (named by 10 out of 19). 

Concept “client achievement” 

Interviewees described the importance of achieving a dedicated result with the 
client, such as supporting the development of an innovation or fulfilling dedi-
cated client needs. The aim is to strive for a clear result, making the client happy, 
and receiving client recognition and appreciation. 

Sure, if I were now a development aid worker, which I could, I believe, 
(once?) imagine, I would [er] have a different touch for sure. But the 
world does not only consist of development aids and not only of devel-
oping countries, but we (laughing SMB) are here as well (of a?)/ here 
in the so-called first world there are enough situations where we can 
really achieve something for humanity and support and (.) THIS, this 
is/ what drives me currently. Oh god, this sounds perhaps a little 
slushy, but/ [mhm, confirming]. (Interview 12, 2016, para. 34) 

The way the interviewees labelled this element of motivation across all levels, 
indicates the importance of this concept, going beyond a short-term motivation 
towards a long-term goal closely related to the profession. The respondents re-
garded the receipt of positive client feedback as highlights in their career. They 
saw a certain amount of meaningfulness related to their work after implementing 
something substantial at the client company. A sense of pleasure and happiness 
was perceived after achieving a dedicated goal with the client team. Feedback 
provided by the client, even if just for supporting them with one’s own expertise, 
was described as leaving a lasting positive effect. Lastly, a young professional 
used the metaphor of raising a trophy into the air after successfully completing 
a client assignment (Interview 1, 2015, para. 97). 

Situations were declared as particularly motivating by the interviewees, when it 
turned out that the client had taken actual benefit from the realized projects, in-
corporating tangible changes into daily operations. The feeling of having created 
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something new at the client company, which remains in existence after leaving 
the client and completing the project, was described as satisfactory. The more 
tangible the result, going beyond an abstract concept towards something real the 
client benefits from, the more satisfaction was experienced. 

A young consultant who recently joined the profession, not having gained much 
experience yet, described her primary goal of achieving something at the client 
company which would have a long-term impact on their business, ideally by in-
troducing some kind of exciting new technology (Interview 4, 2016, para. 196). 

A senior consultant with three years’ experience, having completed his first pro-
jects, reported that the aspect of achieving something with the client did get more 
and more important for him. Recognizing that he has the ability to create and 
leave something with the client, like constructing a house which remains stand-
ing, helped to turn his initial self-focused view towards an “other-focused” per-
ception of work (Interview 2, 2016, para. 46). 

Other consultants confirmed the presence of positive feelings after supporting 
clients, but also struggled to formulate their feelings on what this meant for them. 
Another senior consultant stated: 

[Err], yes acknowledgement and (..) I don’t know how to describe this 
now, it’s just a good feeling somehow. One is (..) yes, just confident 
with oneself, that one has achieved something, and that other people 
are also happy with what they received. (Interview 4, 2016, para. 50) 

Senior interviewees also confirmed the described development of setting the cli-
ent at the centre of intention, and personal ambitions becoming less important. 

That has changed a lot. It is STILL the case, that I recognize, that this 
is MY profession, that it leads to unlimited joy. That now has nothing 
to do, that one has a stupid project in-between. But I recognize, that it 
NOW is the way, that I really get the feeling, that I, and even if just 
being tiny, can change something. (Interview 12, 2016, para. 32) 

Next to having the client benefit from an implemented change, the interviewees 
felt motivated once the client also recognized their work and the skills used to 
achieve the desired outcome. 

That it was sustainable, was used, then/ then I believe it is cool. And 
then/ then it SATISFIES me, I would say so, when it [err] job satis-
faction [er] or meaning/ meaningfulness of my work, yes? Because I 
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believe, positive feedback is/ is in (incomprehensible SMB) nice. [Err]. 
But when I now speak from/ from the work as a consultant, then it is 
(incomprehensible SMB) cool. (Interview 5, 2016, para. 122) 

It was reported to be demotivating if no positive feedback is received. An expe-
rienced manager stated that she often had to face situations in which young 
members of her team approached her, feeling uncomfortable after having not 
received any feedback from the client. 

Again, these aspects of motivation were compared with other professions, where 
intermediate and tangible achievements were regarded as more difficult to 
achieve. It would be an intense and challenging time, working on a predefined 
and usually challenging project goal, but the benefit of being able to “raise the 
trophy” after its completion would outweigh the efforts. 

Next to the reports on setting the client and his needs at the centre of attention 
once the career progresses, some consultants also shared the view that satisfying 
the client is actually closely related to economic needs, trying to receive a follow-
on opportunity or to enlarge and extend the current engagement and share of 
the wallet. 

Sure it is always quite nice what/ what the/ when the client [er] is 
happy, but there my focus is more internally oriented [...] (Interview 
8, 2016, para. 102) 

The consultant quoted above, who has several years of experience within con-
sulting, acknowledged that his focus with regard to raising attention, satisfying 
needs, and being recognized for good work is primarily oriented towards the 
internal stakeholder and management, although to also satisfy the customer at 
the same time, was regarded as being nice.  

Concept “working with clients” 

An additional aspect of motivation was described in the relationship with the 
client and situations of being recognized and cherished by the client. Consultants 
reported often feeling as if they were a foreign body to the client. When the client 
opens up, in some cases even allowing engagement on a personal level, building 
up a personal relationship was said to have a positive impact on motivation. 

Situations in which the client not only shared business issues and challenges with 
the consultant, but also individual fears and cares, made the consultants feel val-
ued, seen as an equal partner and a person of trust. Having the client feeling good 
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was regarded as a prerequisite for experiencing a good working atmosphere, es-
pecially over an extended period of time. 

The relationship towards the client was thereby described as being dependent 
on the project type and scope, as well as its duration. Projects with the primary 
goal to create or implement something new or improved, were seen as the ideal 
foundation on which to establish a trusted relationship with the client, as both 
sides share similar interests. Projects with longer duration, lasting over several 
months, likewise support and even force the establishment of a relationship, as 
both sides spend reasonable amounts of time together. 

An appropriate level of trust was seen as an important foundation for a long 
working relationship, as it would be too cumbersome to continuously question 
every decision or procedure proposed. 

As an example of this, a young consultant with two years’ experience described 
a difficult client situation in which his counterpart was enraged about some cir-
cumstance. Knowing that he could not solve the tension immediately, the con-
sultant came back to the client at a later point in time on that day and started a 
private conversation, trying to establish a relaxed atmosphere. He finally man-
aged to ease the tensions and even received recognition from the client as an im-
mediate return. The consultant summarized his feelings as follows: 

That provides one with a good feeling, where I then simply/ yes, where 
I think “Well done, it was/ was a good day”. (Interview 9, 2016, para. 
120) 

An additional aspect mentioned was that of regarding the client as the purchaser 
of work, having the ultimate power of decision. Responsible for bringing in ideas 
and challenging the client, the consultants should also establish an instinctive 
feeling of when to keep back their own ideas and accept the clients’ wishes – with 
the goal of maintaining the relationship. 

This relationship would help to continue business with the client, always keep-
ing in mind that every individual is representing the consulting firm, as well as 
the broader consulting profession in their dealings with the client. 

And then it sometimes includes to, [er] to then not to bark back at the 
client and to say, I actually can’t stand you any longer. (laughing 
SMB) Do your shit yourself. But to sometimes either to digest and 
leave it how it is or sometimes to define the borders and to say, I am 
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happy to talk about the issue, but in an objective way. (Interview 12, 
2016, para. 112) 

Summary: Gaining motivation from quick learning, collaboration, and 
achievements 

The concepts related to the motivation of consultants during their career have 
been described in four groups, concepts based on the individual, on groups of 
consultants, on the employing consulting company and concepts of motivation 
related to the client. The concepts explain how the consultants obtain motivation 
and feel positive about the profession of management consulting during their 
ongoing career. Most of the concepts share similarities with other professions, 
mostly referred to as “jobs within the industry”. Consultants frequently compare 
their profession with other professions, trying to balance advantages and disad-
vantages. At first, this shows that the consulting profession is seen as something 
fundamentally different compared to all other professions, both with positive 
and negative aspects. Secondly, this frequent need to compare, along with the 
reported limitations of motivational aspects, indicates a certain level of anxiety 
some of the consultants have. The paragraph on perceived tensions (see para-
graph 3.5) gives more insight into this matter. 

Starting with the group of concepts closely related to the individual and his ca-
reer, the interviewees confirmed that the primary goal of joining the profession - 
the preferably rapid progression within their career, remains one of the central 
aspects of motivation during the career. The endeavour to gain experience 
quickly, involving as many different types of experience as possible, as well as 
experience of the latest innovations in thought-leadership and technology and, 
thereby, being constantly challenged to adapt to new environments, is favoured 
and described as a primary motivational aspect by most of the consultants. At 
the same time, the previously-mentioned anxiety is shown, when speaking about 
the continuous search for a perfect employer company. 

From a group perspective, the interviewed consultants appreciate close collabo-
ration with their colleagues within the consulting profession, as well as the good 
fit of people working in the profession. The team, mostly being the project team, 
has been described as the best place for personal learning and being an intrinsic 
source of motivation. The collaboration within teams gives a certain feeling of 
being connected with the wider consulting firm and supports a strong sense of 
shared identity. The usually good fit of people within the profession, being of 
similar age (younger than in other professions) and sharing the same motivation 
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for their job, allows for the building up of strong and personal relationships, in 
some cases even resulting in friendships. The concepts of “people fit” and “work-
ing in a team”, thereby show the strongest relation within the theme of motiva-
tional aspects (eight co-occurrences of coded segments), emphasizing the recip-
rocal needs of a good people fit in order to experience good team work. 

Motivational concepts related to the consulting company, the employer, show a 
limited response. With regard to monetary returns, a fair allocation across the 
company is described as being most important, and the lack of this as leading to 
de-motivation. Some of the senior dialogue partners (manager and upwards) em-
phasize a decent amount of autonomy of decision-making as being an important 
source of motivation in their career. The profession, in the shape of the consulting 
company, sets clear goals to be achieved but leaves the consultants a relatively 
high level of autonomy as to how these goals are reached. 

The fourth group consolidates all concepts related to the client as a source of 
motivation. The achievements made at and, more usually, together with the cli-
ent, as well as the relationship to the client and its members, are described as 
positively impacting motivation. Once the client is seen taking benefit from the 
achieved results and realized solutions, the respondents feel positive and realize 
sense and meaningfulness in what they are doing. Taking a strong relationship 
and ongoing alignment with the client as a prerequisite for achieving a lasting 
impact, this motivational aspect is in line with what is regarded as an important 
element of a consulting relationship in research (Schein, 2010). Paragraph 3.4 
gives further insight into what is expected both from the individual as well as 
the client in this matter. 

Given that projects in consulting do not always lead to a tangible result, both 
from the viewpoint of dedicated client members and the consulting firm, the 
danger of de-motivation is given and needs to be balanced (see paragraph 3.5 for 
further details). Positive client feedback further supports the consultant in feel-
ing recognized for his work, especially if his dedicated skills and knowledge is 
cherished by the other side. Consultants have reported that it also helps them to 
turn the initial self-focussed view into an “other-centric” or client-centric way of 
thinking, and to regard personal ambitions as less important. Building a strong 
relationship with the client eases the negative impression of being a foreign body. 
On long-term projects, even private relationships with the client are pursued, 
establishing a trustful link between both sides. Lastly, the relationship also posi-
tively impacts the economic side, enabling project extensions or outright new 
opportunities for the firm. 
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3.4 Theme “expectations towards consulting”: Consultants’ 
expectations towards self and other stakeholders 

This theme deals with the consultants’ expectations towards the profession of 
consulting. As with the previous theme, the different concepts of what is ex-
pected from the different members of the profession of management consulting 
are divided into three groups: expectations directed at the individual and the self 
(discussed by 19 out of 19 interviewees), expectations directed at groups, teams 
and their members (18 out of 19), and, finally, expectations directed at the con-
sulting company (17 out of 19). Expectations concerning the fourth group, the 
client, were not explicitly mentioned by the interviewees but have been reported 
indirectly as part of several concepts described below. 

Coded segments assigned to this theme and the corresponding concepts deal 
with questions related to the overall research question such as: “What expecta-
tions do you have towards other consultants?”; “How should a consultant act?”; 
“What attitudes shall she or he have?”; “What do you expect from the client, the 
consulting organization, and other stakeholders?”; “What is expected from you 
and what do you expect from yourself?”. 

Code group “individual related” 

The first group of concepts deals with areas of expectations which are related to 
the individual consultant. Three concepts have been discussed by the interview-
ees: general attitudes every consultant should have or, if they don’t, should 
quickly develop (named by 16 out of 19 interviewees); the attitude of acting in a 
way that creates and provides excellent results for the client; (16 out of 19) and 
the notion of acting as a role model for other consultants (8 out of 19). 

Concept “general attitudes” 

The concept of general attitudes presents important behavioural patterns every 
consultant should be able to demonstrate when first joining the profession and, 
if not initially existent, would need to quickly develop in order to be able to re-
main and progress within the profession. 

The interview partners raised clear expectations around what is required from 
the individual consultants and how one should behave both within the consult-
ing company and towards the client. The attributes, to a large extent, reflect and 
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confirm what has been declared as key motivational aspects of consulting, de-
scribing the skills required to achieve motivation on a daily basis. 

Some of the most commonly used attributes were: reliability, sense of proportion, 
ability to take criticism, act respectfully towards others, show openness, be hon-
est, show adaptability, deliver high quality in a short timeframe and in a profes-
sional manner, and to think and act in a solution-oriented and proactive manner. 
Overall, social skills are more important than subject-specific, technical skills, 
which would be trained later on the job. 

Already, when joining the profession, all team members should be on a similar 
level with regard to the described attitudes. Consultants not fitting into the 
schema, will call attention to themselves very quickly and would need to adapt 
themselves by visiting dedicated training events or being very reactive and flex-
ible with regard to what is required from them on the project. 

One of the focused attributes was the level of active engagement expected from 
consultants. People should engage themselves in discussions they have been in-
vited into, bringing in their own ideas and making proposals for solution alter-
natives. They should feel good about disagreeing in a larger group and should 
not fear being creative, bringing in ideas that might be dismissed at an early or 
later point in time. In case of critical issues within a project, consultants should 
approach their internal working group of consulting colleagues first, before in-
volving other stakeholders, such as the consulting leadership or the client. This 
behaviour was described as being an important element in the establishment and 
maintenance of a trusting relationship within a group of consultants. 

In addition, consultants should be socially intelligent, described as being skilful 
in being able to adapt their own communication style to the receiving stake-
holder. Given the unavoidable time pressures and need for efficiency, consult-
ants should be prepared to take orders from employees at higher levels, while at 
the same time not feeling too externally controlled. 

Consultants have been reported as needing to show a high level of flexibility, 
also referred to as individual autonomy, which is provided and expected from 
others. Consultants should not act too dogmatically or pre-define envisaged re-
sults too precisely, but leave enough room for personal approaches in delivering 
their work. This would avoid becoming dissatisfied too quickly if one does not 
follow too accurate standards. 
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I believe, it/ (.) I believe as a consultant (.) you have to make it possible, 
that it fits for a certain PERIOD, that is very important, the temporal 
horizon. (.) Usually everyone should be professional enough, that all 
reach this state, apart from the personal perceptions of whatever. (In-
terview 14, 2016, para. 96) 

The statement above was made by a young consultant, offering his view on how 
flexible a consultant should be. In his words, consultants should do everything 
possible to maintain a good working environment, even if this might mean put-
ting aside one’s own needs and sentiments as, due to the nature of a consulting 
project, it would only be for a limited time-frame anyway. 

With regard to leadership skills, consultants at consultant and senior consultant 
level asked for a certain quality assurance of skills to guarantee a certain mini-
mum amount of leadership skills once the corresponding career level has been 
reached. This quality assurance could be assured through an assessment centre 
or psychological test the candidates would need to perform. This expectation 
was grounded in the observation of a different manifestation of skills among the 
colleagues who carry a leadership aspect as part of their role (usually manager 
and upwards). 

With regard to teams, managers and senior managers expect the team members 
to be dedicated to the team and its leadership, always following an open and 
clear way of communication, sharing everything with others and being honest 
about their own capabilities. Consultants need to be open for daily challenges, 
showing a large degree of flexibility towards new situations and problems which 
might occur, and being generally open to meeting other people within the firm 
and at the client company. 

No, well I think we should from/ fro/ from/ from/ TOP to the bottom 
and from bottom to the top we should [err] our/ (.) That is [err] my 
wish, not to forget this human aspect, and/ AND quality standards 
from the top to the bottom should be introduced. [Err] and to treat 
each other with respect. And that/ that is in some cases/ and also act 
as a team. Not everyone for their own, not only looking at, [err], “do 
I get my own stuff done and the rest is not of interest for me”. (Inter-
view 17, 2016, para. 72) 

Furthermore, finding an appropriate tone to use towards the client was seen as 
an important ability from the perspective of the managers and senior managers 
with several years of experience in consulting. One has always to be clear about 



Chapter 3  

113 

acting in the role of paid service provider but needs, nonetheless, to draw clear 
boundaries between the internal team and the client, if necessary. An example 
given was a situation where the client started yelling at the consultant and her 
team, forcing the manager to confront the client and de-escalate the situation by 
making clear that a different tone was expected by her and the team (Interview 
12, 2016, para. 100). 

At the director and partner level, several additional attributes were described as 
being important for every consultant to comply with. Consultants should show 
a passion for detail and a high level of attentiveness. Towards the client, espe-
cially, they should show empathy, curiosity, and focus, in order to build a rela-
tionship with the client. In addition, it would be required, especially from a long-
term view, that consultants show a high level of internal motivation, not requir-
ing too much external stimulus: 

Then [err] I expect of course [er] a/ a/ a certain amount of/ of motiva-
tion and engagement. That does not mean that one has to work 24 
hours around the clock every night, but certainly to have an interest, 
to bring forward a topic and [er] that can sometimes also go in the 
wrong direction, but simply this interest of/ [err] can be described best 
by/ by the theme (incomprehensible SMB), the word self-motivation. 
So they should/ the/ the colleagues, who work in a project, I would be 
happy if they, if they showed a level of self-motivation similar to my 
own [...] (Interview 7, 2016, para. 32) 

Concept “attitude excellence” 

Next to more general attitudes towards professionalism, the respondents explic-
itly elaborated on the concept of showing excellence in daily work with regard 
to the delivery of work, and in dealing with client requests.  

The firm leadership was seen to promote excellent performance and an elbow 
mentality towards other consulting companies, with the primary goal of deliver-
ing excellent results to the client. This would ask for a problem-solving mind-set 
and the will to immediately approach issues rather than shifting and delaying to 
a later point in time. It might well be that the tasks and expectations sometimes 
do not completely fit to the consultant’s own skills and competencies. In such 
situations, it is expected that the consultant not step back from their duties and, 
if required, spend extra hours in order to get the work done. 
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The consultant, therefore, would need the desire to comprehend situations and 
their circumstances in order to establish a certain level of well-being at work and 
to be able to bring everything in line with the bigger picture. In order to not be 
completely overwhelmed by one’s work, the consultant would need to develop 
a sense of how to prioritize tasks and stay focused on the elements that matter, 
in relation to both project-related and internal work. 

The aimed-for excellence might therefore be defined differently depending on 
who is asked. The range covers the following issues: What is best for the cus-
tomer (being as objective as possible)? What does the customer want (delivering 
what the customer asked for)? What does the (consulting) project lead aim for? 
How does this fit with their own beliefs and aspirations around their work? As 
the answers to these questions might point in different directions, the consultant 
is told to have an open discussion with all stakeholders involved, including but 
not limited to the client: 

[Err] because of this I would say it is a mix of [er], what is best for the 
client, what does the client expect, wat does the (laughing SMB) pro-
ject lead expect and how can I connect this to my work morale or my 
personal/ my personal aspiration towards my work. (Interview 15, 
2016, para. 83) 

The group of managers and senior managers added the need to offer not only 
one’s own knowledge to the client, but the entire knowledge of one’s organiza-
tion, thinking in a broad context and utilizing one’s internal network. 

In addition, directors and partners asked for deep comprehension of the themes 
related to the current project, as well as a deep understanding of methods, so that 
these can be adapted to the clients’ needs. Ideally, every consultant would de-
velop one or more focus topics in the course of his career, helping him to be seen 
as an expert by external stakeholders. 

Concept “attitude acting as role model” 

The final concept of individual-related expectations is the aspect of acting as a 
role model. 

Consultants and senior consultants reported on the importance of having all peo-
ple within the organization, especially higher ranks, acting as role models, in-
cluding with regard to their social attitudes, working habits, representation of 
the company’s values and mission, as well as their personal beliefs. Some 
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consultants regarded this as the most important way for a company to share its 
overall identity and mission. Training and dedicated events could only contrib-
ute to a small amount in this regard. Roles within the consulting organization 
explicitly mentioned by the interviewees include the project lead, service line or 
functional lead and the counsellor. 

[Err] (.) and is related to, how you set an example. So, I think, much 
is coming from the top. (.) [Err], yes, this should be set as an example 
and this then also to/ to pass it on downwards, related to/ to the level 
of hierarchy, (.), yes, and I think, I do not need to again/ (.) [err] (.) 
exactly, so it is no/ nothing, what you do in a training or with any 
defined guiding principles, [...] (Interview 9, 2016, para. 76) 

Most of the statements were made by the managers and senior managers with 
regard to the concept of acting as a role model. This group usually represents the 
aforementioned roles of project lead and counsellor. 

The project lead would be the one to set the example, especially as they are the 
one spending most of the time with the employees and is the person in charge in 
the event of daily challenges, resulting issues and confrontations. The project 
lead is also seen as being responsible for establishing and maintaining a sense of 
community within the project team and, in exceptional circumstances, might 
reach out to the responsible partner if required. At the same time, it was stated 
that the project lead has a high amount of freedom in the way they perform their 
work. 

Even at the level of directors and partners, having gone through most of the ca-
reer stages, the importance of being able to address oneself to a “go-to” person, 
seen as a role model, was raised: 

Then there was (however?) regularly and fortunately people in my 
career towards/ towards/ towards I could direct myself. Or say, Ok, 
there/ (.) well this always was very important for me and is today as 
well. (Interview 6, 2016, para. 34) 

The aspect of leading a project and team is further discussed within the next sec-
tion of group related concept and the concept “leading team and project”. 

Code group “group related” 

The concepts summarized in this code group deal with areas of expectation re-
lated to persons within the closer network of the individual consultant, mainly 
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other consultants. The feedback provided during the interviews was coded into 
six different concepts. Starting with the concept and expectations raised towards 
the project and team leadership (raised by 14 out of 19 respondents), the inter-
viewees shared their view on what is required from leaders they work with on a 
daily basis, as well as, from the perspective of the leaders themselves, what is 
required to enable proper leadership. In a second concept, the respondents de-
scribed the needs for counselling and coaching as part of projects, as well as go-
ing beyond project environments (11 out of 19). The general need to receive and 
provide feedback on achievements, ideas and beliefs was summarized in a sepa-
rate concept (13 out of 19). Another concept covers the bilateral support within a 
team as part or outside of a project (14 out of 19), as well as the need for an open 
communication in all areas of co-operation (9 out of 19). Finally, the interviewees 
reported on the importance of building up a network within consulting (4 out of 
19). 

Concept “leading team and project” 

The insights provided on the topic of team and project leadership, mostly con-
sisting of expectations towards others and the rationale behind them, is given 
from multiple perspectives. The level of the consultant sets the bias, consultants 
and senior consultants usually being part of a larger team or project, with man-
agers and senior managers taking the role of team or project lead, and directors 
and partners having an advisory role related to one or multiple projects. 

From a consultant and senior consultant perspective, the project leadership is 
said to set the overall framework conditions including the shaping of the work 
environment. Also defined is when the team is supposed to be on the site of the 
client, the number of working hours the team should spend together and the 
means of collaboration. 

The project lead is said to have a lot of freedom to make his own decisions, often 
being the highest in rank on site at the client organization. He directly impacts 
the project team’s atmosphere but has only limited access to shaping and enforc-
ing private relationships. An important task of the project lead is seen as acting 
as a buffer between the, often junior, project team and the consulting leadership, 
such as the responsible director and partner. Should tensions and issues arise, 
the lead is supposed to represent the team’s opinion, not backing off in the event 
of contradictions.  
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During the execution of the project, the consultants and senior consultants ap-
preciate the lead acting as trusted advisor, while at the same time leaving enough 
room for the team to execute and deliver their work autonomously. 

While enjoying a certain autonomy in their work, consultants, at the same time, 
felt dependent on the project lead, and on the quality and depth of their relation-
ship. They are dependent in the sense of the lead being the only person to pro-
vide feedback on their performance as well as the one providing mentorship. 

In the event of personal issues arising with the project lead, one might be able to 
take them to a higher level, but only if having first established a certain network, 
and knowing with whom to entrust the concern. In this regard, the frequently 
changing project environments and related team compositions are regarded as 
beneficial within consulting, as issues might resolve over time on their own after 
changing to the next project. 

Based on the feedback of managers and senior managers interviewed, the project 
environment is not only defined by the project lead himself, but is also depend-
ent on the involved project partner as well as the modality of the client relation-
ship and agreement. 

Agreeing with the consultants and senior consultants, the more senior group of 
managers and senior managers see a high level of autonomy with the project 
lead, which is said to be beneficial on the one hand, but can lead to very different 
project environments on the other hand, due to the different types of personali-
ties involved. The fashion of leading a project can vary between more collegial 
and dominant types of leadership. It would be beneficial to establish quality 
standards for leadership, to include, in particular, a respectful way of interacting 
with each other, but that would be very difficult for the consulting company to 
achieve, given the different kinds of personalities involved: 

I believe that it is extremely difficult, because [err] (.) at least in the 
organizations in which I have worked, it has always been that a project 
lead has a very big level of freedom in how he sets up his/ his project, 
how he leads his team and that [er] only in limited cases the partner 
[err] intervened, actually only in cases when something goes wrong. 
Otherwise a [er] project lead can act and control in his personal way 
[...] [err] there that/ that depends I believe very much on the personal-
ity of the actual project manager. I would find this difficult to deter-
mine (.) yes a/ a type of common (.) way. (Interview 11, 2016, para. 
60) 
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In the course of a project, partners would need to support only if required, such 
as in critical project situations. If approached, the project leads then expect the 
partner to step in, acting as a role model and resolving the situation. It would 
feel good to be able to reach out to someone if required, but still only in excep-
tional cases. As a project lead, the relationship with the partner was said to be 
good, though not so for the single members of the team. 

The aspect of acting as a buffer between client and consulting management, as 
described by the junior staff, was confirmed by the managers and senior manag-
ers, being a challenging task to resolve such situations. Often the lead would be 
confronted with challenging project goals or would need to take unpopular pro-
ject decisions to the disadvantage of the team, such as requiring them to work 
extra hours in order to achieve a goal. In these situations, the lead either has the 
choice to take the same position as the leadership (possibly against his will), try 
to sell the decision to the team, or to get into confrontation with the leadership. 

In an ideal world, the project is said to have the role of leading the project, as well 
as coaching the team members. Leading the project includes setting clear targets 
together with the team and communicating expectations to everyone. While 
leading the project has priority, the aspect of coaching is often neglected due to 
the limited time available. At the same time, no one else can cover the role of 
coaching the team members, as a superior staff member is usually less involved 
and has a large amount of people to look after. The aspect of counselling and 
coaching is further discussed as part of a separate concept in the next section. 

And these are VERY many, many small steps, where you actually 
have to see day by day, [err] do the colleagues develop in the right 
environment. (Interview 18, 2016, para. 85) 

The whole thing stands and falls pretty much with how much time 
you have as a project lead, to deal with your team at all, yes, usually 
being the case, that you are tied in as a project lead COMPLETELY 
and only have time for those things in the evening, if any time at all, 
and then especially, you also need your/ the nerves and strength to 
deal with it, yes? So, if you are in a workshop and you are simply/ 
can’t express any more words, which seldom happens with me, but it 
(laughing SMB) happens. Then this is simply/ then this doesn’t work. 
(Interview 18, 2016, para. 91) 



Chapter 3  

119 

Interviewees at the level of director and partner emphasized the need for project 
leads to share their own experiences with the team, acting as a sparring partner 
and setting an example whenever necessary. 

Nowadays, project leads would need to lead their team and client resources with 
a strong functional and technical background, as clients were said to increasingly 
have a strong expertise which needs, at the very least, to be equalled by the con-
sultants and ensured by the project lead. 

In addition, project leads are supposed to provide regular feedback on the per-
formance and potential challenges of their team members to various stakehold-
ers in the organization, including the employee’s counsellor and functional lead. 
This would be especially important in the case of new joiners, as the project lead 
is often the only person who has worked with the colleague and is thus able to 
provide first-hand feedback. 

This procedure of providing unasked-for feedback would need to be regulated 
in some way, as the understanding and ability is, to a large degree, dependent 
on the project lead in charge. 

BUT the complexity, the time which one has to work on dedicated so-
lutions today are much more ambitious and limited as [er] [er]/ as it 
was the case many years ago. Consequently, the pressure towards the 
individual or the individual within the project increases. And this 
then can always lead to situations of [er] individual heights and 
depths. And [er] as a good project lead you have a feeling for this or as 
a team lead, you have a feeling for this. And/ and you take care. And/ 
and [er] as a not so good team or project lead you ignore it or (laughing 
SMB) don’t recognize it and then are surprised, when someone else at 
some point in time [err] from someone either [er] you are being told, 
that he or she is leaving the company or [err] wants to be taken [er] off 
the project as soon as possible. (Interview 19, 2016, para. 64) 

Concept “counselling and coaching” 

This concept describes the need for counselling and coaching, and describes re-
lated duties, going beyond functional or technical-focused guidance. Within the 
sub-group of group related expectations, the concept “counselling and coaching” 
shows the strongest relation to the concept “leading team and project” as dis-
cussed before, with 24 coded segments appearing within the same coded para-
graph. This relation indicates a coherence and overlap between the expectations 



Chapter 3  

120 

towards the project leadership, as well as the expectations of counselling and 
coaching in general, which is confirmed by the following findings. 

The general need for a dedicated counsellor was seen as being not necessarily 
required by some of the interviewees at the level of consultant and senior con-
sultant. Ideally, the supervisors who are in daily exchange with the consultant, 
mainly the project lead, provide relevant feedback to other stakeholders within 
the organization. This includes a regulated performance measurement as part of 
a project in which all of the involved consultancies had been involved, and feed-
back provided to important stakeholders. The downside of having a dedicated 
person assigned to act as a counsellor would make the counselee too dependent 
on this single person, in the sense of having to build a deep relationship. Most 
consultancies, though, allow the assignment of counselees to counsellors from 
both sides to be changed, so that situations of conflict could be resolved. For 
young consultants, however, this would be a tough hurdle to overcome at the 
beginning of their employment. 

It is seen as more beneficial to build a large personal network of trust, which 
would include employees at all levels of the hierarchy. This results in a clear 
chain of command and allows the appropriate person, in the event of ambiguous 
situations, to be directly approached. The good relationship and frequent com-
munication with multiple levels of seniority within the firm would contribute to 
helping avoid critical situations and the danger presented by simmering con-
flicts. The person to approach in situations of ambiguity could, therefore, vary 
quite a lot, depending on the exact case and the relationship to the counterpart 
and his role in the organization. 

Other interviewees of the same group saw the advantage of having a counsellor 
assigned alongside those in the role of supervisor, such as the project or team 
lead. The counsellor would be able to accompany the consultant across projects 
and could act as a mediator in the event that the relationship with supervisors or 
the project lead did not work out as expected. 

This difference in interview responses between the young group of consultants 
and senior consultants, reveals the different kinds of experience each group had 
with the central roles of the consulting organization, such as the counsellor, as 
well as how fragile the definition, implementation and comprehension of such 
roles can be. 

Next to the provision of feedback on their own activities and related achieve-
ments, a senior consultant highlighted that it was important for the consulting 
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organization to understand what motivated the individual consultants at differ-
ent stages of their careers (Interview 10, 2016, paras 117–119). This would be re-
quired in order to determine how to create a lasting bond with the employees 
and to avoid the unnecessary turnover of staff. The identification of motives, 
though, would require a dispute on an individual level. Being realistic about the 
fact that not all of the needs might feasibly be satisfied, it should be of primary 
interest to the consulting company to at least understand the needs of the em-
ployees. 

One should, I believe, also see that one (..) understands the motivation 
of the co-workers and to support them [...]. Which can be very different 
ones. Which then also can be very different depending on the stage in 
life. And that one definitely understands them. Also, to regularly un-
derstand them in open discussions and to determine how I can work 
with them. Of course [err] you most likely cannot satisfy all [err] 
wishes or motivations for the co-worker, but [err] I think, there are 
some, which you can satisfy if you know them. (Interview 10, 2016, 
paras 117–119)  

Usually, when fulfilling the role of team or project lead, managers and senior 
managers reported seeing themselves in the role of coach next to their daily rou-
tines as a project manager. The respondents related feeling positive about invest-
ing time in coaching others within their team. Recognizing others through hon-
ouring their advice and making the results of coaching endeavours visible, that 
is, in helping them to gain a better understanding and increasing their motivation 
for the project and underlying goals, was seen as motivating for the coaches 
themselves. 

At the same time, the interviewees raised the challenge of having limited or no 
time available to invest in the described coaching activities. Their first priority 
was said to be the pursuit of project goals and fulfilling the client’s needs. Asking 
a respondent whether he actually lived the role of a coach or mentor besides his 
project duties, the interviewee responded negatively: 

[Err] there is of course at first above/ above all of course the success of 
the project somehow. Yes? That you/ that the CLIENT is made happy, 
that one eventually even achieves a follow-on assignment. Yes. Un-
fortunately there have been such and such. (Interview 16, 2016, paras 
95–100) 
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Another manager explicitly mentioned the need for more time to coach and in-
vest in the team, especially where new hires or young colleagues with limited 
experience were involved, who require a fuller picture of what needs to be done: 

That is/ that is/ that/ that you have to teach someone, and you need to 
be GIVEN enough time for it, in order to teach someone. You cannot 
expect, that [er]/ that [er]/ and THIS is not going very well with us, I 
believe, IN PRINCIPLE, yes, that [er]/ you have to, in case you start 
as consultant or BA, you have to swim. And/ and I [err]/ for me it is 
[err] (.) always/ always important to motivate our people, TRY to find 
the time, to PROPERLY show them, yes. So also, about/ about the 
entire flow and not only “what do I need now”. [Err] that is [err]/ that 
that is something I am missing. I/ I learn, [err]/ a/ and for that we 
often simply do not have enough time. (Interview 17, 2016, para. 60) 

The coaching of younger team members would need to be taught, together with 
the provision of coaching to the project leads. Direct coaching by equivalent or 
superior colleagues would be more beneficial than setting rigid standards one 
has to follow and which leave room for interpretation. The issue of not having 
enough time to learn from each other is accompanied by the challenge of dis-
tance, as superior coaches such as project partners are not often on the client site 
on a daily or even regular basis. In these cases, the contact would need to be 
initiated by the lead himself, which again, can often be neglected due to limited 
time. 

An experienced senior manager gave the example of a young colleague being 
torn between two projects and two different leads with different sets of expecta-
tions. He, as one of the projects leads, took action after a while and escalated the 
situation by recognizing that too much pressure was put on the colleague. He 
supported his cause and asked the leadership to replace him on one of the pro-
jects, leading to a long procedure spread over several months, and resulting fi-
nally in a positive outcome for the consultant. The most important lesson learned 
was to constantly involve the colleague within discussions relating to himself, 
and to be transparent and realistic about the situation (Interview 18, 2016, para. 
85). 

An additional aspect described with regard to coaching activities was the differ-
ences in coaching demands due to the consultants belonging to a dedicated gen-
eration. Consultants of the current generation require more coaching effort and 
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need to be individually motivated, due to having been more cosseted than earlier 
generations. 

From the perspective of directors and partners, there should be training and 
proper preparation of all roles which might be involved in counselling, coaching, 
and mentoring activities. It should not only be considered what is expected from 
the employee in this regard, but also why these activities are important and how 
they potentially affect the other side. 

Of particular importance would be the person who has an initial working rela-
tionship with a young or inexperienced employee, new to the business (Inter-
view 7, 2016, para. 52). This person, not limited to being only the project lead, 
would need to set an example as well as provide feedback to an appointed per-
son, such as the employee’s counsellor or a member of upper management. 

In doing so, mentoring employees would not only need to be supported by the 
consulting organization, but also incentivized in an adequate way (Interview 7, 
2016, paras 58–60). Today it would be expected that employees execute any kind 
of counselling, coaching and mentoring activities alongside their daily duties, 
without receiving any dedicated time for these activities. It would thus depend 
on the person involved as to how and to what extent mentoring activities were 
executed. In the worst case, such activities would be totally neglected. 

New employees and employees who have been with the company only one or 
two years and have not yet established their networks, are especially dependent 
on their coach for finding out who to reach out to. It should be part of the duty 
of the person who is asked to perform the mentoring, to gather and provide feed-
back. In a worst-case scenario, no feedback is provided at all, making it difficult 
for the employee to gain recognition within the consulting firm (Interview 7, 
2016, paras 56–60). 

In addition, projects are said to be more challenging nowadays, with many stake-
holders involved, target and goals tough to achieve, and a high level of 
knowledge within the client companies, who continuously challenge the consult-
ants (Interview 19, 2016, paras 58–64). Consultants often face continuous highs 
and lows on projects, which increases the importance of providing motivation 
for them on an ongoing basis. Good project leads would have a feeling for such 
situations and would intervene when necessary, while other project leads might 
ignore the signs. 
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In large consulting organizations it would be confusing, particularly for begin-
ners, to find their way through the organization, due to the differences in the 
hierarchal setup when compared to other industries (Interview 19, 2016, para. 
76). The role of counsellor could, therefore, be important, but it would depend 
on how the role is defined and especially upon how the role is lived both by the 
counsellor and the counselees. The role was said not to be clearly defined, creat-
ing confusion on both the side of the counsellor and the counselee. 

Counsellors would limit their role on formally defined deliverables such as 
providing reviews during the year, while others might help beyond that (Inter-
view 19, 2016, para. 78). In one of the reported situations, an experienced con-
sultant (director level) felt like a psychologist talking to another experienced con-
sultant who was unsure about the challenges in the course of a new project he 
was supposed to be assigned to: 

Just today I had a [er] conversation with a colleague, during which in 
principle I felt like a/ I don’t know, is that a psychologist or psychia-
trist? I think a psychologist [...] something like that, in between[...]. 
But it really was [er]/ [er] a/ a/ conversation, which I would have never 
expected in this way. And [er], yes, left a reasonable impression on 
me. (Interview 19, 2016, paras 66–74) 

Concept “feedback” 

“Feedback” describes a concept of providing feedback in a broader sense, not 
limited to counselling or coaching activities and independent of one’s role in and 
outside of the consulting organization. While the concept of “counselling and 
coaching” captures activities that aim to consciously supervise and coach the 
other, the concept “feedback” focuses on providing short-term feedback without 
an ulterior motive. 

All interviewees across different level of expertise emphasised the importance of 
receiving and providing feedback to each other, including the client personnel. 
To receive feedback frequently was important for the management of the envis-
aged steep learning curve in consulting, as it would allow the possibility of learn-
ing from feedback and improving oneself. The feedback described by the inter-
viewees should consist of advice which can be translated into the improvement 
of one’s own actions, but also of small compliments from management relating 
to achievements. 



Chapter 3  

125 

Some interviewees, at the level of consultant and senior consultant, regard feed-
back from internal consulting management as more important than feedback re-
ceived from client representatives, while others value both sources of feedback 
as equally important, particularly since they are mutually dependent. Should the 
client provide positive feedback, the internal consulting management would 
usually follow the client in evaluating the achievements in a positive manner as 
well. 

Senior interviewees, at the level of manager and upwards, believe the main goal 
to be that of satisfying the customer, followed, accordingly, by the receipt of pos-
itive feedback from client stakeholders, ideally related to one’s own competen-
cies and skills. The concepts “feedback” and “client achievement” show eight co-
occurrences, of which six interviewees emphasised the importance of client feed-
back for motivation and personal development. 

Feedback is, therefore, supposed to be given in both directions, from top to bot-
tom as described above, but also the other way around, referred to as upward 
feedback. This way, managers and those at higher levels, in roles such as project 
or practice leads, have a similar possibility to learn from feedback provided to 
them and to assess their level of affinity with other team members. 

Concept “support team and project” 

While being motivated by working together with like-minded people, as detailed 
within the concept of “working as a team” (see paragraph 3.3), the interviewees 
accordingly emphasized their expectation of supporting each other in team en-
vironments, mostly referred to as project teams. Both concepts share a high num-
ber of co-occurrences in coded segments (seven), underlining their coherence. 

The interviewed consultants expect each other to help foster a community of bi-
lateral support within consulting, all performing on the same high level, and 
having a similar pain threshold (Interview 2, 2016, para. 92). This would include 
a fairly quick reaction to requests from others, independent of the level the ap-
proached consultant might have. 

Consulting is described as a team sport in which everyone stands up for each 
other. A young consultant gave the example of leaving the office earlier than 
others (Interview 2, 2016, para. 58). In his experience, it would be expected to 
offer the team members one’s help, even if one has completed one’s own tasks 
and is ready to leave the office, or even to cancel private appointments in the 
evening if considered necessary. 
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And that I of course expect, that/ that all have a similar/ a similar pain 
threshold more or less. (.) Yes? That is/ i/ is like this/ as long as one is 
together with others, (.) it is/ is like team sports, where I actually come 
from, as long as you collectively work one’s balls off and no one falls 
out, then/ then it is absolutely cool. (Interview 2, 2016, para. 92) 

Issues might arise in the team if its members don’t think in similar ways, leading 
to dissatisfaction and a possible reduction in effort.  

Managers and senior managers emphasised the importance of being solution-
oriented and open to sharing one’s own knowledge with colleagues, not only 
within the closer team, but also company-wide, across functional areas and coun-
tries, as broadly as possible. 

The expectation towards the team would be to establish a fellowship within the 
team, and among the colleagues. There might be days of exhaustion, leading to 
a lack of motivation, but overall the team members must be committed to each 
other. 

Concept “open communication” 

The final segment within the group-related concept reported by the interviewees 
is the expectation around an open style of communication which, again, as with 
supporting each other, is relevant across all roles in the organization. 

This would require people who are willing to communicate and share infor-
mation with each other on the one hand, and the ability of the counterpart to be 
open to receive and digest information on the other hand. Regardless of what is 
to be shared, consultants expect to deal with each other with respect, showing 
the counterpart, on an emotional level, that one is interested in the other and 
willing to be approached. 

With this in mind, young consultants reported a certain basic level of anxiety 
when pointing out potential issues, deriving from functional, technical, or inter-
personal challenges, arising from the fact that the one who brings up an issue is 
often seen as the cause of the problem or is, at least, expected to solve it. On the 
other hand, the personal burden would become even greater if one was unable 
to talk about the issue at hand when knowing about it. The best way to deal with 
the situation would be to share the problem with someone else by talking about 
it with one’s counterparts or project lead, ideally having a proposal as to how the 
issue could be fixed. 
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In addition, open communication would be an important means of avoiding is-
sues beforehand, as a prerequisite for understanding the rationale behind some-
thing and, therefore, enabling a joyful working atmosphere: 

And when I don’t understand things, then it makes me feel nervous 
and I do not feel well, or I cannot enjoy my work as much. When I 
understand, w/ what/ where it fits in, what I do, I can enjoy my work 
more and/ and I feel better. (Interview 1, 2015, para. 115) 

Code group “company-related” 

The final sub-group within the theme of expectations is the group of company-
related concepts, describing expectations towards the employer, the consulting 
company. The code group contains three concepts the interviewees reported on. 
The concept of sharing a common culture was reported by 16 out of 19 employ-
ees, followed by the direct support of the firm’s management (14 out of 19), and 
the importance and effect of recruitment process (10 out of 19). 

Concept “common culture” 

The concept “common culture” summarizes coded segments that refer to the no-
tion of a common culture in consulting, (also referred to as “base culture”), shar-
ing a common set of working conditions, and comprising a community spirit.  

There is no common view on a clearly definable culture within consulting. Cul-
tural aspects and related perceptions are mostly described as occurring within 
projects and larger groups separated by function, often referred to as practices. 

The interviewees at the level of consultants and senior consultants named differ-
ent types of cultures existing within consulting, relating to different aspects of 
work and its stakeholders. The described cultures define and establish issues 
such as working conditions, working hours, dress code, the interaction and rela-
tionship between colleagues, as well as the interaction with the client. 

The leadership would, therefore, be unable to directly create or influence these 
settings, but only maintain the framework conditions from which such a culture 
develops. The comparison of cultivating a garden (Interview 1, 2015, para. 32) 
and successive organic growth is made (Interview 9, 2016, para. 84).  

Written-down visions and missions were reported as not having much influence. 
Most influence on the cultural setting was said to be had through acting as a role 
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model, especially when fulfilling a leading role. This notion picks up on the con-
cept of acting as a role model, discussed earlier in this section. 

In addition, the culture inside a group was said to be shaped by the different 
generations within a larger group of people within consulting. While the most 
senior generation, usually represented by the upper management, defines the 
larger environment and overall vision and mission of the team, the younger gen-
eration(s) were said to have considerable impact as well. The example of influ-
encing the dress code in office towards a more relaxed style (Interview 2, 2016, 
para. 72), and striving for a change in working conditions to leave more flexibility 
and increase well-being at work was given. 

