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ing the monitoring and evaluation of strategy work. Our results indicate this is often
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should remain a management responsibility. Overall, we found that client—consult-
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Tiivistelma

Suuret monikansalliset yritykset turvautuvat usein strategiakonsultteihin strate-
gian muodostamisen ja kriittisten paatosten apuna, mutta siitd, miten konsultteja
kaytannossa hyodynnetddn, on edelleen vahian nayttoa. Tama tyo tutkii, miten ja
miksi suomalaiset teollisuusyritykset kayttavat strategiakonsultteja strategiapro-
sesseissaan ja strategisessa paiatoksenteossaan sekd millaisia hyotyja ja haasteita
konsulttien kiyttaminen tuo mukanaan. Tutkimus toteutettiin induktiivisella laa-
dullisena tutkimusotteella. Aineistona toimi 17 puolistrukturoitua haastattelua,
jotka tehtiin kolmessa suomalaisessa, globaalisti toimivassa teollisuusyrityksessa ja
neljassa globaalissa strategiakonsultointitalossa. Aineisto analysoitiin Gioia-mene-
telmalla.

Tulokset osoittavat, etta konsultteja hyodynnetaan eniten strategian muodosta-
misen ja strategisten paatosten tukena. Konsultit tuovat muun muassa analyyttista
kapasiteettia ja vertailutietoa, ulkopuolista ndakokulmaa ja toimialojen vilista osaa-
mista sekad nopeuttavat projekteja. Asiakkaat kdantyvat usein konsulttien puoleen
silloin kun omat resurssit tai taidot eivat riitd. Konsulttien kaytto on selvasti vahai-
sempaa strategian toimeenpanossa seka strategiatyon seurannassa ja arvioinnissa.
Tulosten perusteella tihan vaikuttavat erityisesti kustannuksiin ja omistajuuteen
liittyvat huolet seka nakemys, ettd toteutus kuuluu ensisijaisesti asiakasyrityksen
omalle vastuulle. Kaiken kaikkiaan tyon tulokset osoittavat, etta konsulttien ja asi-
akkaiden valinen yhteistyo ei ole niin suoraviivaista kuin klassiset mallit antavat
ymmartaa, vaan se perustuu vahvasti myos projektien ulkopuolisiin vuorovaiku-
tuksiin, sparrailuun ja luottamukseen. Lisdksi, konsultoinnin arvo on konteksti-
sidonnaista, riippuen kansallisesta kulttuurista, toimialasta seka asiakkaan tai-
doista hyodyntaa konsultteja. Tyo esittdd suhteisiin ja jatkuvaan vuorovaikutuk-
seen pohjautuvan nakemyksen strategiakonsultointiprosessista sekd antaa kaytan-
non ohjeita siitd, milloin ja miten strategiakonsultteja kannattaa hyodyntaa.

Avainsanat Strategiakonsultointi, teollisuusyritykset, strategiaprosessi, strategi-
nen johtaminen, strateginen paitoksenteko
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1 Introduction

Strategy is at the core of every firm, guiding long-term direction and compet-
itiveness. Yet strategy work is demanding: it requires a broad understanding
of external business environments, the ability to process large amounts of
information, and making difficult decisions about what to do and what not to
do. To support this challenging task, many firms turn to consultants.

Consulting is a major global sector, estimated to contribute about 0.3% of
global GDP, or more than USD 300 billion in value (Blackman et al., 2025,
p.2). Strategy consulting, where consultants support firms in shaping long-
term direction and advising on complex, critical business choices, is one of
its core branches. Strategy consultants not only provide analysis and bench-
marks, but also help structure processes, frame options, and support agree-
ment among top management. Their involvement can accelerate progress,
introduce external perspectives that challenge established assumptions, and
translate complex issues into decision-ready material. At the same time, con-
sulting carries risks, such as high costs or potential dependency. Despite their
influence, we still lack a clear understanding of how consultants are actually
involved in firms’ strategy-making.

This thesis examines how industrial manufacturing firms use strategy con-
sultants in their strategy processes and strategic decision-making. The indus-
trial setting is especially relevant: while customer needs and products often
remain relatively stable, firms face major strategic decisions, including large
investments, restructuring, and acquisitions.

The study addresses the following research questions:

RQ1: How and why are strategy consultants used in the strategy
and strategic decision-making processes of industrial firms?