Group-wide cultures and the working environment were said to remain homog-
enous due to a certain level of self-control, preventing disturbing factors from 
entering the group. A comparison was made with private friendship circles, 
where people who join a circle would bring other people who already have a 
certain level of compatibility with the other members of the group. An important 
aspect within consulting in this regard would be the recruitment of new col-
leagues, which is described in a following concept. 

A way to impact and foster the group and its development would be the frequent 
organization of group-wide activities, bringing together the members of the 
group to exchange with each other. This would further help to establish an at-
mosphere of open communication and provide everyone in the group with the 
feeling that one matters and one’s opinion is heard. 

People working in such groups of like-minded people would show a positive 
working attitude, gaining a certain vibe, and being pleased about the feeling of 
belonging to a larger group and contributing to its success. Furthermore, it 
would be a good feeling to have the possibility to reach out to people, being able 
to rely on one’s home base. A young consultant described the example of feeling 
bad after missing a group-wide call of internal consultants, in which the mem-
bers of the group exchanged on the current achievements and plans for the next 
months (Interview 2, 2016, para. 46). Being eager to find out what had happened, 
he was happy to catch-up with another member of the group shortly afterwards. 

The cultural setting was said to suffer under an increase in the size of the group. 
The larger the group, the greater the danger of the formation of separate sub-
groups and an increasing level of political discussion and debate between these 
groups. Groups of this size are rare within projects but could relate to functional 
groups, spread over several projects. 
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Projects were thereby seen as the main carriers of culture, in which different cul-
tures might enter, based on the different groups out of which a project team is 
staffed. Individual employees would have to find their way of working and well-
being within the new project group, trying to balance the potentially different 
sets of attitudes. It would be beneficial if members of the leadership would be 
part of the group as well, as otherwise it might be necessary to weigh up the 
different demands and set targets. The connection towards the concept of “work-
ing as a team” shows a high co-occurrence of six coded segments underlying the 
above. 

A senior consultant even expressed the view that culture is foremost defined and 
lived within the project team(s), and that no additional company-wide, superior 
culture really exists or even matters (Interview 8, 2016, para. 74). Priority is at-
tributed to what happens within the project team rather than what happens 
within the larger functional team or department. A vision might exist, but the 
personal connection to this vision is rather low. 

Well, I think, a/ well, I think/ relate the culture [...] always directly 
with the project team. Well, I do not see any superior [...] but, sure, 
you have points of contact, you always know, what/ what the/ what 
the partner within the service line communicates, how he enters the 
stage and hands on the whole thing, mh that has for me though a lower 
prioritization or a lower priority compared to the direct project supe-
rior or the pro/ the project contact and that then/ [er] what a technol-
ogy lead does. (Interview 8, 2016, para. 74) 

Additionally, when working as part of a project environment, the consultants’ 
cultural anchoring would blur into the clients’ culture when working together 
within a project (Interview 15, 2016, para. 118). The consultant would have to 
accept and adjust to the clients’ cultural habits, especially in the case of longer 
engagements. Thereby, the consultants’ own culture acts as a backbone for the 
consultant should he not be in line with the clients’ values and beliefs or project 
issues arise. 

The cultural background in consulting would act as place for well-being and thus 
would need to be cultivated, supported by the organization and its leadership, 
by facilitating work in smaller groups outside of the projects, and providing ded-
icated time for these activities. Based on another consultant’s view (Interview 15, 
2016, para. 118), these cultural settings should not only be limited to project en-
vironments but include groups and communities across projects. This would 
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help people to cope with temporarily tense project situations, knowing that there 
is something else, outside the boundaries of a project. 

A larger common culture which goes beyond projects and working groups across 
projects, towards a company-wide culture, was described as limited or non-ex-
istent by the interviewees. The employing consulting company would only be 
able to set very basic values and define an overarching mission, claiming to pro-
vide excellent services for the client, to act with elbow mentality towards other 
consulting companies, and to support and foster internal collaboration (Inter-
view 1, 2015, para. 48). These principles have to be in line with the underlying 
group-wide environments and should not contradict each other. 

The differences within the group-wide environments and resulting cultures 
within a consulting company, resulted from the different skill sets and different 
types of mentality within these groups, making it impossible to strive for one 
common culture in the case of a large, multi-disciplinary consulting company. 
These differences in skills and mentalities are based on the selection of employ-
ees within each wider group (see concept “recruiting”), and the accompanying 
different expectations of a client towards a consultant. 

A senior consultant compared the working environment and related culture with 
a former non-consulting employer, and expressed surprise at finding a culture 
of strong hierarchal patterns and behaviour within consulting (Interview 15, 
2016, paras 29–47). Project leads would be selected based on their career level 
and relationship with their peers, rather than picking the most appropriate per-
son based on knowledge and skills. It also seemed unusual to this consultant to 
have to prepare work for someone else, without being much involved in the 
background and purpose of the inquiry. 

The group of managers and senior managers confirmed the focus on project-re-
lated environments and their accompanying cultural settings as being dependent 
on the personality of the lead involved (see also concept “leading team and pro-
ject”). Leads would show very different forms of leadership based on their un-
derstanding of leading others, such as leading by delegating versus leading by 
participation. 

Next to the project-related environments and the respective project lead, similar 
factors would be valid for the larger functional group, also referred to as the con-
sulting practice and its leadership. A manager described her assignment to the 
practice as having a strong and charismatic leadership (Interview 12, 2016, nos. 
37–40), who empowers people in the group, causing a strong cohesion among its 



Chapter 3  

131 

members. The leader would provide the team with the required knowledge, 
while guaranteeing a high level of personal freedom. The team members are mo-
tivated and encouraged to come up with new and creative ideas. 

Other managers confirmed that to seek role models and sources of inspiration 
within the leadership has a potentially strong impact on cultural settings if acted 
upon and used as a source for constructing the group’s particular culture and 
conception of the world (Interview 18, 2016, para. 91). 

No, well that is more so, that you are surrounded by/ by good people, 
yes, who are higher [er] in the organization than you yourself are. And 
you then direct/ Well I get from them then inspiration. And [er] out 
of that I derive my world/ view of life, so this [er] culture, [...] (Inter-
view 18, 2016, para. 91) 

Interviewees at the level of director and partner confirmed the perception of the 
managers and senior managers that cultural settings are established through the 
leadership setting an example and selecting the right employees for their group 
(also see concept “recruiting”). Progressing in one’s career, advancing through 
the different levels would finally show how consistent the behaviour of the em-
ployee is. When advancing into leading positions, one’s ability to act in accord-
ance with what the management requests becomes increasingly important (In-
terview 5, 2016, para. 82). 

The main focus of a consulting company would be to practice a certain degree of 
openness, leaving room for strong characters required for the profession. Cul-
tural differences between different consulting companies have been described by 
senior interviewees, who have seen multiple consultancies in their career (Inter-
view 5, 2016, paras 62–78). The differences in cultures were seen to be rooted in 
the following factors. Firstly, how the companies interact with the client – either 
informally or by trying to steer the client; secondly, in the working model - effec-
tive versus collaborative, and, thirdly, in the general setup of the firm - global 
versus local, or specialized versus generalist. 

Concept “management conditions” 

The concept “management conditions” describes the needs for support and the 
provision of certain conditions expected from the individual consultant in the 
form of guidance, empowerment, personal development and a positive work en-
vironment. The highlighted segments explicitly ask for organized and governed 
support by the leadership of the consulting company. 
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Having the feeling of being recognized by the leadership is described as an im-
portant factor by the interviewed consultants. Not to be taken for granted, rec-
ognizing the achievements of team members and their input of long working 
hours, as well as the expectation of receiving timely feedback from the upper 
leadership, such as in the case of having made important project decisions or a 
budget being approved, should be followed by all members of the leadership 
team. 

Furthermore, it is expected that a flexible work environment is offered to em-
ployees, which builds trust. This could result in giving the option of working 
from home, or only being at the customer site if necessary. Setting clear goals of 
what is expected to be achieved, while also providing the freedom for employees 
to fulfil these goals in their own way. 

Next to the workplace, consultants should have enough time to spend on dedi-
cated tasks outside the boundaries of projects, meeting in groups of people with 
similar interests (also see concept “common culture”). The time given should be 
reserved for these activities only, rather than creating any additional pressure. 
Finally, appropriate training should prepare the consultants for their often-chal-
lenging work with the client, supporting personal development along with tech-
nological development. 

Form the viewpoint of the managers and senior managers, the senior leadership 
should provide enough freedom, having trust in their employees and guiding 
with good example where necessary. The practice leadership was described as 
an important tier towards the top-level management, for example, the CEO, in 
translating the high-level vision and mission statements into operative goals. 

Form a director and partner perspective, the leadership should leave enough 
room for mentoring and coaching activities, making it an elementary part of the 
assessment of the employee, and award the individual for effort spent on these 
activities. Compared to the activities required to earn revenue and billable hours 
at the client, these tasks should not be regarded as sideline activities, but as fun-
damental tasks. Employees are referred to as the highest good in consulting, and 
are compared to good machines which need to be regularly maintained before 
becoming defective, in the sense of preventive maintenance (Interview 7, 2016, 
para. 64). 

The assessment of employees and their advancement in their careers needs to be 
closely managed by the leadership. Employees’ skills, their strengths and weak-
nesses should be individually judged before promoting someone to a higher 
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level. This would be especially critical when approaching management levels, 
which are accompanied by the expectation of taking responsibility for others. 
Not all employees would be qualified or capable of fulfilling this role, despite 
having performed well at the previous level. Ideally, this would involve an indi-
vidual career assessment that included their future career path. 

Concept “recruiting” 

The final concept of expectations towards the consulting organization and its in-
dividuals is the concept of recruiting. Nearly all interviewees emphasized the 
importance of recruitment, being the selection and hiring of employees, to create 
the envisaged atmosphere within the group (see concept “common culture”) and 
ensure a team of like-minded people who can work efficiently together (see con-
cept “working as a team” and “supporting team and project”). Coded segments 
for recruitment showed a strong proximity towards the coded segments for the 
concept of a common culture, mostly being coded within the same or a subse-
quent paragraph. 

The upper leadership is seen as being responsible for putting together a team 
with similar basic attitudes. The ability to gain insight into human nature and 
behaviour in the course of the hiring process would be advantageous, as the hu-
man fit plays as equally an important role as the functional or technical fit. After 
the appointment of new hires, a certain dynamic would be initiated, which can 
no longer be directly influenced. 

The selection and hiring procedure would be specific to the different groups 
within consulting. Moreover, a central working human resources department 
would only provide the formal guidelines. Ideally, interviews with candidates 
would be performed by superior and similarly ranked employees of the candi-
dates’ potential future team within consulting. This would guarantee a certain 
level of fit of the new colleagues and would avoid the hiring of people whose 
personality and behaviour, as far it can be judged from the interview, does not 
fit into the existing team. As a guiding principle, according to one interviewee, 
one should ask oneself whether one could imagine going out for a drink with 
that person (Interview 5, 2016, para. 78). 

Next to the recruitment of new hires, it would also be important to develop ex-
isting employees and offer them new roles to match their development within 
the firm in order to retain experienced people. The goal should be to create a 
good mixture of young and experienced colleagues. According to a young 
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consultant, the focus would often be on new hires and the satisfaction of their 
requirements upon hiring (Interview 8, 2016, paras 62–64), in order to convince 
them to move from a different consulting company, for example, while at the 
same time neglecting the needs of the existing colleagues, leading to an imbal-
ance. 

Then you get in colleagues, who can poison the atmosphere, no? Who 
have an/ an approach then also to survive in quotation marks and then 
[er] other colleagues recognize, it works like that as well and then it 
CAN dilute with time, no and then they suddenly get very bureau-
cratic [...] (Interview 18, 2016, para. 83) 

As recruitment would be conducted individually by the different (functional) 
groups within consulting, the bias and way of working might be very different 
across these groups. This becomes visible when people from different groups are 
supposed to join forces within an integrated project team. 

Summary: Expectations around social skills, leading and coaching others, 
and overall support of the management 

The concepts describing the expectations of consultants towards themselves and 
others within the profession have been clustered into three groups: concepts 
based on the individual, on groups of consultants, and on the employing con-
sulting company. As noted in the introduction of this paragraph, expectations 
towards the client were not explicitly mentioned by the interviewees but have 
been reported within some concepts as the extension of expectations towards 
others. The client is seen as the one to adjust to, and whose expectations need to 
be fulfilled, even if this means to personally adapt to the client’s environment. 
This confirms the perception of the consulting profession being seen as a buyers’ 
market (Armbrüster, 2006, p. 97), in which the client defines the boundaries of 
the working relationship by setting their expectations. Nevertheless, the inter-
viewees elaborated on the need to receive feedback, also including from the cli-
ent (see concept “feedback”), as their feedback would be very valuable, and 
mean they were not dependent on the feedback received from members of the 
consulting organization alone.  

On the level of the individual, attributes describing social skills, such as a re-
spectful way of working, openness towards others, and active engagement, were 
reported as being important. The attributes are in line with and support the mo-
tivational elements described in the previous paragraph of working in teams and 
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continuously achieving something, and are consistent with what is defined in 
current research as being required from the individual consultant in the form of 
a broad range of skills (Maister, 2010). Consultants are expected to be adaptable, 
even when having to temporarily set aside their own standards and beliefs, fol-
lowing what the client and consulting team expects, in order not to become 
quickly dissatisfied. While younger consultants explicitly ask for quality assur-
ance for leadership skills in order to guarantee a consistent standard, managers 
emphasize the need to act as a team, focussing not only on one’s own tasks. The 
level of directors and partners added the need to be self-motivated, not to be 
totally dependent on external stimulus. Two attitudes, in particular, were em-
phasized by the interviewees and were summarized in dedicated concepts. 
Firstly, the attitude of excellence describes the expectation to get the work done 
independently and, if support is required, to make sure that colleagues with the 
missing skills are involved. Therefore, an understanding of the bigger picture is 
required, along with the prioritizing of the most important aspects, which might 
sometimes require adapting to the clients’ aspirations. These expectations match 
what is seen as important elements of the relationship between consultant and 
client (see paragraph 1.3), earning trust and building a strong relationship with 
the client in order to have an impact (Block, 2011; Maister, 2010; Schein, 1999, 
2010). 

Secondly, the focus was put on the expectations towards higher-ranked employ-
ees to act as role models, by setting an example of an appropriate way of work-
ing, and the conveyance of the company’s and group’s vision and mission. The 
critical roles in this regard were said to be the project and functional service or 
area lead. 

Turning the attention to expectations which affect groups of consultants, the con-
cept of leading a project was discussed by most of the interviewees. Junior con-
sultants see the project lead as having a lot of freedom and setting the overall 
working conditions for the team. S/he acts as mentor at site and filters the re-
quests from the upper leadership. At the same time consultants feel dependent 
on the project lead given his different roles. Experienced consultants who often 
take the role of the project lead, emphasize the importance of the aspect of per-
sonality in shaping the work environment and ask for quality standards. The 
upper leadership is expected to step in and provide guidance if required. At the 
same time, experienced consultants see very limited or no time left for any activ-
ities going beyond project delivery related tasks. The leadership themselves ex-
pect the project leads to frequently provide feedback about their team and 



Chapter 3  

136 

project, focussing on the functional lead. Coaching activities are not explicitly 
mentioned at this stage. Given the low level of professionalization within the 
profession (see paragraphs 1.1and 1.7), these expectations raise the need for a 
morally-educated individual (Poulfelt et al., 2010) able to cope with these diverse 
demands and thus having the individual, in the role of project lead, for example, 
acting as an agent for professionalization (Muzio et al., 2011). 

Closely related to the expectations towards leading a project, coaching and coun-
selling of the individuals is seen, by the younger consultants, as part of the re-
sponsibility of the project lead and counsellor. The role of a dedicated counsellor 
accompanying the consultant during his career is not seen as required by all in-
terviewees. Managers and senior managers confirm the necessity for coaching 
individuals personally but, as reported within the concept of leading a project, 
they do not see that there is adequate time to fulfil this role next to their project 
duties. Furthermore, what coaching is supposed to contain is said not to be 
clearly defined. The motivation of employees and the conveyance of the bigger 
picture is said to be an important element of it. The leadership sees the need for 
coaching to be intensified and incentivized by the consulting organization. Also, 
the role of the counsellor is not seen as properly defined, although consultants 
would need continuous motivation. 

On the matter of providing feedback, the consultants expect constructive feed-
back from each other, as well as the recognition of achievements directly through 
the management. The feedback received from the client seems to gain im-
portance with the increasing age and experience of the consultant, which is in 
line with the findings contained in the previous section, in which managers re-
ported the increasing importance of client relationships and recognition by the 
same (Interview 5, 2016, para. 129; Interview 12, 2016, para. 32; Interview 13, 
2016, paras 111–120; Interview 16, 2016, paras 210–216; Interview 19, 2016, para. 
84). Finally, consultants at all levels expect to support each other within the team, 
through open communication and not to be in fear of any openly-held discus-
sion. 

Expectations related to the consulting company were mostly defined within the 
concept of a common consulting culture. The young consultants see a common 
culture mostly being existent within projects and functional groups outside of 
projects. The larger the group gets, the more difficult it is to maintain the desired 
team spirit, as political discussions and disputes increase. Written down rules 
and statements are not that important, but how people act and set an example 
defines how a cultural setting develops. The leadership is only able to define the 
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larger framework conditions, while all members of the group are said to impact 
the development of the cultural settings in different ways, including a certain 
level of self-control to keep the group coherent. The cultural setting provides the 
consultants with a feeling of connectedness and belongingness, in line with the 
discussion in paragraph 1.5, in which the establishment of a common culture was 
said to reduce employee uncertainty (Armbrüster, 2006), and, as part of a 
weakly-regulated profession, to provide a stronger sense of professional identity, 
rooted in shared socialization and resulting in a counterbalance between anxie-
ties and insecurities experienced by the individual consultant (Kirkpatrick et al., 
2012). During projects, this cultural setting and related habits blur into the cli-
ents’ environment, making it important to preserve one’s own values. Project-
independent groups are seen to provide a balance to project-related settings in, 
for example, working groups for a dedicated topic, which help to give the con-
sultant a sense of something which goes beyond purely project-related environ-
ments. The consulting leadership is supposed to provide room, in the form of 
time and budget, to these groups. The experienced consultants confirm the state-
ments and agree with the view that there is a strong dependency on the person-
ality of the lead who impacts the cultural setting. Those at manager level and 
above search for an equivalent or superior role model to receive orientation from 
and affirmation for their actions. 

As mentioned within the concept of feedback, it is important for consultants to 
be recognized by the leadership for their activities, as well as to provide a flexible 
working environment in terms of time and place. Those at manager level and 
above expect a high amount of freedom to execute their tasks and, at Director 
and Partner level, that enough room for mentoring activities is provided. 

The final concept on expectations deals with the topic of recruitment. All inter-
viewees see recruitment and the hiring of consultants as a main influencer on the 
development of cultural settings within consulting, ideally confirmed in a good 
people fit. The hiring process and selection of employees can thereby be very 
different across the functional groups within the company. As a result, these dif-
ferences become visible within projects of multidisciplinary project teams, ham-
pering the development of a consistent cultural setting. Lastly, the development 
of the existing personnel should not be neglected by focusing too much on the 
hiring of new colleagues. 

Based on relations of coded segments within the theme of expectations across all 
code groups, the concepts of “counselling and coaching” and “management con-
ditions” show the strongest coherence with eleven co-occurrences of coded 



Chapter 3  

138 

segments, followed by the combination of the concept “counselling and coach-
ing” and “leading teams” (nine co-occurrences). The segments defined therein 
emphasize once more the expectation towards the management to invest in the 
employees’ development, taking considerable time to listen and understand per-
sonal motivation and related effort to mentor, coach, and counsel the employee. 

3.5 Theme “tensions”: Consultants struggling within the 
profession 

The final theme deals with actual and potential tensions the interviewed consult-
ants have experienced during their work as consultants, within the consulting 
company, during projects, or working within groups with and without clients. 
As with all themes, the different concepts around what is expected from the dif-
ferent members of the profession of management consulting are divided into 
four groups: tensions related to the individual consultant (discussed by 19 out of 
19 interviewees), tensions within groups (10 out of 19), tensions originated or 
taking place within the consulting company (16 out of 19), and tensions involv-
ing the client (13 out of 19). 

Coded segments assigned to this theme and the corresponding concepts deal 
with questions related to the overall research question such as: “What difficulties 
have you experienced during your work as a consultant?”; “What issues do you 
observe in your company, project or team?”; “How did you deal with the stress-
ful situation?”; “What do you see as potential causes?”. 

Code group “individual related” 

The first group of concepts deals with tensions directly related to and grounded 
within the individual consultant. Eight concepts have been discussed by the in-
terviewees. The order of concepts is defined based on the relation of concepts 
and their affinity in terms of content: 

• High workload (discussed by 17 out of 19 interviewees) 
• Limited personal time (13 out of 19) 
• Missing meaning (16 out of 19) 
• Career expectations (11 out of 19) 
• Different and inconsistent expectations (13 out of 19) 
• Missing knowledge (9 out of 19) 
• Unsafe beginner (9 out of 19) 
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• Pretending something (7 out of 19) 

Concept “high workload” 

It depends on how your personal way of life is. If you (.) broken down 
very, very, very deep or broken down very far, if you LIVE to work, or 
if you work to live, following the French model. (Interview 13, 2016, 
para. 180) 

The concept “high workload” deals with coded segments describing situations 
and difficulties originating from high workload and challenging tasks within the 
consulting profession. Work in general includes project related work and deliv-
erables, tasks outside projects, mostly within functional groups of the consulting 
organization, and leadership duties. 

Professionals at the levels of consultant and senior consultant stated that work-
ing within the consulting profession would usually mean facing a higher work 
load and longer working hours when compared to any other profession. Alt-
hough they consciously decided to join the profession of consulting knowing 
about the high workload (see paragraph 3.2), extra hours should still be acknowl-
edged by the firm through, for example, allowing time off to be taken or com-
pensating with extra money. 

The workload would thereby differ from project to project, depending on the 
project setup, its environment, and client expectations. If extra hours are not 
asked to be explicitly documented by the consulting leadership, it would be ex-
pected from the project lead to compensate the team and individuals for their 
work. 

While a certain amount of stress was said to help to grow and develop oneself, 
forcing one to leave one’s comfort zone, one would need to avoid the danger of 
continuously being behind one’s assignments. Peaks in workload were said to be 
fine, if the overall work-life balance remained intact. An example is given of 
working long hours over some weeks to reach dedicated project goals (Interview 
4, 2016, para. 132). If these exceptions became the standard of work, one would 
think about leaving the profession. Another young interviewee stated that the 
profession of consulting would thus not be adequate for a long-term career (In-
terview 15, 2016, para. 146). Young consultants would act more sensibly when 
working long hours and an appropriate work-life balance would be of higher 
importance, thus the profession would need to change dramatically in the future. 
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In addition to the demanding project work, consultants would have to carry out 
additional tasks, such as recruitment activities, which would usually have to be 
carried out without dedicated time acknowledged for these activities. 

Even though a high workload was reported across all consulting companies, dif-
ferences would exist, such as to what extent weekend work was expected or com-
pensation provided to the employees for extra hours. These differences would 
also occur within a larger consulting company, based on the setup of functional 
groups, such as strategy vs. technology. 

The group of managers and senior managers confirm most of the statements of 
the younger consultants. Peaks in workload would be manageable, but there 
would always be the danger of shifting towards continuously delivering under 
high workload in many project environments. The profession of consulting 
would have an issue with providing a proper work-life balance and, against the 
backdrop of the needs and expectations of generation Y, the profession would 
not meet the need for a balanced career on a long-term basis (Interview 7, 2016, 
para. 70; Interview 13, 2016, para. 122). 

The reported additional activities, including client-related work (for example, 
proposals), and internal organizational tasks (for example, time and expenses), 
would require organizational talent and would increase with one’s position in 
the firm. 

In many cases, high workload would emerge from planning insufficient re-
sources as part of the project planning procedure. This might even be done on 
purpose, in order to invest in an important client, for example, by making an 
offer at reduced costs. These situations would often need to be compensated, at 
least to a certain extent, by the project team working more hours. 

For me this is absolute bad planning [err] for things, which are sold, 
[err] which are not thought through, [er], resources are not calculated 
properly. [Err], that/ that is actually the/ the worst about it, no. When 
you/ when you actually get [err] things from the sales team which you 
cannot change any more, you look at it and say to yourself, “how can 
I deal with this now?” (laughing SMB) That is the/ this is a very, very 
big challenge and also, that the [err]/ the people who decide, the ones 
who in project manage/ well the/ the partners actually, who then exe-
cute the project, [err] they/ (…) The understanding is missing at some 
stages, of what you actually (do?). (Interview 17, 2016, para. 52) 



Chapter 3  

141 

In general, high levels of pressure would often result from budget pressure 
caused by tough competition, resulting in lower than expected budgets and 
schedules. As the primary goal would be to satisfy the client and their needs, the 
consultant would often find himself in situations where he would need to acquire 
new knowledge and skills rapidly, without having dedicated time for prepara-
tion. Periods of smooth working would be the exception. 

This high functional and project-related workload was said to often make the 
consultant neglect all other tasks, such as listening to the needs of the team mem-
bers, and the fulfilment of some form of coaching role. Upper management 
would regard these activities primarily as sideline activities, and thus these 
would quickly become de-prioritized (Interview 7, 2016, para. 58; Interview 17, 
2016, para. 60; Interview 18, 2016, para. 91). 

The relation of codes across themes shows a high number of seven co-occur-
rences with the concept of “counselling and coaching”, underlining the above. 
Within these coded segments interviewees confirm counselling and coaching as 
sideline activities, no adequate instruments to encourage and measure being in-
troduced by the firm (Interview 7, 2016, para. 64), or simply having no dedicated 
time next to project-related duties (Interview 17, 2016, para. 60; Interview 18, 
2016, para. 91). 

At the level of director and partner, a director reported getting accustomed to the 
temporarily challenging working conditions involving high workload, but even 
as an experienced consultant he would need to step back from time to time, stat-
ing that sometimes a little less would be nice: 

Well, then you simply grow with the Ta/ so with the tasks. [Err], (.) 
and that is/ somehow one/ I have got used to it, [err], (there was?) 
always a moment, where you say, Ok, now it’s too much for me, either 
too much, because it simply, [er]/ (.) the challenge gets too big. You 
have to say now. Or, [err], (..) because the speed, [er], is demanding 
too much. (.) (Interview 6, 2016, para. 34) 

High expectations and related high workload would accompany his position as 
global project lead (Interview 6, 2016, para. 38). The skills required would be a 
combination of functional, organizational, personnel, and cultural leadership 
skills. In addition, his own personal and economic goals set by the company 
would need to be fulfilled, in order to be able to further progress in one’s career. 
It would, therefore, be difficult to adapt to new environments and related chal-
lenges as one would adhere to personal and established patterns in demanding 



Chapter 3  

142 

situations (Interview 6, 2016, paras 46–48). The perception of one’s own work as 
something personal and feeling loyal towards one’s own company, in combina-
tion with challenging situations in front of the client, made him feel vulnerable 
and offended (Interview 6, 2016, para. 132). In summary, the described project 
environment was the toughest of his career so far, with which he hoped to have 
reached the worst (Interview 6, 2016, para. 156). 

Working conditions and stress levels are said to be even more challenging than 
in the past (Interview 19, 2016, paras 64–66). Employees are exploited, their mo-
tivation in the early years is utilized, and thus it would be necessary to guide and 
protect them from themselves and not overpower them, so that, throughout their 
continuing career, they did not lose their momentum, and retained the possibility 
of experiencing times of relaxation as well. 

Concept “limited personal time” 

High workload, as discussed in the concept before, was, at the same time, re-
ported to manifest itself in “limited personal time”, which is discussed in this 
concept. 

Consultants and senior consultants reported having limited personal time due to 
the normality of working long hours together with staying abroad and, in most 
cases, returning home again just for the weekend. 

The limited time is seen as a clear disadvantage of the profession, one which 
needs to be accepted, however, as one could not adequately compensate for these 
circumstances (Interview 1, 2015, para. 111). Consultants would have to pay a 
high personal price to work within the profession, describing the limited per-
sonal time as the main conflict within consulting, next to making wrong deci-
sions (Interview 2, 2016, paras 78–90). Personal events would need to be planned 
properly, while still being unsure if these could actually take place. 

Some occasions would simply be impossible, even with proper planning upfront, 
such as regular team sports, which usually would need to take place during the 
week, not only limited to the weekends. The job is seen as not being compatible 
or hardly compatible with raising a family, due to the limited free time available 
(Interview 3, 2016, para. 38; Interview 4, 2016, para. 58; Interview 9, 2016, para. 
34; Interview 15, 2016, para. 150). One would not be able to see one’s children 
much, and even if it was possible to return home during the week, it would be 
difficult to tune out of business and project matters and switch to family-mode. 
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Three of the managers and senior managers left the consulting profession shortly 
before the interview took place, all moving to other non-consulting businesses. 
A manager justified his change of profession by referring to the limited time 
available to him to spend with his wife and friends, as it was usual for him to 
return home on Thursday or Friday, giving him the possibility of only Friday 
and Saturday to be with them. (Interview 11, 2016, para. 30). Another two senior 
managers left consulting because of their growing family, following the birth of 
their first children (Interview 13, 2016, paras 27–49; Interview 16, 2016, para. 138): 

Well I believe, it is my/ is the main deficit it is within consulting really 
the/ the topic work-life balance and also the consulting firms, who 
want to tell you, that they want to change everything for generation 
Y (laughing SMB). I still don’t believe in this, because [err]/ that this 
works out [...] (Interview 13, 2016, para. 122) 

Managers reported to be sceptical concerning whether the overall work-life bal-
ance could be improved, due to the nature of the business and demands of the 
client. A senior manager who has a flexible part-time agreement with the em-
ploying consulting firm (Interview 17, 2016, paras 41–50), is frequently pulled 
back into working full-time hours, as project and client circumstances regularly 
override the agreement and demand him to be very flexible. 

A director summarized the ambitions of young professionals within two groups. 
Consultants would either try to move up to the initial manager position and 
leave the firm shortly before or afterwards, or they would aim to become a part-
ner within the firm (Interview 5, 2016, paras 94–100). Another director mentioned 
a general change of generations, resulting in people nowadays paying more at-
tention to a better work-life balance. 

Concept “missing meaning” 

The concept of “missing meaning” indicates segments of experienced missing 
meaning, missing purpose, and the absence of dedicated goals by the individual 
consultant. The concept shows three strong links to other concepts including “de-
velop own profile” from the theme purpose (nine co-occurrences), as well as “ex-
perience build-up” and “client achievement” from the theme motivation (six co-
occurrences each). 

The coded segments, in relation to the concept of “develop own profile” and “ex-
perience build-up”, reveal and confirm the interviewees’ primary goal in con-
sulting, of extending their experience and continuously undergoing challenges 
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over a long-term period. Interviewees who left the profession of consulting, 
stated that either they had the impression of having experienced everything con-
sulting can offer, or after not having made enough progress due to the generalist 
bias of the profession. 

The relation to the concept of “client achievement” shows that internal recogni-
tion of achievements within the consulting company seems to be more important 
than being recognized by the client. Even an interviewee who reported on the 
growing importance of supporting clients to achieve something they can benefit 
from, relativized the same by stating that for many within the consulting profes-
sion receiving laurels for delivering added value was more important than the 
added value itself. 

Looking at the responses within this concept in detail, a young consultant re-
ported having frequent moments reflecting on the profession of consulting and 
whether it was still the appropriate work he wanted to execute (Interview 1, 2015, 
para. 111). It was usual for him, during his yearly extended vacation, to start 
thinking about his job, asking himself whether he still felt willing to pay the price 
of weekly travel and long working hours. As a recommendation to other consult-
ants, the interviewee stated he would try to put aside dedicated time in the year 
to think deeply about the own work assignment and take a conscious decision, 
rather than questioning the work day by day. Questions involving one’s work 
would go deeper than a single day could reflect. Fundamental changes as such 
would need time and silence to review. The interviewee cited above left the con-
sulting profession several months after the interview took place. 

Interviewees stressed the importance of internal feedback and collaboration (In-
terview 8, 2016, paras 102–104; Interview 16, 2016, paras 109–132), while men-
tioning that client feedback could be important as well (Interview 10, 2016, para. 
113; Interview 12, 2016, paras 33–34), but is usually seen in strong connection 
with the accompanying development of the self. This would lead, finally, to fol-
low-on opportunities with the client, and thereby help both the individual con-
sultant and consulting company in reaching their respective economic goals. 

As introduced at the beginning of this concept, the meaningfulness of consulting 
is seen in terms of self-development and the related gathering of experience (In-
terview 2, 2016, para. 28). One would need to be clear about this primary orien-
tation and its limited character, limiting the purpose of the profession to ‘the 
gathering of experience’: 
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And when you are clear about it, that it/ I believe, if you are clear 
about, why you are doing this and [err] for a dedicated phase in your 
life (.) a good/ a VERY good professional option it is, to gain experi-
ence, [err] (.) then/ then you can prevent dissatisfaction, which occurs, 
if you/ (..) Yes if you question the long term (..) meaningfulness or 
question yourself, how to keep up the life-style and workload on a long 
term basis. (Interview 15, 2016, para. 146) 

The generation “Y” was said to strive for more personal time and would regard 
it as increasingly important (Interview 7, 2016, para. 70; Interview 13, 2016, para. 
122). Next to saving time for oneself, the younger generation would seek more 
freedom within business, explicitly having influence on decisions about what to 
do, such as on the selection of a project, for example, (Interview 4, 2016, para. 
126) and at the same time preserving flexibility and the experience of having fre-
quent challenges (Interview 8, 2016, para. 16). The consulting profession is de-
scribed as oriented towards the principle of living to work, rather than following 
the mentality of working to live. Overall, against the backdrop of the importance 
of personal time, the profession would only be suitable for reaching short- and 
middle-term career goals (Interview 14, 2016, paras 190–196; Interview 15, 2016, 
para. 146). With regard to the matter of deciding what to do and how to fit one’s 
capabilities and skills to the role, a young consultant reported on a symbolic and 
pivotal moment in her career (Interview 15, 2016, paras 98–116). After approach-
ing senior leadership and asking for a switch of teams to better utilize her own 
capabilities, the leadership answered with a personal story about their own be-
haviour. It was explained to her that executing tasks or entire projects which 
might seem boring and did not fit with one’s own skills, such as work he had 
done on a similar project two years previously, would not hurt and could help 
the firm and thereby boost one’s own career. 

Work should become meaningful when one has developed a clear sense of what 
one is doing. The firm’s leadership should continuously support this endeavour 
on an individual basis, supporting the individual in their development and ap-
propriate use of skills. This would at least require understanding the individual 
and their situation, acknowledging if things do not turn out to their benefit and 
trying to solve the situation on behalf of the employee.  

If you somehow expect that he pays the invoices and that is enough or 
if you say, this has to be meaningful somehow. (..) I actually believe, 
that it has to be meaningful and [err] (.) I actually believe, that [er]/ it 
is (.) very important, that you have the feeling, [err] AT LEAST, if 
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you/ (..) when you are in such a [er] situation, where you are not sure, 
if you are on the right track, that this is taken seriously. (Interview 15, 
2016, para. 114) 

Within the group of managers and senior managers, a manager who left the con-
sulting business shortly before being interviewed, had the feeling of having seen 
everything the profession could offer, working across many industries and in 
many foreign countries, finally being ready to change profession, as he never had 
the plan to become a partner (Interview 11, 2016, para. 30). Looking at the re-
quirements of those at the level of directors and partners, their roles involved too 
many activities such as sales, and would not anymore be related to the actual 
functioning of the business (Interview 11, 2016, paras 30–32; Interview 16, 2016, 
para. 230). 

Another manager who joined the profession initially because of an eagerness to 
develop his professional profile and utilise the experience he gained across many 
industries (Interview 12, 2016, para. 28), reported undergoing a change of mind-
set, now seeing the client as the centre of attention. Achieving something for and 
with the client would have developed into the primary motivation and goal she 
pursued with her daily work (Interview 12, 2016, paras 33–34), experiencing 
many situations in which she believed she was helping others in implementing 
a reasonable change. On the other hand, there were still many occasions in which 
the added value for the client did not become visible, which was a challenge, 
especially for the younger consultants. In these cases, it would be important to 
guide the team members, giving them the feeling that their work was not being 
carried out for nothing (Interview 5, 2016, para. 114; Interview 12, 2016, para. 
114). During further conversation, it was mentioned that this perception, regard-
ing the final outcome in terms of business as more important than the added 
value for the client, was not shared by everyone: 

Well the/ the laurels for the added value are maybe more important for 
some as generating the added value. (Interview 12, 2016, para. 114) 

A senior manager who left consulting shortly before the interview was con-
ducted, described consulting as a profession which, in the main, educates gener-
alists (Interview 16, 2016, paras 109–132). The work which needed to be done for 
the client often involved tasks described as dirty jobs, work the client would have 
been able to perform but was not willing to, tasking the consultant, which would 
negatively impact upon levels of motivation. Due to the change of consulting 
business and related knowledge being a public commodity, work at the client 
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site would often be limited to executing day-to-day business on behalf of the cli-
ent (Interview 18, 2016, paras 143–145). It would be of the highest importance, 
therefore, to satisfy the internal leadership (Interview 16, 2016, para. 128) and to 
gain follow-on opportunities. The client stakeholder who decided on these op-
portunities would often not be the one to receive the work, making it less im-
portant how the project was being delivered. It would count more to make one-
self indispensable to the client. 

As part of his new profession, the interviewed ex-senior manager faced an en-
tirely new form of motivation, being responsible and being measured on a spe-
cific product he was asked to develop. More was possible through showing in-
dividual initiative than had previously been the case in the consulting profession. 
A way to establish something similar could be through the extension of career 
models, providing alternatives to the predominant “in or out, from consultant to 
partner” model. This would allow for individual needs to be met and individual 
abilities to be matched in the business. Finally, one would need to get a good 
feeling for leaving the profession of consulting or staying in it, making sure to 
take a deliberate decision. Otherwise, one would risk the feeling of not moving 
forward either way. 

Another senior manager reported not having any dedicated goal working as a 
consultant, (Interview 17, 2016, paras 91–95), but that the fact of being able to 
work with many different people in a broad range of cultures and settings was 
so far satisfying enough to keep her within the profession. A colleague at the 
same level (Interview 18, 2016, paras 51–61) described thinking regularly about 
leaving the profession, but circumstances like living within his preferred city, 
and not being able to identify any company to work for, made him stay within 
the profession. 

Within the level of directors and partners, consultants were described as often 
lacking motivation, being and staying within the profession because they are and 
always have been consultants (Interview 5, 2016, para. 100). Thus, in many cases 
consultants would leave the profession after 2-5 years to search for something 
new. One factor which might lead to this lack of motivation is described in terms 
of the recognition and comprehension of one’s own work results and their impact 
for the client and one’s own company as often being very abstract and not grasp-
able. The creation of a document which was perceived as useless, was offered as 
an example. (Interview 5, 2016, para. 114). 
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Another director mentions strong personal self-doubts related to the profession, 
continuously asking himself what would be an appropriate moment to take the 
risk of leaving the profession, but had, so far, not decided for one or the other 
option and thus remained within the profession (Interview 6, 2016, paras 34–36, 
2016, para. 54). 

Other interviewees at senior level referred to the daily challenges and develop-
ment potentials within the profession, stating that as long as one could stand 
these challenges, one would prefer to stay within the profession (Interview 19, 
2016, paras 17–20). At the same time the profession was described as acting some-
how anonymously, making it difficult for young employees to find their way 
through consulting, not knowing whom to reach out to (Interview 7, 2016, para. 
40; Interview 19, 2016, para. 78). 

Well that is/ this is existing, this insecurity does exist. And that of 
course that is to an extent, that/ that we to some extent are anony-
mous. The people don’t know each other. [Er], don’t know, whi/ which 
way to go. Yes, that I recognize sometimes. (Interview 19, 2016, para. 
78) 

Concept “career expectations” 

The following concept summarizes situations in which high expectations are 
held of the consultant, based on the career level they hold or are about to advance 
into. Interviewees at the level of consultant and senior consultant noted that con-
sultants are required to follow a relatively strict career path within consulting, 
consisting of different hierarchy levels and related demands for each level. At a 
certain point in time personal responsibility becomes part of these demands, usu-
ally starting at the level of manager. Even though some consultants might not be 
suited or willing to see this as an fundamental part of their role, the profession 
does not allow for many alternatives, such as offering alternative career paths, 
which would focus on other aspects of the consulting process (Interview 8, 2016, 
paras 26–28). Next to these alternatives, there should be some kind of quality 
assurance, as roles are interpreted in different ways, especially those involving 
leading others (Interview 8, 2016, para. 82). 

A senior consultant who left the profession of consulting shortly after the inter-
view, was surprised about the difference in working culture compared to her 
former non-consulting employer (Interview 15, 2016, paras 29–47), missing com-
mon values and working attitudes. The consultant reported being surprised at 



Chapter 3  

149 

the hierarchal thinking and related expectations of delivering work without be-
ing much involved in the actual purpose and matter behind the inquiry. The ca-
reer system and related career levels supported this behaviour, as people who 
have gone through fulfilling orders and requests from upper levels, would tend 
to behave similarly once a leadership level (usually manager) has been reached 
(Interview 8, 2016, para. 36). The willingness to work on functional topics and 
get things done would decrease, making it important for the consulting company 
to maintain a reasonable pyramid of practitioners by career levels, not risking 
having too few consultants at junior levels to actually do the work (Interview 14, 
2016, paras 253–295). Although experiencing very different types of personali-
ties, the upper levels would show some level of similarity in behaviour, as all 
consultants have gone through the same career levels, now utilizing the benefits 
which come along with the higher career levels (Interview 15, 2016, paras 53–65). 

It is a [err]/ the company [er], they are software engineers and they 
are the stars of the show and they can be very, very strange and [err] 
(.) As a result/ that’s where the culture centralizes, that means the 
culture is bas/ based on, that the, the one who has the biggest expert 
knowledge, [err] leads a project or a t/ or gives the direction in that 
moment and not the one who might have the highest seniority or (.) 
[err], who has been determined for some reason (.) as the lead. (.) [Err] 
and out of this, results somehow a different (.) dynamic, in which eve-
ryone [er] (simply?) says his opinion and in which is discussed very 
openly about content and [err] (..) that is/ that was for sure a big 
change. (Interview 15, 2016, para. 43) 

To be promoted to a higher career level would require a strong personal network 
of supporters, as the people responsible for rating the employees and finally tak-
ing the decision of promotion would often not have been in direct contact with 
the employee (Interview 15, 2016, paras 129–133). 

More senior interviewees within the level of manager and senior manager con-
firm these observations and state that one would be forced to fulfil the require-
ments of the next career level in order to further advance in consulting and not 
be regarded as unsuccessful. No alternatives would be provided, such as in the 
form of a more personalized career ladder, offering alternatives to the partner 
track (Interview 16, 2016, paras 230–242): 
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I actually do not WANT to go any further, because this/ this job pro-
file, what is expected from me on the next level, [err] I can’t and maybe 
do not want to fulfil in this way. (Interview 16, 2016, para. 230) 

Providing an example of his first project involving personnel responsibility, a 
senior manager reported from his time as senior consultant. At that time he was 
asked to lead a project in which he had to deal with functional issues as well as 
learn on the job how to motivate and lead the team (Interview 13, 2016, paras 91–
100). The project in the end was completed successfully with the help of the con-
sulting leadership and the senior manager making fast progress in his leadership 
skills. In general, one would always be confronted with high expectations espe-
cially when moving into a new level (Interview 13, 2016, para. 102), but one 
would learn how to deal with these situations, including projects with an entirely 
new functional focus, as well as the need to quickly absorb the topic and act as 
an expert (Interview 13, 2016, paras 126–130). 

Those at the level of director and partner also referred to increasing expectations 
around progressing through career levels, making it more difficult to accomplish 
and experience their own achievements as successful, as one has to cope with 
many negative scenarios which include actions perceived as negative (Interview 
5, 2016, paras 133–138), dominating their awareness. As expectations rise as soon 
as someone achieves a new step on the career ladder (Interview 6, 2016, para. 34), 
it would be important to have go-to persons, and the possibility to orientate one-
self towards the more senior staff. Similar views were reported by younger con-
sultants. Personal challenges often led to the question of whether consulting was 
still the appropriate profession (Interview 6, 2016, para. 54). 

And also as of today, there are frequently phases, where you think, my 
god, what am I doing to myself here? (Interview 6, 2016, para. 34) 

An example of such an increase in responsibilities was described in terms of 
moving away from pure delivery towards a focus on the overall project and cli-
ent leadership, including motivating the larger team (Interview 6, 2016, paras 
162–166). 

A mistake made by consultancies would therefore be to advance consultants to 
the next career level with the expectation of them having to suddenly take over 
personnel responsibility, usually starting at the level of manager. Leading others 
would require some kind of natural skill and could not be fully adapted to. (In-
terview 7, 2016, para. 88). As a result, consultancies should try to focus more on 
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the individual’s skills, personality, and strengths and offer multiple career paths, 
as suggested by the less experienced consultants as well. 

One of the interviewed directors experienced a situation in which he felt he was 
acting as a psychologist, when an experienced consultant approached him asking 
for advice (Interview 19, 2016, paras 66–74). The director was surprised about 
this behaviour, as he knew the consultant to be an experienced consultant who 
was very knowledgeable and shrewd. The consultant obviously felt uncomfort-
able with the project environment he found himself in, not knowing what to ex-
pect or how to react. 