RQ2: What benefits and challenges do industrial leaders see in
using strategy consultants?

The research focuses on global Finnish industrial manufacturing firms and
their engagement with internationally operating strategy consulting firms. It
is based on 17 qualitative interviews conducted across three Finnish indus-
trial firms and four strategy consulting firms.

The structure of the thesis is as follows. Section 2 reviews the literature on
strategy processes, strategic decision-making, and strategy consulting. Sec-
tion 3 outlines the research design, methods, and data. Section 4 presents the
empirical findings, and Section 5 discusses the most important results. Sec-
tion 6 concludes by outlining the study’s theoretical and practical contribu-
tions, limitations, and directions for future research.
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2 Strategic management
2.1.1 What is strategy?

The concept of strategy has been defined in academic literature in many ways
through the times. Chandler (1963) defines strategy as "the determination of
the basic long-term goals and objectives of an enterprise, and the adoption
of courses of action and the allocation of resources necessary for carrying
out those goals". Drucker (1994) on the other hand, defines strategy “as a
firm’s theory about how to gain competitive advantages”. (Johnson et al.,

2017, p.4).

More recent definitions of strategy emphasize its dynamic nature. Johnson
et al. (2005, p.9) define strategy as the long-term direction of an organisation
that aims to gain an advantage by effectively using resources in a changing
environment to meet market needs and satisfy stakeholders. Other publica-
tions, like Hill et al. (2014), emphasize strategy’s relation to firm’s owners,
defining strategy as a set of related actions that managers take to increase
their company’s performance, thereby increasing the value of the company
for its owners, shareholders (Hill et al., 2014, pp.3-4).

2.1.2 Strategic management and strategy-making

Strategic management is the structured process of formulating, implement-
ing, and evaluating cross-functional decisions to achieve an organisation’s
long-term goals (David, 2011, p.6). It integrates qualitative and quantitative
information to support decision-making under uncertainty and aims to iden-
tify and create opportunities over an extended time frame. Strategic plans
typically address questions such as: who are we, where are we now, where do
we want to go, and how will we get there? (David, 2011, p.15).

Strategy-making refers to how strategies are created, shaped, and executed
in practice. It combines planned activities with adaptive responses to envi-
ronmental changes, linking strategic thinking to concrete actions (Gandellini
and Venanzi, 2013, p.7). Authors describe it as encompassing understanding
the organisation’s strategic position, making strategic choices, and translat-
ing them into action (Johnson et al., 2005, p.16, Hill et al., 2014, p.4). In this
thesis, the terms strategic management and strategy-making are used synon-
ymously, as both describe a process of strategy formulation, implementation,
and evaluation, aimed at achieving and sustaining competitive advantage.



2.1.3 The general process of strategic management

There are numerous models that present the process of strategic manage-
ment or strategy-making (David, 2011, Hill et al., 2014, Barney and Hesterly,
2015, Johnson et al., 2017, Cohen and Cyert, 1973). These models vary, for
example, in how they name the stages or in the number of steps presented.
However, the fundamental content is very similar across models: containing
similar stages of: 1) creating strategy, 2) implementing strategy, and 3) eval-
uating the implemented strategy. Table 1 presents the different strategic
management process models from different scholars and figure 1 presents
the synthesized strategy process from those models.

Table 1 Strategic management processes by different scholars

Author Strategy Strategy Strategy
formulation implementation evaluation
Strategy Strategy Strategy
formulation implementation evaluation
David Qeyelop Extc?rnal Generate, Implen{lent Implerrllent Measure
(2011) vision audit, evaluate and. strategies strategies and
and mis- | Internal select strategies (Management | (Functional evaluate
sion audit issues) strategies) performance
Strategy Strategy
formulation implementation
Hill et al. Existing | External Create Governance Designing Feedback
business | analysis, functional-, and ethics organisation
(2014) model / business-, global-, structure,
Internal or corporate culture,
Mission, | analysis, -level strategy and controls
vision,
values ->SWOT,
and Strategic
goals choice
Barney & | Mission | External Strategic choice Strategy Competitive
Hesterly ob analysis implementation advantage
jec-
(2015) tives Internal
analysis
Strategic position Strategic choices Strategy in action
Johnson (Industry, (Corporate &, (Processes,
etal. macro- business evalua.ti.ng,
(2017) environment, strategy, organising,
stakeholders, international, practise,
resources, acquisitions leadership
culture) & alliances, & change)
entrepreneurship)
Cohen Formu- Environ- Microprocess of Implementation of the Measure-
& Cyert lation of | ment . strategy . strategic program ment,
(1973) goals analysis formulation feedback
and control




Quantifying | The gap analysis
goals
The strategic
search
Selecting the
portfolio of
strategic alterna-
tives
Strategy Strategy Strategy
formulation implementation evaluation
[ 1 [ 1 |
External
analysis

Establish
vision, mission
& goals

Strategy | Measurement
implementation & feedback

v

Strategic choice

Internal
analysis

Feedback loop

Feedback loops

Figure 1. Strategic management process based on literature review
Strategy formulation

The first stage, strategy formulation, is about creating a vision and mission
for the organisation, identifying external opportunities and threats, and as-
sessing firm’s internal strengths and weaknesses. During formulation, stra-
tegic planners establish clear long-term objectives and create specific strate-
gies in attempt to achieve them. Decision-making plays a critical role of strat-
egy formulation as organisations have to choose between different alterna-
tive strategies. (David, 2011, p.6, Hill et al., 2014, pp.12-19).

Strategies can be developed at different levels. For large corporations, these
strategies can be divided into different level strategies such as: 1) functional-
level strategies, 2) business-level strategies, and 3) corporate-level strategies
(Johnson et al., 2017, pp.10-11, Hill et al., 2014, p.19, David, 2011, p.138).
Corporate-level strategy focuses on the overall direction and scope of the or-
ganisation; business-level strategy deals with how the organisation competes
in specific markets; and functional strategy is about how the plans at the cor-
porate and business levels are put into action through day-to-day operations
(Johnson et al., 2017, pp.10-11).



In addition to many types of strategies, there are also various different tools
and methods to use in strategy formulations. Companies can utilize a variety
of well-known tools such as SWOT analysis, Porter’s Five-Forces Framework,
or PESTEL to analyse their external and internal environment. (Johnson et
al., 2017, pp.34-35, Hill et al., 2014, p.17).

Different scholars view strategy formulation somewhat differently. Some
strategic management models, like Barney & Hesterly (2015) and Cohen &
Cyert (1973) present the strategy process’ tasks of establishing goals and
conducting environmental analysis as their own steps, without linking them
under “strategy formulation”. Also, some strategic management models, like
Johnson et al. (2017, p. 12) three step model: 1) strategic position, 2) strategic
choice, and 3) strategy in action, divide the formulation stage into two sepa-
rate phases: strategic position and strategic choice, thus viewing the overall
process differently. Nevertheless, different scholars share very similar steps
to answer strategy formulation’s critical question of: What should the organ-
isation do and why?

Strategy implementation

The second stage, strategy implementation, seeks to translate the created
strategy into concrete actions with different practices. David (2011, p.6-7)
calls it the “action stage,” where strategies are translated into practical tasks
through setting annual objectives, allocating resources, developing support-
ive organisational cultures, and motivating employees.

David (2011, pp.6-7) emphasizes that implementation affects all departments
and depends on managers’ interpersonal skills and ability to inspire commit-
ment throughout the organisation. Hill et al. (2014) have similar view of
strategy implementation describing it as taking actions across functional,
business, and corporate levels to execute strategic plans, like new market en-
tries or mergers & acquisitions. Hill et al. also points to the need to align or-
ganisational structure, culture, and control systems with the chosen strategy
to ensure its effective execution. (Hill et al., 2014, pp.19-20).

Barney and Hesterly (2015) focus more specifically on the internal alignment
of strategy and structure in strategy implementation. For them, strategy’s im-
plementation happens when firm’s organisational structure, management
control systems (both formal and informal), and employee compensation are
consistent with the intended strategy. Misalignment in any of these areas can
hamper strategic success, regardless of how well the strategy was formulated.
(Barney and Hesterly, 2015, pp.29-30).



Even though many strategic management frameworks, like the ones dis-
cussed before, agree that strategy implementation is critical and complex
part of the strategy process, their emphasis varies. David (2011) highlights
the human and behavioural dimensions, such as motivation and leadership,
whereas Barney and Hesterly (2015) prioritize structural and procedural con-
sistency. Hill et al. (2014) balance the both perspectives by combining prac-
tical strategic actions with organisational design and governance. All in all,
these views demonstrate that successful strategy implementation requires
alignment of people, systems, and structures throughout the organisation.