Concept “different and inconsistent expectations” 

While the concept dealing with career expectations focuses on expectations re-
lated to the career level of the consultant, the following concept summarizes dif-
ferent and inconsistent expectations of the consultant raised simultaneously, ei-
ther by the same or multiple stakeholders, including leadership, client, and other 
consultants.  

The concept shows strong connections to two further concepts, “leading team 
and project” (thirteen co-occurrences), as well as “common culture” (six co-oc-
currences). The coded segments related to the concept of “leading team and pro-
ject” describe, in summary, inconsistent expectations related to the perceived di-
verse project environments. Shared segments with the concept of a “common 
culture” illustrate the difficulty of establishing an overall atmosphere of common 
working attitudes, again due to the diverse project settings based on the different 
personalities of the involved project leads. 

On the level of consultant and senior consultant the interviewees reported that 
expectations related to work attitudes would be different across projects and re-
lated environments, such as the definition and practice of long working hours, 
and being available at all times (Interview 9, 2016, paras 51–54; Interview 10, 
2016, para. 35). The project lead would be the one who shaped the environment. 
One would not necessarily perceive oneself as belonging to the same company 
when having worked on different projects (Interview 8, 2016, para. 54; Interview 
9, 2016, para. 60). 

The project lead would be the one to actively influence the project climate and be 
able to decide autonomously, while the consulting leadership would only have 
limited impact on the team (Interview 10, 2016, para. 35). A working culture with 
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generally accepted core values applied on all projects has not been seen (Inter-
view 15, 2016, para. 41). 

Another influencing factor is seen in in the client culture and related expecta-
tions, which become increasingly important and relevant the longer the project 
takes, slowly merging with the consultant values and way of working (Interview 
15, 2016, paras 81–85). One would adapt to the client’s way of working and try 
to balance it with one’s own perceptions or those of the team. The appreciation 
of values would include such questions as: what would one personally strive for 
and how would one do it, versus what is the best for the client and how does the 
client want to do it. What was said to help in these situations was to openly dis-
cuss with the client one’s own perception and its potential divergence from be-
liefs held on the client side. 

[Err], I believe, the environment is a special one, because of one’s own 
culture being part of the daily routine, the culture of consulting, as 
part of the daily routine for the individual often becomes blurred with 
the company culture, which you experience at the client. [Err] and 
there you need to be able to differentiate. (Interview 15, 2016, para. 
118) 

A consultant explained that quitting his job at the former consulting firm before 
moving to a different consulting firm had been due to the bad team atmosphere 
(Interview 8, 2016, para. 54). Consultants were said not to support each other, 
only performing work to the rule. Addressing the issue to the project lead did 
not lead to any solution. Furthermore, persons in charge had not been addressed 
up to that time. Finally, the different perception of expectations of each other led 
to him quitting his job and changing to a different consulting company. Another 
senior consultant shared a similar conclusion, to address and solve issues with 
the people directly involved in the matter, referring to the project lead (Interview 
1, 2015, para. 91). No value was seen in talking to the companies’ leadership, as 
they had not been directly involved in the issue. 

For those at the levels of manager, senior manager, director, and partner, the ex-
pectations raised by the project leads were said to be very different. Next to the 
project lead, the responsible partner, as well as the agreements made within the 
client contract, would further shape the working environment (Interview 11, 
2016, paras 39–40; Interview 17, 2016, paras 67–68).  

Still, the project lead would have a large scope to act individually in defining the 
project team and in leading others. Interventions by the project partner would 
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only occur in the event of escalated issues. Due to the different types of person-
alities of the employed project leads, it would, in general, be difficult to find a 
harmonized way of working (Interview 11, 2016, paras 59–60). Consequently, 
when diverse values are being lived within projects, and employees are follow-
ing different principles, the consulting company could potentially run into prob-
lems. (Interview 12, 2016, para. 62). In addition, project leads and the involved 
leadership team could differently interpret what is meant by “a successful pro-
ject” (Interview 16, 2016, paras 126–132). 

On large projects, unclear and inconsistent expectations can even occur within a 
single project (Interview 16, 2016, paras 166–182), resulting from large global 
teams not being in alignment with each other. Interviewees reported on situa-
tions in which consultants are invited onto larger projects, without their tasks 
and responsibilities being properly explained, and thus leaving them extremely 
unclear as to what to do in order to deliver good work. Even more complex situ-
ations arose in mixed teams, who were working together not only with the client 
but also with other consultancies and on a global level (Interview 16, 2016, paras 
183–194; Interview 17, 2016, paras 51–56, 2016, paras 77–90). This meant an even 
more diverse mix of value systems and working conditions, finally leading to 
unclear roles and responsibilities, as well as unclear, related project goals and 
deliverables. 

Consultants needed to be able to cope with very different types of personalities, 
such as empathic versus figure-driven project leads. A senior manager talked 
about people within her own consulting company she would get into crises with 
whenever working together. (Interview 17, 2016, para. 68). Some values and be-
liefs could only be endured for a limited amount of time. Quality standards of 
how to deal with people would thereby be very different. The consulting com-
pany should enforce these standards (Interview 17, 2016, paras 69–74), as it 
would be beneficial if everyone shared the same thoughts and views: 

[Err], that is/ that you have to/ that is/ there are so many different 
personalities. Some I can handle well, and I am able to/ able to, no, 
that is fun then. And with others I would get an absolute CRISIS. (.) 
[Er]/ No, that is/ we are not/ we are not like machines, [er], we are 
[err]/ (.) We are able to [er] some preferences even on higher levels 
[err] I can accept to a certain limit, [err], permanently is m/ is the/ is 
the quality standard or the standard with which/ how you deal with 
people, or with [err]/ is/ is very different. (Interview 17, 2016, para. 
68) 
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A senior manager noticed different expectations among project team members, 
which seemed to relate to their differences in age. (Interview 18, 2016, paras 69–
75, 2016, para. 85; Interview 19, 2016, para. 40). The younger generation expected 
a high amount of guidance and explanation, requiring to be involved in and to 
be informed about what was going on and why (also see concept of “counselling 
and coaching”). This would enable them, where possible, to react and participate 
in decision-making processes. In these situations, the project lead is seen as the 
dominant factor in steering and instructing the team members, being closest to 
the employees. 

The worst situation a consultant was confronted with, described by a director 
(Interview 7, 2016, paras 72–74), was when he was personally confronted by an-
other partner in front of the client. The director reported having felt personally 
threatened by the partner, who intended to terminate his career. The upper con-
sulting leadership was said to have been knowledgeable of the situation but did 
not intervene. Agreements were made with the client without involving the af-
fected director, which resulted in the director being blamed in front of the client, 
who was consequently not seen as a competent consultant any longer. 

Concept “unsafe beginner” 

This concept deals with segments in which consultants reported feeling unsafe 
at the beginning of their career, through either not knowing what to expect or 
that they were not up to the job. 

Across career levels the interviewees experienced their first client engagements 
as tense environments, combined with stressful situations, and some level of 
nervousness (Interview 3, 2016, para. 58; Interview 9, 2016, para. 96, 2016, paras 
98–100; Interview 11, 2016, para. 78; Interview 13, 2016, para. 102, 2016, paras 82–
89). Being thrown in at the deep end and feeling some pressure right from the 
beginning could, in one way, lead to an acceleration of the learning process, with 
regard to how to prioritize and parallelize tasks, how to assess situations and 
learn from mistakes. 

Consultants mentioned a feeling of insecurity during their first projects, not 
knowing what to expect from others, nor what was expected of themselves, as 
well as a general questioning as to whether the profession was the best match for 
their skills and abilities (Interview 1, 2015, para. 64; Interview 5, 2016, para. 162). 
A young consultant reported having only gained a sense of security and greater 
level of courage after three and a half years of working in the profession. 
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Important in this respect was making on-the-job decisions fairly quickly in order 
to feel secure, make oneself clear, and acknowledge that there is usually more 
than one option from which to choose(Interview 1, 2015, para. 131). 

Thus, consultants expected their profession to provide some room to make mis-
takes, as well as receiving support from the leadership where required, mainly 
in order to provide a feeling of security (Interview 13, 2016, para. 100). On the 
other hand, it was expected that consultants would learn quickly from their mis-
takes and improve their behaviour (Interview 2, 2016, para. 110). In the begin-
ning, it might not be easy to identify who to contact (Interview 7, 2016, paras 56–
60; Interview 19, 2016, para. 76, 2016, para. 78), making it very important that 
senior staff provided feedback directly to the young employees, as well as feed-
back to other leadership members about the employee. 

The consulting profession is seen as a place where mistakes can occur very easily, 
such as communicating in a wrong tone, format, or content to an important client 
stakeholder on c-level, often due to the high workload and level of pressure (In-
terview 2, 2016, paras 104–106). This would require controlling oneself and learn-
ing from errors quickly. 

An interviewed director described his experience of his first project in consulting. 
Being a young consultant, tasked to implement a solution at the client’s work-
place, along with other young and inexperienced colleagues, he experienced 
physical problems, which finally led to a visit to the doctor. The doctor confirmed 
the illness and diagnosed stress as being the cause of the illness. This situation 
along with other similar experiences made throughout his career, including a 
high level of stress and pretence, made the interviewee decide not to recommend 
his children pursue a career in consulting (Interview 5, 2016, paras 173–182). 

Concept “missing knowledge” 

Segments within this concept describe situations in which consultants do not 
have the required knowledge to complete a task or meet the expectations without 
acquiring additional expertise. 

Being knowledgeable and possessing the required functional expertise for a pro-
ject gives a feeling of security and safety. In situations where the knowledge is 
missing, a feeling of indisposition might set in (Interview 1, 2015, para. 18; Inter-
view 9, 2016, paras 98–100). Often, human intellect and a bit of know-how would 
be enough to cope with most situations experienced at the client’s (Interview 3, 
2016, para. 58) and to appear to the client as an expert. Still, a certain pressure 
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would remain on one’s shoulders, as the client has paid a considerably high fee 
for the consultant even though they were a beginner, and thus one wants to jus-
tify one’s existence with regard to the bigger project and the client. 

At the level of manager and senior manager, it was reported that employees of 
other professions usually receive extensive introductory training as preparation 
for a designated topic. For consultants, it would usually be expected to gain 
knowledge through self-study (Interview 13, 2016, para. 126) next to the work 
performed for the client. 

Consultants often need to fulfil a role related to a functional topic (Interview 18, 
2016, paras 93–97), they quickly need to adapt to. These situations, though, could 
not be avoided as, in most cases, the appropriate consultant, exactly matching 
the client needs, would not be available, requiring the consulting firm to keep 
too many consultants on hold, waiting for their ideal engagement. An example 
given (Interview 18, 2016, paras 117–121) was a stressful situation for a senior 
manager, as the project team defined was not knowledgeable enough to fulfil the 
project targets and required escalation by the project manager to receive expert 
support. In such situations, good leadership would be required, escalating the 
situation in time and not putting too much pressure on the team. 

Frequent situations, reported by directors and partners, at the beginning and 
during the course of their careers, was the need to work on topics they were not 
knowledgeable about. This resulted in stressful situations, as one had to learn on 
the job, confirming what the younger consultants had regularly reported experi-
encing. 

An example provided was of a director reporting on a project he did not have 
the required knowledge to execute. This was known by the client, who explicitly 
challenged the consultant accordingly. The consulting leadership at that time ar-
gued that the director’s relationship to the client was the most important asset, 
and that the knowledge could be easily learned on the job (Interview 5, 2016, 
paras 146–160).  

A second scenario the director experienced involved one of the first projects in 
his career, where again he was not knowledgeable about what the client had 
asked for but was asked to do the job with another young and inexperienced 
consultant (Interview 5, 2016, paras 162–172). In the end the pressure became so 
intense that he had to visit a doctor, who attested that stress was the cause of his 
illness. 
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The continuous need to adapt to new areas of expertise in the course of a project, 
including functional knowledge and soft skills, would be differently dealt with 
by consultants (Interview 6, 2016, para. 34). Some colleagues would adapt to new 
areas of expertise very quickly by watching others, while others would take too 
long to learn and deliver to the client and require a lot of supervision from the 
leadership (Interview 6, 2016, paras 64–70; Interview 7, 2016, para. 34). 

To some extent every consultant has to continuously learn and adapt their 
knowledge, as no client situation is totally comparable to another (Interview 6, 
2016, para. 72). This understanding would not be shared by all consultants join-
ing the profession and would need to be trained, giving the consultant the pos-
sibility to develop expertise in a broad range of knowledge areas (Interview 6, 
2016, para. 160) and broaden their career profile quickly. 

Concept “pretending something” 

These segments highlight situations in which the consultant had to pretend 
something to the client, mostly because of a lack of knowledge and expertise, and 
the fear that, without pretending, they would not be seen as credible by the client 
(Interview 14, 2016, paras 175–176). Being fully dedicated to a client project, a 
consultant reported on his disinclination to work on internal tasks while being 
on site at the client organization, and having to pretend to work long hours for 
the client (Interview 8, 2016, para. 82). 

Another consultant reported being asked to build a personal relationship with 
the client, even though he was not necessarily interested in such a relationship. 
Recognizing that a relationship on a personal level could help to enlarge or con-
tinue business with the client, the consultant reported regularly drinking a beer 
with the client and even, on one occasion, singing karaoke together, accepting a 
certain level of shame and guilt in order to maintain a relationship with the client 
(Interview 14, 2016, paras 166–176). 

At the level of managers and senior managers, several situations have been de-
scribed in which, as part of offer presentations as well as succeeding projects, 
consultants were described to the client by the internal consulting leadership as 
having skills which were non-existent. The consultants were unanimous in re-
porting having felt unsafe in situations where personal skills and capabilities 
were offered to the client which did not actually exist and, as a consequence, 
would have to be quickly adapted by the involved consultants to acquire the 
knowledge which was promised to the client. The leadership was said to 
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regularly make such false promises to the client in order to better sell projects 
and, due to not having staff members with the required skills, to still try to realize 
what had been requested and agreed with the client (Interview 11, 2016, para. 76; 
Interview 12, 2016, para. 98; Interview 18, 2016, para. 93). 

The consultants stated feeling uncomfortable with such behaviour, as this kind 
of deception did not accord with their perception of how to interact with clients. 
In addition, the attempt of the consulting leadership to do this on behalf of the 
employees without involving them, that is, by modifying the consultant’s curric-
ulum vitae to the client needs (Interview 18, 2016, para. 101), caused discontent. 
Not involving the consultant was actually the worst thing about the situation. It 
was recommended to young consultants to address these kind of issues once 
identified, by talking to the project or team lead or leadership, and making others 
aware of the awkward situation (Interview 18, 2016, para. 107). 

Another example provided by a consultant was where the partner of the team 
promised the client that certain skills and capabilities were present within his 
team, although these did not in fact exist (Interview 11, 2016, paras 76–82). Dur-
ing a first meeting in front of the client, the team was introduced by the partner 
referring to the non-existent skills the team had. This behaviour raised expecta-
tions at the client and made the team members feel insecure, knowing that they 
could not fulfil what was expected. The junior team did not approach the respon-
sible partner after the presentation. 

But in this situation it really was not/ well it was/ has/ was simply 
wrong (.) information, not to say lies, [err] which the partner narrated 
about us and that I perceived as simply/ was very awkward to me, 
because I thought, (.) [err] these lies are now essentially limiting my 
flexibility, [err] because if at/ at the end it turns out, that I actually do 
not have these skills, which have been implied by others, then I am the 
one, who in the end stands in a bad light. (Interview 11, 2016, para. 
76) 

Next to pretending to the client the presence of non-existent skills and capabili-
ties, the consultants reported situations of being responsible for multiple projects 
in parallel (Interview 18, 2016, para. 97), which also led to inconsistent messaging 
towards the client, and being indirectly forced or even asked to lie to the client. 
In order to be able to manage their presence as project lead at the customer site, 
which is usually expected from clients, illness was faked in order to explain 
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absence. This required the consultant to construct a series of lies which, again, 
felt inconsistent with their own perception of ethical values. 

At the levels of directors and partners, a director stated that the consulting pro-
fession often pretends to be more than it actually is (Interview 5, 2016, paras 54–
60, 2016, paras 146–160). There are many examples where the client did have 
more functional knowledge than the consultant. Due to the broad range of skills 
requested by the client, consulting companies would have to engage many dif-
ferent specialized people who are able to provide exactly what the client asks for. 
This would not always be feasible, requiring the consulting company to make 
false statements with regard to the staff’s expertise. On some occasions, at least, 
the consultants were able to quickly engage with the topic and build up the 
knowledge required to serve the clients’ needs. An example was given of a pro-
ject where part of the consulting pursuit team left for a competitor and shared 
their knowledge about the team with the client, including that the expert 
knowledge had only been pretended. This resulted in a tense first meeting with 
the client who challenged the consultants (Interview 5, 2016, paras 146–160). 

Code group “group related” 

Concept “insufficient group communication” 

The code group for concepts related to a group of consultants, consists of a single 
concept summarizing segments on expected communication or feedback, such 
as on work performed, or issues raised to the counsellor or project lead. The need 
for communication and feedback has been especially raised by the young con-
sultants (13 out of 19 occurrences). 

Consultants emphasized the importance of listening to each other, understand-
ing others’ needs, considering potential sources of conflict (Interview 1, 2015, 
para. 64; Interview 8, 2016, para. 82; Interview 10, 2016, paras 65–71), and being 
able to communicate and discuss fly. It was, therefore, also important to be able 
to exchange unstructured thoughts, offered without fear of being severely chal-
lenged or contradicted by the counterpart and getting the feeling that one’s opin-
ion was valued. This was true for all levels of the hierarchy, including the partner 
(Interview 1, 2015, para. 34). 

Based on the personality of a consultant, the communication pattern and pre-
ferred way of communication might be very different. There would be consult-
ants who could express themselves very easily, while other consultants would 
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need long discussions and periods of listening, and patience required from the 
other side (Interview 1, 2015, para. 81). Inexperienced consultants would need to 
learn how to communicate effectively, adapting their way of communication to 
the counterpart by, for example, choosing between email versus a personal talk 
(Interview 2, 2016, para. 64). 

An elementary competence in bilateral communication was reported to be the 
crucial component in providing feedback to others. Entering a new project, it 
would take some time to trust each other and thus be willing to openly provide 
feedback the counterpart could use to improve himself (Interview 3, 2016, paras 
42–48; Interview 4, 2016, paras 114–116). 

A consultant mentioned occasional situations in which, at a certain moment, he 
thought he should provide feedback to his counterpart but, in the very next mo-
ment, condemned his thoughts and decided not to (Interview 3, 2016, paras 42–
48). The profession’s official forms of feedback, such as project ratings at the end 
of a project, were seen as too formalized to fully suit the needs of an open con-
versation. As a matter of principle, consultants often need to actively request 
feedback. The difference in position on the hierarchy would be especially hinder-
ing when providing feedback bottom-up, something they, personally, would 
wish to see in the consulting profession. The strong wish to receive feedback 
might be related to the younger generation, joining the profession to learn and 
gain knowledge quickly, which requires receiving feedback beforehand. This as-
pect would need to be supported and lived by the consulting group and func-
tional management, so that ideally the team and projects pick up the habit and 
act similarly. Upper firm management was said not to have much influence in 
this regard (Interview 3, 2016, para. 50). 

Two interviewees at a senior level confirmed the need to provide feedback to the 
consultants as a fundamental aspect of personal development (Interview 7, 2016, 
para. 55; Interview 19, 2016, para. 78). The worst case would arise if no one was 
able to provide feedback to new joiners, as their network within the organization 
would not yet be well established. Together with their perceived anonymity 
within the profession, this would make it difficult to proactively request feed-
back. 

Code group “company related” 

The third group of concepts deals with tensions related to the consulting com-
pany. Two concepts have been discussed by the interviewees. The concept 
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“company goals” (discussed by 11 out of 19 interviewees) and the concept “work 
environment” (discussed by 5 out of 19 interviewees). Five consultants did not 
mention anything related to this code group. 

Concept “company goals” 

The tensions summarized in the concept “company goals” describe the domi-
nance and impact of consulting companies’ goals, that is, to make and enlarge 
the business. The feedback provided by the interviewees provide a consistent 
picture of tensions experienced across all levels. 

A strong relation to coded segments within the concept “management condi-
tions” (seven coded co-occurrences) indicates that potential tensions are related 
to the involvement of the companies’ management and the expectations raised 
about the same by the interviewees asking for an increase in support. 

At the level of consultants and senior consultants, the aspect of limited training 
provided to the employees was raised. Training was seen as not providing 
enough detail, and its availability and content being too dependent on the project 
lead (Interview 8, 2016, paras 28–30). In addition, the companies’ focus would be 
more on acquiring new employees with existing skill sets (Interview 8, 2016, pa-
ras 62–64) rather than on developing the existing staff, which would negatively 
impact one’s motivation. 

In general, the primary goal of the consulting company lies in selling man-days 
and expanding the business (Interview 14, 2016, paras 171–174). This would re-
sult in the challenge of it not always being possible to work in the desired area 
of functional expertise one has built up (Interview 10, 2016, para. 105). The goal 
would further be to help the client be successful and aim, finally, to make the 
follow-on deal with the client on the same or additional areas of functional ex-
pertise. This company goal would drive what the single consultant has to achieve 
– to be successful in delivering work which is slightly above average so that fur-
ther employment would ensue, providing benefit for both sides (Interview 14, 
2016, paras 224–236). 

At the level of managers and senior managers, the primary goal within consult-
ing was confirmed as making and increasing business, and further expanding 
the company (Interview 12, 2016, paras 114, 134; Interview 13, 2016, para. 124; 
Interview 16, 2016, paras 100, 109–132; Interview 18, 2016, para. 83). Higher im-
portance was attached to business generated from the added value achieved for 
the client in the course of projects, than from the added value itself. In addition, 
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all costs, including internal back office costs, such as costs for human resources 
and marketing, would need to be covered by the sold consultant man-days, 
meaning that the financial aspects of a client relationship would dominate the 
business. 

The perception of a consultant advancing in their career, would mean moving 
away from functional expertise to pure sales activities in the case of a partner. 
For one of the managers, this outlook was the main reason for deciding to move 
away from consulting (Interview 11, 2016, paras 31–32). 

Given the dominating economic goals of the profession, it would be important 
to retain a certain level of freedom and space for creativity, through, for example, 
the development of new offerings and services. If financial goals from top lead-
ership are too tight, then this possibility to develop the profession would be in 
danger, as there would be no time to create anything new (Interview 12, 2016, 
paras 50, 134). From the perspective of a junior consultant, one was seen as being 
very limited and dependent on the career level (Interview 3, 2016, paras 72–74), 
and not having free choice concerning what to develop. 

But that/ that, I believe, is really a/ a difficult field. And that is some-
thing, where I sometimes am not sure, if the ones at the front [err] 
have this in sight at any time, that it is also about, having this freedom, 
to newly/ newly/ sort or arrange the self. (Interview 12, 2016, para. 
134) 

At the same time, expectations and pressure often derive from projects which are 
offered at a low, competitive price by the partners in order to convince the client 
to make the deal (Interview 12, 2016, paras 86–90; Interview 13, 2016, para. 124; 
Interview 17, 2016, paras 51–56). In consequence, project teams would often have 
to mitigate the pressure by working long hours, day and night, to fulfil the client 
expectations. This would also result in pressure on the project and team lead, 
who would need to represent and explain predefined goals from the top leader-
ship to their own team, while keeping up the motivation and retaining their own 
stance (Interview 12, 2016, paras 91–94). The consulting company should at least 
support the team in such situations with enough resources to compensate for the 
high workload. 

Based on the priorities discussed above, the time for coaching activities, mentor-
ing and team motivation would become de-prioritized based on the overruling 
targets defined (Interview 16, 2016, paras 95–100). The pressure on budget and 
costs would even go so far as to lead to consultants being sent on multiple 
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assignments, with the expectation that they would manage different projects in 
parallel, while pretending to be fully available to the client (Interview 18, 2016, 
paras 95–97, 109). In addition, colleagues would sometimes be assigned to pro-
jects which would be above their skillset, putting these consultants under a high 
degree of pressure. In such cases, it would be important for someone to stand in 
(for example, the project lead) and to protect the consultant from over-reaching 
themselves. 

At the level of directors and partners, the primary goals of reaching sales targets, 
billable hours and the generation of new business were also acknowledged. Im-
portant aspects such as coaching activities would get de-prioritized (Interview 7, 
2016, para. 58). The consulting company, being in danger of exploiting their hu-
man resources, tended, therefore, to risk the motivation of young consulting col-
leagues, even if not done on purpose (Interview 7, 2016, paras 64, 88). A primary 
goal within the profession should be to find an appropriate balance between 
making business and investing in peoples’ development, including coaching: 

Because of course you should not forget as part of the game, that it is 
all about earning money and/ and people aren’t just there to spend a 
nice life within projects and to travel around paid by the company or 
the client and/ and having dinner. (.) [Err] (.) but this/ (..) this/ [er] 
(..) to achieve this balance between (.) investing not too much, (..) but 
also not too little, to/ to [er] promote your employees, educate them, 
[err] and also to provide them with feedback, I believe, [er] is the chal-
lenge of this job. (Interview 7, 2016, para. 88) 

Concept “work environment” 

The second and final concept within the group of company-related tensions deals 
with ineffective work environments, including comments on the work place as 
well as on the level of flexibility provided by the employer. 

Young consultants at the level of consultant and senior consultant expected an 
increased use of modern technology to enable remote work and, in parallel, to 
make work at home possible whenever feasible. In general, more flexibility was 
expected in return for hard work (Interview 2, 2016, paras 136–147), minimising 
bureaucracy and effort required to work on internal organizational tasks next to 
the work (Interview 1, 2015, para. 34; Interview 14, 2016, paras 253–295).  

At the level of managers and senior managers, a change in the consulting deliv-
ery model was foreseen, requiring consultants not to be at the client site four or 
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five days a week, and to work with virtual project teams where possible (Inter-
view 16, 2016, paras 217–230). 

Consulting work and related knowledge would increasingly become a commod-
ity, resulting in work at the client often being limited to working on day-to-day 
business tasks, but with a relatively very high workload. Thus the consulting 
profession would need to change as the work load is too high for what is offered 
(Interview 18, 2016, paras 143–145). 

But [er] the/ the profession as such [er], yes, [er] is on a descending 
branch in the way it is recognized within the economic world. (.) And 
that will, in //the long run [er]/ // [...] make it more difficult. (..) That’s 
my perception. (Interview 18, 2016, paras 143–145) 

Code group “client related” 

Concept “client tensions” 

The concluding code group deals with coded segments related to tensions in-
volving the client, summarized in a single concept “client tensions”. Within this 
concept, interviewees describe situations in which conflicts at and with the cli-
ents occur. Conflicts are related to working methods, project results, and expec-
tations between clients and consultants. 

In the event of receiving negative feedback from the client, consultants at the 
level of consultant and senior consultant said the consulting leadership would 
be required to identify the cause of negative feedback and, if not appropriate, 
would need to motivate the team based on the reason for dissatisfaction (Inter-
view 8, 2016, para. 104), balancing the negative feedback with an adequate as-
sessment of their efforts. 

In addition, consultants would need to be able to cope with clients’ different 
ways of providing feedback. There might be clients who do not provide any feed-
back, especially in case of positive outcomes and success. In these cases, consult-
ants should define appropriate measures of success for themselves and rate 
themselves against these (Interview 14, 2016, paras 215–222), ideally receiving 
recognition from internal leadership as a consequence. 

Client expectations of consultants would often be higher than those of internal 
client employees. Clients would expect consultants to literally be able to deal 
with every possible circumstance, including provisioning of knowledge and the 
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ability to cope with stress (Interview 9, 2016, paras 45–46). The expectations 
would be rationalised through reference to the high fees the client pays for the 
consultant. To the clients’ understanding, the price would include the entire con-
sulting companies’ knowledge and its wider network and would not be limited 
to the knowledge of a single person. Thus, the consultant is urged to satisfy the 
wide-ranging client needs (Interview 9, 2016, para. 94) by utilizing their own net-
works within the firm, if those existed. 

The client was said to have a strong influence on the working environment, de-
pending on the level of collaboration, disruptions (Interview 15, 2016, paras 50–
53), and level of political discussion at the client’s. (Interview 14, 2016, para. 244). 
Another influencing factor was said to be the duration of the project. The longer 
the project lasted, the stronger was seen the influence of the clients’ culture and 
related beliefs. Consultants would need to have the ability to cope with poten-
tially divergent cultures, and balance the needs of the client with their own and 
those of the consulting project lead (Interview 15, 2016, paras 81–87, 118). The 
client would ultimately have the final word and be the one to decide what to do 
and how, but the consultant should share their potentially diverging views as 
part of giving advice which can be both sophisticated and neutral. 

An example provided by a consultant described a situation with the client in 
which the client became rude and loud once told by the consultant that a dead-
line could not be met (Interview 14, 2016, para. 154). In these situations, consult-
ants would need to act in a professional manner, and put their own needs on 
hold. This would include building up a personal relationship in cases where the 
client demands it, or where one could predict a positive influence on extending 
the business (Interview 14, 2016, para. 166), even if one was not personally inter-
ested in doing so. 

At the level of managers and senior managers, working with clients was fre-
quently described from the client perspective in terms of “us” and “them”. Due 
to the nature of the business, consultants mostly work together with unknown 
organizations and their employees. Clients regard consultants as somebody ex-
ternal and temporary, resulting in two clearly separated groups. The longer the 
project duration is, the more the working environment is influenced by the client, 
making it essential to achieve a good working relationship with the client and be 
able to rely on co-operation, which was said to not always be the case (Interview 
18, 2016, paras 134–137). 
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Consultants are seen as a foreign body by the company, paid for delivering a 
dedicated service through the utilization of their rich knowledge and experience. 
In contrast to their evaluation of internal employees, clients measure the value of 
the consultant strictly on the provisioning of the latter (Interview 11, 2016, para. 
96). The client has the perception that everything is available within a large con-
sulting firm and individual consultants must, therefore, deliver it (Interview 13, 
2016, para. 126) ideally in a short period of time, passing on schedule and cost 
pressures to the consultant (Interview 13, 2016, para. 124; Interview 16, 2016, pa-
ras 55–60). On the positive side, continuous pressure to deliver from the client, 
fosters internal collaboration among consultants (Interview 11, 2016, para. 96; In-
terview 12, 2016, para. 64) 

Key to the success of a working relationship and the completion of a project 
would be the proper management of the clients’ expectations in terms of sched-
ule, budget, skills, and scope (Interview 16, 2016, paras 183–194; Interview 17, 
2016, paras 51–58). Consultants would need to be strong enough to apply strict-
ness in reminding the client what has been defined, while keeping in mind their 
own workload and work-life balance. Situations similar to those previously men-
tioned by junior consultants, in which clients became loud and rude, were re-
ported by a manager talking about situations in which unsatisfied clients became 
emotional during discussions. In some cases, the cause of such turbulence lay in 
unmet expectations, while in other cases the client simply behaved irrationally 
without any prior announcement. 

In these cases consultants need to stay calm and limit any signs of personal hos-
tility (Interview 12, 2016, paras 98–100) and, if a particular issue underlying the 
trouble exists, to further deal with that issue, keeping in mind the primary goal 
of satisfying the client and increasing prospects of doing further business with 
them (Interview 13, 2016, para. 124). This would sometimes mean not shouting 
back during heated situations, and not reacting to aggression and displeasure 
expressed by the client (Interview 12, 2016, paras 107–112). 

Another example, narrated by a senior manager (Interview 17, 2016, paras 77–
90), described a similar situation in which a foreign client personally attacked the 
consultant, without forewarning or for any specified reason, in a workshop in 
which many other client and consultant team members were involved. This later 
turned out to have been due to a misunderstanding around expectations as well 
as to the personality of the client, described as choleric. 
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And this/ this previous communication and clear expectations [err] a 
clear understanding for what you do and what you are capable of and 
what not, I believe, that is/ [err] that is really/ THAT is what leads to 
the/ to the most ACCIDENTS, so to say. (Interview 17, 2016, para. 
82) 

As part of their work within projects, consultants would often be asked to per-
form “dirty work” for the client, including taking on routine or thankless tasks 
the client personnel did not want to do, such as the creation of a list with cost 
saving potentials across the client organization (Interview 16, 2016, paras 149–
154, 158–162). At the same time, consultants were often not provided with 
enough competence in order to pursue the tasks properly and bring them to an 
end. 

At the level of directors and partners, it was reported that the client mainly de-
fines how the consultant will be treated (Interview 6, 2016, paras 86–88). Discus-
sions between the client and the consultant with regard to the defined scope 
would often occur. An example was given by a director who reported feeling 
personally shattered and over-challenged concerning how he should relate to the 
client on a personal level as well as how to deliver the functional scope of the 
project to the client (Interview 6, 2016, paras 104–112). The client was said to con-
stantly blame the consultants, a sentiment deriving from their having a different 
comprehension of expectations (Interview 6, 2016, paras 121–124). Further elab-
orating on this personally tense situation, the director described the challenging 
meetings with the main client counterpart as the worst situations he had been 
through in his career, being constantly negatively surprised during discussions 
and finally deciding for himself not to try to argue every one of his own beliefs 
but to accept the contrary position if no other was possible, and to stop listening 
(Interview 6, 2016, para. 132). 

B: Thus, or not any further. I do not answer any longer, because when 
the client wants to be right, then he has to/ he wants to have right. 
Full stop. I: [Mhm, confirming] (.) And then/ then you step back and, 
[err]/ and/ and, [err], leave it how it is, right? B: Take note of topics, 
but some topics, (behave?) simply just as, [er], just (up draught?) on 
the client side, just to punch the co/ consultant, [er], and once it goes 
this way, then (thus in many?) I recognize this, what/ what really is 
only punching the consultant and (that is?) (incomprehensible SMB) 
really an/ an issue. (Interview 6, 2016, paras 134–136) 
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As told by the consultants at manager and senior manager level, the most chal-
lenging situations with clients, next to situations of being personally attacked, as 
described above, are project environments in which the client does not co-oper-
ate, thus blocking the consultant from reaching a final result (Interview 6, 2016, 
paras 139–146; Interview 7, 2016, para. 80). It was suggested that dedicated train-
ing within the consulting firm, addressing both challenging client situations as 
well as situations of missing co-operation, should be provided. The training 
should show ways to converse with the client without losing one’s own stance 
and face. Another example was given of a project in which the consultants in-
sisted on having the client join the team during a critical situation, as otherwise 
the project would have had to be cancelled immediately (Interview 7, 2016, para. 
80). 

Clients were said to utilize the consultant in any situation, taking advantage of 
the consultants’ dependence on them, utilizing personal relationships and per-
ceived weaknesses of consultants and even providing the consulting team with 
different information so as to gain as much advantage as possible (Interview 7, 
2016, para. 34). The underlying example described a larger project with strong 
sub-project and team leads, in which the sub-leads were played off against the 
lead based on different views held by the leads, but also with the conscious in-
tention of the client to gain benefit from the situation. 

Summary: Tensions due to high workload, missing meaning, and high level 
of dependence on the client 

Tensions that interviewees experienced during their career as consultants have 
been organized into four groups, including tensions relating to the individual, to 
groups of consultants, to the consulting organization and, finally, to the client. 

Tensions experienced by the individual consultant were linked to a constantly 
high workload, with the danger that easy-going working periods were non-ex-
istent. Tensions relating to the nature of the business included a strong level of 
competition and high client demands, putting excessive pressure on the team. 
This high workload, which usually remained constant, led to the neglect of other 
important non-functional project-related tasks, such as coaching the team (also 
see the concept of “counselling and coaching”) and should at least be acknowl-
edged by the firm. Overall, the profession was not seen as adequate by profes-
sionals on a long-term basis due to the impact on their personal lives, which con-
firms outcomes of the preceding literature review (see paragraph 1.4), describing 
the internal competition leading to the compromising of health (Grugulis, 2007). 
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Along with the high workload, limited personal time impacts not only the self, 
but also family and friends. As a result of often returning home late in the week, 
not much time is left to take care of the family. The job does not leave any possi-
bility to compensate for this, and it was declared by the interviewees as one of 
the main reasons for leaving the profession after children were born. The con-
sultants were sceptical as to whether the nature of the business would allow any 
different kind of model. 

With regard to the concept “missing meaning”, high importance was still given 
to the initial purpose behind joining the profession - the development of one’s 
own profile and competencies. At some point in time though, the perception of 
gaining new experience was reported as becoming less, together with related 
levels of motivation. Internal recognition by the consulting leadership was seen 
as superior to the feedback given by the client. Consultants regularly think about 
the adequacy of the profession and what they want to personally achieve with it, 
constantly going over the drawbacks of high workload and limited personal 
time. The leadership is expected to inject more meaningfulness into the day-to-
day work by assigning employees to projects based on their skills and by taking 
the individual and his needs seriously. Other senior consultants, progressing in 
their career, see the client and related achievements as increasingly at the centre 
of attention. Others qualify this statement by stating that the primary purpose 
would be to gain more business, not truly aiming at a benefit for the client. Con-
sultants see an issue in not being able to focus and develop a specific product or 
service over the long-term, as would be the case in other professions, thus miss-
ing out on deriving a sense of meaning from their work, other than from con-
fronting themselves with continuous challenges. 

With regard to the consultants’ career level, the unique and strict career path and 
related increase of responsibilities and skills were seen as being in conflict with 
one’s own notion of development. The company does not take the individual and 
his natural abilities into account. At a certain point in their careers, consultants 
are supposed to lead others. This is seen as a crucial stage, as it would not suit all 
consultants. Looking at the career levels and related beliefs of the individuals, 
the main similarity across consultants would not be visible in the form of com-
mon values, but the enforcement of power the consultant receives when climbing 
up the ladder. Even experienced consultants would face constant challenges 
across all career steps, and reported struggling from time to time. 

Next to the expectations related to the development of a distinct career path, ex-
pectations around project environments were seen as inconsistent. One would 
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only be able to experience a low level of common working attitudes across pro-
jects. Project leads thereby dominate the working environment by defining and 
continuously shaping it throughout the engagement, and thus not allowing the 
consultants to experience a common way of working. Large projects intensify 
this feeling due to the shared work environment with client personnel and, in 
some cases, other consultancies. Consultants are asked to be flexible enough to 
adapt to these diverse environments and to share a common view with the client 
(Maister, 1993). The younger generation of consultants, in turn, reported their 
expectation of receiving guidance in this matter, while the more senior consult-
ants confirmed that it was a constant struggle to work with such inconsistent 
requirements. 

New entrants within the profession of consulting described first engagements as 
tough, and like being thrown into cold water. On the other hand, this can lead to 
speedy development of oneself, so long as one has the ability to learn quickly 
from mistakes. Consultants thus expect that enough room for making and learn-
ing from mistakes is provided them. 

Another aspect leading to personally-felt tensions is missing knowledge. It is in 
the nature of the profession to start working on a topic, even at the client’s, with-
out necessarily having an appropriate amount of knowledge. The expectation 
towards the consultants is that they autonomously gain knowledge in a quick 
manner, which again would enable one to quickly advance and build up a broad 
range of expertise. Although the high pressure, expressed even by experienced 
consultants, derives from the fact that one has no time ahead of or during projects 
to dedicate to the gaining of knowledge, this knowledge and leadership is ex-
pected by the client to be available from day one. 

Closely related to tensions caused by missing knowledge are those situations in 
which consultants have to pretend something. This includes pretending non-ex-
istent skills to the client or one’s full availability for a dedicated project, even 
though that would mean one having to steer multiple projects at once. The worst 
experience would be if one were not involved in informing the client of non-
existent skills without the knowledge of the consultant. This puts the employee 
into a situation in which he is forced to react, as something has been said on his 
behalf which needs to be rectified. 

Group related areas of tension were reported in the context of insufficient group 
communication and feedback. Young professionals raised the need for continu-
ous feedback which goes beyond the formal feedback process, and the ability to 
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freely communicate without feeling blamed for what may have gone wrong, and 
for one’s thoughts to be taken seriously. The predominant hierarchal setup of 
large consulting companies and the increased anonymity that comes with this, 
were reported to be factors hindering the pursuit of these goals. 

Within the frame of the employing consulting company, the primary goal of con-
sulting companies was said to be to grow and to increase business, as confirmed 
by all levels of interviewees. A strong level of competition within the profession 
leads to cost-cutting and having to plan with limited resources, in most cases 
resulting in a higher workload for the project team. 

The amount of freedom within consulting, in, for example, the development of 
new services and offerings, is very limited and depends on strong functional area 
leadership. As with the gaining of new knowledge, dedicated time is not usually 
set aside for these activities. All other activities not directly affecting the growth 
of business would be de-prioritized, coaching activities foremost among them, 
leaving very limited time for staff development. The limited availability of train-
ing offers and the time to pursue these, is not compatible with the need to de-
velop oneself quickly. The profession and its global players would, even if not 
on purpose, exploit the motivation of young consultants, and thus strong coach-
ing would be needed to avoid overloading oneself with work duties. A strong 
linkage of the concept “company goals” to the concept “high workload” shows 
the reported high workload in relation to the primary monetary goals of the con-
sulting companies, and the discussed impact on project delivery and resources. 

A second aspect, reported by some interviewees, was the profession’s working 
environment. In general, they expressed a desire for more flexibility and trust in 
delivering work, either remotely or from home, to compensate for their high 
workload. 

Concluding the topic of client-related tensions, the interviewed consultants re-
ported being strongly dependent on the client and their beliefs, especially during 
long-term engagements. Consultants see themselves as confronted with a high 
level of client expectations, required to rely on the entire knowledge of the firm, 
and regarded as a foreign body within the organization of the client. Many tense 
situations with the client were described, including situations in which consult-
ants felt personally attacked and exposed in front of the client, even within a 
group of experienced consultants. These tensions between the consultant’s uni-
versal and situational norms (Sejersted, 1995) experienced while providing con-
sulting services and the impact and evolution of relationships (Koppang & 
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Løwendahl, 1995), confirm the need to establish a moral dialogue in order to 
serve the interests of a meaningful life (Derkx, 2013). 

Consultants are thereby expected to react calmly and, if required, to put aside 
their own needs in favour of maintaining business with the client. The key to 
success would be a good level of co-operation with the client and well-managed 
expectations between consultant and client on a continuous basis. In order to 
better be able to handle tense situations with the client, as well as situations in 
which the client tends to hold back and refuse proper co-operation, relevant 
training was suggested. 

Looking at the connections to other concepts within the theme of tensions, two 
concepts show considerable overlap with tensions related to the client. The con-
cept of “different expectations” shows six co-occurrences in which the coded seg-
ments show different expectations among consultants and clients, which confirm 
the statements made above. The concept of “missing meaning” shows six co-oc-
currences, indicating missing meaning in the context of client tensions, in which 
consultants stated they did not derive meaning out of the client relationship, but 
focused primarily on satisfying the consulting leadership. 

3.6  Conclusion on research results: Comprehensive view on 
a challenging environment 

The results of the responsive interviews conducted with nineteen management 
consultants across all age groups and levels of experience have provided a com-
prehensive picture of how consultants experience their profession, starting from 
initial motives for joining the profession, through ongoing motivation working 
as a consultant, to the expectations consultants have towards other members of 
their profession, including the client. Lastly, pressures experienced by consult-
ants within their profession have revealed areas in which they are confronted 
with conflicting demands as part of their daily work. 

The results have confirmed and emphasized most of the theoretical and empiri-
cally- founded elements of this research, as outlined in Chapter 1, but have also, 
at the same time, shown areas which have not so far been discussed nor rein-
forced by empirical research. 

After joining the profession without explicitly deciding for it, consultants find 
themselves in a highly competitive environment which, at the same time, allows 
the individual to quickly develop and advance into new areas of knowledge and 
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expertise. Consultants joining the profession are aware of the work-related chal-
lenges, including a high workload, potential sacrifices regarding personal time 
and family, and a wide range of skills one has to already have or quickly acquire. 

As a result, next to a respectful way of working together, consultants expect each 
other to strive for excellence in providing services to the client and to foster an 
active engagement in helping each other on and off the project. 

The profession and its related role models do not only ask for a mix of technical, 
analytical, and personal skills, but also demand the right balance of these skills. 
In some cases, consultants are asked to take on roles and related tasks they do 
not fully believe in or do not carry the appropriate knowledge and qualification 
for in order to properly execute situations which should be avoided in order not 
to de-motivate the individual (Quinn, 1996). 

While the relationship with the client and the gaining of their trust were con-
firmed as important elements of the consulting process, the high expectations set 
by the client and the dominance of client values and beliefs, especially in longer 
engagements, call for dedicated education to deal with such situations of ambi-
guity (Hofmann, 1989). Ideally, the consultant has to understand the clients’ cul-
ture, acting as a cultural therapist, knowing when to temporarily set aside their 
own needs. 

With regard to the employing consulting company, the impact the leadership can 
have on the cultural setting was seen as limited. The groups sharing similar val-
ues and habits and able to reach agreement on how to work together were mostly 
seen within projects and smaller working groups outside of projects. For this rea-
son the feasibility of an organization-wide culture being able to reduce uncer-
tainty and provide structure is questionable and may not even be possible to 
pursue (Armbrüster, 2006). Rather, it was seen as important that higher-ranked 
employees act as role models across the organization, following the principle of 
practicing what you preach (Maister, 2001). 