Strategy evaluation

Strategy evaluation represents the third and final stage of the strategic man-
agement process. It involves monitoring organisational performance and re-
assessing both internal and external conditions to determine whether a cho-
sen strategy remains appropriate.

David (2011) outlines three core evaluation activities: 1) reviewing the factors
on which current strategies are based, 2) measuring performance, and 3)
making necessary corrective actions. David points out that no strategy can
remain successful forever, as both the external environment and a company’s
internal capabilities are constantly evolving. (David, 2011, p.7).

Hill et al. (2014), on the other hand, describes strategic evaluation in a form
of continuous feedback loop within strategic planning; once strategies are
implemented, their outcomes must be reviewed to see if objectives are being
achieved and competitive advantage is being sustained. This feedback then
informs future rounds of strategy formulation and implementation. (Hill et
al., 2014, p.20).

Johnson et al. (2017) present additional methods for strategy evaluation.
They propose tools, such as, gap analysis to measure the difference between
actual and desired performance, and the SAFe criteria (suitability, accepta-
bility, feasibility) as a systematic framework for evaluating strategic alterna-
tives. In their view, strategy evaluation isn’t only about measuring outcomes
but also about determining the scale of future strategic initiatives necessary
to close performance gaps and ensure alignment with stakeholder expecta-
tions and organisational capacity. (Johnson et al., 2017, pp.375-403).

Altogether, these perspectives demonstrate that strategy evaluation is not a
one-time check but instead a critical, iterative process that completes the
strategic management cycle. While David (2011) focus on evaluation as a val-
idation and correction mechanism, Hill et al. (2014) and Johnson et al.
(2017) emphasize its role in feeding back into strategic planning and
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decision-making, using structured tools to ensure that strategic choices re-
main relevant and effective over time.

The dynamic nature of the strategic management models

Most models, such as Hill et al. (2014) and David (2011), include feedback
loops to show that strategic planning is a continuous process. After a strategy
is put into action, its performance must be monitored to assess how well goals
are being met and whether a competitive advantage is being maintained (Hill
et al., 2014, p.20).

Each of these strategy process models is built of components that are con-
nected, dynamic, and continuous, so a change in one part can lead to changes
in others. An economic shift might create new opportunities and call for
changes in long-term goals and strategies, for example, competitor’s strategic
move might require revisiting the firm’s mission. (David, 2011, p.15).

2.1.4 Typical challenges in strategic management
Criticism on the traditional top-down strategy process models

Traditional strategy-making has often been criticised as overly top-down,
formal, and focused on rational planning. These models typically assume that
senior executives can design deliberate strategies in isolation, which are then
simply implemented by the rest of the organisation. Scholars such as Hamel
(1996) and Hart (1992) argue that too much emphasis is placed on the role
of top management. An alternative view by Mintzberg (1978) notes that
lower-level managers can and often do exert significant influence over the
strategic direction of the firm (Hill et al., 2014, p.21).

Similarly, Floyd and Wooldridge (1996) highlight that middle managers play
a crucial role in both developing and implementing strategy, particularly in
large, complex, and less hierarchical organisations. They act as translators,
adaptors, and bridges, ensuring strategic intent is understood at all levels,
adjusting strategy in response to real-time conditions, and advising senior
leaders on practical challenges and change readiness. (Floyd & Wooldridge,
1996, cited in Johnson et al., 2005, p.521).

This critique of overly centralised approaches, and the recognition of middle
management’s influence, has encouraged interest in more bottom-up and
practice-oriented views of strategy-making. One prominent perspective is
Strategy-as-Practice (SAP), which shifts the focus from plans and structures
to the actual activities through which strategy is created and enacted. SAP
examines the everyday actions, routines, tools, and interactions that
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constitute “strategizing” in real organisations (Vaara and Whittington, 2012,
p.285). It frames strategy not as a linear process but as a socially and politi-
cally embedded activity shaped by a variety of actors and contextual factors.

The difficulty of strategy implementation

One potential challenge in strategy work is the failure to translate plans into
concrete actions. David (2011) points out how in most organisations, moving
from strategy formulation to implementation involves handing over respon-
sibility from top strategists to divisional and functional managers, which can
cause problems, especially if those managers weren’t involved earlier in the
decisions and feel disconnected. Since people are often driven by their own
interests, it’s important to include middle and lower-level managers in the
strategy formulation phase and ensure strategists stay involved during im-
plementation. (David, 2011, pp.214-215).

Resistance to change

David (2011) highlights how resistance to change is one of the biggest obsta-
cles to successful strategy implementation, often showing up as lack of coop-
eration, absenteeism, or even sabotage. This resistance usually comes from a
lack of understanding about the changes. To overcome it, managers must cre-
ate a supportive environment where change is seen as a positive opportunity
rather than a threat. (David, 2011, p.234). Interestingly, Gavetti and Rivkin
(2007, p.420) point that as a company grows and matures, it becomes harder
to change, even though managers for example typically have better tools to
create strategic plans.

Inflexibility and strategic drift

Another challenge is strategic drift, where firms continue with outdated
strategies despite environmental changes. Johnson et al. (2017, p.180) de-
fine strategic drift as “the tendency for strategies to develop incrementally
on the basis of historical and cultural influences, but fail to keep pace with
a changing environment”. Strategic drift is common, as many companies
continue to allocate resources in the same way year after year (Hall et al.,
2012, cited in (Johnson et al., 2017, p.182). Research shows that transforma-
tional change usually occurs only after performance has already declined sig-
nificantly. In a study of 215 large UK firms over a 20-year period, only four
were able to both maintain consistently high performance and implement
major transformation (Yip et al., 2009, cited in Johnson et al., 2017, p.182).



Misalignment in organisational structure or leadership

Strategies are likely to fail when they are not aligned with the firm's organi-
sational structure or leadership capabilities. According to David (2011) stra-
tegic alignment with organisational structure is essential because structure
directly influences the formulation of objectives, policies, and the allocation
of resources. A well-aligned structure facilitates effective implementation by
supporting strategic priorities, while misalignment can lead to inefficiencies
and poor performance. (David, 2011, pp.220-221).



2.2 Strategic decision-making
2.2.1 What is strategic decision-making?

Strategic decision-making lies at the core of strategy. As Porter (1996, p. 45)
stated that strategy is “about choosing what to do and what not to do”. Stra-
tegic decision-making refers to the process of making high-impact, long-term
choices that set an organisation’s direction, scope, and resource allocation.
These decisions are typically infrequent, high-stakes, and non-routine, in-
volving significant resource commitments. (Mintzberg et al., 1976, p.246,
Eisenhardt and Zbaracki, 1992, p.17).

The importance of strategic decisions comes from their long-term influence
on an organisation’s direction, resource allocation, and ability to adapt.
These decisions help firms align internal capabilities with external opportu-
nities, guiding action in uncertain and competitive environments (Steptoe-
Warren et al., 2011, p.239). Poor strategic decisions and underlying biases
can compromise a firm’s long-term survival (Burgelman and Aaltonen, 2024,
p.2). Moreover, strategic decision-making plays a key role in directing lim-
ited resources toward initiatives that generate value and support overarching
goals (Cristofaro, 2017, p.273).

2.2.2 The general process of strategic decision-making

Extensive research has produced many models that reflect different perspec-
tives on how strategic choices are formed and executed. To clarify this com-
plexity, scholars like Eisenhardt and Zbaracki (1992) have proposed three
dominant paradigms of strategic decision processes: rationality and bounded
rationality, politics and power, and the garbage can model.

The rational model views decisions as systematic, goal-driven processes,
where actors define objectives, gather data, develop alternatives, and select
the optimal action (e.g., March and Simon, 1958, Allison and Zelikow, 1971).
The bounded rationality perspective accepts that decision-makers are cogni-
tively limited and often satisfice rather than optimize (e.g., Anderson, 1983).
The political model, by contrast, emphasizes how conflicting interests and
power dynamics shape outcomes, with decisions often reflecting the prefer-
ences of dominant coalitions rather than analytical merit (e.g., Pfeffer and
Salancik, 1974).

Based on their empirical studies, Eisenhardt and Zbaracki (1992) argue that

strategic decision-making is best understood as a combination of bounded
rationality and political behaviour: managers cycle through rational steps but
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are also embedded in political contexts where power influences outcomes
(Eisenhardt and Zbaracki, 1992, p.32).