Given the need for a high level of self-organization due to the lack of clear guid-
ance and the high degree of freedom, in combination with inexperienced profes-
sionals, close coaching across all levels is seen as important (Maister, 1993) and 
is explicitly requested by the interviewees. With regard to the construction and 
reconstruction of the individual’s identity and related values, the potentially de-
stabilizing effects (O’Mahoney, 2007) of the expected flexible working practices, 
insufficient learning and resulting insecurities, the potentially low level of trust 
between consultant, employer and client and, finally, the high degree of distance 
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to human and emotional aspects of the work have all been confirmed by the re-
sults of the interviews. These factors lead to feelings of insecurity on the individ-
ual level, underlining the need for frequent individual coaching and mentoring, 
as raised by the interviewees, to provide them with a sense of being understood 
and recognized within the profession and ultimately saving them from self-ne-
glect (Greiner & Metzger, 1983). 

Consultants explicitly ask for room to also develop themselves outside of pro-
jects within work groups, in order to counterbalance the potential challenging 
situations in the project teams. Besides that, consultants expect to be understood 
and supported in their development and motivation within a consulting com-
pany which serves the individual beyond a static career model, follows an “up 
or out” mentality, and does not recognize differences in personalities and capa-
bilities on an individual level. 

The results have further shown that while a high workload and the often-accom-
panying poor work-life balance are difficult to overcome, these elements are not 
the only nor, potentially, the most important reasons for leaving the profession 
at some point in time. Consultants valued monetary compensation lower than 
the work-fit to their own needs and skills, and the significance of their work and 
tasks. Besides these findings either confirming and concretizing current aca-
demic research, the interviews revealed some additional aspects with regard to 
the work and its meaning for the individual. 

Firstly, consultants frequently think about their profession, comparing their pro-
fession to other professions and industries, weighing up the advantages and dis-
advantages of each. Consultants predominately join the profession without tak-
ing a dedicated decision for it and regard the development of their professional 
profiles as the overarching motive, while some consultants are able to develop a 
sense of something beyond, setting the client and what they are able to achieve 
with the client as the main focus. Others explicitly question the meaningfulness 
of their work, either through not recognizing or believing in their work as im-
pacting anyone beyond themselves. 

A second aspect relating to the discussed concepts, is the high relevance of the 
actual project or team-lead the consultant works with on their engagements. 
While the overall leadership was seen as having a weak impact on establishing 
the culture and related values and beliefs, the project lead was said to directly 
impact the working atmosphere and work environment. Working in an 
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appropriate project team provides consultants with a feeling of shared identity 
and the potential for building close friendships with co-workers. 

Due to the different personalities involved, however, these environments can be 
very different from each other. As the project lead is the one in daily contact with 
the team, he is consequently regarded as the primary contact for providing 
coaching and mentoring activities on and off the job. Due to the limited amount 
of time usually granted by leadership for these activities, and because they are 
not part of the personal goals of a consultant, the execution of the same is limited. 

In summary, the findings confirm, on the one hand, the extensive opportunities 
the consulting profession is able to provide its acting members for accessing new 
areas of knowledge quickly, through being at the forefront in the development 
and implementation of new technologies and being able to experience a broad 
range of industries without having to switch jobs and risk having to commit to 
any particular area of work too early. On the other hand, the profession has been 
confirmed as a challenging environment, making huge demands on the individ-
ual consultant in terms of work load, complex skills and roles to be fulfilled dur-
ing the career, ranging from acting as expert for a designated functional area to 
taking the role of psychologist in supporting others and their advancement 
within the profession. Being torn between the employing company, expectations 
raised by the larger consulting leadership, by direct supervisors in the form of 
project leads and the demands raised by clients, the consultant strives to be saved 
from self-neglect and contradictory powers. In order not only to survive within 
this challenging environment, but also to perceive one’s challenging work as 
meaningful, the right balance between personal stakes and perceived signifi-
cance has to be found. In order to reach this goal, the obviously limited goals and 
convictions the consultant has when initially taking on the job should be further 
developed as part of their ongoing career. 

Questions arise, firstly, on how to provide the consultant with the right guidance 
and support to enable them to perceive their work as meaningful and, secondly, 
concerning the potential sources and mechanisms which could lead to the per-
ception of meaningfulness in one’s work. While the results of the research have 
revealed areas of tension, the interviewees also provided insights into how these 
tensions could be overcome, by, for example, putting the client at the centre of 
one’s attention while one progresses in one’s career, or by enabling the project 
lead to manage and protect the team of consultants in an ambiguous work envi-
ronment. 
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Although having the individual consultant as the central focus of this research, 
the questions raised above are also relevant for the employing consulting com-
pany, who also benefit from a motivated employee. This is rooted in a proven 
dependency between the employees’ attitudes and the financial success of the 
consulting company (Maister, 2001). In addition, there are several reasons for 
consulting companies to strive for an organizational and individual identity be-
yond an organizational culture, including organizational control, setting the ba-
sis for image management, securing loyalty and retention, counteracting uncer-
tainty, and building self-confidence and self-esteem (Alevsson, 2012). 

The following two chapters address these questions in a structured manner from 
the perspective of the individual consultant, combining the results of the empir-
ical research with a framework of meaningfulness in work. Chapter 4 provides 
an insight into the current state of academic research into meaningful work and 
what is needed to experience the same from the individual perspective that, ul-
timately, can support the individual’s well-being despite their working in a chal-
lenging environment. Chapter 5 then relates the results of the interviews dis-
cussed in this chapter in the light of the framework for meaningful work. Both 
the current perception of meaningfulness in work, as well as insights into what 
is required to overcome the aforementioned tensions are detailed from an indi-
vidual standpoint, though having an impact, finally, on both the individual and 
the organization.
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4 Framework for discussion: Pathways to 
meaningfulness in work 

The fourth Chapter provides an overview of current research into the area of 
meaningfulness in work and how meaningfulness in work is perceived by the 
individual, preparing the response to the overall research question answered in 
Chapter 5. 

This chapter highlights the increasing importance of meaningfulness in work in 
current research and shows its emergence within humanism, the notion of a 
meaningful life, as well as the closely related perception of meaningful work as 
an elemental part of one’s life. Based on the results from Chapter 3, Chapter 4 
introduces a framework describing four pathways to experiencing meaningful 
work. The framework deals with different sources for meaningful work includ-
ing self and others, as well as mechanisms which enable meaningfulness in one’s 
work. It is described how these different sources and mechanisms interrelate. 
The chapter closes with an overview of the enablement of meaningful work, both 
from the perspective of the individual and the organization. It is described how 
the individual can impact and support his intrinsic and continuous perception of 
meaning. With regard to the organization, it is discussed how these perspectives 
can support sense-giving mechanisms such as a proper work-role fit. Finally, it 
is discussed how both individual and organization can benefit from meaningful 
work. 

4.1 Work and meaning: Meaningfulness in work as an 
elemental part of a meaningful life 

Recognizing the economically- and managerially-dominated discussion of the 
profession of management consulting (see Chapter 1) and the large variety of 
results obtained from the interview research (see Chapter 3), Chapter 4 intro-
duces the notion of meaningful work and sets the basis for the extension of the 
profession, as will be discussed in Chapter 5. 

Before elaborating on the notion of meaningful work, it is important to briefly 
discuss its broader context and emergence within the field of humanism, ac-
knowledging the increasing amount of discussion of the topic over the past few 
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years (e.g., Clausen & Borg, 2011, 2011; Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009; Rosso, 
Dekas, & Wrzesniewski, 2010; Schnell et al., 2013; Steger, Dik, & Duffy, 2012). 

In the greater context of a meaningful life and livelihood, humanism is referred 
to as a life-frame, providing orientation in life and giving a perspective on the 
important questions of existence while building on the making of meaning (Pinn, 
2013, p. 33). The human is understood to have deep flaws as well as huge poten-
tial, the existence of which is based on interests, concerns, motivations and sen-
sibilities, together with individual capacities to confront one’s daily struggles. 
Humanism thereby aims at the comprehension of the deeper dimensions of and 
rationale for existence which lie below the socio-political, economic and cultural 
concerns (Pinn, 2013, p. 36). Concerning the individual, humanism aims to pro-
vide life orientation, giving insight into the world as well as showing a perspec-
tive on how to deal with it, and thereby promoting the wholeness and balance of 
life while considering human potential and the limited resources of human ca-
pabilities and existence. The ultimate aim is the enhancement of human engage-
ment with the self and the rest of the world by saturating it with meaning to 
whatever extent possible (Pinn, 2013, p. 38). 

One of the major challenges of humanism is to promote and implement its ideas 
and insights within public domains, addressing current problems and breaking 
with traditions. Next to aggressively branding humanism, the development of 
clear presentations of it is suggested, that show humanism’s initiatives and be-
liefs. Further, these presentations, of which this study shall contribute, need to 
be promoted in partnership with professional organizations “that are committed 
to socio-political and economic advancement” (Pinn, 2013, p. 41). The concluding 
chapter of this research addresses this call for the promotion of humanistic ideals 
by focusing on an elementary aspect of humanism: meaning and its importance 
for individuals in their work environment. 

Taking a closer look at the notion of meaning as emphasized by humanism and 
humanistic thinking, the framework of Derkx (2013) provides a comprehensive 
view of its possible dimensions. It is suggested that a defined frame of meaning 
acts as a function of humanism and its application in daily life. This frame of 
meaning identifies seven needs for meaning that together define the concept of 
a meaningful life, including the need for purpose, moral worth, self-worth, com-
petence, comprehensibility, connectedness, and transcendence (Derkx, 2013, p. 
47). As a result of a comparison between happiness and meaningfulness, Derkx 
concludes that the latter is necessary for every human being to achieve. Mean-
ingfulness does not necessarily have to lead to happiness in every instance, but 
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is focused more on providing moral worth and comprehensibility for the indi-
vidual. Each individual defines their own frame of meaning, being comparable 
in terms of its components as defined above, but very different in its manifesta-
tion. The next area of research into meaningfulness in work I discuss, refers to 
similar dimensions but focuses on the elements which are relevant for the expe-
rience and shaping of one’s engagement in daily work. 

Putting the focus on work as a fundamental part of a meaningful life, recent re-
search in the area of positive psychology at work references part of the frame-
work outlined above. Steger and Dik (2013) see work comprehension and work 
purpose as the two fundamental parts of establishing work as an important 
source and expression of meaning. People are encouraged to transcend their self-
interest and strive, ultimately, to serve a greater good (Steger & Dik, 2013, p. 135). 
The understanding of the self, of one’s own work, and of how it is related to the 
organization and other stakeholders, helps the individual to pursue self-congru-
ent purposes in work. The definition of the purpose of one’s work, usually fos-
tered by the organizational leadership and its achievements, helps the individual 
to access additional information about the self and work, and to deepen work 
comprehension. 

Finding meaning in work is thereby closely connected to finding meaning in life 
in general (Schnell et al., 2013, p. 4; Zapotoczky, 1991, p. 321). Sources and mech-
anisms for a meaningful life have been found to be applicable to the perception 
of meaningful work as well. If the work loses its meaning, that is, due to the 
monetisation of work and the capitalization in a modern economy, the meaning 
of life is also affected. The goals of every individual should be to select and per-
form the kind of work which allows the individual to develop and unfold their 
own strengths and talents. 

The entire world of work has thus moved away from abstract products and ser-
vices, becoming less tangible in many areas (Steger & Dik, 2013, pp. 131–132). At 
the same time, the level of technological proficiency and specialized knowledge 
that goes into the creation of new products and services has increased and raises 
demands on organizations and its employees. This also goes for developments 
which are seen to be especially relevant for the consulting industry. Both the 
common view of the profession, as discussed in Chapter 1, and the interviewees’ 
statements, discussed in Chapter 3, reveal the profession’s demand on the indi-
vidual to constantly adapt to new technologies and procedures. On the other 
hand, the services provided to the clients were said to be less tangible than in 
other industries. 



Chapter 4  

180 

The importance of sustainable employment, from the viewpoints of both the 
company and the employee, is gaining in importance (Schnell et al., 2013, pp. 1–
2). This development is seen to be connected to economic trends, such as organ-
izational downsizing, the increase of outsourcing, and profit maximization. Also, 
labour market developments foster this development through an increasing level 
of automation with Artificial Intelligence (AI). The organization, on the other 
hand, is said to expect more flexibility and entrepreneurship from the individual 
in order to cope with the tough market conditions. Individuals are said to be 
constantly searching for meaning in relation to their work, due to their dissatis-
faction with long working hours and a more materialistic work environment 
(Holbeche, 2004). 

The primary concern of today’s employees is not only to derive a certain meaning 
from their work, but to have a sense that work matters, makes sense, is signifi-
cant, and is worth engaging with on a deep and personal level (Steger & Dik, 
2013, p. 132). 

Research into meaningfulness in work is regarded as important due to its impact 
on fostering the employees’ motivation and attachment to work (Lips-Wiersma 
& Morris, 2009). Meaningfulness is said to have the strongest effect on employee 
engagement within an organization. 

The experience of meaningful work thereby adds purpose and significance to the 
life of employees, contributing to mental health and employees’ ability to deal 
effectively with the stresses and strains of a working life (Clausen & Borg, 2011, 
p. 667). At the same time, meaningful work helps to maintain health and well-
being. The experience of purposefulness, autonomy, and social belongingness 
leads to work-related satisfaction, and ultimately the affirmation of individual 
identity (Veltman, 2016). 

There is a difference between how meaningful work is experienced at an indi-
vidual level and at a group level (Clausen & Borg, 2011, pp. 668–669). Research 
has shown that the experience of meaningfulness in work is mostly predicted by 
individual-level appraisals of job demands and resources rather than group-level 
appraisals, which only show a very low impact. High levels of workgroup agree-
ment did not manifest in uniform experiences of meaning in work in the groups. 

Though strongly related, “meaning” and “meaningfulness” are to be differenti-
ated, and are used in in the following ways (Rosso et al., 2010, pp. 94–95): mean-
ing is defined as the output of having made sense of something, as perceived by 
the individual, and usually has a positive attitude assigned to it. Just because 
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work has been assigned a specific meaning, does not mean that it is necessarily 
meaningful yet. Meaningfulness is the amount of meaning or significance at-
tached to it by the individual. Meaningful work or meaningfulness in work is 
regarded as significant and brings positive attitudes from the perspective of the 
individual. 

Another important distinction is the difference between meaning and meaning-
fulness of work and meaning and meaningfulness in work (Schnell et al., 2013, 
pp. 1–2). If work as such is at issue when, for example, comparing meaning in 
the context of employment and unemployment, the notion of the meaning of 
work is used. Meaning in work in contrast describes the subjective and individ-
ual experience of meaningfulness in a particular work context. This requires the 
analysis of individual experience, as has been done in this research (see Chapter 
3). 

Two streams of research on meaning in work are distinguished from each other, 
a managerial stream and a humanistic-influenced stream (Lips-Wiersma & 
Morris, 2009, p. 492). The managerial stream regards organizational leadership 
as providing meaning to its employees through direct influence on the organiza-
tions’ culture. Meaning is thereby regarded as the most important instrument for 
motivating employees within the organization. 

The second stream of research is referred to as the humanistic stream. Within this 
stream meaning is perceived to be defined by the individual. Only meaning de-
fined by the individual employee can be experienced as meaningful. Meaning 
thereby appears in various different contexts of humanism (Lips-Wiersma & 
Morris, 2009, pp. 493–496). In the context of an authentic life and profession, 
every person needs to define meaning in work for themselves. Meaning cannot 
be prescribed or defined by someone else. In the traditional and managerial un-
derstanding, motivation is supposed to substitute for the lack of meaning in 
work, bringing people to work under conditions under which they would usu-
ally not be willing to work. In the context of moral living, work becomes mean-
ingful if it supports the moral development of employees. The individual is re-
quired to be able to act freely on their own moral principles, and their develop-
ment supported by the working environment. The context of dignified living is 
based on the individual’s right to work and the freedom to make choices within 
one’s work environment. Work is to be enhanced and encouraged by just re-
wards, the ability to resist and oppose and to balance paid work with other non-
work-related commitments. In the modern society, a progressive loss of coher-
ence due to an economic climate based on short- and fixed-term employment, 
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illusory teamwork and limited support and loyalty by the employing company, 
is observed. These developments are said to lead to a loss of the individual’s in-
volvement and personal sense of purpose and meaning. Finally, the humanist 
view on living, is to live and work for a cause that extends beyond the boundaries 
of the self. 

Within this humanist view on meaningfulness in work, one can distinguish be-
tween a psychological, individual-oriented, and a sociological, environment-re-
lated perspective. While it has already been diagnosed that meaningfulness in 
work can only be retrieved and analysed when looked at in terms of the individ-
ual’s subjective interpretations of their work experience and interactions (Lips-
Wiersma & Morris, 2009, p. 508; Rosso et al., 2010, p. 94; Steger et al., 2012, p. 
324), the sociological perspective acknowledges the importance of the individ-
ual’s social and cultural environment. The environment alone is said to not be 
able to create and predetermine meaning for the individual, though it still has an 
impact on the making of meaning (Clausen & Borg, 2011, p. 675; Lips-Wiersma 
& Morris, 2009, p. 508; Rosso et al., 2010, pp. 100–103) and should be part of it. 
Making meaning through work, the individual needs to consider the self and the 
wider world, including the employer and other potential stakeholders. Finally, 
the individual achieves a sense of motivation, which is related to a greater good, 
in which their own work has a positive impact on the lives of others. 

In summary, meaningfulness in work is regarded as an important aspect of hu-
manism within the workplace and is directly related to the fulfilment of a mean-
ingful life. Personal fulfilment through work, freedom at the workplace, coher-
ence of tasks and responsibilities, and the achievement of personal purpose are 
all individual components of obtaining meaningfulness in work. Once perceived 
by the individual, meaningfulness in work positively impacts work engagement, 
job satisfaction, performance, organizational commitment, negative relations to 
turnover, job disengagement, cynicism, exhaustion, and stress (Fairlie, 2011; 
Holbeche & Springett, 2004; Schnell et al., 2013). The enablement of meaningful-
ness in work goes beyond workplace design and management. Because of its 
subjective nature, it cannot be directly implemented and managed by the organ-
ization (Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009, p. 508), although there seem to be condi-
tions which help meaningfulness to flourish at work and which can be designed 
by the organization and its management. Finally, the assessment of meaning de-
pends on the individual’s capabilities, skills, interests, and personal sources of 
meaning (Rosso et al., 2010). Before taking the interview-results and relating 
these to potential drivers of meaningfulness in work, the following paragraph 
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provides a theoretical framework for meaningful work, integrating the current 
state of research in this area and considering the characteristics of the profession 
of management consulting. 

4.2 Theoretical framework: How to experience meaningful 
work involving self and others 

As introduced in the previous paragraph, there are many different ways for in-
dividuals to perceive work as meaningful and to identify a personal sense of 
meaningfulness in their work. In order to relate the results obtained from the 
interviews to the different factors described in the current research, a framework 
is used to structure the findings. 

A sophisticated theoretical framework describing the pathways and their ele-
ments for achieving meaningful work was initially described by Lips-Wiersma 
and Morris (2009), and further extended by Rosso et al. (2010). This framework 
was referenced, applied, and concretized by various succeeding research (e.g. 
Schnell et al., 2013; Steger & Dik, 2013; Steger et al., 2012). Despite the theoretical 
foundation of the framework and continuous development, it lacks practical im-
plementation, a gap which this research addresses in the context of the profession 
of management consulting. Before setting theoretical work in relation to the re-
search findings gathered from the interviews of this research, the following sec-
tion will describe the framework and its components in detail. 

The framework used for this research is based on the framework established by 
Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2009), defining the four pathways of meaning, and 
later extended by Rosso (2010), concretizing the sources and mechanisms of 
meaning. The concept of work comprehension and work purpose, as described 
by Steger and Dik (2013), was added to the framework, describing the interrela-
tion between the four pathways. The resulting framework shows four pathways 
for the achievement of meaningful work divided along two axes, which are all in 
frequent interrelation with each other. 

On the vertical axis, the notions of agency and communion are differentiated, de-
scribing the underlying motivation of the individual for their particular action. 
The agency pathway describes the individual’s desire to act and create something. 
This includes the individual’s drive to differentiate themselves by their actions, 
to separate and assert, as well as to expand, master, and create something with 
significance for the self. The pathway follows the philosophical understanding 
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of agency in a way that human beings act with intentionality in the world (Lips-
Wiersma & Morris, 2009, p. 503; Rosso et al., 2010, p. 114). The contrary pathway 
on the same axis is named communion or being. This pathway describes the indi-
vidual’s need to contact and exchange with others, to attach and connect oneself 
to a bigger group, and to unite with others. 

The second horizontal axis completes the four-field matrix by differentiating be-
tween the self and others as the sources of one’s particular action. While both 
pathways can lead to meaningfulness, the assumption still remains that any 
meaning needs to travel through the self in order to become meaningful for the 
individual. The group of others thereby describes various different entities of 
people other than the self. These entities can be separate communities within the 
workplace, different groups of stakeholders such as the client, or any other kind 
of individual or grouping. While these groups can be very different in purpose 
and meaning for the individual, it is argued that actions related to any person 
other than the self, share similarities with regard to the impact on meaningful-
ness (Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009, p. 503; Rosso et al., 2010, p. 114). The follow-
ing paragraph explains the differences between the characteristics of self and 
others in further detail. 

Within the four resulting segments of the matrix, the different mechanisms of 
meaning are grouped into the concepts of individuation, contribution, self-con-
nection, and unification (Rosso et al., 2010, pp. 113–114). The concept of individ-
uation summarizes actions that define the self as valuable and provide the indi-
vidual with control over themselves. Mechanisms of this concept include self-
efficacy, related to providing control, autonomy, competence, and self-esteem. 
The concept of contribution contains actions which help to achieve meaningful-
ness by being perceived as significant and in service of something greater than 
the self. Actions include those which have a perceived impact on gaining self-
efficacy, purpose in one’s actions, or significance and transcendence through in-
terconnection with others and abnegation of self. The segment of self-connection 
describes meaningfulness of actions that help individuals to get into closer align-
ment with the way they see themselves. This includes mechanisms and the ex-
perience of authenticity, including self-concordance, identity affirmation, and 
the experience of personal engagement. Finally, the segment of unification re-
lated to communion with others describes meaningfulness of actions that help 
individuals to get into congruence with other beings or principles. Mechanisms 
include gaining a sense of purpose through common value systems and a sense 
of belongingness through social identification and interpersonal connectedness. 
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Later research by Steger and Dik (2013) introduced the ideas of work compre-
hension and work purpose as central elements for the achievement of meaning-
ful work. Both ideas can be integrated into the framework by Rosso et al. (2010), 
supporting and further framing the different mechanisms of meaning in a more 
structured circular flow (see Figure 1). 

Comprehension refers to peoples’ ability to make sense of their experience. How 
well does the workers’ abilities, interests and needs match the requirements of 
the employing organization? In order to perceive meaningful work and mean-
ingfulness at the workplace, one needs to gain an understanding of the self and 
one’s work tasks and role, as well as one’s fit to the organization. 

Purpose is understood as the identification and pursuit of life goals, even going 
beyond goals that have a long-term focus and provide structure for the activities 
executed by the individual. Purpose is to be identified on a personal and organ-
izational level, with the organization’s management ideally fostering the indi-
vidual experience of purpose (Steger & Dik, 2013, pp. 133–134). 

Finally, both mechanisms enable the individual to obtain an understanding of a 
greater good and to serve this greater good in the daily execution of work tasks, 
a substantial element of meaningful work. Providing people with a clear under-
standing of their unique role in fulfilling the purpose of their organization con-
nects them with something greater than themselves. The previously mentioned 
circular flow, also referred to as organizational connection, follows the principle 
of comprehension providing the basis for purpose, and pursuing purpose deep-
ens comprehension. Individuals who deepen their understanding of themselves 
as workers, of their organization and of how to fit and contribute within it, will 
generate meaning about themselves and create a purpose for their work, as well 
as a sense of transcendence that encourages their identification with their organ-
ization and its mission. Individuals driven by a sense of self-transcendence, use 
their organization as a source of support, working towards creating a greater so-
cial good, deepening their comprehension of themselves and their organization, 
and driving employees’ commitment to the organization’s purpose (Steger & 
Dik, 2013, p. 135). 

Accordingly, the notions of work comprehension and purpose, as well as the 
work context and fit of roles and tasks, serving as an integral connection between 
the self and the pathways related to others, are added to the framework. 

All four pathways of the framework are said to interrelate with each other. This 
does not require all four pathways to be experienced simultaneously, but there 
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should be sufficient opportunities to experience some or all of the pathways in 
order to enable the perception of meaningful work from the individual’s per-
spective. A combination and alignment of the different sources that enhance 
meaningfulness in work can have additive and multiplicative effects (Rosso et 
al., 2010, pp. 115–116) and should be supported by the organization’s leadership. 

Before heading to the benefits and possible achievement of meaningful work, the 
following two paragraphs detail the aforementioned axis on sources and mech-
anisms of meaning, setting the foundation for the later correlation of the inter-
view results. 

Sources of meaning 

The sources of meaning are defined in three categories (Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 
2009; Rosso et al., 2010): the first two, “self” and “others”, are contrasting ele-
ments, and the third, “work context”, provides a connecting link between the 
two (see Figure 1). 

In the context of self, meaning can have different sources of emergence. These 
sources, at the same time, should be seen as impacted objects of meaningful 
work, as the experience of meaningful work can influence the source itself. 

Firstly, meaning can be rooted in one’s values. Values in this context are defined 
as describing the end states people desire through their work and life, and want 
to realize through work. Values can be continuously shaped by experiences at 
work, enabled and confirmed by utilizing one’s personal potential or realization 
of self. Next to values, the individual’s motivation plays an important role in the 
experience of meaningful work and is directly impacted by the latter. The expe-
rience of meaningfulness in work is seen as an important state for the develop-
ment of internal and intrinsic work motivation. The purest form of motivation 
can be reached through the experience of autonomy, competence, and related-
ness in one’s activities. Lastly, one’s own beliefs play an important role as a 
source of meaning for the self. Beliefs can manifest themselves in the level of job 
involvement, the extent to which employees believe that their work is central to 
their lives. Work centrality describes the extent to which work is central to one’s 
life compared to other life domains such as family or private assignments. Work 
orientation describes beliefs about work in general, not only related to one’s cur-
rent job. More specifically, job orientation has a focus on material benefits, while 
career orientation has a focus on career advancement and rewards. Finally, call-
ings, in the context of beliefs, describe work which contributes to the greater 
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good, usually being activities that are significant from the perspective of self, the 
social context or higher moral values. 

Next to the self, others act as an important source of meaning. Based on existing 
research, “others” can potentially be any person related to the work context of 
the individual or even outside it, such as family members. 

Co-workers are not only important with regard to the work-related context but 
can express and re-enforce valued identities in the case of close interpersonal re-
lationships with colleagues being formed. Individuals might refer to co-workers 
when looking for cues on how to think and behave, especially in unknown envi-
ronments. Leaders within the organization frame the mission, goals, purpose, 
and identity of the organization for employees, influencing them and their sense 
of meaningfulness in work. Transformational leaders even describe work in ide-
ological terms, focusing on higher-order values, such as high achievement as 
value, making it easy for employees to find their values congruent with those of 
their organization. With regard to groups and communities, the individual’s 
roles and identification in groups has a great impact on the level of meaningful-
ness, depending on the type of group. Social identity groups such as an organi-
zational membership, can help to reduce uncertainty by helping bring about 
clearer self-understanding and self-conception. The identification with work-
place groups can help individuals to see greater value and lead to the experience 
of meaningfulness in work. Organizational communities can help to establish 
family-like dynamics among members of the organization. 

As for the non-work-related persons within the pathway of others, the family or, 
at least, certain members of the family, are seen as the source of the most im-
portant non-working relationships for individuals. Families can put a strain on 
one's work, due to their demands for time, but can also make work more mean-
ingful as financial demands increase. 

The intersection of self and others is defined as work context (Lips-Wiersma & 
Morris, 2009; Rosso et al., 2010). As part of this context, one’s fit to assigned tasks 
and roles is a relevant factor for meaningful work as well (Schnell et al., 2013). 

Job tasks are a central part of the work context, as they define the individual’s 
level of autonomy and bias in his daily activities. Jobs which allow the individual 
to strive for higher levels of autonomy, involve a broad variety of skills, and al-
low one to experience one’s tasks as significant, have been shown to lead to an 
increased experience of meaningfulness in work. This is also the case where in-
dividuals feel their work has a positive impact on others and has a high level of 



Chapter 4  

188 

significance. Ideally, individuals even have the possibility to shape their jobs and 
social environment, to fit their personal perception of related goals, skills, and 
values. 

Organizational missions and the perceived congruence between personal core 
values and ideologies and those of the organization also impact the perception 
of meaningfulness. The higher the congruence between one’s own values and 
those of the organization, the stronger the identification with the organization 
and perception of meaning. Finally, financial circumstances play a role as well. 
Employees with greater financial needs tend to focus more on the economic out-
comes of their work, such as their salary, in order to answer their needs. 

Mechanisms of meaning 

As for the mechanisms of meaning which are supposed to lead to the individual’s 
perception of meaningfulness in work, based on the different sources discussed, 
it is important for individuals to see the wholeness and coherence of meaning-
fulness and its combinations, as well as to identify commonalities with others 
(Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009). 

The following overview of mechanisms of meaning and meaning-making in 
work show the variability of meaning-making and act as a framework for the 
research results discussed in Chapter 3. The mechanisms are based on the re-
search introduced by Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2009), further detailed by Rosso 
et al. (2010) on a theoretical basis, and finally confirmed by Schnell et al. (2013) 
through research involving a survey of 206 employees across different profes-
sions. 

The first pathway, individuation, also described as expressing one’s full poten-
tial, includes the mechanisms of self-efficacy and self-esteem as indicators of a 
valuable self. Self-efficacy is described as the individual’s belief in their own 
competencies and capabilities to affect change or exercise control in their envi-
ronment. Beneficial for the experience of meaning are feelings of personal control 
and autonomy in the work environment and the experience of competence 
through successfully overcoming challenges at work (Rosso et al., 2010, pp. 109–
110; Schnell et al., 2013, p. 5). Self-esteem describes a similar mechanism, provid-
ing meaning for the individual based on his positive assessment of his own self-
worth, derived from feelings of accomplishment after having completed chal-
lenging activities. 
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The pathway “contribution”, also described as serving others, refers to the sig-
nificance and perceived impact of one’s actions, aiming, in the end, at something 
which is greater than the self and which has an impact on others. Self-efficacy in 
this context, next to the individual’s belief in their competencies and capabilities, 
puts/brings the perceived impact into focus. Meaning is gained when individuals 
feel that they are having a positive impact on their organization, work groups, 
communities or co-workers (all entities outside the self), and are capable of ef-
fecting positive change within their environment (Rosso et al., 2010, pp. 109–110; 
Schnell et al., 2013, p. 5). Next to self-efficacy, individuals ideally perceive their 
work as significant to society, serving a greater purpose. Finally, the aspect of 
transcendence supports the pathway of contribution (Rosso et al., 2010, p. 112). 
In this context, individuals subordinate themselves to groups, experiences, or en-
tities that transcend the self. One way is to positively impact broader society by 
one’s personal contribution, also referred to as interconnection. A second mech-
anism is self-abnegation, describing the subordination of the self to something 
greater than the self, such as the organization’s mission or a transformational 
leader. 

The pathway of self-connection, or the development and becoming of self, rep-
resents the coherence between self and the assigned work, and related roles in a 
larger context. Being and acting as authentically as possible can both be achieved 
only in relation to the self, as well as bringing the self and the environment into 
alignment (Rosso et al., 2010, pp. 108–109; Schnell et al., 2013, p. 5). Self-concord-
ance describes the degree to which people believe they behave consistently with 
their interests, values and identities. This feeling of internal consistency can also 
help them to achieve meaning in the work environment. In the context of the 
work environment itself and assigned roles and tasks, the verification of valued 
personal identities and skills through work can lead to the perception of meaning 
as well, referred to as identify affirmation. If the individual feels that his skills 
and competencies are required, utilized and honoured at work, a deep sense of 
meaning can occur. Thirdly, meaning in the context of authenticity can be expe-
rienced through personal engagement. This means that the individual feels in-
trinsically motivated by their work and thus experiences an authentic self. As a 
fourth mechanism, purpose, in the context of self-connection, is the intended 
achievement of a sense of directedness and intentionality in life. Therefore, one’s 
actions need to be perceived as purposeful and moving closer to a desired future 
state, such as a career goal. 
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The final pathway of meaningful work, unification, describes belongingness and 
harmony with other people at work. Belongingness is defined and its impact on 
meaningful work is described in two manifestations (Rosso et al., 2010, pp. 111–
112). First, the mechanism of social identification takes place when employees 
gain a sense of shared identity and belief through memberships and identifica-
tion with workplace groups. Secondly, interpersonal connections and relation-
ships within the workplace with other employees as well as close-knit groups 
and collegial communities sharing the same values and interests, can lead to the 
perception of meaningful work (Holbeche & Springett, 2004, p. 65). Lastly, pur-
pose, in the sense of shared value systems, which means to act in accordance with 
a larger system of shared values, gives a sense of assurance. Here, organizations 
can act as administrators of values, mission, and ideologies, and thereby support 
the perception of meaningful work. This requires organizations and their leaders 
to show trustworthiness and integrity, so that values and norms can be taken on 
by the employees and provide direction (Schnell et al., 2013, pp. 4–5). 
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Figure 1: Theoretical framework: four pathways to meaningful work (Source: author’s 
illustration, based on Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2009), Rosso et al. (2010), and Steger 
and Dik (2013)) 

4.3 Achievement and benefits: Enablement of 
meaningfulness in work and its benefits 

When thinking about the different mechanisms and sources of meaningful work, 
what should also be considered is what is required to allow and enable these 
mechanisms which are said to lead to meaningful work. As initially introduced, 
meaningfulness in work is predominately defined and perceived by the individ-
ual and can be very different from person to person. Nevertheless, there might 
be influencing factors outside the individual’s control which impact the achieve-
ment of work, such as those controlled by the employing organization. The fol-
lowing sections detail both the benefits and prerequisites which establish the 
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ground for the discussed mechanisms, both from the perspective of the individ-
ual consultant and the consulting firm. 

The individual consultant 

Meaning and meaning-making is an intrinsic and continuous process. Visions, 
values, and principles cannot be provided and imposed by those in power; mean-
ing needs to be made on a personal level, not received or to be found externally 
somewhere (Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009, p. 508). 

The condition of being human is said to be that of continuously making meaning. 
Employees evaluate meaningfulness in work on an ongoing basis, which can be 
happening either consciously or unconsciously. The assigned role and tasks 
within an organization help to engage the existing meanings of the individual in 
an organizational context. 

Although being defined and perceived on an individual level, the organization 
and wider cultural environment is said to have an impact on the individual’s 
making of meaning. Defined as cultural and interpersonal sense-making (Rosso 
et al., 2010, pp. 112–113), meanings are said to be bound by the cues and inter-
pretations that are available to the collective, also referred to as the cultural con-
text and construction. The cultural environment provides a loose set of bounda-
ries, in which the interpersonal sense-making takes place. Thus, through the mo-
tivated interpretation of cues about one’s work and oneself, vastly different 
meanings can be made of the same work. 

In general, sense-making incorporates micro- and macro-level concepts, describ-
ing individualized processes of sense-making (Brown, Colville, & Pye, 2015; 
Maitlis & Christianson, 2014, p. 66). 

Especially relevant for this study is the research on interpersonal sense-making, 
explaining how meaning is made by the individual within a context, group, and 
organization. The making of meaning is said to be composed of various different 
evaluations of all the people involved and is a dynamic process from which peo-
ple benefit. Individuals need to understand the meaning-making process in or-
der to actively engage continuous meaning-making in this process 
(Wrzesniewski, Dutton, & Debebe, 2003, p. 129). Meaning is thereby defined 
within three relevant groups: job meaning, role meaning, and meaning related to 
the self. All three types of meaning are being continuously evaluated and 
changed, based on the interpreting cues and potential moderating forces. 
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During this social process of interaction, individual participants try to maintain 
a coherent image of self through their daily face-to-face exchanges with other 
employees (Weick, 1995). Out of these ongoing social interactions, the individual 
undergoes a continuous redefinition of his own identity and underlying mean-
ings. This process is influenced by the presence of and interaction with others 
and their beliefs and values. 

Successful sense-making in such environments is said to only be possible if all or 
most members are collectively able to adapt their activities and contributions to-
wards the goal of striving for a working consensus among the group (Patriotta 
& Spedale, 2009, p. 1244). Today’s organizations face the issue of having complex 
working environments with ambiguous tasks and external actors in the form of 
consultants who usually have time pressures to cope with. It is an environment 
which has been reported as typical for the consulting industry and related client 
projects. 

Sense-making in organizations thereby often leads to fragile and temporary 
shared accounts of meaning due to the individual, divergent narratives. Organi-
zations are described as places of frequent interweaving, slashing and harmoniz-
ing of the different narratives. Sense-making is supposed to set the standards for 
achieving consensus and the negotiation of a collective account (Maitlis & Chris-
tianson, 2014, pp. 81–82). 

This makes it essential for a larger organization to actively shape sense-giving 
mechanisms, such as an educated leadership team, to constructively orient inter-
action between the members of the group by setting standards and expectations 
for behaviours and thereby steering the overall sense-making process. Leaders 
need to be aware of how to identify issues of identity, which extend beyond the 
individual self. They need to be able to manage communication towards a con-
sensus, dealing with controversies and competing interpretations of the situa-
tion. Their abilities need even to go beyond a political role in resolving the con-
flict, but must also include the management of effective communication flows 
resulting in individual actions (Patriotta & Spedale, 2009, p. 1244). Lastly, these 
leaders must be convincing for every individual and be recognized as legitimate 
persons in charge of deep personal matters. 

Steger and Dik (2013) summarize three basic dimensions of work as meaning: 
the nature of one’s self understanding, one’s understanding of the organization, 
and one’s unique niche inside the organization as well as, ideally, the broader 
society. The individual’s work in the end should be socially valued and 
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contribute to a greater good, being careful not to follow a too self-indulgent and 
selfish focus. Individuals should aim to adjust their own behaviour so that their 
vision and efforts improve life for their co-workers and community, and even 
the wider world, which in turn provides self-transcendence and personal per-
spective. This again helps to increase meaning related to work, when one’s own 
work activities are related to something greater than the self (Schnell et al., 2013, 
p. 9). In addition, coherence between personal ideals and the profession, or be-
tween certain members or groups within this profession, is said to be beneficial 
for the creation of meaningful work. 

Meaningfulness in work provides the individual with a comprehensive sense of 
self and how they personally fit within the organization, which means that indi-
viduals are better able to decide what to focus their efforts on, utilising their own 
strengths and knowing what the organization needs. In this context, the concept 
of having a “calling” is seen as a main driver for creating meaningfulness in work 
and in life in general. Students who report a sense of calling for their future pro-
fession are said to have an increased perception of meaning as well as a greater 
intrinsic motivation to pursue the selected career choice (Steger & Dik, 2013, pp. 
136–137) 

Finally, the benefits for individuals when experiencing meaningful work are said 
to manifest in greater certainty and self-efficacy about career decisions, an in-
creased intrinsic motivation to work, and a feeling of greater work satisfaction 
and meaning in life as a whole (Clausen & Borg, 2011, p. 677; Steger & Dik, 2013, 
pp. 136–137). People who engage in this kind of meaningful work seem to expe-
rience greater well-being, are more satisfied with their job and more content with 
their organization (Steger et al., 2012, p. 334). 

The consulting organization 

As summarized in the previous paragraph, meaningfulness in work is highly 
subjective, but conditions can be identified and maintained which have relevance 
for most workers. Even if meaning cannot be implemented and directly managed 
by the organization, there are many ways in which the employing organization 
can facilitate meaning by taking responsibility for the well-being of others. In 
order to achieve this, a number of supporting mechanisms can positively impact 
individual meaning-making (Schnell et al., 2013, pp. 9–10). 

One way an organization can support the individual is by ensuring a proper 
work-role fit. This can be achieved by guiding and positioning the employee in 
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a proper way. One prerequisite is to assess the employees’ competencies, con-
cerns, and sources of meaning ideally on a frequent basis, and to offer employees 
the possibility to switch roles within the organization. 

The significance of one’s activities can be supported by providing insight and 
transparency into those activities and their consequences. Sharing a high sense 
of organizational decision-making, allowing the participation of employees, fur-
ther supports the employees’ identification with their organization and enables 
the perception of purposefulness (Holbeche & Springett, 2004, p. 65). It is said to 
be beneficial if employees can participate in decision-making, raise criticisms, 
and stand up for their convictions, without the fear of being sanctioned. 

Furthermore, the companies’ leading employees should act as role models with 
regard to supporting a socio-moral climate, acting with openness, respect, and 
trust, as has been described in the previous paragraph in relation to needs and 
required abilities that can support the sense-making process. 

Further ways to foster work being perceived as meaningful are managerial prac-
tices which need to be employee-centred, as otherwise they risk not being ac-
cepted and not resulting in a positive outcome (Steger & Dik, 2013, pp. 137–138). 
Organizations need to make clear how employee activities and organizational 
purpose connects to a greater social good: 

• Enhancing employment security and bonding with the employer via 
mutual commitment between organization and employee, 

• Recruiting to select employees with regard to their fit to the organiza-
tion, abilities and experience; part of the recruitment process to find out 
about prospective employees’ comprehension of work and compare it 
to the organization’s mission, 

• Training and skill development of employees, 
• Delegate responsibility for decisions to employees and teams, 
• Reward structure that rewards group organizational and individual 

performance,  
• Open communication and sharing of information with employees. 

Research on the state of organization within the Human Resources department, 
in particular, provides advice on what can be done to help employees with the 
perception of meaning in order to create a better relationship with them (Fairlie, 
2011; Holbeche, 2004). Recommendations include a close collaboration with 
managers to ensure their proper education in coaching skills for on-the-job 
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development of employees as well as supporting cross-functional alignment and 
team building at the managerial level. This collaboration should also include the 
continuous support of employee development and sponsorship, with flexible ca-
reer tracks and support of management in the event of situations of conflict. In 
the end, the Human Resources department should help the organization to 
choose ethically-fitting members for the leadership team, and to develop the 
leaders as role models, developing a higher sense of purpose and the enablement 
of the employees to act as transformational leaders. With regard to all employees 
within the firm, not limited to managers, it is recommended to ensure that it is 
clearly communicated what opportunities employees have with regard to mean-
ingful work, as well as to support employees in their perceptions of and mindsets 
concerning the job and their roles (Fairlie, 2011, p. 518). 

Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2009, pp. 505–508) add an additional factor to con-
sider when striving for meaningfulness in work and supporting its achievement. 
While a fair amount of inspiration is required to continuously improve oneself 
and the conditions for others, the actual reality is equally important. Pretending 
that everything is in order should be avoided, and there should be an awareness 
of the imperfections in life and work, and the acknowledgment of a gap between 
the ideal state and reality. These situations are rather normal and should not be 
seen as something negative. As an element of life, meaningful work is based on 
an authentic engagement with the often less-than-perfect reality. 

Typical patterns which hinder the perception of meaningful work, found within 
today’s professions, include the following scenarios in which reality cannot be 
openly articulated: frequent pretence is required from the organization and its 
employees, a healthy work-life balance, required for dignified work, is lacking, 
issues with meaning arise due to people spending time on activities they do not 
value or see any sense in. Ideally, employees should have access to sense-making 
activities outside work as well. Accordingly, organizational practices need to be 
developed to assist members of the organization to engage with the tensions be-
tween inspiration and reality in a meaningful way. 

In this context, Clausen and Borg (2011) differentiate between job demands and 
job resources which need to be taken care of either by the individual or its em-
ploying organization when aiming for meaningful work. Job demands require 
physical and psychological effort, including elements such as work pace, emo-
tional demands, and dealing with role ambiguity. Certain levels of occupational 
challenges provide the individual with opportunities to develop new skills in 
order to be able to deal with difficult situations, while ambiguity itself seems to 



Chapter 4  

197 

hinder the expression of professional identities of employees. Job demands asso-
ciated with one’s work can positively affect motivation. 

On the other hand, job resources include functions required for achieving work 
goals, stimulating personal growth, and learning and development. As for job 
demands, job resources depend on the quality of leadership, their influence, and 
the flourishment of a positive team climate in order to have a positive impact on 
the experience of meaningfulness in work. 

This implies that the experience of meaningfulness in work should be promoted, 
developed, and managed in modern work organizations, by enhancing job re-
sources and managing job demands (Clausen & Borg, 2011, pp. 675–676). This 
can be achieved by enhancing employees’ influence over decisions regarding 
work, by improving the quality of leadership and keeping emotionally demand-
ing situations and sources of role ambiguity at lower levels and enhancing the 
capacities of individuals to deal with them. For the organization, the enhance-
ment of the experience of meaning at work contributes to the improvement of 
the potential for recruiting and helps to retain job resources, as well as to reduce 
long-term sickness absence, leading to turnover increases. 

Dedicated to the leadership of the organization, meaningful work is seen as a 
strong asset for leaders (Steger & Dik, 2013, pp. 137–138). People who have a 
clear sense of mission in their work, can inspire others with this mission, related 
vision and goals, turning a leader into a transformational leader. People benefit 
from transformational leadership, as their work is enriched and personalized 
when it is directed towards a vision one has the opportunity to cultivate. 

Sivanathan et al. (2004) argue that transformational leadership can lead to well-
being by having influence on self-efficacy, trust in management, meaningful 
work and occupational and organizational identity. With regard to meaningful 
work, transformational leadership is said to have a direct positive impact on the 
congruence of values between leaders and followers, on levels of intrinsic moti-
vation and on the belief in the higher purpose of work (Sivanathan et al., 2004, 
pp. 247–248). 

Transformational leadership and its positive impact on well-being and meaning-
ful work is achieved by four principles to be lived by the leadership: idealized 
influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized 
consideration. Idealized influence describes the leaders’ moral engagement 
within their own behaviour and the behaviour of their followers by doing what 
is regarded as ethically right. This behaviour is said to be cherished by the 
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followers as, through it, they recognize that it does not necessarily follow that 
one should always do what one has to do, like being cost-effective, but that one 
can also act based on what the leader feels convinced is the right choice, even 
when the implications of that action may go beyond what is solely in the interests 
of the organization. 

The concept of inspirational motivation involves the leader’s inspiration and mo-
tivation of employees to extend the self and enlarge one’s potential by providing 
them with a strong feeling of self-efficacy. The use of symbols and stories are 
supposed to help to convey the message and strengthen the employees’ abilities 
to better cope with challenges. 

The concept of intellectual stimulation asks employees for their creativity, for 
them to bring in their own ideas, and to question self-made assumptions. The 
employees’ confidence and self-efficacy are thereby enhanced, providing them 
with the ability to protect themselves from threats and to increase their sense of 
well-being. 

The fourth concept of transformational leadership, individual consideration, in-
volves taking care of the individual employee by listening, empathizing, and 
showing concern for their needs and supporting their personal development. 
This concept is said to support the relationship between the leader and the em-
ployee and leads to greater acceptance of other leadership behaviours by the em-
ployee. 

Outside of the boundaries of management consulting, the branch of organiza-
tional psychology consulting suggests an application of social and psychological 
methods and theories (von Rosenstiel, 1991, p. 244). Practitioners are required to 
have experience in social techniques and psychological backgrounds, in order to 
be able to give advice on social and cognitive competencies for individuals 
within organizations (von Rosenstiel, 1991, p. 212). 

Although the focus of this consulting branch is different from management con-
sulting, the question is to what extent social and psychological elements should 
be part of the education. This is the case even for consultants in management 
consulting, as, although the themes of advice may vary, the primary object of 
consultation remains the same - the human being in the shape of the client. 

Some of the overall resulting benefits, from the viewpoint of the organization, 
include less risk of staff turnover, a greater commitment to the organization from 
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employees, as well as their greater involvement in organizational citizenship be-
haviours (Fairlie, 2011; Holbeche & Springett, 2004; Steger et al., 2012) 

Employees who experience meaningfulness in work are further said to have a 
strong sense of personal and organizational purpose and to possess greater levels 
of work motivation, and to also put more effort into mentoring others (Steger & 
Dik, 2013). As a result, a potentially positive impact on staff turnover, higher lev-
els of performance and effectivity, and socialization can occur for the employing 
organization.
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5 Supporting the individual: Meaningful work in 
management consulting 

This chapter addresses the overall research question and provides an answer as 
to how humanism can contribute to the individual’s perception of meaningful-
ness in work, helping the individual to achieve and maintain positive levels of 
well-being and mental health inside the profession of management consulting. 

Paragraph 5.1 addresses the overall research question by combining the research 
results based on the responsive interviews (see Chapter 3) and the framework 
for meaningful work and its four pathways of meaning (see Chapter 4). All four 
interdependent pathways for the achievement of meaningful work have been 
addressed by the interviewees, as part of the nineteen interviews conducted. 
Each of the concepts described in Chapter 3 has been assigned to one of the path-
ways, acting as a potential mechanism and source of meaningfulness in work. 
The assignment reveals a varying level of utilization across the four pathways. 
The pathways of contribution and self-connection show some missing mecha-
nisms, which could not be identified. Other mechanisms are strongly related to 
tensions, especially within the pathway of unification and the mechanism sur-
rounding the experience of authenticity. Overall, the profession has attested to 
the possibility of perceiving meaningfulness in work. Mechanisms missing or re-
lated to a tension are investigated and their causes are described, including lim-
ited freedom and narrowly-defined career paths, the intangibility of client suc-
cess and missing purpose, as well as the frequently changing project environ-
ments and related level of expectations. Paragraph 5.2 outlines the practical im-
plications, showing how to potentially ease the identified tensions, allowing a 
comprehensive experience of meaningful work. The paragraph includes recom-
mendations for project leads, the employing consulting firm, and the individual 
consultant. Chapter 5 closes with a summary and suggestions for future research 
in this area. 

5.1 Research results in the context of the framework: 
Consulting and meaningful work 

In order to assess the current state of meaningfulness and potential shortcomings 
within the profession of management consulting, the previously described 
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framework for meaningfulness in work (see paragraph 4.2 and Figure 1) is ap-
plied to the results of the empirical research (see Chapter 3). 

The framework’s four pathways of meaningfulness in work, differentiated by the 
sources of meaning originating in the self and others, as well as between the two 
levels of communion (being) and agency (doing), provide a consistent structure 
for the assignment of relevant concepts derived from the empirical research. 

The identified and described concepts within the themes “initial purpose”, “mo-
tivation for consulting”, and “expectations towards consultants and self”, con-
tain indications of mechanisms of meaning relevant for the practitioners inside 
the profession of management consulting. 

The concepts related to the theme “fields of tension”, on the other hand, indicate 
missing mechanisms and mechanisms that are endangered by specific practices 
within the profession and thus hinder the individual in perceiving meaningful 
work. 

For each of the framework’s defined mechanisms of meaning, the interview re-
sults, in the form of concepts, are validated and assigned to the relevant mecha-
nism, if indicating the use of this mechanism in the context of working in the 
profession of management consulting. The defined code groups help to differen-
tiate between the different sources of meaning of self and others. 

While the code group “individual” is related to the self as a source of meaning, 
the code groups “group”, “company” and “client” are manifestations of the 
source of others, representing the opposite pathway to that of the self. 

The notion of “group” primarily relates to co-workers within the consulting pro-
fession as well as groups and communities of co-workers in different formations. 
The notion “company” represents the employing company and its leadership, 
and “client” includes the client organization and its members, who consultants 
are confronted by in the course of a project and beyond. In addition, the consult-
ant’s own family was mentioned as belonging within the category of “others”. 

Table 4 provides an overview of the assignment of concepts to the mechanisms 
along the four pathways of meaning, as well as those tensions identified as hav-
ing a negative impact on the enablement of the prevailing mechanism. Some con-
cepts are valid for several mechanisms of meaning. Where no research finding 
matches a particular mechanism or no tension was found within the framework, 
“not applicable” is indicated within the table. Overall, most of the concepts as-
signed to a matching mechanism of meaning originate from the research themes 
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“purpose” and “motivation”. Four concepts are taken from the theme “expecta-
tions”, while one concept initially described within the theme “tensions”, indi-
cates a potential source for a mechanism of meaning. 

The application of the framework for meaningful work reveals some interesting 
findings, including the main emphasis of perceiving meaningful work within 
consulting, missing elements which do not seem to play any significant role for 
meaning-making, as well as starting points to support the perception of meaning 
both from an individual and organizational point of view. The findings are dis-
cussed within the following two sections of this paragraph and are illustrated in 
Figure 2 and Figure 3 at the end of this paragraph. 

Table 4: Assignment of concepts to the framework of meaningful work (Source: own ta-
ble based on Rosso et al. (2010)) 

Pathways to 
meaningful 
work (listed 
below) 

Mechanisms of 
meaning 
(see paragraph 4.2 
for details) 

Assigned concepts: 
themes purpose, 
motivation and ex-
pectations (see para-
graphs 3.2, 3.3 and 
3.4 for details) 

Assigned concepts: 
theme tensions (see 
paragraph 3.5 for 
details) 

Individua-
tion (source 
= self) 

Self-efficacy: control 
& autonomy 

Latest knowledge Not applicable 

Self-efficacy: 
competence & 
capabilities 

 

Freedom 
 

High workload 

Limited personal 
time 

Career expectations 

Company goals 

Self-esteem: 
accomplishments 

Guaranteed 
challenge 

Not applicable 

Contribu-
tion 

Self-efficacy: 
perceived impact 

Client achievement Missing meaning 
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Pathways to 
meaningful 
work (listed 
below) 

Mechanisms of 
meaning 
(see paragraph 4.2 
for details) 

Assigned concepts: 
themes purpose, 
motivation and ex-
pectations (see para-
graphs 3.2, 3.3 and 
3.4 for details) 

Assigned concepts: 
theme tensions (see 
paragraph 3.5 for 
details) 

(source = 
others) 

(Greater) Purpose: 
significance 

Not applicable Not applicable 

Transcendence: 
interconnection 

Not applicable Not applicable 

Transcendence: 
self-abnegation 

Working as a team Not applicable 

Self- 
connection 

(source = 
self) 

Authenticity: 
self-concordance 

Not applicable Not applicable 

Authenticity: 
identity affirmation 

Derived from tensions: 

Pretending 
something 

Pretending 
something 

Authenticity: per-
sonal engagement 

Not applicable Pretending 
something 

Purpose: directed-
ness & intentionality 

Develop own profile 

Experience build-up 

Not applicable 

Unification 

(source = 
others) 

Purpose: value 
systems 

People fit 

Working as a team 

Working with 
clients 

Acting as a model 

Leading team and 
project 

Counselling and 
coaching 

Common culture 

Client-related 

Career expectations 

Company goals 

Different and incon-
sistent expectations  

Missing meaning 

Pretending some-
thing 

Insufficient group 
communication 

Belongingness: 
social identification 

Belongingness: 
interpersonal 
connectedness 
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Concepts from the research themes “purpose”, “motivation”, and “expecta-
tions”, pointing towards mechanisms of meaning 

Starting with the pathway of individuation, mechanisms which are sourced in 
the self, describing the individual’s drive to differentiate and create, the concepts 
of “freedom”, “latest knowledge”, and “guaranteed challenge” can be related to 
the accompanying mechanisms of meaning, of self-efficacy, and of self-esteem. 
Flexibility in the execution of tasks and the perception of being trusted in being 
able to manage one’s own work, especially as a beginner, and having the freedom 
to make mistakes, are seen as experiences of freedom within the profession. In 
combination with the flexibility to change one’s focus within the consulting firm, 
consultants are enabled to control their work and be autonomous in executing it 
and, as a result, perceive meaning sourced from the self. The consulting firm and 
its leadership give the prerequisites in defining the individual’s work role and 
related level of freedom. The reported tensions related to a high workload and 
the availability of limited personal time next to project duties, run counter to this 
mechanism. 

The need to adapt to initially unknown areas of knowledge, being regularly 
thrown in at the deep end while at the same time experiencing a sense of adven-
ture, having to quickly adapt to new standards, being continuously challenged 
by the client, all help to extend the mind-set and one’s own development. Indi-
viduals feel they are gaining competence through extending their capabilities. 
Meaning in this context is again sourced at the self, supported by the client and 
consulting firm in setting high standards. Accordingly, some interviewees de-
scribed the fear of facing a moment within consulting when no new knowledge 
could be sourced. 

The third concept relates to the impact on the self-esteem of the individual con-
sultant through their frequent accomplishments as part of their work assignment 
within and beyond projects. Being continuously challenged and having the abil-
ity to overcome these challenges through their own competencies, motivates the 
individual. 

The pathway of contribution is also related to the mechanisms of driving to dif-
ferentiate and create, but moves the focus towards others as a source of meaning. 
Two concepts fall into this pathway, including the concepts of “perceived im-
pact” and “working as a team”, related to the mechanism of self-efficacy and 
transcendence. 
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Achieving a dedicated result with the client and receiving positive client feed-
back and recognition supports the individual in perceiving themselves to have 
had an impact upon something important and substantial. The notion of mean-
ingfulness is explicitly mentioned by an interviewee in this context. Long-term 
motivation is felt after having achieved something substantial and tangible for 
the client. Some reported that this aspect becomes increasingly important over 
the course of one’s career. It would be de-motivating though if no feedback were 
provided by the client on one’s success, being the source of meaning in this con-
text. This fear is summarized in the related tension of missing client feedback, 
which counteracts this mechanism. Others mention the primary goal of achiev-
ing economic goals leading to missing meaning. The clients’ achievements, by 
increasing business, play only an inferior role in pleasing their consulting man-
agement. Lastly, project deliverables may be intangible in some cases and, to-
gether with missing client feedback, outweigh the benefits of this mechanism. 

Working as part of a larger team gives the consultant a feeling of interconnection 
with the team and larger organization, again positively impacting the perception 
of meaning. A joint achievement of the entire team is said to count more than 
individual achievements. At the same time, others help to extend and broaden 
one’s individual range of knowledge. The sources of this mechanism are seen in 
the persons of one’s immediate co-workers as well as the functional teams and 
project-oriented teams. 

The mechanism of perceiving something as significant and the mechanism of 
self-abnegation as part of transcendence were not mentioned by the interviewees 
as part of any concept. 

The pathway of self-connection changes to the mechanism of being, driving to 
contact, connect, and unite, while relying on the source of the self for perceiving 
meaning. Two concepts are related to this pathway, including “develop one’s 
own profile” and “experience build-up”. Both concepts relate to the mechanisms 
of directness and intentionality, enabling the experience of purpose. 

Consultants showed strong interest in developing their own functional profiles, 
predominantly in order to prepare a potential future career outside of consulting, 
which was also described, across all age groups, as the main driver for joining 
the profession. The profession provides good opportunities for gathering 
knowledge and acquiring ideas around what might be an appropriate industry 
or company in which to establish a career after consulting. For senior employees, 
the work assignment allows one to quickly advance into a leadership role. While 
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being an important mechanism for the experience of purpose, consultants in this 
regard should avoid bringing themselves into a lasting liminal space, regarding 
the profession only as a waiting hall for a potential future career outside of the 
profession. Closely related to the initial purpose of developing their own profiles, 
consultants value being forced to continuously develop themselves. 

The mechanism of self-concordance, identity affirmation, and personal engage-
ment as a mechanism in the context of being authentic, were not mentioned by 
the interviewees. 

The fourth pathway, unification, also relates to the mechanism of being, driving 
to contact, connect, and unite, and deals with others as sources of meaning. This 
pathway relates to most of the concepts of all pathways. All of the listed concepts, 
including “working as a team”, “people fit”, “working with clients”, “acting as a 
model”, “leading team and project”, “counselling and coaching”, and “common 
culture”, serve the mechanisms of shared value systems to experience purpose, 
as well as social identification and interpersonal connectedness in the sense of 
belongingness. 

Sharing a similar mind-set and gaining the feeling of sitting in the same boat, 
leads to a shared identity and close colleagueship. This colleagueship is mostly 
experienced in the form of project teams and functional communities within the 
practice or larger consulting organization. Consultants feel absorbed and also 
experience a sense of connectedness towards the consulting company, that they 
are acting as valuable contributors to the company goals. Sources of this mecha-
nism include co-workers within a project and functional teams. Issues appear 
when the teams get too big, lowering the cohesion within the team and the level 
of people-fit. 

People-fit, a concept by itself, is sourced in co-workers and communities as well, 
further enhancing the feeling of connectedness towards others, which in some 
cases may even result in friendships due to the sharing of a common mindset by 
young people willing to learn. 

Next to co-workers, the client also acts as a source of meaning in the context of 
unification and related mechanisms. Once clients open up, allowing engagement 
on a personal level, consultants feel a positive impact on their motivation. The 
sharing of the clients’ individual fears and cares makes consultants feel valued. 
In order to achieve this kind of experience, trust is seen as fundamental. The con-
sulting leadership brings up the importance of putting one’s own needs on hold 
if required. 
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Another mechanism of meaning in the context of unification is the expectation 
that others, especially higher-ranked employees, the consulting leadership, pro-
ject leads, and counsellors, act as role models with regard to attitudes, work hab-
its, and beliefs. Consultants regard the behaviour of others as fundamental to 
sharing the companies’ mission and values, with the project lead, especially, seen 
as having to act accordingly, being the daily contact person for most lower-
ranked consultants. 

The expectations around the behaviour of others, especially the project lead, is 
confirmed by the expectations held of the leadership of a project or general team 
within consulting. Having a lot of freedom, young consultants see the project 
lead as the one to shape the environment, responsible for establishing a positive 
team atmosphere and acting as a buffer between themselves and the consulting 
leadership, standing in for their team, and enabling an experience of meaning 
through cultivating a strong sense of connectedness among the team. Senior con-
sultants, usually acting in the role of project lead, confirm these expectations and 
see the project lead in the role of dealing with the team, the leadership and the 
client, coaching team members, and providing feedback to and about the team 
to the concerned leadership. Looking at the related tensions, the perception of 
meaning is endangered by the way projects are led. Due to the different person-
alities of leaders involved, the expectations towards consultants can be very dif-
ferent. Consultants feel dependent on the project lead as the only one able to 
provide feedback on their daily activities, especially in the case of a recent joiner 
to the profession or if having a personal issue with the lead. Missing quality 
standards and the different personalities involved facilitate the emergence of dif-
ferent project environments. The project lead, in addition, is under pressure due 
to time and budget constraints, which complicates the perception of meaning 
through belongingness. 

Next to the leadership of a project, a further mechanism for gaining a sense of 
meaning through the experience of belonging shows in counselling and coaching 
activities. Important from the individual’s standpoint is the company’s under-
standing and consideration of their sense of motivation and needs. From a senior 
consultant’s perspective, performing coaching activities is seen as something 
positive, in that it increases the team’s understanding of goals and their levels of 
motivation. Similar to the leadership of a project, the aspect of coaching and re-
lated enablement of meaning is also endangered due to the limited time available 
for coaching activities and their not being part of one’s personal goals. 
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Finally, the findings described within the concept “common culture” can posi-
tively impact the sense of belongingness. While the consultants do not see any 
clearly distinguishable culture or group within consulting, projects and groups 
(for example, practice communities) are seen to contain cultural elements. A 
common culture, though, was not mentioned as being a place for the acquisition 
of meaning, but more for the defining of working conditions, such as working 
hours and dress codes. The consulting leadership is seen as being unable to di-
rectly influence the culture, in contrast to smaller homogeneous groups which 
maintain their own self-controlled cultures. Within these groups, a positive feel-
ing of contribution helps one to experience one’s work as meaningful. Limiting 
factors in this context are seen in the heterogeneity of smaller groups that are 
basically constructed with every project, again depending on the strength of the 
lead involved. In addition, working with the client on a long engagement blurs 
the difference between these cultures, requiring the consultant to adapt to the 
client’s values, at least to some degree. Figure 2 summarizes the identified mech-
anisms of meaning in the context of the profession of management consulting 
based on the assigned concepts derived from the research results in Chapter 3. 

For all of the four pathways of meaningful work, correlating concepts have been 
identified, while some of the single mechanisms within the framework could not 
be proved through the research results. As part of the pathway of contribution 
the mechanisms of perceiving something as significant, of serving a greater pur-
pose, and of interconnection as part of transcendence were not mentioned by the 
interviewees. Concerning the pathway of self-connection, only the mechanism of 
directedness and intentionality has been mentioned. The group of mechanisms 
serving authenticity, including self-concordance, identity affirmation, and per-
sonal engagement, could not be identified. 

With regard to the sources of work, the self, co-workers within consulting, the 
consulting leadership, communities within consulting, and the client, all have 
been regarded as important sources of meaning. Further sources, such as public 
organizations or regulatory institutions outside the consulting firm, were not 
mentioned by the interviewees. 

The source of monetary compensation was stated as not having any significant 
impact. A fair financial compensation for the performed work, equally shared 
among colleagues, is expected, but anything beyond that is not seen as critical 
for working within the profession. 
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While higher grounds, including the relevance of religion or other spiritual 
sources, were not mentioned, the consultants’ own families were indirectly re-
ferred to in relation to the tension caused by the lack of free time, which is dis-
cussed in the next paragraph describing the related tensions. 

Finally, any written rules or guidelines were not seen as a strong source of mean-
ing, being outweighed by the personal contact and identification with others, de-
scribed within the mechanisms of unification. 

The assignment of concepts to mechanisms required for the enablement of the 
perception of meaningfulness in work show an uneven distribution across the 
four pathways. While all mechanisms of the pathways of individuation and uni-
fication have been mentioned by the consultants, the other two pathways, “con-
tribution” and “self-connection”, show some mechanisms not identified. As for 
the pathway “contribution”, consultants regard their work as having an impact, 
but not necessarily as being significant for society in a broader sense, missing a 
greater purpose related to their work. The pathway of self-connection reveals the 
absence of authenticity, which either does not seem to be relevant for the percep-
tion of work as such or, due to the fact that authenticity is, in general, not per-
ceived within consulting, does not support the perception of meaningful work. 
Related tensions discussed in the following paragraph indicate that missing au-
thenticity is experienced in the profession. 

Before moving onto the implications for the profession and the deduction of sug-
gestions for the further enablement of meaningfulness in consulting work, the 
following paragraph discusses the tensions related to the four pathways. 
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Figure 2: Pathways to meaningful work for the profession of management consulting, 
as identified and not identified in this research (Source: own illustration based on Lips-
Wiersma and Morris (2009), Rosso et al. (2010) and Steger and Dik (2013)) 
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Most of the tensions hindering the perception of meaning have been raised at the 
individual level. The concept “missing meaning” explicitly captures the consult-
ant’s feedback on prevented meaningfulness in the work of a consultant. In the 
context of concepts stated as part of the pathway of self-connection, the building 
of one’s personal profile and the gathering of as much experience as possible, the 
profession provides many possibilities, although, once the gaining of experience 
is outweighed by other priorities, such as achieving a healthy work-life balance, 
the profession quickly becomes unattractive. 

More senior, experienced consultants show that one can develop a sense of per-
sonal meaning by bringing the client and related achievements into one’s focus, 
which relates to the concept of “client achievement”. At the same time though, 
this endeavour may be difficult to achieve. Certain projects might not lead to 
visible client achievements as the outcomes are intangible and difficult to judge. 
In these cases, the project lead is asked to step in and act as a mediator between 
the client and the consulting team. In addition to the often intangible and abstract 
results, client work often includes executing boring day-to-day activities, which 
is difficult to compensate, antagonizing self-efficacy and the perceived impact as 
a possible mechanism of meaning. From a senior consultant’s perspective, the 
higher the level the more complex the issues one has to deal with, and the less 
visible achievements and positive matters become. 

The tensions described within the concepts of “high workload”, “limited per-
sonal time” and “career expectations” all impact self-efficacy as well, endanger-
ing freedom to perceive control and autonomy over one’s work. In general, a 
high workload within the consulting profession is expected but should be rea-
sonable and an appropriate level of compensation should be provided, even if 
not officially recorded. The project lead again is seen as the one to identify these 
needs and to step in if required. Reported by senior consultants acting in the role 
of a project lead, the lead, in turn, requires the backing of the consulting leader-
ship through the setting of realistic budget goals and the provision of enough 
freedom in terms of how those goals can be achieved. 

Expectations concerning one’s career, such as expecting the individual to follow 
a narrowly-defined career path and thus limiting the employees’ work-role fit, 
further limits the consultant’s freedom and their perception of being in control. 
Inflexible skill-sets, which need to be fulfilled by the individual, such as taking 
over leadership responsibilities in combination with an up-or-out mentality, in-
tensify this pressure. At higher levels, a strongly hierarchical way of thinking 
further limits the consultant’s sense of freedom. 
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Different and inconsistent expectations involving diverse project settings and at-
titudes of the project leads and consulting firms’ leadership, hamper the experi-
ence of belongingness through social identification and the feeling of purpose 
through the mechanism of shared values. Consultants feel themselves to be 
working for different companies when they consider the different personalities 
and management styles faced. On large projects, inconsistencies in expectations 
can occur even within large global teams, resulting in unclear roles and respon-
sibilities. 

Another aspect of individually felt tensions is summarized in the concept “pre-
tending something”, which indicates that consultants feel hindered from acting 
authentically in their different roles as consultants. Consultants feel unsafe when 
asked to pretend they possess skills which, in reality, they don’t, or when faced 
with other situations in which they have to pretend something to the client, and 
even, in a worst-case scenario, without any prior warning. These feelings not 
only hinder a good working relationship with the client but also negatively im-
pact the mechanisms of acting authentically, as part of the pathway of self-con-
nection. 

Insufficient group communication has been raised by a number of consultants as 
a factor hindering their ability to work effectively within a team, and so nega-
tively affecting the social identification and personal connectedness process, as 
part of the pathway “unification”. Consultants need to be able to communicate 
freely among colleagues, including their unstructured thoughts. In addition, for-
malized feedback mechanisms are too strict, and cause employees to fear provid-
ing feedback openly. 

Impacting both the pathway of unification as well as the freedom and, thereby, 
the individuation of consultants, is the prioritizing of consulting companies’ 
goals. The primary goal of the company is to make and extend business by in-
creasing revenue. These financial considerations dominate the business, and the 
agreements made with the client. Progressing in their careers, those at senior lev-
els focus too much on the sales side of the business, de-prioritizing development 
activities, such as the provision of counselling and coaching. 

Finally, client-related tensions, impacting the working relationship between con-
sultant and client and, thereby, the pathway of unification, are based on missing 
client feedback both during and after completion of a project. The mixture of 
their own and their clients’ values, cultural elements and behavioural patterns 
requires setting their own needs aside temporarily, especially in the case of tense 
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situations. In addition, senior consultants report a clear differentiation between 
the client personnel referred to as “us” and the consultant and referred to us 
“them” by the client. Consultants usually face high expectations and are meas-
ured stringently on their success, requiring a good relationship, as well as per-
sonal strength and self-discipline. 

Figure 3 extends the framework for meaningful work in the context of the pro-
fession of management consulting, by incorporating the related tensions dis-
cussed in this section. The colour indicates whether a mechanism identified for 
the profession is suffering under a tension raised by the interviewees. In the case 
of identity affirmation and personal engagement, a tension was named, even 
without explicitly mentioning the enablement of the mechanism and the type of 
meaning behind - authenticity. 

Mechanisms within all four pathways suffer from tensions within the profession. 
Starting with the pathway of individuation, the mechanism of achieving control 
and autonomy over one’s work is limited by the high workload and level of free-
dom the company provides to its employees. This freedom is potentially re-
stricted by the strict career paths and dominance of company-related goals which 
become more visible with increasing seniority and related increase in sales-
driven tasks. On the other hand, the pathway of individuation is enabled by a 
mechanism involving the consultants’ competence and capabilities through the 
quick advancement in knowledge and experience, as well as frequent accom-
plishments. 

Moving forward to the comprehension of one’s work in a bigger sense, and the 
mechanisms within the pathway of contribution, the concept “client achieve-
ment” and the perceived impact at the client was described as being in tension. 
Consultants raised the issue of missing meaning as client achievements would 
not always be the priority as well as being, at times, difficult to determine due to 
their being intangible and only of short duration. This does not bring about a 
feeling of their work having any relevance for society as a whole, as might be the 
case within other professions and industries in which employees work on a ded-
icated product or service for a long period of time, and are able to acknowledge 
or even measure its impact on the broader society, enabling the consultant, in the 
end, to feel they are serving a greater good (Steger & Dik, 2013). 

The pathway of unification shows the strong influence of various related ten-
sions. While the good fit of people within the profession, their way or working 
together including with client personnel, is seen as a beneficial aspect of the 
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profession, the perception of common values and belongingness through social 
identification and interpersonal connectedness is, at the same time, endangered 
in various ways. Every project, to a large extent, demands from the consultant 
the reconstruction of their personal ecosystem, as project leads and clients are 
constantly changing, both of which have a strong impact on the environment and 
related expectations, dependent as they are on personal characteristics and back-
ground. On larger engagements, client values receive more attention and the 
consultant is asked to not only understand his fit within the consulting firm but 
also, to some extent, within the context of the client environment in order to en-
able meaning. 

Finally, the pathway of self-connection is dominated by the consultant’s aim to 
develop his own profile and related experiences, referring to the mechanism of 
directedness and intentionality. On the other hand, raised as a tension only, con-
sultants miss authenticity in their profession, hindering them from affirming 
their identity during their daily work and the experience of an authentic self 
when engaging in that work. Relevant not only for the pathway of self-connec-
tion, authenticity is also, in a broader sense, the main determiner for the percep-
tion of meaningfulness at work (Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009, pp. 507–508). This 
means that meaningfulness cannot exist if the truth cannot be properly articu-
lated on a daily basis. Also, frequent pretending makes work meaningless, as 
described by those consultants who have had to pretend to clients their posses-
sion of skills. Dignified work also requires a proper work-life balance and the 
possibility for sense-making outside of the work environment, especially if peo-
ple spend time on activities they do not value or see any sense in, such as the 
performing of purely operational tasks for the client, as reported by some con-
sultants. 
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Figure 3: Pathways to meaningful work for the profession of management consulting 
and related tensions, as mentioned in the research (Source: own illustration based on 
Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2009), Rosso et al. (2010) and Steger and Dik (2013)) 
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Based on the findings from the theme “purpose”, not directly related to a mech-
anism of meaning, younger consultants seem to be better informed about the 
profession nowadays, either having made first experiences while at university or 
during an internship as part of their studies. The interviewees have actively en-
gaged with the profession before explicitly looking for an employer and know 
what to expect in terms of working and travel-related strains (concept “route to 
consulting”). 

At the same time, people join the profession without explicitly deciding for it. 
The main argument for having even a temporary career in management consult-
ing is that of not having a viable alternative, and the fact that one felt it was not 
necessary to limit oneself to a specific industry (concept “no decision”). 

The profession is described overall as a positively challenging environment, 
where one can quickly develop and expand one’s competencies and capabilities 
in many different ways, including those of personal development, functional 
skills, and experience. Frequent accomplishments, a relatively high level of free-
dom around how to achieve one’s goals, and the absence of a need to focus one-
self on a specific industry or functional area, boost personal self-efficacy and self-
esteem and help the profession to convince young professionals to join it. Along 
with the possibility to achieve results as part of a larger team, being able to con-
tribute to the clients’ success is seen as a major aspect of motivation. The strong 
affinity of like-minded people within the profession, sharing similar values, 
helps to create a sense of belongingness and interpersonal connectedness. Work-
ing together in teams of people sharing a similar mind-set, including client per-
sonnel, is seen as highly motivating and helps to maintain high standards. Fi-
nally, the profession allows consultants to quickly advance in their career and 
build up a profile of skills and competencies which would be difficult to achieve 
in other professions. 

As not all mechanisms of meaningful work as defined within the framework 
need to be fulfilled in order to perceive one’s work as meaningful (Rosso et al., 
2010, pp. 115–116), the profession, in consequence, provides the possibility for 
the individual consultant to perceive meaningfulness in his work as manage-
ment consultant. 

It is necessary, though, that mechanisms of all four pathways are covered to some 
extent, not necessarily in parallel, but required overall in order to be able to com-
prehend and gain a sense of purpose in one’s work, and that one is ultimately 
serving a greater purpose. This requires looking at the described tensions within 
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the profession once more, which counteract some of the described mechanisms 
and thus endanger the balance between the pathways and the overall perception 
of meaningfulness in work. 

The aforementioned freedom in the work of a consultant is often limited by or-
ganizational goals and demands of the client, forcing the consultants to follow a 
clear but narrowly defined path. High workload and having no time for things 
besides project duties hinder the individual in pursuing other topics next to what 
is being dealt with as part of the project. The consultant’s perception of having 
contributed to the client success is often limited by the lack of client feedback and 
the intangibility of outcomes and results, making it difficult to recognise the sig-
nificance or greater purpose of one’s work, beyond the development of one’s ca-
reer. As part of the consultants’ unification with others, belongingness is endan-
gered due to the quickly changing project environments and the diverse set of 
expectations raised by the leadership and client. Expectations with regard to 
coaching and setting an example are not met due to the limited time available for 
activities that do not fulfil the direct purpose of doing business with the client. 
While developing one’s own profile and gaining a broad range of experience is 
not seen as being at risk, acting in an authentic way is seen as not always possible. 
Having to pretend one possesses certain skills, together with needing to adapt to 
clients’ needs, negatively impacts consultants’ levels of engagement and their 
sense of their individual identity being affirmed. 

The following section discusses possible ways to ease the described tensions and 
further enable the perception of meaningfulness in work. A number of recom-
mendations which can be considered by the consulting firm are made, but indi-
vidual consultants themselves must also realise they can positively impact their 
perception and experiencing of meaningful work. 

Due to the nature of the profession of management consulting, some of the issues 
experienced by the consultants are difficult to overcome without dramatically 
changing the profession’s orientation. 

Being a buyers’ market (Armbrüster, 2006, p. 97), the consulting profession is 
driven by the clients’ demands and expectations. Accordingly, expectations to-
wards individual consultants are higher than those towards internal employees, 
as they are being paid to reach a specific result. This might also include tasks the 
consultant is not keen on executing, such as supporting day-to-day tasks on be-
half of client personnel. Services and related project goals might not have the 
same tangibility as a graspable product which needs to be developed. 
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Accordingly, it might be tough in some situations to comprehend the change 
brought about at a client’s, especially if no proper feedback is being provided by 
the same. 

Due to the nature of projects, situations of high workload and difficulties in 
maintaining a proper work-life balance, are also difficult to fully compensate. 
Future working models emphasizing remote work might ease these situations 
but are not the focus of this study. 

Due to the multitude of skills and functional expertise, and dependent upon the 
size of the consulting firm, it might not always be the case that the consultant 
with the perfectly matching profile will be assigned to a specific role and project. 
Thus, as attested by the consultants interviewed, one often has to cope with a 
knowledge gap, especially if new to the profession. 

Beyond the profession’s general principles, several ways are suggested for fur-
ther enabling the perception of meaningfulness across the four pathways as de-
fined in Figure 1-3 and so extending the profession’s adoption of meaningful 
work. 

The individual: project leads as supporters of meaningful work and the con-
sultant’s personal reflection on work 

Based on the principles for the achievement of meaningful work as discussed in 
paragraph 4.3 and the results described in paragraph 5.1, the following section 
outlines the practical implications of this study’s results, starting with the indi-
vidual consultant at the centre of attention. Two approaches are discussed, in-
volving the consultant in the role of project lead as well as every individual con-
sultant working in the profession. 

Throughout the discussed concepts in the light of meaningful work, the role of 
the project lead and team lead are seen as major roles by junior and senior con-
sultants. Being the responsible person on site and working with the majority of 
consultants on a daily basis, the role of the project lead carries huge responsibil-
ity, not only as a key driver of project outcomes, but also in terms of acting as an 
important coach, mentor, and source of personal advice for members of the 
larger team. 

As proposed by Steger and Dik (2013), organizations need to make clear how 
employee activities and organizational purpose connects to a greater social good. 
Calling for guidance and continuous motivation, the project lead has an 
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important role in helping the individual to shape their perception of meaning-
fulness in work from a long-term perspective. While changes introduced at a cli-
ent’s might not be visible for every team member, the project lead should be the 
one to convey the message of what impact the team’s actions and achievements 
have had. Ideally, this is done in conjunction with the client, to strengthen the 
message, translating the sometimes-abstract consulting services provided to the 
client into a tangible outcome and enabling the consultants’ perception of work 
to have significance and a positive impact on others and, in the end, to fulfil a 
greater purpose. 

In order to enable this extended view of the project lead, the consulting firm’s 
leadership needs to establish an environment in which this role is executed by 
every individual in a comparable manner. The consultants who are asked to take 
the role of leading a project and team should be properly trained, having also 
coaching and mentoring skills and the ability to motivate a team. This includes 
acting as a go-to person for team members to take their career-related concerns, 
or needing to know how best to utilize their personal strengths both within and 
outside the project. 

As introduced in paragraph 4.3, the concept of transformational leadership (Si-
vanathan et al., 2004, pp. 247–248) fits well into how the project lead should act 
towards his team. As part of his leadership responsibilities, the transformational 
lead is supposed to be an ideal influence on the group, behaving correctly from 
an ethical standpoint, which includes the taking of decisions which go beyond 
purely economic concerns and only of benefit to the organization, such as provid-
ing compensation in the form of free-time in return for putting in hard work and 
late hours. As a source of inspirational motivation, the lead should be able to 
convey the purpose behind the client’s project and related roles, making compar-
isons with former engagements and experiences and thereby supporting the em-
ployees’ self-efficacy. Furthermore, the lead should actively engage all members 
of the group, making sure that all opinions are heard, and all members feel con-
fident to bring in their creative ideas, also referred to as intellectual stimulation. 
Recent research has come to the conclusion that a combination of both perfor-
mance and mastery goals can help to improve the employee’s motivation and 
also have a positive effect on the employee-supervisor relation (Zhang, 2017). 
Employees encouraged to an upward voice and pursuing the right balance of 
goals, are said to have a healthier and more balanced relationship to their super-
visor. 
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Ideally, the lead can support the striving for consensus within the group, includ-
ing the client, and support the individual consultant in complex and ambiguous 
environments (Patriotta & Spedale, 2009). Dedicated workshops, to take place 
not at the client’s but at a neutral location, might help the group to gain a sense 
of connectedness and purpose. Finally, the lead has the important mission of 
providing individualized support and consideration, taking care of each individ-
ual’s needs and their comprehension of work and related roles, which might vary 
strongly across the team. In larger organizations especially, the responsibilities 
of a transformational leader are closer to those of the project lead, as being the 
only one with frequent, often daily contact with the involved employees. The 
overall consulting leadership does not usually have this frequency of contact 
with individual employees and is thus limited in their ability to transform them.  

Along with the proper selection and education of personnel, the leads need to be 
continuously guided, motivated and, to some extent, controlled, if they are actu-
ally to fulfil this extended role. One tool which the consulting leadership should 
consider is to use the coaching, mentoring, and motivation of employees as a 
measurable goal of the target agreement, used to derive a success-related part of 
the salary. Accordingly, enough time during working hours should be put aside 
for these activities, underlying their importance, and should not be neglected due 
to the pressure of maintaining daily routines. 

Strengthening the role of the project lead and its actual execution in daily work 
as detailed above, can positively impact all of the four pathways of meaningful 
work and ease related tensions as outlined in Figure 3. Supporting the individual 
within the team in dealing with conflicting norms and values can help to increase 
authenticity, counteracting ambiguity and by affirming one’s identity (Alevsson, 
2012) which is said to be under continuous redefinition (Weick, 1995). Next to 
the pathway of self-connection, the pathway of individuation and its related 
mechanisms can be supported by the project lead by making sure the consultants 
are assigned to a role which fits their personal capabilities (Fairlie, 2011), as well 
as leaving enough room for personal autonomy in work (Grugulis, 2007; Sayer, 
2007) and thus providing the individual with a feeling of being valued. The path-
way of contribution is supported if the project lead makes the team members 
aware of their individual impact and contribution to a greater purpose. Knowing 
one’s fit within the organization and the related impact of one’s tasks helps to 
transcend the self and to understand one’s work as a calling (Steger & Dik, 2013). 
Unification, in the sense of the feeling of belongingness, is strengthened when a 
working consensus among the group is ensured (Patriotta & Spedale, 2009), 
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making the individuals feel part of a common value system and helping them to 
unite on an interpersonal level. 

As part of the second approach, which ultimately affects all consultants inde-
pendent of their role, individuals should consider reflecting frequently on their 
role, asking themselves what their personal purpose as a consultant is and 
whether this perception has changed over time. 

Being the main influencer of the perception of meaningfulness at work, consult-
ants should be clear about their goals and motives, and what really makes them 
enjoy their work within the profession, in order to actively engage in the mean-
ing-making process (Wrzesniewski et al., 2003). The presented framework for 
meaningful work provides an orientation for the self, being clear about the per-
sonal pathway and areas one might need to think about as regards one’s own 
involvement. Every individual undergoes a continuous meaning-making pro-
cess, consciously or unconsciously, validating their job, role and meaning related 
to the self. Even if the procedures behind the creation and perception of meaning 
are said to take place as an automatic process within the self, it can be helpful to 
take dedicated time in one’s career to think about oneself and one’s motives. This 
is explicitly important, as the initial reason and motivation for joining the profes-
sion of management consulting are fairly limited, as this study has shown, being 
the development of the consultant's profile as quickly as possible, the lack of any 
alternative profession, or the wish to avoid making a premature decision for a 
distinct area of expertise. 

As observed in this study, for some senior consultants the client and client-re-
lated achievements move centre-stage over the course of one’s career, serving as 
an important source and mechanism of meaning. Other potential sources could 
be the support of others within the previously mentioned communities, and the 
sharing of one’s expertise within the firm. 

Lastly, meaningfulness in work results from an increased sense of one’s profes-
sion as a calling (Steger & Dik, 2013). Every individual should, once in a while, 
take a firm decision for or against the profession, so avoiding being in a waiting 
hall for a potential future career to emerge and suffering under circumstances 
which do not allow the perception of meaningfulness. The fit of the coherent self 
with the role taken within the organization can act as a key indicator, whether to 
stay or leave the profession. In the event that one cannot bring one’s own values 
in line with the role taken within the profession, one should, as a first step, 
acknowledge this and actively discuss alternative options with the leadership. 
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The individual should in addition acknowledge what has been summarized as 
important for and expected by others in this study. This includes showing gen-
eral attitudes such as reliability and respect to each other, serving the client with 
excellence, and thinking about best possible solutions and how to reach these. In 
addition, supporting others in a group, being committed to each other by sharing 
a common level of workload, not hesitating to provide feedback to others, always 
keeping communication open in both directions, sharing issues and acknowledg-
ing the advice given by others independent of one’s position within the hierar-
chy, should be all part of one’s attitudes. 

The elements of personal reflection and active engagement in the meaning-mak-
ing process can both positively impact the pathways and connected mechanisms 
related to the self, self-connection, and individuation. Being conscious of one’s 
intentions and purpose, as well as one’s capabilities and strengths, are required 
for the perception of meaning (Steger & Dik, 2013). 

The consulting company: Serving clients and employees 

Working in an environment with a diverse and sometimes contrary set of expec-
tations makes it important for the individual to feel in control of the situation, 
enabled to act autonomously and take decisions regardless of their level. 

The consulting firm can support this endeavour by providing possibilities for the 
individual consultant to utilize their own skills, ideally achieving a strong work-
role fit, matching the individual’s ambitions and personal strengths (Fairlie, 
2011). One way of achieving this can be through advanced career models which 
look beyond a single career path, taking into account the individual’s particular 
set of capabilities, and helping them differentiate between a career path with re-
sponsibilities in leading others and a path focusing solely on the management of 
functional topics. 

The recognition of the individual’s capabilities and specific skills, used to achieve 
agreed goals, helps consultants to experience a sense of meaningfulness in their 
work. Ideally, this goes along with supporting them to act authentically, avoid-
ing any false promises made towards the client or restricting the freedom of the 
project and team with unrealistic budget targets. Allowing the participation of 
employees through giving them a substantial share of organizational decision-
making, further supports the employees’ identification with their organization 
and enables the perception of purposefulness (Holbeche & Springett, 2004). 
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Should it not be possible to meet the needs of the consultant due to the require-
ments of the business, such as having to get agreement from the client or having 
to react to short-term resource conflicts, it is important to involve the consultant 
in decision-making, communicating openly, explaining the rationale of the, at 
times, far less than perfect reality. Individuals expect to have an understanding 
of the rationale behind decisions made which affect them, giving them potential 
insight as to consequences and thus enabling them to see how those decisions 
relate to their own actions (Steger & Dik, 2013). 

The consulting leadership, similar to the project lead but in a more limited sense 
due to the fewer points of contact with staff, could also act as a transformational 
leader (Sivanathan et al., 2004), especially towards the group of project and team 
leads. As with the project leads, this would include influencing, motivating, stim-
ulating and responding to the needs of individuals. The consulting company 
should also ensure the proper training of employees, especially those with re-
sponsibility over other people (Fairlie, 2011; Holbeche, 2004), by, for example, 
enhancing the capacities of individuals to deal with emotionally demanding sit-
uations and by limiting sources of role ambiguity at lower levels (Clausen & 
Borg, 2011). 

Lastly, the consulting firms’ leadership can further support the individual’s per-
ception of meaningfulness in work by providing enough freedom, especially in 
the form of providing time for the individuals’ development outside of client 
projects, such as in dedicated working groups or freely organized communities 
within the firm. What is important is that these provisions are actively supported 
through their inclusion as part of the individuals working hours, for example, as 
otherwise additional stress and the missing feeling of valuing these activities 
could counteract the benefits. 

This support of the individual consultant by their employing organization can 
support all four pathways of meaning. As for the pathways of Individuation and 
Self-connection, which are originated in the self, the employing consulting com-
pany can positively impact the related mechanisms by providing a proper work-
ing environment. This includes actions as described above, such as ensuring a 
proper work-role fit as well as open communication to support self-efficacy and 
authenticity. As for the pathways of Contribution and Unification, which are 
rooted in the others, the company can take a more active role in enabling mean-
ingfulness in work, including the proper education of key personnel such as the 
project leader, or the support of working groups and communities beyond 
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project environments. These measures can have a positive impact on the mecha-
nisms of purpose and belongingness. 

5.3 Strengths and limitations: What future research should 
address 

Based on the current understanding of the profession of management consulting 
(see Chapter 1), and the use of responsive interviewing (see Chapter 2), this re-
search has shown the consultants’ attitude towards their profession and the pur-
pose they relate to it, motivational aspects, expectations of self and other stake-
holders, as well as tensions faced during their career (see Chapter 3). 

The research question - to what extent do humanistic principles need to be con-
sidered and formalized in order to support the individual to be successful in their 
pursuit of meaningful work, has been discussed utilizing a framework for mean-
ingfulness in work (see Chapter 4). 

The relation of the research results to the profession of management consulting 
within the framework of meaningful work, has revealed a coherent image of 
what is required to bring about the perception of meaningful work within the 
profession of management consulting. Concrete recommendations as to how 
members of the profession can help to bring about and support the perception of 
meaningfulness in work within the profession of management consulting have 
been defined (this Chapter 5). 

The consultants interviewed for the empirical part of this research have de-
scribed the profession of management consulting as taking place within a chal-
lenging environment, in which its members are confronted with high workloads, 
limited personal time, requests to satisfy the sometimes divergent needs of col-
leagues, the employing consulting firm and the client, as well as experiencing a 
lack of meaning in their work, which becomes noticeable only after working in 
the profession for some time. 

Meaningful work has been discussed as an important part of what is considered 
to be a meaningful life and one’s experience of overall well-being, which has 
gained further importance over the last decades as work, in general, has become 
more abstract and the impact of one’s actions are perceived as intangible and 
often unrelated to any meaning or purpose. 
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Based on a comprehensive framework for meaningful work, the research results 
derived from the responsive interviews have been structured along four path-
ways to perceive meaningfulness in work. The results have shown that individ-
ual meaning-making is possible within the profession of management consulting 
as all pathways have shown related concepts as identified during interview anal-
ysis. On the other hand, some of the pathways have shown themselves to be ra-
ther limited in their manifestation, lacking the perception of authentic work and 
the experience of work having any greater purpose or significance. In addition, 
the majority of the mechanisms for meaningfulness in work are threatened by 
the many tensions experienced within the profession. 

In consequence, individuals should be made aware of the different mechanisms 
that can support the perception of meaningfulness in work, avoiding adhering 
to initial or temporary states for too long, such as finding oneself in a continuous 
battle with oneself about the suitability of the profession. Individuals should be 
encouraged to regularly reflect on their profession and their role within it, mak-
ing themselves sensible of their own motives, checking if these are still valid and 
if they contribute to their sense of a coherent self. Some mechanisms of meaning-
ful work are difficult to enable and maintain within the profession of consulting, 
which calls for the close coaching of the employed consultants. 

The continuous coaching and mentoring of individuals is required due to the 
high liminality of the profession and the insecurities that can come about due to 
the wide and constantly changing range of project-related environments which 
can easily affect the individual’s perception of work. The results have shown that 
the consulting firm’s leadership plays a subordinate role, while those who lead 
teams and projects are seen as the critical persons in charge, as they have the 
most frequent points of contact with the employees. 

The group of team and project leads, in turn, requires strong support from the 
consulting firm’s leadership and the firm’s overall practice for them to be able to 
fulfil their role, as well as to develop their personal skills and capabilities, includ-
ing the ability to motivate others, while, at the same time, retaining a certain level 
of autonomy. 

As outlined in Chapter 2, this research has focussed on native German-speaking 
management consultants across all ages and levels of experience employed at 
large consulting organizations. Related to the framework of meaningful work 
used in this study, the perception of meaningfulness in work is seen to have more 
variance within a culture as regards meaning-making across cultures (Rosso et 
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al., 2010, p. 105). Accordingly, the results of this research might be applicable to 
a wider audience than initially addressed, including consultants in smaller or-
ganizations and other countries. 

The results of this study also touch upon several aspects which have only been 
discussed as side issues, not being part of the main focus of this research. Aspects 
related to the structure and design of the work place, such as where the work is 
located, working hours and work equipment, can have a further impact on the 
individual’s perception of work. Further starting points for future research need 
to include the perspective of other stakeholders, such as the client and family 
members, further analysing their impact on the individual’s perception of mean-
ingful work. 

The client was seen as a particularly fundamental part of the profession, and as 
having an influence on the perception of meaningful work. Future research 
should pay attention to the voice of the client in order to better understand how 
the client perceives the consultant-client relationship and what possible 
measures, as initially identified within this research, could help the individual, 
both on the consulting and on the client side, to experience a sense of meaning 
in their work. 

Lastly, regarding the employing consulting company as a dominant influence 
upon firm-level ethics, values, and behavioural norms, it should be further in-
vestigated how the consulting organizations can be supported in their role as 
agents of the profession, with the interests of the organization and its employees 
often diverging (Muzio et al., 2011). While recommendations have been made 
concerning how the employing consulting organization and its members can 
support and engage the individual’s perception of meaningfulness in work, the 
question remains as to how these standards can be established and governed 
across consulting firms.
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Abstract 
The biggest threat to the new forms of labour prevalent in the brave 
new world of consulting is not, I believe, the lack of money but the 
absence of humanity. (O’Mahoney, 2007, p. 300) 

While there have been many attempts to define and formalize the profession of 
management consulting, involving economic objectives, management and lead-
ership theories, as well as role models and behavioural patterns, little attention 
has been given to the individual consultant’s expectations and needs as part of 
the profession. 

This qualitative research explores the consultant’s view of the profession against 
the backdrop of a framework for meaningfulness in work, enabling the individ-
ual’s pursuit of meaningful work as a constituent part of their life. 

Open and responsive interviews are used to explore the individual consultant’s 
purpose, expectations, motivations and tensions experienced in their daily work 
as management consultants, ultimately aiming to identify how humanism can 
contribute to their perception of meaningfulness in work. 

Keywords: management consulting, profession, individual consultant, human-
ism, meaningful work, meaningfulness in work, positive psychology
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Thesis propositions 
1. The individual consultant today finds himself in a working environment 

which has no professional body, predominantly viewed in a managerial 
and economic way, and lacking research on the individual management 
consultant and their related motives. 

2. Inside the profession of management consulting the individuals have many 
opportunities to advance the self, at the same time the members of the pro-
fession are confronted with a high internal competition, and diverse de-
mands by the employing consulting company, the project leads and the cli-
ent. 

3. Consultants often do not explicitly decide for the profession but regard the 
profession as good opportunity to quickly advance one’s knowledge. Initial 
motivation to join consulting decreases with time, together with the re-
ported danger of self-neglect, the individual’s motivation and sense of 
meaning is endangered with increasing time. 

4. Humanistic research regards the perception of meaningfulness in ones 
work as elemental part of a fulfilling life, which in turn is also beneficial 
for the employing organization. 

a. On the individual level it is recommended to strive for a working 
consensus and be aware of one’s place in the environment ideally 
comprehending one’s work impacting something greater than self. 
This in turn results in larger intrinsic motivation and greater work 
and life satisfaction. 

b. On the organizational level the management of meaning is said 
not to be possible, as meaning for one’s work is defined on the in-
dividual level. But the organization can support its development 
with a proper work-role fit, emphasizing how employee activities 
are relevant for greater good, open communication not pretending 
anything. It is important for leaders to have a sense for meaning, 
inspiring others so people see value in their activities, also referred 
to as transformational leadership. Benefits show in less employee 
turnover and greater motivation of employees. 

5. Overall consulting shows possibilities to perceive meaningfulness in 
work, but the pathways and related mechanisms for meaningfulness in 
work show a varying level of coverage in consulting, some are even 
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missing, e.g. serving the greater good. Reported tensions endanger further 
mechanisms: e.g. limited freedom, intangibility of client success and chang-
ing environments and expectations. 

6. The individual consultant should acknowledge that the perception of 
meaningful work is happening on the individual level, being clear on 
what makes oneself happy and how this perception might develop over 
time, not hesitating to take time for personal reflection. Thus, individual re-
flection on work can help to enable meaning, being clear on one’s motivation 
beyond initial goals, e.g. developing a strong client orientation. 

7. The project lead plays an important role, as having most of the facetime with 
employees. The research suggests regarding the project lead as morally ed-
ucated individual acting as agent of professionalization and enabler of 
meaning. Thus, the role of the project and team lead should be regarded as 
complex role within the profession with a large impact not only on project 
and its outcomes, but also on the development of the individual consultants. 

8. Consulting companies should provide more dedicated time to allow 
proper education of the individual, especially in important roles such as 
the project lead, who first leads the team and not only the project itself. Fur-
ther the consulting organization can support meaning with a proper work-
ing environment. 
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Summary 
The biggest threat to the new forms of labour prevalent in the brave 
new world of consulting is not, I believe, the lack of money but the 
absence of humanity. (O’Mahoney, 2007, p. 300) 

This interdisciplinary research provides deep insight into the individual consult-
ant’s attitudes towards the profession of management consulting and investi-
gates what is required to enable meaningfulness in work. 

While there have been many attempts to define and formalize the profession of 
management consulting involving economic objectives, management and lead-
ership theories, as well as role models and behavioural patterns, little attention 
has been paid to the individual consultant’s expectations and needs as part of the 
profession. 

As a professional management consultant at a “Big Four” management consult-
ing firm, personal insights and experiences within the profession are ultimately 
what have triggered this study. Personal observations of individuals cherishing 
the profession for its thought leadership and ability to quickly advance in one’s 
career, but at the same time struggling within the highly complex environment, 
caused the concern that the individual’s view and its development within this 
complex system are not adequately being considered. 

A thorough investigation of extant literature on the profession of management 
consulting have confirmed this observation. Today’s individual consultant finds 
himself in a working environment without a governing body and established 
common working standards. The profession is mostly viewed in a managerial 
and economic way, and lacks research on the individual management consultant 
and their related motives. 

Based on current research, a broad range of roles, related skills, and behaviour is 
expected from the consultants during their career, acting as an expert and cul-
tural therapist towards the client and colleagues, while facing strong competition 
within the consulting firm. The consulting organization is built on a high level of 
self-organization, which, together with regular situations of high workload and 
limited private time, leads to the potential self-neglect of the consultant. The re-
lationship of the consultant and the employing company is initiated by the firms’ 
recruiting procedures, followed by a career which is dominated by a high level 
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of self-selection and self-organization. Impacted by different value systems, the 
consultants’ identity is emergent and rationally constituted, requiring the indi-
vidual to be open to continually learning and reflecting on the self. 

The profession of management consulting provides individuals with many op-
portunities to advance the self, at the same time the members of the profession 
are confronted with a high level of internal competition, different demands by 
the employing consulting company, the project leads and the client. Being con-
fronted with regularly changing environments, they need to secure their own 
values, while at the same time the consultant is asked to open up towards the 
client, building and maintaining a trustful relationship. The consultant-client re-
lationship is highlighted as an important bond in which the consultant is re-
quired to adapt to frequently changing environments while trying to maintain 
the clients’ trust. While the individual consultant seems under pressure, consult-
ing firms suffer from a high employee turnover rate. Research in other areas in-
dicates potential causes: the profession might be affected by more than just hav-
ing to face high workload and stress, turning attention to the experience of mean-
ingful work as a prerequisite for health and well-being. 

This problem sets the focus of this research. It is unclear, which questions related 
to the meaning and meaningfulness of work occur based on the work as man-
agement consultant, and how the individual and their employing consulting 
company can help to answer these important questions. 

The research’s ultimate goal is to determine what is required for the individual’s 
experience of their own work as meaningful and how this can be supported by 
engaging the individual inside the organization. 

Accordingly, the question is asked, what is required for the individual consultant 
to experience their work in management consulting as meaningful and how can 
the profession’s stakeholders support the individual’s path to this experience? 

In the empirical part of the study, individual’s views on the profession are ex-
plored. Open and responsive interviews are used to explore the individual con-
sultant’s purpose, expectations, motivation, and tensions experienced in their 
daily work as a management consultant. The interviews are seen as conversa-
tional partnerships between the interviewee and interviewer, giving the former 
an active role in shaping the course of the interview. Related quality criteria for 
this part of the research, the research’s population and place of the interview, as 
well as potential limitations and pitfalls, are discussed. 
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The interview does not follow a rigid design and is open for the interviewees’ 
concerns only. Prior to the interviews only the main questions are defined and 
provided to the interviewees to allow reflection on the self, upfront to the con-
versation. The interviews are transcribed and analysed in an explorative way us-
ing a coding system which is advanced during the course of the interviews. In a 
first step, the interview results are presented using thick descriptions, describing 
the consultants’ purpose, expectations, motivation, and tensions experienced 
during their work as a consultant. 

The research resulted in the identification of several themes. The first theme deals 
with the individual consultant’s goals and purpose when initially deciding for 
an employment at a consulting company. The theme focusses on long-term goals, 
such as the development of one’s own profile to advance in the career as well as 
how the consultant got to know about the profession and finally decided for the 
job. The consultant’s choice would often more aim at the opportunity to quickly 
advance one’s career and less about the profession itself. This initial motivation 
to join consulting would decrease with time, together with the reported danger 
of self-neglect, the individual’s motivation and sense of meaning are endangered 
as time passes. 

The second theme summarizes the concepts related to the motivation of the in-
dividual consultant during their ongoing career. The interviewees report gaining 
motivation from quick learning, collaboration, and achievements. The primary 
goal of joining consulting, the rapid progression in one’s career and accumula-
tion of experience, would remain the central personal goal. The consultants value 
the good people fit within the profession, sharing similar ambitions and values, 
which, as part of a working project environment, would help to perceive the feel-
ing of connectedness. Motivational concepts related to the consulting company 
(the employer) show a limited response, while motivation in relation to the client 
is seen as applicable. Being able to recognize the positive impact of the provided 
consulting services at the client would have a positive impact on one’s motiva-
tion. 

The third theme focusses on the consultants’ expectations regarding the profes-
sion of consulting, including concepts of social skills, leading and coaching oth-
ers, and overall support of the management. On an individual level, a broad 
range of skills were expected, including social skills, and striving for excellence 
in daily work. The consultant would be expected to be adaptable, not acting on 
their own beliefs if required, in order to fulfil the needs of the client. At the same 
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time, it would be expected that temporary putting back own needs does not re-
sult in a negative impact on the own motivation. 

Higher-ranked consultants are seen to act as role models, which were especially 
relevant for the role of the project manager. The project manager would be in 
charge of maintaining a good atmosphere within the team, while acknowledging 
every individual consultant. At the same time, it is attested that usually not 
enough time would be left to fulfil the role in this way next to the duties towards 
the client. Beyond acting as role model and coach, the project lead is described 
as an important role, with a high level of freedom in the execution of his tasks as 
granted by the superiors and further strengthened due to limited quality con-
trols. This freedom would be utilized differently due to the different personali-
ties of the people involved, resulting in diverse expectations towards the consult-
ants depending on the person in charge. Further, open communication and feed-
back between any consultant would be expected, while feedback received by the 
client would become increasingly important as one progresses in one’s career. 
Expectations related to the consulting company were foremost articulated within 
the concept of a shared consulting culture, predominantly existing on the level 
of projects, while the consulting leadership were only able to define the overall 
conditions. The cultural setting within projects would provide the consultant 
with a feeling of connectedness and belongingness. At the same time, the per-
sonal cultural setting would blur with the cultural setting and related habits, ex-
pectations, etc. found at the frequently changing clients. 

The fourth and final theme deals with tensions the interviewed consultants have 
experienced during their work as consultants, describing tensions related to high 
workload, missing meaning, and high dependency on the client. Tensions related 
to the individual consultant are seen in a constantly high workload, limited per-
sonal time, a strong internal competition and high client demands. In addition, 
missing meaning would derive from the circumstance that the initially valued 
benefit and motivational aspect of making new experiences would decrease over 
time after having seen many clients and industries. 

With regard to working with clients and related achievements, the consultants 
have an ambivalent perception. Some value the work with the client and put it 
at the centre of attention, others would not look to really help the client beyond 
making business. Also, consultants see an issue in not being able to follow 
through a tangible product on a long-term basis as in other professions, both 
leading to the perception of missing meaning. The pre-defined career paths 
would not support a proper work-role fit, while missing knowledge and the need 
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for pretence would put further pressure on the individual. Common values 
would be difficult to achieve as project environments are dominated by the per-
sonality of its leadership, hindering the perception of a common way of working. 
The employing consulting company would reinforce the experienced tensions, 
not leaving enough freedom beyond project-related activities, mostly following 
economic objectives. Working together with clients, consultants would feel a 
strong dependency on their beliefs, at the same time were confronted with high 
expectations and missing a moral dialogue. 

Together with the insights derived from present research, the question arises, 
what is required to provide the consultant with the right guidance and support 
to enable lasting perception of meaningful work. 

Accordingly, this Ph.D. thesis provides an overview of current research into the 
area of meaningfulness in work including how to enable the perception of mean-
ingfulness in work by the individual. The increasing importance of meaningful-
ness in work as an elemental part of one’s life are discussed. Acting as a basis for 
understanding the links in the research results from the responsive interviews, a 
framework describing four pathways for experiencing meaningful work is de-
scribed. The framework deals with different sources of meaningful work includ-
ing self and others, as well as mechanisms, which ultimately enable meaningful-
ness in one’s work. It is described how these different sources and mechanisms 
interact with each other. In addition, an overview of the enablement of meaning-
ful work, both from the perspective of the individual and the organization, is 
given. It is described how the individual can impact and support his intrinsic and 
continuous perception of meaning. With regard to the organization, it is dis-
cussed how organizations can support these sense-making mechanisms such as 
a proper work-role fit (Weick, 1995). Finally, it is discussed how both individual 
and organization can benefit from meaningful work. 

On the individual level, it is recommended to strive for a working consensus, 
adapting activities and contributions within the group, and to be aware of one’s 
place in the environment, ideally comprehending one’s work as being significant 
not only towards the self in reaching individual goals, but also having an impact 
on others, such as the client. This, in turn, results in greater levels of intrinsic 
motivation and of work and life satisfaction. 

On the organizational level, the management of meaning is said not to be possi-
ble, as meaning for one’s work is solely defined on the individual level. Organi-
zations on the other hand can stimulate its development with a proper work-role 
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fit, by emphasizing how employee activities are relevant for a greater good, fos-
tering an environment of open communication, and not requiring the consultant 
to enter situations in which he has to act in a self-conflicting way, e.g. required 
to pretend something towards the client. It is important for leaders to develop a 
sense for meaningfulness in work, inspiring others, so people see value in their 
activities, also referred to as transformational leadership. An increased percep-
tion of meaningful work by the individual is, in turn, not only positively impacts 
the individual, but also shows benefits for the employing company, with a de-
creased employee turnover and greater motivation of employees, having a posi-
tive impact on the work results. 

Consequently, the empirical research results are discussed against the backdrop 
of the framework for meaningfulness in work, describing how individuals can 
pursue meaningful work as a constituent part of their life. The framework de-
scribes four pathways along different sources and mechanisms of meaning 
which lead to the perception of meaningful work, as well as the benefits for the 
individual and the employing organization. 

All four pathways have been addressed during the interviews conducted with 
the management consultants. Accordingly, every concept has been assigned to 
one or more of the pathways, acting as a potential mechanism or source of mean-
ingfulness in work. Relating the results of the interviews conducted on these 
pathways, the research confirms that the perception of meaningful work in con-
sulting, in general, is possible, but at the same time shows a varying level of uti-
lization of the mechanisms for meaning. In addition, the reported tensions en-
danger other areas of the identified mechanisms. Consultants, for example, indi-
cated difficulties in experiencing their work as having significance for others, ul-
timately missing gaining a sense of purpose for their work. In addition, work 
often goes along with not behaving authentically, endangering the perception of 
a coherent self. 

Overall, interviews with people from the profession of management consulting 
confirmed the possibility to perceive meaningful work. Mechanisms missing or 
identified as in tension are investigated and their causes are described, such as 
limited freedom in performing tasks and narrowly-defined career paths limiting 
the individual’s development. In addition, two aspects make it difficult for the 
individual to experience purpose in one’s work as well as hamper the experience 
of belonging through social identification and shared values: (a) the elusiveness 
of how one’s actions lead to client success, which often comes about long after 
the project has been concluded, (b) as well as the frequently changing project 
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environments and related level of expectations set by the different project stake-
holders. 

Finally, the study identifies ways to support the individual in this challenging 
environment, leaving space for individual meaning and the experience of mean-
ingful work. Based on the results, recommendations are made to further enable 
the individual’s experience of meaningful work, both for the employing consult-
ing company as well as the individual consultant. 

The individual consultant should acknowledge that the perception of meaning-
ful work is happening on the individual level, being clear on what brings about 
self-confidence and how this perception might develop over time, not hesitating 
to take time for personal reflection. Individual reflection on work can help to 
enable meaning, being clear on one’s motivation beyond initial goals, e.g. devel-
oping a strong client orientation. 

The project lead plays an important role, having most of the facetime with em-
ployees. The research suggests introducing the project lead as a morally-edu-
cated individual acting as an agent of professionalization, in the sense of sup-
porting the individual’s perception of meaningfulness in work. This includes 
motivating the individual employee by providing insight into his role and im-
pact of one’s work as well as fostering an environment within the team which 
supports interpersonal connectedness and social identification as part of an on-
going dialogue. Thus, the role of the project and team lead should be honoured 
as a complex role within the organization and the wider profession, having a 
large impact, not only on project outcomes, but also on the personal development 
of the consultants. 

Consulting companies should provide more time dedicated to allowing the 
proper education of the individual, especially those in important roles such as 
the project lead, who leads the team and not only the project itself. Further, the 
consulting organization can support meaning by providing a proper working 
environment. 

Finally, an outlook is provided on avenues for future research it is recommended 
to pursue, e.g. setting the client, as the recipient of consulting services and an 
important counterpart of the individual consultant, at the centre of attention. Re-
search should investigate the expectations on the client side and how the identi-
fied mechanisms of meaning could also be supported by the client organization 
and its members, further supporting the individual consultant’s perception of 
meaningful work.
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Samenvatting 
The biggest threat to the new forms of labour prevalent in the brave 
new world of consulting is not, I believe, the lack of money but the 
absence of humanity. (O’Mahoney, 2007, p. 300) 

Dit interdisciplinaire onderzoek verschaft diepgaand inzicht in de houding van 
de individuele consultant tegenover het beroep van managementconsultancy en 
onderzoekt wat nodig is om zinvol werk mogelijk te maken. 

Hoewel er veel pogingen zijn gedaan om het beroep van managementadvies aan 
de hand van economische doelstellingen, management- en leiderschapsthe-
orieën, maar ook rolmodellen en gedragspatronen te definiëren en te formalise-
ren, is er weinig aandacht besteed aan de verwachtingen en behoeften van de 
individuele consultant als onderdeel van het beroep. 

Als professioneel managementconsultant bij een van de Grote 4 managementad-
viesbureaus, hebben persoonlijke inzichten en ervaringen binnen het bedrijf uit-
eindelijk deze studie in gang gezet. Eigen observaties van individuen die het be-
roep koesteren vanwege de leidende positie waar het gaat om nieuwe ideeën en 
ervaringen aan te boren en te gebruiken (thought leadership) en het vermogen om 
snel vooruitgang te boeken in de eigen carrière, maar tegelijkertijd worstelen met 
de zeer complexe omgeving, leidden tot de zorg ervoor dat de mening van het 
individu en zijn ontwikkeling binnen dit complexe systeem mogelijk niet vol-
doende worden overwogen. 

Een grondig onderzoek van de gangbare literatuur en empirisch onderzoek naar 
het beroep van managementconsultancy heeft deze observatie bevestigd. De in-
dividuele consultant bevindt zich tegenwoordig in een werkomgeving zonder 
een sterk sturend orgaan en gevestigde gemeenschappelijke werkstandaarden. 
Het beroep wordt meestal op een management- en economische manier bekeken, 
en mist enig onderzoek naar de individuele managementconsultant en de bijbe-
horende motieven. 

Op basis van huidig onderzoek wordt van de adviseurs tijdens hun loopbaan 
een breed scala aan rollen, gerelateerde vaardigheden en gedrag verwacht, waar-
bij zij optreden als een expert en een culturele therapeut tegenover de klant en 
collega's, terwijl zij tegelijkertijd te maken hebben met een sterke concurrentie 
binnen het adviesbureau. De adviesorganisatie is gebouwd op een hoge mate 
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van zelforganisatie, wat, in combinatie met regelmatige situaties van hoge werk-
druk en beperkte privétijd, leidt tot een potentiële zelfverwaarlozing van de con-
sultant. De relatie tussen de consultant en de werkgever wordt geïnitieerd door 
de wervingsprocedures van de firma’s, gevolgd door een carrière die wordt ge-
domineerd door een hoge mate van zelfselectie, zelforganisatie en potentiële 
zelfverwaarlozing. Beïnvloed door verschillende waardesystemen is de identi-
teit van de adviseur ontluikend (emergent) en rationeel samengesteld, waardoor 
het individu moet openstaan voor voortdurend leren en zelfreflectie. 

Binnen het beroep van managementconsultancy hebben de individuen veel mo-
gelijkheden om zichzelf vooruit te brengen; tegelijkertijd worden de leden van 
het beroep geconfronteerd met een zware interne concurrentie alsmede uiteen-
lopende eisen van het adviesbureau waar ze werken, de projectleiders en de 
klant. Omdat zij geconfronteerd worden met regelmatig veranderende omgevin-
gen, moeten de eigen waarden worden veiliggesteld, terwijl men tegelijkertijd 
wordt gevraagd zich open te stellen voor de klant en een betrouwbare relatie op 
te bouwen en te onderhouden. De consultant-cliënt relatie wordt benadrukt als 
zijnde een belangrijke band waarbij de consultant zich moet aanpassen aan vaak 
veranderende omgevingen, terwijl men probeert het vertrouwen van de klant te 
behouden. Hoewel de individuele consultant onder druk lijkt te staan, hebben 
adviesbureaus last van een hoog personeelsverloop. Onderzoek op andere ge-
bieden wijst uit dat het beroep mogelijk wordt beïnvloed door meer dan alleen 
te maken krijgen met hoge werkdruk en stress, waarbij de aandacht wordt ge-
richt op de ervaring van zinvol werk als een voorwaarde voor gezondheid en 
welzijn. 

In het empirische deel van dit proefschrift worden individuele gezichtspunten 
op het beroep onderzocht. Open en responsieve interviews worden gebruikt om 
het doel, de verwachtingen, de motivatie en de spanningen van de individuele 
consultant die ze ervaren in hun dagelijkse werk als managementconsultant te 
verkennen. De interviews worden gezien als conversaties tussen de geïnter-
viewde en de interviewer, waardoor de eerste een actieve rol krijgt bij het vorm-
geven van de loop van het interview. Verwante kwaliteitscriteria voor dit deel 
van het onderzoek, de populatie en plaats van het onderzoek, evenals mogelijke 
beperkingen en valkuilen, worden besproken. 

Het interviewer volgt geen strak ontwerp, maar heeft alleen enkele hoofdvragen 
geformuleerd en staat open voor de overpeinzingen van de ondervraagden. 
Voorafgaand aan de interviews worden deze vragen verstrekt aan de geïnter-
viewden om na te denken over zichzelf, voorafgaand aan het gesprek. De 
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interviews worden op een verkennende manier getranscribeerd en geanalyseerd 
met behulp van een coderingssysteem dat verder wordt ontwikkeld in de loop 
van de conversaties. In een eerste stap worden de resultaten van de conversatie 
gepresenteerd met behulp van ‘rijke beschrijvingen’, waarin doel, verwachtin-
gen, motivatie en spanningen van consultants worden beschreven tijdens hun 
werk als consultant. 

Het onderzoek resulteert in de identificatie van verschillende thema’s. Het eerste 
thema gaat in op de doelen en de reden van de individuele consultant wanneer 
men in eerste instantie beslist om een baan bij een adviesbureau te zoeken. Het 
thema richt zich op lange termijndoelen, zoals de ontwikkeling van het eigen 
profiel om vooruitgang te boeken in de loopbaan, evenals de manier waarop de 
consultant het beroep heeft leren kennen en uiteindelijk voor de baan heeft ge-
kozen. De keuze van de consultant is vaak meer gericht op de mogelijkheid om 
snel carrière te maken en gaat minder over het beroep zelf. De initiële motivatie 
om het adviesberoep in te gaan neemt met de tijd af; met het gerapporteerde 
gevaar van zelfverwaarlozing worden motivatie en gevoel van betekenisgeving 
van het individu in gevaar gebracht in de loop van de tijd. 

Het tweede thema vat de concepten samen die betrekking hebben op de motiva-
tie van de individuele consultant tijdens hun doorlopende carrière. De geïnter-
viewden in dit onderzoek beschrijven het verkrijgen van motivatie door snel le-
ren, samenwerking en prestaties. De consultants beschrijven dat het primaire 
doel om het advies vak in te gaan, de snelle progressie in de carrière en het op-
bouwen van ervaring, ook het centrale persoonlijke doel blijft. Consultants waar-
deren dat goede mensen passen in het beroep, die dezelfde ambities en waarden 
delen, die, als onderdeel van een werkprojectomgeving, bijdragen aan het waar-
nemen van het gevoel van verbondenheid. Motiverende concepten met betrek-
king tot het adviesbureau, de werkgever, vertoonden een beperkte respons, ter-
wijl motivatie met betrekking tot de klant als van toepassing werd beschouwd. 
Het herkennen van de positieve impact van geleverde adviesdiensten bij de klant 
zou een positief effect hebben op de motivatie. 

Het derde thema gaat in op de verwachtingen van de consultants ten aanzien 
van het adviesvak, inclusief concepten van sociale vaardigheden, leidinggeven 
aan en coachen van anderen, en algemene ondersteuning van het management. 
Op individueel niveau wordt een breed scala aan vaardigheden verwacht, waar-
onder sociale vaardigheden, en streven naar uitmuntendheid in het dagelijkse 
werk. Van de adviseur wordt verwacht dat hij allround is, terughoudend is met 
eigen geloofsovertuigingen indien dat nodig is om geen ontevreden intense 
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situaties met de cliënt te krijgen en de grotere betekenis van een situatie te be-
grijpen. Senior-adviseurs en partners treden op als rolmodel, vooral in de rol van 
projectmanager. De projectmanager wordt ook verantwoordelijk geacht voor het 
handhaven van een goede sfeer binnen het team, terwijl elke individuele consul-
tant wordt erkend. Tegelijkertijd wordt bevestigd dat er meestal niet genoeg tijd 
over is om de rol op deze manier te vervullen naast de taken tegenover de klant. 
Naast het optreden als rolmodel en coach, wordt de projectleiding beschreven 
als een belangrijke rol, met een hoge mate van vrijheid bij de uitvoering van zijn 
taken zoals toegekend door het management en verder versterkt vanwege be-
perkte kwaliteitscontroles. Deze vrijheid zou anders worden benut vanwege de 
verschillende persoonskernmerken van de betrokken personen, resulterend in 
uiteenlopende verwachtingen ten aanzien van de consultants, afhankelijk van de 
verantwoordelijke persoon. Tegelijkertijd wordt bevestigd dat er meestal niet ge-
noeg tijd over is om de rol op deze manier te vervullen. Verder wordt er een open 
communicatie en feedback tussen elke consultant verwacht, terwijl feedback ont-
vangen van de klant steeds belangrijker wordt tijdens de loopbaan. Verwachtin-
gen met betrekking tot het adviesbureau werden vooral gedefinieerd binnen het 
concept van een gemeenschappelijke adviescultuur, vooral bestaand op het ni-
veau van projecten, terwijl het grotere adviesleiderschap alleen de algemene ka-
dervoorwaarden zou kunnen bepalen. De culturele setting binnen projecten 
biedt de consultant een gevoel van verbondenheid en verbondenheid. Als gevolg 
hiervan vervaagt de eigen culturele omgeving en versmelt met de culturele om-
geving en gerelateerde gewoonten, verwachtingen enz. die te vinden zijn bij de 
vaak veranderende klanten. 

Het laatste thema gaat over actuele en potentiële spanningen die de geïnter-
viewde consultants hebben ervaren tijdens hun werk als consultant, met span-
ningen die te maken hebben met hoge werkdruk, ontbrekende betekenis en grote 
afhankelijkheid van de klant. Spanningen met betrekking tot de individuele con-
sultant werden gezien in een constant hoge werkdruk, beperkte persoonlijke tijd, 
een sterke interne concurrentie en hoge eisen van klanten, wat resulteert in een 
hoge druk op het projectteam. Bovendien zou het ontbreken van betekenis voort-
vloeien uit de omstandigheid dat het in eerste instantie gewaardeerde voordeel 
en motiverende aspect van het maken van nieuwe ervaringen na verloop van tijd 
zou afnemen na veel klanten en industrieën te hebben gezien.  

Met betrekking tot het werken met klanten en gerelateerde prestaties hebben de 
consultants een ambivalente perceptie. Sommigen waarderen het werk met de 
klant en zetten het in het middelpunt van de belangstelling, terwijl anderen de 
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klant slechts helpen met zakendoen. Ook zien adviseurs een probleem omdat ze 
een goed hanteerbaar product niet op lange termijn kunnen volgen, zoals in an-
dere beroepen, wat beide leidt tot de perceptie van het ontbreken van betekenis. 
Afgebakende loopbaanpaden ondersteunen verder niet een goede fit met de 
werkrollen, terwijl het missen van kennis en de noodzaak te doen alsof meer 
druk op het individu uitoefent. Gemeenschappelijke waarden zouden moeilijk 
te bereiken zijn, omdat projectomgevingen worden gedomineerd door de per-
soonlijkheid van de leider, waardoor de perceptie van een gemeenschappelijke 
manier van werken wordt belemmerd. Het adviesbureau als werkgever ver-
sterkt de ervaren spanningen en laat niet genoeg vrijheid voor project gerela-
teerde activiteiten, meestal economische doelstellingen nastrevend. In samen-
werking met klanten voelden adviseurs een sterke afhankelijkheid van hun over-
tuigingen, terwijl ze tegelijkertijd geconfronteerd werden met hoge verwachtin-
gen en een morele dialoog misten. 

Samen met de inzichten ontleend aan het literatuuronderzoek, rijst de vraag wat 
nodig is om de consultant de juiste begeleiding en ondersteuning te bieden om 
de perceptie van zinvol werk mogelijk te maken. 

Daarom wordt in dit proefschrift een overzicht gegeven van actueel onderzoek 
op het gebied van zinvolheid in werk en hoe betekenisvolheid in werk door het 
gegeven individuele gegeven kan worden. Het toenemende belang van zinvol-
heid in het werk als elementair deel van iemands leven, en de opkomst ervan in 
het humanisme worden besproken. Als een basis om de verbanden in de onder-
zoeksresultaten uit de responsieve interviews te begrijpen wordt een raamwerk 
beschreven dat vier wegen beschrijft om zinvol werk te ervaren. Het raamwerk 
behandelt verschillende bronnen voor zinvol werk, met inbegrip van zichzelf en 
anderen, evenals mechanismen, die uiteindelijk betekenis in iemands werk mo-
gelijk maken. Er wordt beschreven hoe deze verschillende bronnen en mechanis-
men zich met elkaar verhouden. Daarnaast wordt een overzicht gegeven van het 
mogelijk maken van zinvol werk zowel vanuit het perspectief van het individu 
als vanuit de organisatie. Er wordt beschreven hoe het individu zijn intrinsieke 
en continue waarneming van betekenis kan beïnvloeden en ondersteunen. Met 
betrekking tot de organisatie wordt besproken hoe deze mechanismen de bete-
kenisgeving die anderen aan een situatie geven (sensemaking) kunnen ondersteu-
nen, zoals door een goede afstemming van werk en rol buiten het werk (Weick, 
1995). Ten slotte wordt besproken hoe zowel individu als organisatie kunnen 
profiteren van zinvol werk. 
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Op individueel niveau wordt aanbevolen om te streven naar een werkende con-
sensus, aanpassing van activiteiten en bijdragen binnen de groep, en zich bewust 
te zijn van iemands plaats in de omgeving, idealiter het begrijpen van iemands 
werk dat invloed heeft op iets dat groter is dan het zelf. Dit resulteert op zijn 
beurt in een grotere intrinsieke motivatie en een grotere tevredenheid over werk 
en leven. 

Op organisatieniveau wordt gezegd dat het management van betekenis niet mo-
gelijk is, omdat betekenis voor iemands werk uitsluitend op individueel niveau 
wordt gedefinieerd. Organisaties aan de andere kant kunnen de ontwikkeling 
ervan stimuleren met een goede werk-positie fit, door te benadrukken hoe werk-
nemersactiviteiten relevant zijn voor een groter goed, een omgeving van open 
communicatie bevorderen, en de consultant niet verplichten om situaties te be-
treden waarin hij moet handelen op een zichzelf conflicterende manier, bijvoor-
beeld nodig om te doen alsof er iets met de klant gebeurt. Het is belangrijk voor 
leiders zinvol in het werk te zijn, anderen te inspireren, zodat mensen waarde 
zien in hun activiteiten, ook wel transformationeel leiderschap genoemd. Een 
toenemende perceptie van zinvol werk door het individu heeft op zijn beurt niet 
alleen een positief effect op het individu zelf, maar heeft ook voordelen voor het 
bedrijf, met een lager personeelsverloop en grotere motivatie van werknemers 
die een positief effect hebben op de werkresultaten. 

Derhalve worden de empirische onderzoeksresultaten besproken tegen de ach-
tergrond van het kader voor zinvolheid in werk, en beschrijven ze hoe indivi-
duen zinvol werk als deel van hun leven kunnen nastreven en wat het nodig 
heeft om het mogelijk te maken. Het raamwerk beschrijft vier trajecten langs ver-
schillende bronnen en betekenismechanismen die leiden tot de perceptie van zin-
vol werk, evenals de voordelen voor het individu en de adviesorganisatie. 

Alle vier de trajecten zijn aan bod gekomen tijdens de interviews met de leden 
van het beroep. Dus kon elk concept toegewezen worden aan een van de paden, 
die als mogelijk mechanisme of bron van betekenis in het werk fungeert. Met 
betrekking tot de resultaten van de interviews die naar deze trajecten zijn uitge-
voerd, bevestigt het onderzoek dat de perceptie van zinvol werk in het adviesvak 
in het algemeen mogelijk is, maar tegelijkertijd laat het een variërende mate van 
dekking van mechanismen van betekenis zien, alsmede welke spanningen de ge-
identificeerde mechanismen in gevaar brengen. Consultants gaven bijvoorbeeld 
aan dat het moeilijk is om hun werk te ervaren als een bijdrage aan iets dat groter 
is dan zichzelf, hetgeen er uiteindelijk op wijst dat zij een doel om te bereiken in 
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hun werk missen. Bovendien gaat werk vaak gepaard met niet-authentiek ge-
drag, waardoor de perceptie van een coherent zelf in gevaar wordt gebracht. 

Over het geheel genomen hebben interviews met consultants de mogelijkheid 
bevestigd om zinvol werk waar te nemen. Ontbrekende of gespannen mechanis-
men worden onderzocht en de oorzaken ervan worden beschreven, waaronder 
beperkte vrijheid en nauw omschreven carrièrepaden, de ongrijpbaarheid van 
klantensucces en het ontbreken van een doel, evenals de vaak veranderende pro-
jectomgevingen en het daaraan gerelateerde niveau van verwachtingen. 

In het algemeen bevestigden interviews met mensen uit het beroep de mogelijk-
heid om betekenisvol werk waar te nemen. Ontbrekende of gespannen mecha-
nismen worden onderzocht en hun oorzaken worden beschreven, zoals beperkte 
vrijheid bij het uitvoeren van taken en nauw omschreven loopbaantrajecten die 
de ontwikkeling van het individu beperken. Bovendien maken een tweetal as-
pecten het moeilijk voor het individu om een gevoel van betekenis van het werk 
te krijgen en belemmeren de ervaring van erbij horen door sociale identificatie 
en gedeelde waarden: (a) de ongrijpbaarheid van hoe eigen acties leiden tot 
klantsucces (dat vaak van pas komt nadat het project is afgerond), (b) evenals de 
vaak veranderende projectomgevingen en het gerelateerde niveau van verwach-
tingen die door de stakeholders van het project worden gesteld.  

Tot slot, identificeert de studie manieren om het individu te ondersteunen in 
deze uitdagende omgeving, ruimte openlatend voor individuele betekenis en de 
ervaring van zinvol werk. Op basis van de resultaten worden aanbevelingen ge-
daan om de ervaring van het individu met zinvol werk verder te verbeteren, zo-
wel voor het adviesbureau als voor de individuele consultant. 

De individuele consultant moet erkennen dat de perceptie van zinvol werk op 
individueel niveau plaatsvindt, terwijl men duidelijk is over wat tot zelfvertrou-
wen leidt en hoe deze perceptie zich in de loop van de tijd kan ontwikkelen, ter-
wijl men niet aarzelt om tijd te nemen voor persoonlijke reflectie. Individuele 
reflectie op werk kan dus helpen betekenis mogelijk te maken, terwijl men dui-
delijk is over iemands motivatie voorbij initiële doelen, bijvoorbeeld een sterke 
klantgerichtheid ontwikkelen. 

De projectleiding speelt een belangrijke rol, omdat het grootste deel van de tijd 
met medewerkers wordt doorgebracht. Het onderzoek raadt aan om de project-
leiding als een moreel geschoold individu te introduceren, als een professional 
in professionalisering in de zin van het ondersteunen van de individuele percep-
tie van zinvolheid in werk. Dit omvat het motiveren van de individuele 
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medewerker door inzicht te geven in zijn rol en impact van zijn werk en door 
een omgeving binnen het team te bevorderen die interpersoonlijke verbonden-
heid en sociale identificatie ondersteunt als onderdeel van een voortdurende di-
aloog. De rol van het project en de teamleider moet daarom worden beschouwd 
als een complexe rol binnen de organisatie en het bredere beroep met een grote 
impact, niet alleen op projectresultaten, maar ook op de ontwikkeling van con-
sultants. 

Adviesbureaus zouden meer tijd moeten besteden aan gedegen onderwijs voor 
het individu, vooral in belangrijke rollen zoals de projectleider, die het team leidt 
en niet alleen het project zelf. Verder kan het adviesbureau betekenis genereren 
door een goede werkomgeving te bieden. 

Ten slotte wordt een vooruitblik gegeven op mogelijkheden voor toekomstig on-
derzoek, bijvoorbeeld de cliënt als ontvanger van adviesdiensten en belangrijke 
tegenhanger van de individuele consultant in het middelpunt plaatsen. Verder 
onderzoek zou de verwachtingen aan de kant van de cliënt moeten onderzoeken. 
Het zou moeten nagaan hoe de geïdentificeerde betekenismechanismen ook zou-
den kunnen worden ondersteund door de klantorganisatie en haar leden, en uit-
eindelijk de individuele perceptie van zinvol werk verder ondersteunen.
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Zusammenfassung 
Die größte Bedrohung für die neuen Arbeitsformen in der schönen 
neuen Welt der Beratung ist meiner Meinung nach nicht der Mangel 
an Geld, sondern die Abwesenheit von Menschlichkeit. [The biggest 
threat to the new forms of labour prevalent in the brave new 
world of consulting is not, I believe, the lack of money but the 
absence of humanity.] (O’Mahoney, 2007, p. 300) 

Diese interdisziplinäre Untersuchung fokussiert auf die innere Einstellung des 
einzelnen Beraters gegenüber seinem Beruf der Unternehmensberatung und er-
forscht, was erforderlich ist, um ihm auf persönlicher Ebene eine berufliche Sinn-
erfüllung zu ermöglichen. 

Während es viele Versuche gegeben hat, den Beruf der Unternehmensberatung 
mit wirtschaftlichen Zielen, Management- und Führungstheorien sowie Rollen-
modellen und Verhaltensmustern zu definieren und zu formalisieren, wurde 
den Erwartungen und Bedürfnissen des einzelnen Beraters als Teil seines Berufs 
bislang wenig Beachtung geschenkt. 

Persönliche Einblicke und Erfahrungen als professioneller Unternehmensberater 
bei einer "Big Four"-Managementberatung haben diese Studie ausgelöst. Persön-
liche Beobachtungen von Menschen, die den Beruf für die Rolle als Vordenker 
und der Fähigkeit, schnell in der Karriere voranzukommen, schätzen, sich aber 
gleichzeitig in einem hochkomplexen Umfeld wiederfinden, gaben Anlass zu der 
Vermutung, dass die Sichtweise des Einzelnen und seiner Entwicklung inner-
halb dieses komplexen Systems nicht ausreichend berücksichtigt werden. 

Eine gründliche Untersuchung der vorhandenen Literatur zum Berufsstand der 
Unternehmensberatung hat diese Beobachtung bestätigt. Der heutige Berater be-
findet sich demnach in einem Arbeitsumfeld ohne etablierte gemeinsame und 
kontrollierte Berufsstandards. Der Beruf wird überwiegend aus einer betriebs-
wirtschaftlichen und ökonomischen Sicht gesehen, es fehlt an Recherchen über 
den einzelnen Unternehmensberater und seine Motive. 

Gemäß aktuellen Forschungsergebnissen wird von den Beratern während ihrer 
Karriere ein breites Spektrum an Rollen, Fähigkeiten und Verhaltensweisen er-
wartet. Der Berater agiert als Experte und Therapeut gegenüber dem Kunden 
und Kollegen und ist gleichzeitig einem starken Wettbewerb innerhalb des 



Zusammenfassung 

250 

Beratungsunternehmens ausgesetzt. Die Beratungsorganisation ist in hohem 
Maße als Selbstorganisation aufgebaut. Dies führt zusammen mit regelmäßigen 
Situationen hoher Arbeitsbelastung und begrenzter privater Zeit zu einer mög-
lichen Selbstvernachlässigung des Beraters. Die Beziehung zwischen dem Bera-
ter und dem Unternehmen wird im Rahmen der Rekrutierungsverfahren initi-
iert, gefolgt von einer Karriere, die von einem hohen Maß an Selbstauswahl and 
Selbstorganisation geprägt ist. Die Identität der Berater, die von unterschiedli-
chen Wertesystemen beeinflusst wird, entsteht und entwickelt sich kontinuier-
lich und ist rational konstituiert, sodass der Einzelne offen sein muss für ständi-
ges Lernen und Nachdenken über sich selbst. 

Der Beruf der Unternehmensberatung bietet dem Einzelnen viele Möglichkeiten 
sich weiterzuentwickeln, gleichzeitig sind die Mitglieder des Berufsstandes je-
doch mit einem hohen internen Wettbewerb, unterschiedlichen Anforderungen 
durch die beschäftigende Beratungsgesellschaft, die Projektleiter und den Auf-
traggeber konfrontiert. Da sie mit sich regelmäßig ändernden Rahmenbedingun-
gen konfrontiert sind, müssen sie ihre eigenen Werte sichern, während gleich-
zeitig der Berater aufgefordert ist, sich dem Kunden gegenüber zu öffnen und 
eine vertrauensvolle Beziehung aufzubauen und diese zu pflegen. Die Bezie-
hung zwischen Berater und Kunde wird als eine wichtige Verbindung hervorge-
hoben, in der der Berater verpflichtet ist, sich an häufig wechselnde Umgebun-
gen anzupassen und gleichzeitig zu versuchen, das Vertrauen der Kunden zu 
erhalten. Während der einzelne Berater somit offenbar unter konstantem Druck 
steht, leiden die Beratungsunternehmen unter einer hohen Fluktuationsrate. For-
schungen in anderen Bereichen geben Hinweise auf mögliche Ursachen. So 
könnte der Beruf nicht nur von hoher Arbeitsbelastung und Stress betroffen sein, 
sondern auch von einer mangelnden Erfahrung sinnerfüllter Arbeit als Voraus-
setzung für Gesundheit und Wohlbefinden. 

Diese Problemstellung steht im Mittelpunkt der Dissertation. Es ist unklar, wel-
che Fragen zum Sinn und Sinnhaftigkeit bei Management Consultants aufgrund 
ihrer beruflichen Aktivitäten aufkommen und wie sie selbst und Ihr Beratungs-
unternehmen zur Beantwortung dieser wichtigen Fragen beitragen könnten. 

Übergeordnetes Ziel ist die Identifikation von Mechanismen die dabei helfen, die 
eigene Arbeit als Unternehmensberater sinnerfüllt wahrzunehmen und Wege 
aufzuzeigen, wie diese Sinnerfüllung durch den einzelnen Berater und seinem 
Engagement in dem Beratungsunternehmen unterstützt werden kann. 
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Die zentrale Forschungsfrage stellt die Frage nach den notwendigen Vorausset-
zungen, die erfüllt sein müssen, um die individuelle Erfahrung von sinnerfüllter 
Arbeit als Management Consultant zu ermöglichen und wie die verschiedenen 
Vertreter der Profession den Weg des individuellen Beraters hin zu einer sinner-
füllten Arbeit unterstützen können. 

Im empirischen Teil der Studie wird die Sichtweise des Einzelnen auf seinen Be-
ruf untersucht. In offenen und durch Antworten der Gesprächspartner beein-
flussten Interviews werden die Ziele, Erwartungen, Motivationen und Spannun-
gen des einzelnen Beraters in seiner täglichen Arbeit als Unternehmensberater 
erfasst. Die Interviews werden als Gesprächspartnerschaften zwischen dem Be-
fragten und dem Interviewer gesehen, dem eine aktive Rolle bei der Gestaltung 
des Interviewverlaufs zuteilwird. Qualitätskriterien für diesen Teil der For-
schung, ihre Population und Ort der Befragung sowie mögliche Einschränkun-
gen und Fallstricke werden aufgezeigt. 

Das Interview folgt keinem starren Design und ist offen gegenüber den Anliegen 
der Befragten. Vor den Interviews werden ausschließlich grundsätzliche Fragen 
definiert und den Befragten vorab zur Verfügung gestellt, um eine Reflexion 
über das Thema und die eigene Haltung im Vorfeld des Gesprächs zu ermögli-
chen. Die Interviews werden mit Hilfe eines Kodierungssystems, das im Laufe 
der Interviews kontinuierlich weiterentwickelt wird, transkribiert und explora-
tiv analysiert. In einem ersten Schritt werden die Ergebnisse des Interviews in 
detaillierten Beschreibungen dargestellt, die die Absichten, Erwartungen, Moti-
vation und Spannungen der Berater während ihrer Tätigkeit als Berater beschrei-
ben. 

Die Ergebnisse dieses Teils werden in mehreren zusammenhängenden Themen 
ausgewertet und beschrieben. Das erste Thema bündelt die Ziele und Absichten 
des einzelnen Beraters bei der Entscheidung für eine Anstellung in einem Bera-
tungsunternehmen. Im Mittelpunkt stehen langfristige Ziele, wie die Entwick-
lung eines eigenen Profils für die spätere berufliche Karriere, sowie die Frage, 
wie der Berater den Beruf kennengelernt und sich schließlich für die Profession 
entschieden hat. Die Entscheidung des Beraters für den Beruf ziele oft auf die 
Möglichkeit ab, die eigene Karriere schnell voranzutreiben, und weniger auf den 
Beruf selbst. Diese anfängliche Motivation für die Mitarbeit in der Beratung 
nehme mit der Zeit ab. Zusammen mit der berichteten Gefahr der eigenen Über-
forderung sind die Motivation des Einzelnen und seine Sinnerfahrung bei der 
Beratungstätigkeit im Laufe der Zeit gefährdet. 
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Das zweite Thema fasst Konzepte der Motivation des einzelnen Beraters wäh-
rend seiner andauernden Karriere zusammen. Die Befragten berichteten, dass sie 
durch schnelles Lernen, Zusammenarbeit und gemeinsame Erfolge an Motiva-
tion für den Beruf gewinnen. Das primäre Ziel des Einstiegs in die Beratungstä-
tigkeit – schneller Karriereverlauf und Aufbau eines Erfahrungsschatzes – bleibe 
zentrales Ziel. Die Berater schätzen die gute Zusammenarbeit mit gleichgesinn-
ten Kollegen, die ähnliche Ambitionen und Werte teilen und im Rahmen eines 
Projektteams dazu beitragen, das Gefühl der Verbundenheit wahrzunehmen. 
Motivation durch das Beratungsunternehmen selbst zeigte eine begrenzte Reso-
nanz, während sich das Wahrnehmen einer tatsächlichen Wirkung der eigenen 
Beratungsleistung beim Kunden positiv auf die Motivation auswirke. 

Das dritte Thema beinhaltet die Erwartungen der Berater an ihren Beruf, zu de-
nen Konzepte der sozialen Kompetenz, des Führens und Coachings Anderer 
zählen sowie die allgemeine Unterstützung seitens des Managements. Auf indi-
vidueller Ebene werde ein breites Spektrum an Fähigkeiten erwartet, darunter 
soziale Fähigkeiten und das Streben nach einem hohen Qualitätsstandard bei der 
täglichen Arbeit. Von dem Berater werde erwartet, dass er anpassungsfähig sei 
und bei Bedarf eigene Überzeugungen zurückstelle, um den Bedürfnissen den 
Kunden gerecht zu werden. Gleichzeitig werde erwartet, dass diese temporäre 
Rückstellung eigener Bedürfnisse im Sinne des Kunden keinen negativen Ein-
fluss auf die eigene Motivation nehme. 

Höherrangige Berater gelten als Vorbild, was für die Rolle des Projektleiters von 
besonderer Bedeutung sei. Der Projektleiter sei neben den Verpflichtungen im 
Projekt dafür verantwortlich, eine gute Atmosphäre im Team zu schaffen und zu 
erhalten und jedem einzelnen Berater gerecht zu werden. Gleichzeitig zeigt sich 
anhand der Interviews, dass in der Regel nicht genügend Zeit bliebe, um die 
Rolle des Projektleiters auf diese Weise neben den Pflichten gegenüber dem Kun-
den zu erfüllen. Neben der Rolle als Vorbild und Coach wird der Rolle des Pro-
jektleiters ein hoher Grad an Freiheit in der Erfüllung seiner Aufgaben bemessen, 
unterstützt durch die Vorgesetzten und einer eingeschränkten oder nicht vor-
handenen Qualitätskontrolle bei der Ausführung der Rolle. Diese Freiheit wird 
den interviewten Beratern nach aufgrund der unterschiedlichen Persönlichkei-
ten der Projektleiter unterschiedlich genutzt, was zu diversen Erwartungshal-
tungen an den einzelnen Berater führe. Darüber hinaus werden eine offene Kom-
munikation und ein regelmäßiges Feedback zwischen jedem Berater erwartet. 
Das Feedback vom Kunden spiele dabei eine immer wichtigere Rolle im Verlauf 
der Karriere. Die Erwartungen an das Beratungsunternehmen wurden vor allem 
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im Rahmen einer gemeinsamen Beratungskultur artikuliert, die überwiegend 
auf der Ebene von Projekten existiere, während die Führung des Beratungsun-
ternehmens nur grobe Rahmenbedingungen definieren könne. Das kulturelle 
Umfeld innerhalb von Projekten vermittle dem Berater ein Gefühl der Verbun-
denheit und Zugehörigkeit. Dabei vermischten sich das eigene kulturelle Umfeld 
mit dem kulturellen Umfeld der häufig sich ändernden Kunden, einschließlich 
der damit verbundenen Gewohnheiten und Erwartungen. 

Das vierte und abschließende Thema erfasst Spannungen, die die befragten Be-
rater während ihrer Arbeit erlebt haben. Es geht dabei um Spannungen im Zu-
sammenhang mit hoher Arbeitsbelastung, mit fehlendem Sinn der Arbeit und 
mit einer starken Abhängigkeit vom Kunden. Die Spannungen im Zusammen-
hang mit dem einzelnen Berater zeigen sich in einer konstant hohen Arbeitsbe-
lastung, in begrenzter persönlicher Zeit, einem starken internen Wettbewerb und 
hohen Anforderungen seitens der Kunden. Darüber hinaus führe eine fehlende 
Sinnwahrnehmung dazu, dass der zunächst geschätzte Nutzen und Motivation-
saspekt des Erlebens neuer Erfahrungen mit der Zeit abnehme, nachdem man 
viele Kunden und Branchen gesehen habe. 

In Bezug auf die Arbeit mit dem Kunden und auf die damit verbundenen Leis-
tungen haben die Berater eine ambivalente Wahrnehmung. Einige schätzen die 
Arbeit mit dem Kunden und stellen sie in den Mittelpunkt, andere sehen nicht, 
dem Kunden über den Geschäftsabschluss hinaus wirklich helfen zu können. 
Zudem sehen die befragten Berater ein Problem darin, dass sie kein konkretes 
Produkt wie in anderen industriell geprägten Berufen langfristig begleiten kön-
nen, was zur Wahrnehmung eines Sinnverlustes führe. Die vordefinierten Karri-
erepfade unterstützen nicht die richtige Anpassung der Arbeitsaufgaben, wäh-
rend fehlendes Wissen und die Notwendigkeit von Vortäuschungen den Einzel-
nen zusätzlich unter Druck setzen. Gemeinsame Werte seien nur schwer zu er-
reichen, da das Projektumfeld von der Persönlichkeit des Projektleiters domi-
niert werde, was die Wahrnehmung einer gemeinsamen Arbeitsweise behindern 
könne. Die beschäftigende Unternehmensberatung verstärke die Spannungen 
und lasse nicht genügend Freiraum über projektbezogene Aktivitäten hinaus, 
überwiegend wirtschaftliche Interessen verfolgend. In der Zusammenarbeit mit 
den Kunden spüren die Berater eine starke Abhängigkeit von deren Überzeu-
gungen, sind gleichzeitig mit hohen Erwartungen konfrontiert und vermissen 
den moralischen Dialog. 

Zusammen mit den Erkenntnissen aus der aktuellen Forschung stellt sich die 
Frage, was erforderlich ist, um dem Berater die passende Führung und 
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Unterstützung zu geben, die ihm eine nachhaltige Erfahrung sinnvoller Arbeit 
ermöglichen können. 

Entsprechend gibt diese Dissertation einen Überblick der aktuellen Forschung 
auf dem Gebiet der Sinnforschung im Kontext von Arbeit, vor allem unter der 
Perspektive, wann und wie die Wahrnehmung von Sinnerfüllung im Beruf dem 
Einzelnen ermöglicht wird. Die zunehmende Bedeutung von Sinnerfüllung im 
Beruf und der Beruf als elementarem Teil des eigenen Lebens werden diskutiert. 
Als Grundlage für das Verständnis der Zusammenhänge der empirischen For-
schungsergebnisse werden Rahmenbedingungen beschrieben, die vier Ebenen 
zur Erfahrung von Sinnerfüllung im Beruf aufzeigen. Die Rahmenbedingungen 
enthalten unterschiedliche Quellen sinnerfüllter Arbeit, einschließlich der eige-
nen Person und Anderer, sowie Mechanismen, die die Erfahrung von Sinnerfül-
lung im Beruf unterstützen. Es wird beschrieben, wie diese verschiedenen Quel-
len und Mechanismen miteinander interagieren. Darüber hinaus wird ein Über-
blick der Möglichkeit sinnerfüllter Arbeit sowohl aus der Sicht des Einzelnen als 
auch aus der Sicht der Organisation gegeben. Es wird beschrieben, wie der Ein-
zelne seine intrinsische und kontinuierliche Wahrnehmung von Sinn beeinflus-
sen und unterstützen kann. Im Hinblick auf das Unternehmen wird diskutiert, 
wie Unternehmen diese sensibilisierenden Mechanismen unterstützen können, 
wie zum Beispiel mit einem angepasstem Karrieremodel, das die Stärken der 
Mitarbeiter genügend berücksichtigt (Weick, 1995). Schließlich wird diskutiert, 
wie sowohl der Einzelne als auch das Unternehmen von Sinnerfüllung im Beruf 
profitieren können. 

Auf der individuellen Ebene wird empfohlen, einen Arbeitskonsens anzustre-
ben, eigene Aktivitäten und die Beiträge der Mitglieder der Gruppe anzupassen 
und sich des eigenen Platzes im Arbeitsumfeld bewusst zu werden. Die eigene 
Arbeit ist dabei idealerweise nicht nur für das Selbst bei der Erreichung indivi-
dueller Ziele von Bedeutung, sondern sie hat auch Auswirkungen auf andere, 
wie zum Beispiel auf den Kunden. Dies wiederum führt zu einer größeren intrin-
sischen Motivation und einer höheren Arbeits- und Lebenszufriedenheit. 

Auf der organisatorischen Ebene gilt das direkte Schaffen von Sinnerfüllung als 
nicht möglich, da der Sinn der eigenen Arbeit ausschließlich individuell definiert 
wird. Unternehmen können jedoch unterstützend wirken: mit Hilfe eines an die 
individuellen Bedürfnisse des Beraters angepassten Karriere- und Rollenmo-
dells, der Würdigung individueller Leistungen als Beitrag zu einem höheren 
Ziel, und mittels Förderung eines Umfelds, in dem offene Kommunikation 
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geschätzt wird und das den Berater nicht dazu verpflichtet, nicht authentisch zu 
handeln oder Dinge vorzutäuschen.  

Es ist wichtig, dass Führungskräfte selbst ein Gespür für Sinnerfüllung im Beruf 
entwickeln, um Andere zu inspirieren, einen Wertbeitrag in ihren Aktivitäten zu 
sehen, was man auch als transformative Führung bezeichnet. Stärkere Wahrneh-
mung von Sinnerfüllung im Beruf wirkt sich wiederum nicht nur positiv auf den 
Einzelnen selbst aus, sondern zeigt auch Vorteile für das beschäftigende Unter-
nehmen, z.B. in einer geringeren Mitarbeiterfluktuation und höheren Motivation 
der Mitarbeiter. 

In diesem Zusammenhang werden die empirischen Forschungsergebnisse vor 
dem Hintergrund der Rahmenbedingungen für die Erfahrung von Sinnerfüllung 
im Beruf diskutiert und es wird beschrieben, wie Individuen sinnvolle Arbeit als 
Bestandteil ihres Lebens ausüben können. Die Rahmenbedingungen beschreiben 
vier Ebenen entlang verschiedener Quellen und Bedeutungsmechanismen, die 
zur Wahrnehmung von Sinnerfüllung im Beruf führen, sowie den Nutzen für 
den Einzelnen und die beschäftigende Organisation. 

Alle vier Ebenen wurden in den Interviews mit den Unternehmensberatern auf-
gezeigt. Jedes der im Rahmen der Interviews identifizierten Konzepte konnte ei-
nem oder mehreren Ebenen der Rahmenbedingungen als potenzieller Mechanis-
mus oder Quelle der Erfahrung von Sinnerfüllung im Beruf des Unternehmens-
beraters zugeordnet werden.  

Die Ergebnisse der empirischen Untersuchung zeigen, dass die Wahrnehmung 
von Sinnerfüllung in der Arbeit von Beratern im Allgemeinen möglich ist und 
einen unterschiedlichen Nutzungsgrad der entsprechenden Mechanismen auf-
weisen. Berichtete Spannungen gefährden gleichzeitig einzelne der identifizier-
ten Mechanismen. Berater deuten zum Beispiel auf Schwierigkeiten hin, wenn es 
darum geht, ihre Arbeit als bedeutsam für andere zu empfinden, während sie 
dabei ein Gefühl für den Zweck ihrer Arbeit vermissen. Darüber hinaus ginge 
die Arbeit als Berater oft mit einem nicht authentischen Verhalten einher, das die 
Wahrnehmung eines kohärenten Ichs gefährde. 

Insgesamt bestätigen die Interviews mit den befragten Unternehmensberatern 
die Möglichkeit, Sinnerfüllung in ihrer Arbeit wahrzunehmen. Es werden feh-
lende oder als Spannungen erzeugend erkannte Mechanismen untersucht und 
deren Ursachen beschrieben, wie z.B. eingeschränkte Handlungsfreiheit und eng 
definierte Karrierewegen, die die Entwicklung des Einzelnen einschränken. Dar-
über hinaus erschweren zwei Aspekte dem Einzelnen die Erfahrung von 
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Sinnerfüllung und Zugehörigkeit in seinem Beruf durch fehlende soziale Identi-
fikation und gemeinsamer Werte: (a) die Unbestimmbarkeit, wie das eigene Han-
deln zum Kundenerfolg führt, der oft lange nach Abschluss des Projekts entsteht, 
sowie (b) die sich häufig ändernden Projektumgebungen und das damit verbun-
dene unterschiedliche Niveau der Erwartungen der verschiedenen Projektbetei-
ligten. 

Schließlich werden Wege, den Einzelnen in dieser herausfordernden Umgebung 
zu unterstützen und Raum für individuelle Bedeutung und die Erfahrung von 
Sinnerfüllung im Beruf zu gewähren, identifiziert. Auf der Grundlage der Ergeb-
nisse werden Empfehlungen ausgesprochen, sowohl für das beschäftigende Be-
ratungsunternehmen als auch für den einzelnen Berater. 

Der einzelne Berater sollte erkennen, dass die Wahrnehmung von Sinnerfüllung 
in der Arbeit auf individueller Ebene stattfindet. Er sollte sich von Zeit zu Zeit 
durch persönliche Reflexion bewusst machen, was Selbstvertrauen schafft und 
wie sich diese Wahrnehmung im Laufe der Zeit entwickeln kann. Die individu-
elle Reflexion über die eigene Arbeit kann helfen, Sinnerfüllung zu erreichen, 
indem man sich über die ursprünglichen Ziele hinaus Gedanken über die eigene 
Motivation macht und wie diese erreicht werden kann, z.B. durch die Entwick-
lung einer strikten Kundenorientierung.  

Die Projektleitung spielt ebenfalls eine wichtige Rolle, da sie die meiste Zeit mit 
den Mitarbeitern verbringt. Die Untersuchung führt zu dem Vorschlag, die Pro-
jektleitung als moralisch gebildetes Individuum wahrzunehmen und auszubil-
den, das als Agent der Professionalisierung fungiert, im Sinne einer Unterstüt-
zung der individuellen Wahrnehmung von Sinnhaftigkeit in der Arbeit. Dazu 
gehört die Motivation des einzelnen Mitarbeiters durch Einblicke in seine Rolle 
und die damit verbundene Wirkung seiner Arbeit auf Andere sowie die Förde-
rung eines Umfelds innerhalb des Teams, das im Rahmen eines kontinuierlichen 
Dialogs die zwischenmenschliche Verbundenheit und soziale Identifikation un-
terstützt. Die Rolle der Projekt- und Teamleitung sollte als komplexe Rolle inner-
halb des Unternehmens verstanden werden, mit einem starken Einfluss, nicht 
nur auf die Projektergebnisse, sondern auch auf die persönliche Entwicklung der 
Berater. 

Beratungsunternehmen sollten genügend Zeit für die richtige Ausbildung des 
Einzelnen vorsehen, insbesondere in wichtigen Rollen wie dem Projektleiter, der 
das Team und nicht nur das Projekt selbst leitet. Darüber hinaus kann das 
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Beratungsunternehmen die Erfahrung von Sinn in der Arbeit durch Schaffung 
eines angemessenen Arbeitsumfelds unterstützen. 

Schließlich wird ein Ausblick auf Wege für weiterführende Forschung gegeben. 
So wird empfohlen, den Kunden als Empfänger von Beratungsleistungen und 
wichtiger Ansprechpartner seines Beraters in den Mittelpunkt zu stellen. Die 
Forschung sollte die Erwartungen auf Kundenseite untersuchen und feststellen, 
wie die identifizierten Bedeutungsmechanismen auch von der Kundenorganisa-
tion und ihren Mitgliedern unterstützt werden können, um die Wahrnehmung 
von Sinnerfüllung im Beruf durch den einzelnen Berater weiter zu unterstützen. 
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Appendix A: Quotes of respondents in German by page 
Page 10: 

Und ich glaube, wenn man so viel arbeitet, dann muss es irgendwie 
sinnstiftend sein. Ansonsten kommt halt GANZ schnell der Punkt, 
wo man sich denkt, (.) wofür mache ich das? [And I believe, if you 
work so hard then it needs to be meaningful somehow. Other-
wise the point will be reached very quickly where you ask your-
self, why am I doing this?] (Interview 15, 2016, para. 109) 

Page 90: 

Der Kern war eigentlich, (..) [äh] (.) dass/ dass ich mich entschieden 
habe, mich nicht zu entscheiden. [The essence was actually, (..) [er] 
(.) that/ that I decided, not to decide.] (Interview 9, 2016, para. 
18)  

Page 92: 

Beratung kannst du erst mal ein paar Jahre machen [ähm] und/ um 
dir einen recht guten Überblick [äh] über die Industrien [äh] zu ver-
schaffen und dann zu schauen, [ähm] welche Industrie/ oder du viel-
leicht/ mit welcher Industrie du dich [äh] speziell tiefer beschäftigen 
magst und/ und da dann in die Richtung auch gehen, ja, [ähm] auch 
raus aus der Beratung. [Consulting you can do for a couple of 
years at first [err] and/ to provide yourself with a good over-
view [er] of the industries [er] and then to look, [err] which in-
dustry/ or you would/ with which industry you would like to 
deal more in detail and/ and then to move in that direction, yes, 
[err] as well as out of consulting.] (Interview 8, 2016, para. 16) 

Page 92: 

Da kann ich halt in weniger Zeit mehr Erfahrung sammeln, um quasi 
dann für die Zukunft vorzusorgen, wenn dann mein Geist nicht mehr 
so wach ist, dann viel Erfahrung zu haben, aus der ich dann orchest-
rieren kann. [There I can gain more experience in less time, to 
effectively prepare for the future, once my mind is not that fresh 
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any more, then to have many experiences, out of which I can 
then orchestrate.] (Interview 1, 2015, para. 103) 

Page 93: 

Es war aber KEIN/ muss ich ganz klar sagen, es war wirklich KEIN 
übergeordnetes Ziel dabei, wie ich was anderen Unternehmen geben 
kann, sondern das war ein ziemlich mh egoistischer Gedanke und eine 
egoistische Entscheidung, weil ich mir gedacht habe, das macht MIR 
Spaß, da sehe ich mich, kann ich mir vorstellen. [There was NO/ I 
clearly have to state, there was really NO superior goal, how I 
can give something to other companies, but it was quite an mm 
egotistical thought and an egotistical decision, because I 
thought, that will be fun for ME, that’s where I see myself, I can 
imagine it.] (Interview 12, 2016, para. 28) 

Page 93: 

Ich wusste dann auch ehrlich gesagt nicht, was ich nach dem Studium 
richtigmachen soll. [To be honest I didn’t really know what to do 
after my studies.] (Interview 12, 2016, para. 14) 

Page 94: 

Also, ich habe jetzt nicht irgendwie einen Fünf-Jahres-Plan oder ich 
weiß, nächstes Jahr habe ich das und das vor, sondern ich habe es halt 
einfach/ das finde ich, genau, dass Beratung eben auch nicht so viel 
Commitment hat wie jetzt irgendwo anders, zumindest gefühlt. 
[Well, I do not have anything like a five-year-plan nor do I 
know if next year I want to do this and that, but I do simply 
have/ that’s what I think, exactly, that consulting does not in-
volve much commitment as anywhere else, at least I feel this 
way.] (Interview 9, 2016, paras 32–34) 

Page 97: 

Die Möglichkeit und teilweise auch die Notwendigkeit, [äh] sich per-
manent weiter zu entwickeln [äh] und/ und [äh]/ [äh] sich auch mit/ 
mit neuen Herausf/ an neuen Herausforderungen messen [äh] lassen 
zu müssen. Das sehe ich eigentlich immer noch als sehr POSITIVE 
Impacts an. Also ich empfinde das als/ als positive Herausforderung, 
[äh] der ich mich [äh] tagtäglich hier in gewisser Weise eigentlich 
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ganz gerne stelle. Und das [äh]/ das finde ich gut und/ und [äh] so-
lange ich das nicht als Belastung empfinde, [äh] würde ich das eigent-
lich auch ganz gerne weitermachen. [The possibility and partly 
also the necessity, [er] to constantly develop oneself [er] and/ 
and [er]/ [er] to also with/ with new chall/ get measured against 
[er] new challenges. I actually still regard this as POSITIVE 
impact. Well, I regard this as/ as positive challenge, [er] which 
I confront myself [er] here on a daily basis to some way actu-
ally quite with some pleasure. And that [er]/ that is good and/ 
and [er] as long as I do not perceive this as a burden, [er] I 
would actually like to continue doing this.] (Interview 19, 2016, 
para. 20) 

Page 98: 

Aber nichtsdestotrotz war da jetzt irgendwie NICHTS dabei, wo ich 
sagen würde: "Jo, Traumarbeitgeber!" Ne? (.) Und/ Und auch/ (.) Ja. 
Ist natürlich dann, ne, so ein Punkt, ne, wann/ Wann hört man dann 
auf, wann findet man was? [Ähm] oder worauf kann man sich irgend-
wann einlassen, ne? [But nonetheless there was NOTHING with 
it, where I would say; “Yes, perfect employer!” Isn’t it? (.) And/ 
And also/ (.) Yes. It is of course, isn’t it, a period, isn’t it, when/ 
When do you stop, when do you find something? [Err] or to 
what can you let in yourself, isn’t it?] (Interview 3, 2016, para. 
40) 

Page 99: 

Es war [ähm] was mich/ [ähm] was mich immer stark beeindruckt hat, 
ist, wie/ wie sehr wir als Berater auch zusammengehalten haben und 
[ähm] (.) das ist jetzt keine konkrete Situation, aber da gab es mehrere 
(.) Situationen, wo (.) ich einfach ein sehr großes Zusammengehörig-
keitsgefühl gespürt habe. Und [ähm] das war sehr schön. [It was [err] 
what/ [err] what always deeply impressed me, is, how/ how 
strong we held together as consultants and [err] (.) that isn’t 
any dedicated situation, but there were multiple (.) situations, 
where (.) I felt a strong sense of team spirit. And [err] that was 
very nice.] (Interview 11, 2016, para. 88) 
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Page 99: 

Grundsätzlich/ grundsätzlich ersetzt so ein Projektteam und das ist 
jetzt [ähm] nicht bezogen auf nur interne KOLLEGEN der Beratung, 
sondern auch externe, in dem Fall dann Kollegen in dem Projekt, er-
setzt ja so ein bisschen die Heimat, die jeder andere im Beruf hat, wenn 
[er] irgendwo in einer Abteilung arbeitet und sich wohlfühlt, morgens 
reinkommt und der Kollege schon den Kaffee angemacht hat und [äh] 
der andere Kollege mal ein Stück Kuchen mitgebracht hat. [Ähm] und 
diese Heimat, die bedingt natürlich [äh] auch in einem Projekt eine 
gewisse Zusammenarbeit. [In general, / in general such a project 
team substitutes and this is not [err] not related to just internal 
COLLEAGUES of consulting, but as external, in this case col-
leagues on the project, substitutes a little bit the home, which 
everyone else has with his working relationship, if he works 
somewhere in a department and feels well, enters the office in 
the morning and the colleague has already made the coffee and 
[er] another colleague brings in some cake. [Err] and this home, 
induces [er] a certain way of working together in a project.] (In-
terview 7, 2016, para. 32) 

Page 101: 

Und [ähm] was ich [äh] als extrem positiv empfinde ist, die [ähm]/ (..) 
wie schnell man sich da zusammenfindet, also besonders mit den Kol-
legen aus der Beratung, [ähm] das klickt extrem schnell und man fin-
det extrem schnell, finde ich, mit ALLEN eigentlich einen guten Weg, 
zusammenzuarbeiten. [Ähm] gerade auch so auf den/ auf dem Ar-
beitslevel [ähm] kann man sich schon sehr auf die Kollegen verlassen. 
Und da merkt man natürlich auch den/ den Unterschied zwischen Be-
ratern und zwischen [ähm] den Mitarbeitern auf Kundenseite. (..) 
[Ähm], das ist schon was, was ich sehr, sehr positiv erlebt habe. [And 
[err] what I regard as extremely positive is, the [err]/ (..) how 
fast one can find together, that is especially with the colleagues 
from consulting, [err] it happens very fast and one finds very 
fast, I believe, with ALL, a good common way on how to work 
together. [Err] especially with regard to/ to the working level 
[err] one can really rely on each other. And there you recognize 
also the/ the difference between consultants and the employees 
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on the client’s side. (..) [Err], that’s something which I very, very 
much experienced as positive.] (Interview 15, 2016, para. 124) 

Page 102: 

[Ähm] man muss da jetzt nicht/ die müssen jetzt nicht alle stromli-
nienförmig gleich ticken, aber [ähm] am Ende verbringt man mit sol-
chen Leuten teilweise mehr Zeit als mit seiner eigenen Familie. (.) [...]. 
Dann muss es auch persönlich irgendwie einigermaßen passen. [[Err] 
you don’t need to/ they don’t need to all behave in the same 
streamlined way, but [err] at the end you sometimes spend 
more time with such people as with your own family. (.) [...]. 
Then it has to fit on a personal level somehow.] (Interview 16, 
2016, para. 52) 

Page 103: 

Wurde so sehr stark so Unternehmergeist gefördert. Dass man auch, 
wenn man eine eigene Idee hatte, dass man da/ dass man da was selber 
daraus machen kann und es weiterentwickeln kann, [ähm]. Man hat 
auch sehr/ sehr [ähm]/ sehr eigenständig agieren kann innerhalb der 
Projekte. [In this way, an entrepreneurial spirit has been nur-
tured. That you also, if you had an own idea, that you then/ 
that you then have the possibility to make something out of it 
and further develop it, [err]. You have also been able to very/ 
very [err]/ much act in an autonomous way within the projects. 

] (Interview 13, 2016, para. 81) 

Page 104: 

Klar, wenn ich jetzt in die Entwicklungshilfe gehen würde, wo ich 
mir, glaube ich, (mal?) vorstellen kann, da hätte ich nochmal [äh] ei-
nen anderen Touch natürlich. Aber die Welt besteht ja nicht nur aus 
der Entwicklungshilfe und auch nicht nur aus Entwicklungsländern, 
sondern wir (lacht) sind ja schon auch (von einer?)/ hier in der soge-
nannten ersten Welt gibt es ja auch genug Situationen, wo wir bei 
Menschen wirklich was bewegen können und helfen können und (.) 
DAS, das ist/ das treibt mich im Moment. Oh Gott, das klingt ein 
bisschen schnulzig, aber/ [mhm, bejahend]. [Sure, if I were now a 
development aid worker, which I could, I believe, (once?) imag-
ine, I would [er] have a different touch for sure. But the world 
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does not only consist of development aids and not only of de-
veloping countries, but we (laughing SMB) are here as well (of 
a?)/ here in the so-called first world there are enough situations 
where we can really achieve something for humanity and sup-
port and (.) THIS, this is/ what drives me currently. Oh god, 
this sounds perhaps a little slushy, but/ [mhm, confirming].] 
(Interview 12, 2016, para. 34) 

Page 105: 

[Ähm], ja Bestätigung und (..) ich weiß jetzt nicht, wie ich es beschrei-
ben soll, es ist einfach ein gutes Gefühl irgendwie. Man ist so (..) ja, 
einfach selbst mit sich zufrieden, dass man irgendwie was geschafft 
hat, dass andere Menschen eben auch glücklich sind mit dem, was sie 
bekommen. [[Err], yes acknowledgement and (..) I don’t know 
how to describe this now, it’s just a good feeling somehow. One 
is (..) yes, just confident with oneself, that one has achieved 
something, and that other people are also happy with what 
they received.] (Interview 4, 2016, para. 50) 

Page 105: 

Das hat sich sehr stark gewandelt. Also es ist IMMER noch so, dass 
ich merke, dass das MEIN Beruf ist, dass mir der uneingeschränkt 
Spaß macht. Das hat auch nichts damit zu tun, dass man mal ein blö-
des Projekt hat. Aber ich merke schon, dass es JETZT tatsächlich so 
ist, dass ich wirklich das Gefühl habe, dass ich, und wenn es nur klit-
zeklein ist, was bewegen kann. [That has changed a lot. It is STILL 
the case, that I recognize, that this is MY profession, that it 
leads to unlimited joy. That now has nothing to do, that one 
has a stupid project in-between. But I recognize, that it NOW 
is the way, that I really get the feeling, that I, and even if just 
being tiny, can change something.] (Interview 12, 2016, para. 32) 

Page 105: 

Nachhaltig war, genutzt wird, dann/ dann finde ich das cool. Und 
dann/ dann BEFRIEDIGT mich das, sage ich jetzt mal, so wenn es so 
um [ähm] Arbeitsbefriedigung [äh] oder Sinn/ Sinnhaftigkeit meiner 
Tätigkeit, ne? Weil ich meine, positives Feedback is/ ist in der (incom-
prehensible SMB) schön. [Ähm]. Aber wenn ich jetzt halt von/ von 
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der Tätigkeit als Unternehmensberater spreche, dann ist das (incom-
prehensible SMB) ist cool. [That it was sustainable, was used, 
then/ then I believe it is cool. And then/ then it SATISFIES me, 
I would say so, when it [err] job satisfaction [er] or meaning/ 
meaningfulness of my work, yes? Because I believe, positive 
feedback is/ is in (incomprehensible SMB) nice. [Err]. But when 
I now speak from/ from the work as a consultant, then it is (in-
comprehensible SMB) cool.] (Interview 5, 2016, para. 122) 

Page 106: 

Klar ist es immer ganz nett was/ was der/ wenn der Kunde [äh] zu-
frieden ist, aber da ist mein Fokus eher intern orientiert [...] [Sure it 
is always quite nice what/ what the/ when the client [er] is 
happy, but there my focus is more internally oriented [...]] (In-
terview 8, 2016, para. 102) 

Page 107: 

Das gibt einem dann schon ein gutes Gefühl, wo ich dann auch ein-
fach/ ja, wo ich denke „Gut gemacht, war/ war ein guter Tag“. [That 
provides one with a good feeling, where I then simply/ yes, 
where I think “Well done, it was/ was a good day”.] (Interview 
9, 2016, para. 120) 

Page 107: 

Und dazu gehört halt manchmal, [äh] dann auch den Kunden nicht 
zurück anzuschreien und zu sagen, ich habe auf dich eigentlich eh kei-
nen Bock mehr. (lacht) Mach deinen Scheiß selbst. Sondern manchmal 
entweder runterzuschlucken und es einfach gut sein zu lassen oder 
manchmal Grenzen zu setzen und zu sagen, wir können gern über das 
Problem reden, aber sachlich. [And then it sometimes includes to, 
[er] to then not to bark back at the client and to say, I actually 
can’t stand you any longer. (laughing SMB) Do your shit your-
self. But to sometimes either to digest and leave it how it is or 
sometimes to define the borders and to say, I am happy to talk 
about the issue, but in an objective way.] (Interview 12, 2016, 
para. 112) 
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Page 112: 

Ich glaube, es/ (.) ich glaube, als Berater (.) musst du es möglich ma-
chen, dass es passen kann für einen gewissen ZEITRAUM, das ist 
ganz wichtig, der Zeitraumhorizont. (.) Normalerweise sollten alle so 
professionell sein, dass sie das Schaffen auch abseits persönlicher 
Empfindungen oder was auch immer. [I believe, it/ (.) I believe as 
a consultant (.) you have to make it possible, that it fits for a 
certain PERIOD, that is very important, the temporal horizon. 
(.) Usually everyone should be professional enough, that all 
reach this state, apart from the personal perceptions of what-
ever.] (Interview 14, 2016, para. 96) 

Page 112: 

Nee, also ich meine wir sollten von/ vo/ von/ von/ von OBEN nach 
unten und von unten nach oben sollten wir [ähm] unsere/ (.) Das ist 
[ähm] mein Wunsch, dieses Menschliche nicht vergessen, und/ UND 
Qualitätsstandards von oben bis unten einführen. [Ähm] und respekt-
voll miteinander umgehen. Und das/ das ist an manchen Stellen/ und 
auch als Team agieren. Nicht nur alleine, nicht nur gucken, [ähm], 
ne, „kriege ich meine eigenen Dinge gewuppt und der Rest interessiert 
mich nicht“. [No, well I think we should from/ fro/ from/ from/ 
TOP to the bottom and from bottom to the top we should [err] 
our/ (.) That is [err] my wish, not to forget this human aspect, 
and/ AND quality standards from the top to the bottom should 
be introduced. [Err] and to treat each other with respect. And 
that/ that is in some cases/ and also act as a team. Not every-
one for their own, not only looking at, [err], “do I get my own 
stuff done and the rest is not of interest for me”.] (Interview 17, 
2016, para. 72) 

Page 113: 

Dann [ähm] erwarte ich natürlich [äh] ein/ ein/ ein gewisses Maß an/ 
an Motivation und Engagement. Das heißt jetzt nicht, dass man jede 
Nacht 24 Stunden rund um die Uhr durcharbeiten muss, aber schon 
ein Interesse, ein Thema auch weiterzutreiben und [äh] das kann auch 
mal in die falsche Richtung gehen, aber einfach eben dieses Interesse 
des/ [ähm] sich vielleicht am besten beschreiben lässt durch/ durch das 
Thema (incomprehensible SMB), das Wort Eigenmotivation. Also sie 
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sollten schon/ die/ die Kollegen, die in einem Projekt mitarbeiten, die 
würde ich/ da würde ich mich freuen, wenn die genauso eigenmoti-
viert wären wie ich [...] [Then [err] I expect of course [er] a/ a/ a 
certain amount of/ of motivation and engagement. That does 
not mean that one has to work 24 hours around the clock every 
night, but certainly to have an interest, to bring forward a topic 
and [er] that can sometimes also go in the wrong direction, but 
simply this interest of/ [err] can be described best by/ by the 
theme (incomprehensible SMB), the word self-motivation. So 
they should/ the/ the colleagues, who work in a project, I would 
be happy if they, if they showed a level of self-motivation sim-
ilar to my own [...]] (Interview 7, 2016, para. 32) 

Page 114: 

[Ähm] von daher würde ich sagen ist es eine Mischung von [äh], was 
ist das Beste für den Kunden, was will der Kunde, was will der (lacht) 
Projektleiter und wie kann ich meine Arbeitsmoral oder meine persön-
lichen/ meinen persönlichen Anspruch an meine Arbeit damit verbin-
den. [[Err] because of this I would say it is a mix of [er], what is 
best for the client, what does the client expect, wat does the 
(laughing SMB) project lead expect and how can I connect this 
to my work morale or my personal/ my personal aspiration to-
wards my work.] (Interview 15, 2016, para. 83) 

Page 115: 

[Ähm] (.) und hängt natürlich auch zusammen, wie man das Ganze 
vorlebt. Also, ich denke, da kommt viel von oben. (.) [Ähm] ja, das 
sollte vorgelebt werden und das dann auch so nach/ nach unten wei-
tergeben, jetzt auf/ auf Hierarchieebene gesprochen, (.) ja, und ich 
denke, das muss noch nicht mal/ (.) [ähm] (.) genau, also ist kein/ 
nichts, was man mit einem Training macht oder mit irgendwelchen 
definierten Leitsätzen, [...] [[Err] (.) and is related to, how you set 
an example. So, I think, much is coming from the top. (.) [Err], 
yes, this should be set as an example and this then also to/ to 
pass it on downwards, related to/ to the level of hierarchy, (.), 
yes, and I think, I do not need to again/ (.) [err] (.) exactly, so it 
is no/ nothing, what you do in a training or with any defined 
guiding principles, [...]] (Interview 9, 2016, para. 76) 
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Page 115: 

Dann gab es (aber?) immer wieder aber zum Glück in meinem Karri-
ere immer wieder so Personen, an/ nach/ nach denen ich mich richten 
könnte. Oder sagen, Ok, da/ (.) also das war für mich immer sehr wich-
tig und ist heute sehr wichtig. [Then there was (however?) regu-
larly and fortunately people in my career towards/ towards/ 
towards I could direct myself. Or say, Ok, there/ (.) well this 
always was very important for me and is today as well.] (In-
terview 6, 2016, para. 34) 

Page 117: 

Ich glaube, dass das extrem schwierig ist, weil [ähm] (.) zumindest in 
den Organisationen, in denen ich jetzt gearbeitet habe, es auch immer 
so war, dass ein Projektleiter einen sehr großen Spielraum hat, wie 
[er] sein/ sein Projekt halt aufsetzt. Wie [er] auch seine Mitarbeiter 
führt und dass [äh] da nur in wenigen Fällen der Partner dann [ähm] 
interveniert, eigentlich nur dann, wenn irgendwas schiefläuft. An-
sonsten kann [äh] ein Projektleiter mehr oder weniger schalten und 
walten, wie [er] will[...]. [ähm] da das/ das hängt, glaube ich, sehr 
stark einfach von der Persönlichkeit des jeweiligen Projektmanagers 
ab. Das fände ich auch schwierig da (.) ja ne/ ne Art einheitlichen (.) 
Weg zu finden. [I believe that it is extremely difficult, because 
[err] (.) at least in the organizations in which I have worked, it 
has always been that a project lead has a very big level of free-
dom in how he sets up his/ his project, how he leads his team 
and that [er] only in limited cases the partner [err] intervened, 
actually only in cases when something goes wrong. Otherwise 
a [er] project lead can act and control in his personal way [...] 
[err] there that/ that depends I believe very much on the person-
ality of the actual project manager. I would find this difficult 
to determine (.) yes a/ a type of common (.) way.] (Interview 11, 
2016, para. 60) 

Page 118: 

Und das sind so GANZ viele, viele kleine Schritte, wo du eigentlich 
jeden Tag wieder gucken musst, [ähm] entwickeln sich die Kollegen 
im richtigen Umfeld. [And these are VERY many, many small 
steps, where you actually have to see day by day, [err] do the 
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colleagues develop in the right environment.] (Interview 18, 
2016, para. 85) 

Page 118: 

Das Ganze steht und fällt ziemlich damit, wie viel Zeit du als Projekt-
leiter hast, dich überhaupt mit deinem Team auseinanderzusetzen, ne, 
das ist bei uns gern mal so, dass du als Projektleiter auch KOMPLETT 
eingebunden bist und für solche Sachen dann eigentlich immer nur 
am Abend Zeit hast, wenn überhaupt, und dann auch vor allen Din-
gen, du brauchst ja auch dir/ da ja die Nerven und die Stärke dafür, 
ne? Wenn du also den ganzen Tag lang im Workshop ge/ bist und bist 
einfach/ kannst kein Wort mehr sagen, was bei mir selten passiert, 
aber (lacht) passiert. Dann ist einfach, ja, dann/ dann geht sowas 
nicht. [The whole thing stands and falls pretty much with how 
much time you have as a project lead, to deal with your team 
at all, yes, usually being the case, that you are tied in as a pro-
ject lead COMPLETELY and only have time for those things in 
the evening, if any time at all, and then especially, you also 
need your/ the nerves and strength to deal with it, yes? So, if 
you are in a workshop and you are simply/ can’t express any 
more words, which seldom happens with me, but it (laughing 
SMB) happens. Then this is simply/ then this doesn’t work.] (In-
terview 18, 2016, para. 91) 

Page 119: 

ABER die Komplexität, die Zeiten, die einem zur Verfügung stehen, 
um bestimmte Lösungen zu erarbeiten, die sind heute (wesentlich?) 
anspruchsvoller und knapper, als [äh] [äh]/ als dass der Fall war vor/ 
vor/ vor vielen Jahren. Und dementsprechend stei/ steigt natürlich 
auch der Druck auf den Einzelnen oder die Einzelne im Projekt. Und 
das kann dann immer dazu führen, dass es [äh] individuelle [äh] Hö-
hen und Tiefen gibt. Und [äh] als guter Projektleiter hat man da eine 
Antenne für oder Teamleiter, Teamleiterin, hat man da eine Antenne 
für. Und/ und kümmert sich. Und/ und als weniger [äh] guter Team- 
oder Projektleiter ignoriert man es oder (lacht) merkt es vielleicht gar 
nicht und wundert sich, warum man dann irgendwann mal [ähm] 
von jemanden entweder [äh] mitgeteilt bekommt, dass [er] oder sie die 
Firma verlässt oder [ähm] dringend eigentlich [äh] vom Projekt 
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genommen werden möchte. [BUT the complexity, the time which 
one has to work on dedicated solutions today are much more 
ambitious and limited as [er] [er]/ as it was the case many years 
ago. Consequently, the pressure towards the individual or the 
individual within the project increases. And this then can al-
ways lead to situations of [er] individual heights and depths. 
And [er] as a good project lead you have a feeling for this or as 
a team lead, you have a feeling for this. And/ and you take care. 
And/ and [er] as a not so good team or project lead you ignore 
it or (laughing SMB) don’t recognize it and then are surprised, 
when someone else at some point in time [err] from someone 
either [er] you are being told, that he or she is leaving the com-
pany or [err] wants to be taken [er] off the project as soon as 
possible.] (Interview 19, 2016, para. 64) 

Page 121: 

Sollte man, denke ich, auch schauen, dass man (..) ein Stück weit die 
Motivation der Mitarbeiter fragend versteht und dann auch unter-
stützt [...]. Die ja auch sehr unterschiedliche sein können. Die dann 
auch je nach Lebensphase unterschiedlich ist. Und dass man die auf 
jeden Fall versteht. Auch regelmäßig in offenen Gesprächen absteckt 
und dann eben schaut, wie kann ich damit arbeiten? Natürlich [ähm] 
kann man wahrscheinlich nicht alle [ähm] Wünsche oder Motivatoren 
für den Mitarbeiter erfüllen, aber [ähm] ich denke, es gibt schon ei-
nige, die man auch erfüllen könnte, wenn man davon weiß. [One 
should, I believe, also see that one (..) understands the motiva-
tion of the co-workers and to support them [...]. Which can be 
very different ones. Which then also can be very different de-
pending on the stage in life. And that one definitely under-
stands them. Also, to regularly understand them in open dis-
cussions and to determine how I can work with them. Of course 
[err] you most likely cannot satisfy all [err] wishes or motiva-
tions for the co-worker, but [err] I think, there are some, which 
you can satisfy if you know them.] (Interview 10, 2016, paras 
117–119) 

 

 



Appendix A: Quotes of respondents in German by page 

283 

Page 121: 

[Ähm] da steht natürlich erst mal in/ in erster Linie steht natürlich 
immer der Erfolg des Projektes irgendwie an. Ja? Dass man/ dass das 
KUNDEN happy macht, dass man gegebenenfalls noch einen Folge-
auftrag holt. Ja. Leider gab es solche und solche. [[Err] there is of 
course at first above/ above all of course the success of the pro-
ject somehow. Yes? That you/ that the CLIENT is made happy, 
that one eventually even achieves a follow-on assignment. Yes. 
Unfortunately there have been such and such.] (Interview 16, 
2016, paras 95–100) 

Page 122: 

Das ist ja/ das ist/ das/ das muss man auch jemandem beibringen und 
die Zeit muss einem auch GEGEBEN werden, um das jemandem bei-
zubringen. Man kann nicht erwarten, dass [äh]/ dass [äh]/ und DAS 
ist bei uns nicht so toll, finde ich, GRUNDSÄTZLICH, ne, dass [äh]/ 
man muss, wenn man Consultant oder BA anfängt, du musst 
schwimmen. Und/ und ich [ähm]/ für mich ist es [ähm] (.) imme/ im-
mer wichtig dann unsere Leute zu motivieren, VERSUCHEN Zeit zu 
finden, um denen das auch RICHTIG zu zeigen, ne. So auch von/ von 
den ganzen Ablauf dann zu bringen und nicht nur, „was brauche ich 
jetzt genau jetzt“. [Ähm] das ist [ähm]/ das das fehlt mir. Ich/ ich bin 
gerne im Team und ich bin gerne [ähm] mit allen zusammen und 
überlege und [äh] lerne dazu, [ähm]/ a/ und dafür haben wir ganz 
häufig einfach keine Zeit. [That is/ that is/ that/ that you have to 
teach someone, and you need to be GIVEN enough time for it, 
in order to teach someone. You cannot expect, that [er]/ that 
[er]/ and THIS is not going very well with us, I believe, IN 
PRINCIPLE, yes, that [er]/ you have to, in case you start as 
consultant or BA, you have to swim. And/ and I [err]/ for me it 
is [err] (.) always/ always important to motivate our people, 
TRY to find the time, to PROPERLY show them, yes. So also, 
about/ about the entire flow and not only “what do I need 
now”. [Err] that is [err]/ that that is something I am missing. I/ 
I learn, [err]/ a/ and for that we often simply do not have enough 
time.] (Interview 17, 2016, para. 60) 
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Page 124: 

Ich habe erst heute ein [äh] Gespräch mit einem Kollegen geführt, da 
hatte ich mich im Prinzip gefühlt wie ein/ ich weiß gar, ist das ein 
Psychologe oder ein Psychiater? Ich glaube ein Psychologe [...] irgend-
wie so was, zwischendrin [...]. Aber es war halt wirklich [äh]/ [äh] 
eine/ eine/ Gespräch, das ich so nie erwartet hätte. Und [äh], ja, einen 
ziemlichen Eindruck bei mir hinterlassen hat. [Just today I had a 
[er] conversation with a colleague, during which in principle I 
felt like a/ I don’t know, is that a psychologist or psychiatrist? 
I think a psychologist [...] something like that, in between[...]. 
But it really was [er]/ [er] a/ a/ conversation, which I would 
have never expected in this way. And [er], yes, left a reasonable 
impression on me.] (Interview 19, 2016, paras 66–74) 

Page 126: 

Und dass ich natürlich erwarte, dass/ dass da alle ähnliches/ eine ähn-
liches Schmerzgrenze haben quasi. (.) Ne? Dass so/ I/ Ist halt mal so/ 
Solange man da gemeinsam unterwegs ist, (.) ist das halt/ ist halt wie 
im Mannschaftssport, wo ich ja herkomme, solange man sich da halt 
gemeinsam den Arsch aufreißt und keiner unter irgendwie da/ da 
rausfällt, dann/ Dann ist das absolut cool. [And that I of course ex-
pect, that/ that all have a similar/ a similar pain threshold 
more or less. (.) Yes? That is/ i/ is like this/ as long as one is 
together with others, (.) it is/ is like team sports, where I actu-
ally come from, as long as you collectively work one’s balls off 
and no one falls out, then/ then it is absolutely cool.] (Interview 
2, 2016, para. 92) 

Page 127: 

Und wenn ich Dinge nicht verstehe, dann beunruhigt mich das und 
da fühle ich mich nicht wohl, oder dann kann ich meine Arbeit auch 
nicht so genießen. Wenn ich verstehe, w/ was/ wo sich das einfügt, 
was ich tue, kann ich meine Arbeit mehr genießen und/ und es geht 
mir besser dabei. [And when I don’t understand things, then it 
makes me feel nervous and I do not feel well, or I cannot enjoy 
my work as much. When I understand, w/ what/ where it fits 
in, what I do, I can enjoy my work more and/ and I feel better.] 
(Interview 1, 2015, para. 115) 
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Page 129: 

Also, ich finde, eine/ also, ich finde/ verbinde die Kultur [...] immer 
direkt mit dem Projektteam. Also, ich sehe da jetzt kein übergeordnetes 
[...] sondern, klar, man hat Berührungspunkte, man weiß ja immer so, 
was/ was der/ was der Partner in der Service-Line kommuniziert und 
wie [er] auftritt und das Ganze da eben auch weitergibt, mh das hat 
für mich aber eine geringere Priorisierung oder geringere Priorität 
wie der direkte Projektvorgesetzte oder Pro/ der direkte Projektkontakt 
und das dann/ [äh] was jetzt ein Technology-Leader [ähm] macht. 
[Well, I think, a/ well, I think/ relate the culture [...] always di-
rectly with the project team. Well, I do not see any superior [...] 
but, sure, you have points of contact, you always know, what/ 
what the/ what the partner within the service line communi-
cates, how he enters the stage and hands on the whole thing, 
mh that has for me though a lower prioritization or a lower 
priority compared to the direct project superior or the pro/ the 
project contact and that then/ [er] what a technology lead 
does.] (Interview 8, 2016, para. 74) 

Page 131: 

Ne, also das ist eher so, dass du g/ von/ von guten Leuten umgeben 
bist, ne, die höher [äh] sind in der Organisation als du jetzt selber. 
Und du dich dann daran/ Also ich hole mir von denen dann Inspira-
tion. Und [äh] leite daraus da/ mein Welt/ Weltbild ab, so diese [äh] 
Kultur, [...] [No, well that is more so, that you are surrounded 
by/ by good people, yes, who are higher [er] in the organization 
than you yourself are. And you then direct/ Well I get from them 
then inspiration. And [er] out of that I derive my world/ view 
of life, so this [er] culture, [...]] (Interview 18, 2016, para. 91) 

Page 134: 

Dann kriegt man Kollegen rein, die dann auch das Klima vergiften 
können, ne? Die halt eine/ (eine?) Herangehensweise dann im/ dann 
auch überleben in Anführungsstrichen und dann [äh] merken andere 
Kollegen, es geht auch so und dann ver/ KANN sich das verwässern 
so mit der Zeit, ne und dann werden die plötzlich extrem bürokratisch 
[...] [Then you get in colleagues, who can poison the atmos-
phere, no? Who have an/ an approach then also to survive in 
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quotation marks and then [er] other colleagues recognize, it 
works like that as well and then it CAN dilute with time, no 
and then they suddenly get very bureaucratic [...]] (Interview 18, 
2016, para. 83) 

Page 139: 

Es hängt davon ab, wie dein persönlicher Lebensstil ist. Ob du (.) 
ganz, ganz, ganz tief runtergebrochen oder ganz weit runtergebro-
chen, ob du LEBST), um zu arbeiten, oder ob du arbeitest um zu leben, 
nach dem französischen Vorbild. [It depends on how your personal 
way of life is. If you (.) broken down very, very, very deep or 
broken down very far, if you LIVE to work, or if you work to 
live, following the French model.] (Interview 13, 2016, para. 180) 

Page 140: 

Das ist also für mich die absolute Fehlplanung [ähm] für Dinge, die 
verkauft werden, [ähm] die nicht überlegt sind, [äh], Ressourcen wer-
den nicht richtig kalkuliert. [Ähm], da/ das ist eigentlich das/ das Al-
lerschlimmste, ne. Wenn man/ wenn man quasi vom Verkaufsteam 
[ähm] Dinge bekommt [äh] und man kann die nicht mehr ändern und 
man guckt sich da an und sagt, „ja, wie soll ich denn das jetzt ma-
chen?“ (lacht) Das ist die/ das ist eine sehr, sehr große Herausforde-
rung und auch so, dass die [ähm]/ diejenigen, die entscheiden, die, die 
beim/ im Projektmanag/ also die/ die Partner quasi, die dann das Pro-
jekt machen, [ähm] die/ (...) Das Verständnis an manchen Stellen auch 
dafür fehlt, was man tatsächlich (tut?). [For me this is absolute bad 
planning [err] for things, which are sold, [err] which are not 
thought through, [er], resources are not calculated properly. 
[Err], that/ that is actually the/ the worst about it, no. When 
you/ when you actually get [err] things from the sales team 
which you cannot change any more, you look at it and say to 
yourself, “how can I deal with this now?” (laughing SMB) That 
is the/ this is a very, very big challenge and also, that the [err]/ 
the people who decide, the ones who in project manage/ well 
the/ the partners actually, who then execute the project, [err] 
they/ (…) The understanding is missing at some stages, of what 
you actually (do?).] (Interview 17, 2016, para. 52) 
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Page 141: 

Gut, dann wächst man halt mit der Auf/ also mit der Aufgaben. 
[Ähm], (.) und das ist halt das/ irgendwie man/ habe ich mich dran 
gewöhnt, [ähm], (gab es?) trotzdem aber immer einen Moment, wo du 
sagst, Ok, jetzt ist es aber mir zu viel, entweder zu viel, weil es einfach, 
[äh]/ (.) die Herausforderung wächst einem über den Kopf. Muss man 
auch (jetzt?) mal sagen. Oder, [ähm], (..) weil einfach der/ das Tempo, 
[äh], einem zu viel fordert. (.) [Well, then you simply grow with 
the Ta/ so with the tasks. [Err], (.) and that is/ somehow one/ I 
have got used to it, [err], (there was?) always a moment, where 
you say, Ok, now it’s too much for me, either too much, because 
it simply, [er]/ (.) the challenge gets too big. You have to say 
now. Or, [err], (..) because the speed, [er], is demanding too 
much. (.)] (Interview 6, 2016, para. 34) 

Page 143: 

Also ich denke mal, ist mei/ ist das Hauptmanko ist einfach in der 
Beratung ist (halt?) wirklich das/ das Thema Work-Life-Balance und 
auch die Beratungen, die erzählen wollen, dass es jetzt im Hinblick 
auf die Generation Y (lacht) es alles besser machen wollen. Ich glaube 
da noch nicht so dran, aber [ähm]/ dass das funktioniert [...] [Well I 
believe, it is my/ is the main deficit it is within consulting re-
ally the/ the topic work-life balance and also the consulting 
firms, who want to tell you, that they want to change every-
thing for generation Y (laughing SMB). I still don’t believe in 
this, because [err]/ that this works out [...]] (Interview 13, 2016, 
para. 122) 

Page 145: 

Und wenn man sich darüber klar ist, dass es/ ich glaube, wenn man 
sich darüber klar ist, warum man es macht und [ähm] dass es für eine 
bestimmte Phase im Leben (.) eine gute/ eine SEHR gute berufliche 
Option ist, Erfahrungen zu sammeln, [ähm] (.) dann/ dann kann man 
vielen Unzufriedenheiten vorbeugen, die entstehen, wenn man/ (..) Ja 
wenn man so die langfristige (..) Sinnhaftigkeit hinterfragt oder sich 
fragt, wie man langfristig den Lebensstil und die Belastung aufrecht-
erhalten kann. [And when you are clear about it, that it/ I be-
lieve, if you are clear about, why you are doing this and [err] 
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for a dedicated phase in your life (.) a good/ a VERY good pro-
fessional option it is, to gain experience, [err] (.) then/ then you 
can prevent dissatisfaction, which occurs, if you/ (..) Yes if you 
question the long term (..) meaningfulness or question yourself, 
how to keep up the life-style and workload on a long term ba-
sis.] (Interview 15, 2016, para. 146) 

Page 145: 

Ob man irgendwie erwartet, dass der die Rechnungen bezahlt und das 
reicht oder ob man sagt, dass muss irgendwie schon sinnstiftend sein. 
(..) Ich glaube schon, dass es sinnstiftend sein muss und [ähm] (.) ich 
glaube schon, dass [äh]/ dass es (.) super wichtig ist, dass man das 
Gefühl hat, [ähm] ZUMINDEST, wenn man/ (..) wenn man sich in 
so einer [äh] Situation befindet, wo man nicht sicher ist, ob man auf 
dem richtigen Weg ist, dass das ernstgenommen wird. [If you some-
how expect that he pays the invoices and that is enough or if 
you say, this has to be meaningful somehow. (..) I actually be-
lieve, that it has to be meaningful and [err] (.) I actually believe, 
that [er]/ it is (.) very important, that you have the feeling, [err] 
AT LEAST, if you/ (..) when you are in such a [er] situation, 
where you are not sure, if you are on the right track, that this 
is taken seriously.] (Interview 15, 2016, para. 114) 

Page 146: 

Also die/ die Lorbeeren für den Mehrwert sind vielleicht für einige 
wichtiger als tatsächlich den Mehrwert zu generieren. [Well the/ the 
laurels for the added value are maybe more important for some 
as generating the added value.] (Interview 12, 2016, para. 114) 

Page 148: 

Also das ist/ das gibt es schon, diese Unsicherheit gibt es. Und das 
rührt natürlich auch dann zum Teil daher, dass/ dass wir da in gewis-
ser Weise anonym sind. Die Leute kennen sich dann nicht. [Äh], wis-
sen auch nicht, wie/ welchen Weg soll ich einschlagen. Ja, das stelle 
ich schon manchmal fest. [Well that is/ this is existing, this inse-
curity does exist. And that of course that is to an extent, that/ 
that we to some extent are anonymous. The people don’t know 
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each other. [Er], don’t know, whi/ which way to go. Yes, that I 
recognize sometimes.] (Interview 19, 2016, para. 78) 

Page 149: 

Es ist ja ein [ähm]/ das Unternehmen [äh], das sind ja Software En-
gineers und die sind die Stars der Show und die können sehr, sehr 
eigen sein und [ähm] (.) dadurch/ darum zentriert die Kultur, das 
heißt die Kultur ber/ beruht darauf, dass der, der das größte Experten-
wissen hat, [ähm] ein Projekt leitet oder ein T/ oder in dem Moment 
die Richtung vorgibt und nicht der, der vielleicht die höchste Seniori-
tät hat oder (.) [ähm], der aus irgendeinem Grund (.) als Leiter auser-
koren wurde. (.) [Ähm] und dadurch ergibt sich irgendwie eine andere 
(.) Dynamik, in der jeder [äh] (halt?) seine Meinung sagt und in der 
auch sehr offen über inhaltliche Sachen diskutiert wird und [ähm] (..) 
das ist halt/ das war auf jeden Fall eine große Umstellung. [It is a 
[err]/ the company [er], they are software engineers and they are 
the stars of the show and they can be very, very strange and 
[err] (.) As a result/ that’s where the culture centralizes, that 
means the culture is bas/ based on, that the, the one who has 
the biggest expert knowledge, [err] leads a project or a t/ or 
gives the direction in that moment and not the one who might 
have the highest seniority or (.) [err], who has been determined 
for some reason (.) as the lead. (.) [Err] and out of this, results 
somehow a different (.) dynamic, in which everyone [er] 
(simply?) says his opinion and in which is discussed very 
openly about content and [err] (..) that is/ that was for sure a 
big change.] (Interview 15, 2016, para. 43) 

Page 150: 

Ich WILL jetzt eigentlich gar nicht weiter, weil so dieses/ dieses An-
forderungsprofil, was jetzt so im nächsthöheren LEVEL an mich ge-
stellt wird, [ähm] das kann und will ich vielleicht so in der Form gar 
nicht erfüllen. [I actually do not WANT to go any further, be-
cause this/ this job profile, what is expected from me on the next 
level, [err] I can’t and maybe do not want to fulfil in this way.] 
(Interview 16, 2016, para. 230) 
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Page 150: 

Und auch Stand heute, da gibt es immer Phasen, wo du denkst, mein 
Gott, was tue ich mir damit an? [And also as of today, there are 
frequently phases, where you think, my god, what am I doing 
to myself here?] (Interview 6, 2016, para. 34) 

Page 152: 

[Ähm], ich glaube, das Umfeld ist natürlich ein ganz Besonders, 
dadurch, dass die eigene Kultur im Alltag, die Kultur der Beratung, 
im Alltag für den Einzelnen so oft verstim/ verschwimmt mit der Un-
ternehmenskultur, die man gerade beim Kunden erlebt. [Ähm] und 
das muss man natürlich differenzieren können. [[Err], I believe, the 
environment is a special one, because of one’s own culture being 
part of the daily routine, the culture of consulting, as part of 
the daily routine for the individual often becomes blurred with 
the company culture, which you experience at the client. [Err] 
and there you need to be able to differentiate.] (Interview 15, 
2016, para. 118) 

Page 153: 

[Ähm], das ist/ das muss man/ das i/ es gibt so viele unterschiedliche 
Persönlichkeiten. Mit manchen kann ich gut umgehen und kann das/ 
kann das, ne, das ist dann auch freudig. Und mit manchen da würde 
ich die absolute KRISE kriegen. (.) Ah/ Ne, das ist/ wir sind nicht/ wir 
sind nicht wie Maschinen, [äh], wir sind [ähm]/ (.) Wir können [äh] 
gewisse Einstellungen auch auf höheren Ebenen [ähm] kann ich nur 
eine gewisse Zeit auch gut finden, [ähm], auf Dauer ist m/ ist der/ ist 
der Qualitätsstandard oder der Standard mit mit/ wie man mit Men-
schen umgeht, oder mit [ähm]/ ist/ ist da sehr unterschiedlich. [[Err], 
that is/ that you have to/ that is/ there are so many different 
personalities. Some I can handle well, and I am able to/ able to, 
no, that is fun then. And with others I would get an absolute 
CRISIS. (.) [Er]/ No, that is/ we are not/ we are not like ma-
chines, [er], we are [err]/ (.) We are able to [er] some preferences 
even on higher levels [err] I can accept to a certain limit, [err], 
permanently is m/ is the/ is the quality standard or the stand-
ard with which/ how you deal with people, or with [err]/ is/ is 
very different.] (Interview 17, 2016, para. 68) 
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Page 158: 

Aber in der Situation war es wirklich nicht/ also war es/ hat/ waren 
es einfach falsche (.) Informationen, um nicht zu sagen Lügen, [ähm] 
die der Partner da über uns erzählt hat und das fand ich schon einfach/ 
war mir sehr unangenehm, weil ich mir dachte, (.) [ähm] diese Lügen 
gehen jetzt im Grunde zu Lasten meiner Flexibilität, [ähm] weil wenn 
sich am/ am Ende herausstellt, dass ich gar nicht diese ganzen Skills 
besitze, die mir da jetzt unterstellt werden, dann bin ich derjenige, der 
nachher schlecht da steht. [But in this situation it really was not/ 
well it was/ has/ was simply wrong (.) information, not to say 
lies, [err] which the partner narrated about us and that I per-
ceived as simply/ was very awkward to me, because I thought, 
(.) [err] these lies are now essentially limiting my flexibility, 
[err] because if at/ at the end it turns out, that I actually do not 
have these skills, which have been implied by others, then I am 
the one, who in the end stands in a bad light.] (Interview 11, 
2016, para. 76) 

Page 162: 

Aber das/ das, glaube ich, ist wirklich ein/ ein schwieriges Feld. Und 
das ist was, wo ich mir manchmal halt auch nicht sicher bin, ob die an 
der Spitze [ähm] wirklich immer im Blick haben, dass es auch darum 
geht, diesen Freiraum haben, sich neu/ neu zu/ zu sortieren oder auf-
zustellen. [But that/ that, I believe, is really a/ a difficult field. 
And that is something, where I sometimes am not sure, if the 
ones at the front [err] have this in sight at any time, that it is 
also about, having this freedom, to newly/ newly/ sort or ar-
range the self.] (Interview 12, 2016, para. 134) 

Page 163: 

Weil natürlich man nicht vergessen darf bei dem ganzen Spiel, dass 
es darum geht, Geld zu verdienen und/ und nicht nur alle da sind um 
eben ein nettes Leben auf Projekten zu haben und auf Firmenkosten 
oder Kundenkosten durch die Gegend zu reisen und/ und Essen zu 
gehen. (.) [Ähm] (.) aber diese/ (..) dieses/ [äh] (..) diese Balance zu 
entwickeln zwischen (.) nicht zu viel, (..) aber eben auch nicht zu we-
nig zu investieren, um/ um [äh] Mitarbeiter entsprechend zu fördern, 
auszubilden, [ähm] und ihnen auch Feedback zu geben, ist, glaube ich, 
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[äh] die Herausforderung in diesem Job. [Because of course you 
should not forget as part of the game, that it is all about earn-
ing money and/ and people aren’t just there to spend a nice life 
within projects and to travel around paid by the company or 
the client and/ and having dinner. (.) [Err] (.) but this/ (..) this/ 
[er] (..) to achieve this balance between (.) investing not too 
much, (..) but also not too little, to/ to [er] promote your em-
ployees, educate them, [err] and also to provide them with feed-
back, I believe, [er] is the challenge of this job.] (Interview 7, 
2016, para. 88) 

Page 164: 

Aber [äh] der/ der Beruf als solches [äh], ja, [äh] ist schon auf dem 
absteigenden Ast in der Art, wie [er] in der Wirtschaftswelt aner-
kannt wird. (.) Und das wird auf //Dauer [äh]/ // [...] es schwieriger 
machen. (..) Meine Wahrnehmung. [But [er] the/ the profession as 
such [er], yes, [er] is on a descending branch in the way it is 
recognized within the economic world. (.) And that will, in //the 
long run [er]/ // [...] make it more difficult. (..) That’s my percep-
tion.] (Interview 18, 2016, paras 143–145) 

Page 167: 

Und diese/ diese vorherige Kommunikation und eine klare Erwar-
tungshaltung [ähm] ein klares Verständnis für was man tut und was 
man kann und was man nicht kann, ich glaube, das ist/ [ähm] das ist 
wirklich/ DAS ist das, was am/ zu den/ zu den meisten UNFÄLLEN, 
sagen wir mal so, führt. [And this/ this previous communication 
and clear expectations [err] a clear understanding for what you 
do and what you are capable of and what not, I believe, that is/ 
[err] that is really/ THAT is what leads to the/ to the most AC-
CIDENTS, so to say.] (Interview 17, 2016, para. 82) 

Page 167: 

B: Also oder nicht mehr weiter. Ich antwortete dann nicht mehr, weil 
wenn der Kunde recht haben will, dann muss/ will [er] recht haben. 
Punkt.  

I: [Mhm, bejahend]. (.) Und dann/ dann steckst du einfach zurück 
und, [ähm]/ und/ und, [ähm], belässt es dann dabei, ne?  
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B: Nehme Themen auf, aber einige Themen, (verhalten?) sich da ein-
fach nur als, [äh], nur (Aufwind?) von der Kundenseite, um einfach 
den Be/ auf den Berater zu hauen, [äh], und wenn das so ist, dann 
(also in Vielem?) merke ich das schon, was/ was wirklich nur Berater-
haue ist und (das ist?) (incomprehensible SMB) tatsächlich ein/ ein 
Problem. [B: Thus, or not any further. I do not answer any 
longer, because when the client wants to be right, then he has 
to/ he wants to have right. Full stop. I: [Mhm, confirming] (.) 
And then/ then you step back and, [err]/ and/ and, [err], leave it 
how it is, right? B: Take note of topics, but some topics, (be-
have?) simply just as, [er], just (up draught?) on the client side, 
just to punch the co/ consultant, [er], and once it goes this way, 
then (thus in many?) I recognize this, what/ what really is only 
punching the consultant and (that is?) (incomprehensible SMB) 
really an/ an issue.] (Interview 6, 2016, paras 134–136) 
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Appendix B: Sampling criteria 
The following table lists the sampling criteria on which basis the interviewees 
have been selected. 

Table 5: Sampling criteria (Source: this research) 

Sampling criteria Characteristics and groups Description 

Age 25-29; 30-34; 35-39; 40+ Age of the interviewee 

Gender Male, female Gender of the interviewee 

Years of experience 1-n Years of experience within 
consulting 

Level Consultant, senior 
consultant, manager & 
senior manager, 
director & partner 

Level of interviewee within 
consulting firm 
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Appendix C: Interview outline 

I. Why did you choose the profession of management consulting? What do you person-
ally aim to achieve with your work? 

Example follow-up questions: How would you describe the most significant re-
sponsibility as consultant? What influenced you? Are there any role models you 
follow? Have you read any literature on the profession of management consult-
ing? What helped you create your perception of management consulting? To 
what extent do you understand constant development as part of your role? Did 
the profession so far meet your expectations? 

II. What do you expect from yourself and others within your professional environment 
and what is expected from you? 

Example follow-up questions: How and to which extent do you exchange with 
other consultants about the profession? How would you describe a common con-
sulting culture, does it exist? How do others perceive you (consultants, clients, 
leadership)? Is there something missing in order to pursue your perception of 
management consulting? Do you have the feeling that your firm is following the 
same principles and aims as you are? 

III. Can you describe personally challenging situations experienced during your career 
as a management consultant where you felt uncomfortable? 

Example follow-up questions: How did you handle the challenging situation? 
What did you learn from it? What was a positive experience during your career? 
What would you like to have done but haven’t yet and why? Do you address 
personal doubts and concerns with your manager or other firm members? Did 
you make use of the ombudsman? 

IV. Where do you see potential causes and what could help to ease these tensions from 
your perspective? 

Example follow-up questions: Do you see any need for change within the pro-
fession of management consulting? What would need to be changed and by 
whom? Which similarities and differences do you see compared to other profes-
sions, what is your personal experience? 
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Appendix D: Interview details 

Table 6: Interview details (Source: this research) 

# Date Type Gender 

Male, 
Female  

Age 

25-29; 
30-34; 
35-39; 
40+ 

Years of 
experi-
ence (in 
consult-
ing) 

Level (in consulting) 

Consultant, senior 
consultant, manager 
& senior manager, 
director & partner 

1 2015.11.13 Personal Male 25-29 2 Senior consultant* 

2 2016.01.29 Phone Male 25-29 2 Senior consultant 

3 2016.02.03 Phone Male 25-29 2 Senior consultant 

4 2016.02.19 Phone Female 25-29 1 Consultant* 

5 2016.03.02 Phone Male 40+ 17 Director & partner 

6 2016.03.09 Phone Male 40+ 18 Director & partner 

7 2016.05.18 Personal Male 40+ 20 Director & partner 

8 2016.06.07 Personal Male 25-29 2 Consultant 

9 2016.06.08 Personal Male 25-29 1 Consultant 

10 2016.06.22 Phone Female 25-29 1 Senior consultant* 

11 2016.07.21 Phone Male 30-34 7 Manager** 

12 2016.09.11 Phone Female 30-34 9 Senior manager 

13 2016.10.04 Phone Male 35-39 11 Senior manager** 

14 2016.10.13 Personal Male 30-34 3 Senior consultant 

15 2016.10.19 Personal Female 30-34 1 Senior consultant* 
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# Date Type Gender 

Male, 
Female  

Age 

25-29; 
30-34; 
35-39; 
40+ 

Years of 
experi-
ence (in 
consult-
ing) 

Level (in consulting) 

Consultant, senior 
consultant, manager 
& senior manager, 
director & partner 

16 2016.11.04 Personal Male 30-34 10 Senior manager** 

17 2016.11.11 Phone Female 35-39 17 Senior manager 

18 2016.11.18 Phone Male 35-39 17 Senior manager 

19 2016.11.25 Phone Male 40+ 27 Director & partner 

TOTALS: 14 male and 5 female; 7 (age 25-29), 5 (age 30-34), 3 (age 35-39) and 4 
(age 40+); 3 consultants, 6 senior consultants, 6 managers & senior managers and 
4 directors & partners 

*interviewee left the consulting profession within one year after the interview (as 
of August 2017) 

**interviewee left the consulting profession within one year ahead of the inter-
view 
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Appendix E: Transcription system 

Table 7: Notations and conventions of the transcription system (Source: this research 
based on Dresing & Pehl (2013, pp. 20–23)) 

Symbol / Letter Description 

/ Indicates a discontinuation of a word or sentence 

I: Indicating the interviewer 

B: Indicating the interviewee 

(.); (..); (…); (n) Breaks of 1,2 and 3 seconds are indicated with dots, 
breaks of more than 3 seconds with a number (n = num-
ber of seconds) 

// Concurrent speech is indicated with an “//” at the begin-
ning of the concurrent speech, the other persons speech 
is transcribed in a separate line also indicated with “//” 

ACCENT Emphasised words are indicated with capital letters 

(incomprehensible SMB) Incomprehensible speech indicated with “incomp.” in 
brackets 

(laughing SMB) Emotional nonverbal statements are documented in 
brackets 

Further rules 

• Double words are documented accordingly within the transcript 

• Statements during speech are transcribed and included in square brackets, 
for example: [mhm], [er] 

• The entire speech is transcribed word for word, grammatical errors are re-
tained 

• Dialects are written as spoken 

• All segments are separated with an empty line. Every break includes a 
time stamp, for example, “#00:01:26#” 
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Appendix F: Codebook 

Table 8: Codebook (Source: this re-
search) 

Code and number of occur-
rences 

Total number of codes: 63 

Total number of coded seg-
ments: 1337 

Code groups highlighted in italic 

 

1 key quote 133 

2 metaphor 16 

3 situation 45 

4 special phrase 104 

5 initial purpose  

     5.1 route to consulting 26 

     5.2 develop own profile 31 

     5.3 no decision or concept 22 

6 motivation for consulting  

     6.1 individual related  

          6.1.1 experience build-up 43 

          6.1.2 guaranteed challenge 27 

          6.1.3 latest knowledge 15 

     6.2 group related  

          6.2.1 working as a team 35 

          6.2.2 people fit 18 

     6.3 company related  

          6.3.1 freedom 14 

          6.3.2 monetary compensa-
tion 

14 

     6.4 client related  

          6.4.1 client achievement 33 

          6.4.2 working with clients 15 

7 expectations consultants  

     7.1 individual related  

          7.1.1 attitude general 40 

          7.1.2 attitude excellence 29 

          7.1.3 act as model 19 

     7.2 group related  

          7.2.1 leading team and 
project 

37 

          7.2.2 support team and 
project 

27 
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          7.2.3 counselling and 
coaching 

30 

          7.2.4 feedback 27 

          7.2.5 open communication 20 

     7.3 company related  

          7.3.1 common culture 47 

          7.3.2 management condi-
tions 

32 

          7.3.3 recruiting 16 

8 fields of tension  

     8.1 individual related  

          8.1.1 pretending sth 13 

          8.1.2 high workload 37 

          8.1.3 limited personal time 25 

          8.1.4 missing meaning 36 

          8.1.5 career expectations 20 

          8.1.6 different inconsistent 
expectations 

26 

          8.1.7 missing knowledge 18 

          8.1.8 unsafe beginner 16 

     8.2 group related  

          8.2.1 insufficient group 
communication 

21 

     8.3 company related  

          8.3.1 company goals 29 

          8.3.2 work environment 10 

     8.4 client tensions 38 

9 other  

     9.1 consulting prejudices 7 

     9.2 generation comparison 14 

     9.3 industry comparison 12 

     9.4 perception of questions 25 

     9.5 object of reference  

          9.5.1 consulting company 6 

          9.5.2 functional unit 13 

          9.5.3 other consultancies 15 

          9.5.4 project team 41 
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1 key quote 

Code highlighting particular quotations, potentially used as part of the final re-
search report. In general, used along with another code to show the relation of 
the quotation to a subject (concept or theme). 

2 metaphor 

Code highlighting metaphors. In general, used along with another code to show 
the relation of the quotation to a subject (concept or theme). 

3 situation 

Code indicating specific situations referred to by the interviewee. In general, 
used along with another code to show the relation of the quotation to a subject 
(concept or theme). 

4 special phrase 

Code highlighting special phrases used by the interviewee. In general, used 
along with another code to show the relation of the phrase to a subject (concept 
or theme). 

5 initial purpose 

Code group and theme includes codes and concepts highlighting goals consult-
ants set themselves by choosing the job as consultant. 

Coded segments deal with questions such as: “What is your personal aim in car-
rying out your job as consultant?”; “Do you see any particular sense or meaning 
in your profession?”. 

5.1 initial purpose \ route to consulting 

Interviewees describe their route to consulting, how they got to know about the 
profession and who influenced them. Segments include lessons on consulting 
during studies, internships at consultancies, feedback by friends and family. 
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5.2 initial purpose \ develop own profile 

Interviewees state that the work as consultant allows them to develop their own 
profile in a solid way, including to learn working with methods and tools, expe-
rience different industries and so forth. This might help them to move to a dif-
ferent job at a later point in time or to step up the career ladder in consulting. 

5.3 initial purpose \ no decision or concept 

Interviewees did not deliberately decide for the profession of consultant, or at 
least do not have a dedicated career plan. They were not sure what to start with 
(usually after their studies) and, therefore, decided for the profession of consult-
ant, not committing themselves to a dedicated industry or area of expertise. The 
advantages of being a consultant offset the disadvantages. 

6 motivation for consulting 

Code group and theme includes codes and concepts highlighting the motivation 
of consultants for their profession. 

Coded segments deal with questions such as: “What was your motive and moti-
vation working as a consultant?”; “Are your initial goals and motives still valid 
today?”, “What do you appreciate about acting as a consultant?”. 

6.1 motivation for consulting \ individual related 

Code group for segments related to the individual consultant and his/her 
knowledge and experience. 

6.1.1 motivation for consulting \ individual related \ experience build-up 

Interviewees describe the possibility to build up knowledge in consulting 
quickly and on a broad basis, that is, involving many industries, clients and pro-
jects. One is forced to continuously develop oneself. 

6.1.2 motivation for consulting \ individual related \ guaranteed challenge 

Segments describing the frequent challenges related to the profession of consult-
ing and how the consultants deal with it, for example, changing environments, 
new areas of knowledge, the ability to explore different regions of the world, 
meet interesting people, not always knowing what lays in front of oneself. Ad-
jectives such as “cool” and “magic” are used. 
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6.1.3 motivation for consulting \ individual related \ latest knowledge 

Segments which highlight the enthusiasm for latest technologies and areas of 
knowledge related to the consulting profession. Constant need to adapt to these 
technologies in order to be able to properly consult the client. 

6.2 motivation for consulting \ group related 

Code group for segments related to a group of people (two or more), mainly in-
volving consulting colleagues. 

6.2.1 motivation for consulting \ group related \ working as a team 

Interviewees describing the benefits and motivation of working in teams of con-
sultants. Teams include project-related teams, but also teams within the wider 
network of the consulting company. 

6.2.2 motivation for consulting \ group related \ people fit 

Interviewees describing the fit of people working in consulting, in many cases 
even resulting in friendship. The feeling of belonging and working together as 
well as the common mind-set is described. 

6.3 motivation for consulting \ company related 

Code group for segments related to the consulting company. 

6.3.1 motivation for consulting \ company related \ freedom 

Segments highlighting the level of freedom to be found in consulting. Interview-
ees describe their perceptions of freedom as consultants and what enables them. 

6.3.2 motivation for consulting \ company related \ monetary compensation 

Segments dealing with monetary compensation, such as salary and bonuses. In-
terviewees describe the importance of the same and what role it plays in motiva-
tion. 

6.4 motivation for consulting \ client related 

Code group for segments related to the client. 
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6.4.1 motivation for consulting \ client related \ client achievement 

Interviewees describe the importance of achieving something with the client, for 
example, supporting the development of an innovation or fulfilling dedicated 
client needs. The aim is to strive for a clear result, making the client happy, and 
ultimately leading to client recognition and appreciation. 

6.4.2 motivation for consulting \ client related \ working with clients 

Segments which describe the importance of a close relationship with the client to 
achieve the expected results. Working with the client is described as beneficial 
for both sides, client and consultant. 

7 expectations consultants 

Code group and theme includes codes and concepts highlighting expectations 
the interviewees have with regard to their profession, as well as expectations 
they were asked to satisfy during work. 

Coded segments deal with questions such as: “What expectations do you have 
towards other consultants?”; “How should a consultant act, what attitudes 
should he have?”; “What do you expect from the client, the consulting organiza-
tion, …?”; “What is expected from yourself?”. 

7.1 expectations consultants \ individual related 

Code group for segments related to the individual consultant and his/her atti-
tudes. 

7.1.1 expectations consultants \ individual related \ attitude general 

All demands towards a consultant (excluding deep understanding and service 
excellence), such as social intelligence, attention (to detail), being motivated, en-
gagement, honesty, critical faculties. 

7.1.2 expectations consultants \ individual related \ attitude excellence 

The consultant requires an understanding and willingness to solve the clients’ 
issues, for example, working extra hours if it is required. He is supposed to pro-
vide the best available services to the client. 
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7.1.3 expectations consultants \ individual related \ act as model 

Segments describing the necessity for everyone in the organization, especially 
experienced people, project lead and the leadership, to act as role-models. Ori-
entation for new joiners or consultants with less experience. 

7.2 expectations consultants \ group related 

Code group for segments related to a group of people (two or more), mainly in-
volving consulting colleagues. 

7.2.1 expectations consultants \ group related \ leading team/project 

Segments that deal with leadership in projects. Importance of good leadership 
and its components. 

7.2.2 expectations consultants \ group related \ support team/project 

Segments that deal with supporting each other in projects. Importance of helping 
out each other and passing on one’s own knowledge. 

7.2.3 expectations consultants \ group related \ counselling/coaching 

Segments describing the need for a counselling role and its duties, going beyond 
content-related guidance. 

Strong relation to leading teams and projects concept. 

7.2.4 expectations consultants \ group related \ feedback 

Segments describing the importance of giving feedback, independent of the role, 
that is, including project leads, project team members, leadership and the client. 

7.2.5 expectations consultants \ group related \ open communication 

Segments describing the need both for open communication across all roles, as 
well as the ability to listen. 

7.3 expectations consultants \ company related 

Code group for segments related to the consulting company. 
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7.3.1 expectations consultants \ company related \ common culture 

Segments that refer to the notion of a common culture, base culture, common set 
of characteristics, community spirit. The importance of a sense of community and 
its implications. 

Strong connection to recruitment in choosing the right people for the group. 

7.3.2 expectations consultants \ company related \ management conditions 

Management conditions and steering expected from the individual consultant in 
the form of guidance, empowerment, personal development and work environ-
ment. The highlighted segments explicitly ask for organized and governed sup-
port by the leadership of the company. 

7.3.3 expectations consultants \ company related \ recruiting 

Segments describing the importance and impact of recruitment on the greater 
team and underlying culture. 

8 fields of tension 

Code group and theme includes codes and concepts highlighting potential and 
actual tensions interviewees are facing during their work or observe in their com-
pany, team and project. 

Coded segments deal with questions such as: “What difficulties have you expe-
rienced during your work as consultant?”; “What issues do you observe in your 
company, team and project?”; “How did you deal with the specific situations?”; 
“Where do you see potential causes?”. 

8.1 fields of tension \ individual related 

Code group for segments related to the individual consultant. 

8.1.1 fields of tension \ individual related \ pretending sth 

Related to the conflicts deriving from the overarching company goals. These seg-
ments highlight situations of pretending something towards the client, mostly 
lack of knowledge and expertise. 
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8.1.2 fields of tension \ individual related \ high workload 

Segments describing situations and general view on high workload related to the 
consulting profession, including project related work, as well as tasks outside 
projects within the consulting organization. 

8.1.3 fields of tension \ individual related \ limited personal time 

Segments describing limited personal time experienced by the consultants, in-
cluding reduced time for family and hobbies. 

8.1.4 fields of tension \ individual related \ missing meaning 

Segments indicating missing meaning and purpose expressed by the inter-
viewee. 

8.1.5 fields of tension \ individual related \ career expectations 

Segments summarizing situations in which high expectations are raised towards 
the consultant, based on the career level they hold or are about to advance to. 

8.1.6 fields of tension \ individual related \ different inconsistent expectations 

Segments describing different and inconsistent expectations raised simultane-
ously towards the consultant, either by the same or multiple stakeholders, in-
cluding leadership, client and other consultants. 

8.1.7 fields of tension \ individual related \ missing knowledge 

Segments describing situations where consultants do not have the required 
knowledge to complete a task or meet the expectations.  

8.1.8 fields of tension \ individual related \ unsafe beginner 

Segments in which consultants report feeling unsafe at the beginning of their ca-
reer as consultants, for example, not knowing what to expect, being not up to the 
job. 

8.2 fields of tension \ group related 

Code group for segments related to a group of people (two or more), mainly in-
volving consulting colleagues. 
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8.2.1 fields of tension \ group related \ insufficient group communication 

Segments highlighting expected communication or feedback which has not been 
provided, for example, on work performed, issues raised to the counsellor or 
project lead. 

8.3 fields of tension \ company related 

Code group for segments related to the consulting company. 

8.3.1 fields of tension \ company related \ company goals 

Segments describing the consulting companies’ higher goal to earn money and 
continuously grow. Resulting conflicts are described, for example, impact on 
project staffing, limited provisioning of trainings. 

8.3.2 fields of tension \ company related \ work environment 

Segments highlighting insufficient work environments, for example, including 
comments on the workplace as well as flexibility provided by the employer. 

8.4 fields of tension \ client tensions 

Code group for segments related to the client. 

Interviewees describe situations in which conflicts with clients occur. Conflicts 
are related to the way of working, results of the project and client expectations 
towards consultants. 

9 other 

Code group includes codes highlighting specific elements of the consulting pro-
fession, such as comparisons with other professions, definition of roles within 
consulting, and perception of questions asked during the interview. 

In general, used along with another code to show the relation of the element to a 
subject (concept or theme). 

9.1 other \ consulting prejudices 

Segments describing typical prejudices raised against consultants and their pro-
fession. Prejudices which interviewees had or had heard about and which in 
some cases relativized after working as consultants. 
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9.2 other \ generation comparison 

Notions of differences in behaviour and expectations based on the consultant’s 
age and generation is associated. 

9.3 other \ industry comparison 

Comparisons of the consulting profession to an industry-related profession (re-
lated to as “job within the industry”). 

9.4 other \ perception of questions 

Comments by the interviewees on questions provided upfront to the interview 
and related preparation, as well as comments on questions made during the con-
versation (for example, refusal to answer). 

9.5 other \ object of reference 

Code group for object of reference. 

9.5.1 other \ object of reference \ consulting company 

Point of reference = entire consulting company. 

9.5.2 other \ object of reference \ functional unit 

Point of reference = functional unit within the consulting company (usually home 
of several project teams). 

9.5.3 other \ object of reference \ other consultancies 

Comparisons of the interviewees own consulting company with other consulting 
companies, or in the case that the interviewee has worked for multiple consulting 
companies, comparison of the same. 

9.5.4 other \ object of reference \ project team 

Point of reference = project team managed by a project lead or on larger projects 
team lead. 
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