Various models have been proposed to describe the rational decision-making
process. Negulescu (2014, pp.113-117) reviews several frequently used ap-
proaches, including those of Litherland (2013), Chestnut (2013), and Doyle
(2012). Despite differences in terminology and detail, most of these models
follow a broadly linear sequence of defining the problem, collecting infor-
mation, generating and analysing alternatives, making a choice, and imple-
menting it. To compare and present these different approaches, Table 2 sum-
marises their core steps alongside Negulescu’s (2014) model.

Table 2 Strategic decision-making processes by different scholars

Author Problem Solution Decision- Implementing | Learning
definition and development making
diagnosis and alternative analysis

Litherland Defining | Identifying Development of | Analysis of Selecting the Implementing the Establishing
(2013) the and limiting | potential the alternative decision a control

problem | the factors solutions alternatives and

evaluation
system

Chestnut Identification Building decision components Implementation (Feedback)
(2013) -

(Data, (Combinations, (Data from

Methods Constraints, organisation)

Limits,

-> Data Options)

processing)
Doyle Decision identification Examination of | Information | Decision Decision
(2012) options gathering making implementation

(brainstorming)

Decision- Decision-making process Decision-making outputs
Negulescu making
(201 4) mnputs

(Environ- (Problem definition, Information gathering, Decision-making outputs

ment

constraints | Alternative identification, (Management success or failure,

& risks,

Data, Finding consensus, Alternative selection, Decision formulation, Organisational learning,

Knowledge,

Team Forecast the impacts of decision Team strength,

ideas,

Ethical Implementing the decision) Organisation values & beliefs)

principles)
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Litherland (2013) describes a seven-step model with strong emphasis on
structure and evaluation, moving from problem definition through alterna-
tive analysis to implementation and control. By contrast, Chestnut (2013)
condenses the process into fewer stages and highlights systems thinking by
relying more heavily on data and feedback loops. Doyle (2012) proposes a
simpler five-step version that retains many of Litherland’s elements but also
incorporates brainstorming as part of option generation. (Negulescu, 2014,

pp-114-117).

Building on these models, Negulescu (2014) presents a more comprehensive
framework that situates decision-making as a system with explicit inputs,
process, and outputs. Inputs include environmental conditions, data,
knowledge, creativity, and ethical principles. The process integrates problem
definition, information gathering, consensus building, alternative evalua-
tion, and implementation. Outputs are not limited to success or failure but
also include organisational learning, team development, and refined values
and beliefs. Importantly, even unsuccessful decisions can generate benefits
by strengthening knowledge and capabilities. (Negulescu, 2014, pp.118-120).

Below, in figure 2, we present a summarizing decision-making model based
on the models by these different scholars.

- . Decision-makin
Decision-making process s10 8

inputs outputs
| 1 I 1 T 1
Success or failure
| ,| Problem Development Decision-
ata iti f al i ki
definition of alternatives making Organizational -
learning
Knowledge
Information Analysis of Implementing
Ethicality gathering alternatives the decision Reﬁn{:d]y?;_lues &
eliefs

w: measurement, fe%/

Figure 2. Strategic decision-making process based on literature review

2.2.3 Common challenges in strategic decision-making
Cognitive biases and bounded rationality

Strategic decision-making is shaped by human cognitive limitations. Manag-
ers often operate under conditions of ambiguity, pressure, and limited infor-
mation, which leads to reliance on heuristics, mental shortcuts that simplify
decisions. While useful, these shortcuts frequently result in cognitive biases.
The concept of bounded rationality, originally proposed by Simon (1957),
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explains how decision-makers “satisfice” rather than optimize, particularly
when complexity overwhelms their processing capacity (Shrivastava and
Grant, 1985, p.98).

According to Das and Teng (1999, p. 757), cognitive biases are a constant el-
ement in strategic decision-making, which they group into four types: 1) re-
lying on prior assumptions, 2) considering too few alternatives, 3) overlook-
ing outcome probabilities, and 4) overestimating manageability. Earlier re-
search also highlights these biases as important factors in strategic planning
and decision-making (Barnes Jr, 1984, Schwenk, 1986, Busenitz and Barney,
1997, Hodgkinson et al., 1999).

Several cognitive biases may affect strategic decision-making, including:

e Qverconfidence bias: managers overrate their knowledge or control
over complex outcomes (Jordao et al., 2020, p.656).

e Anchoring bias: decisions are disproportionately influenced by initial
information (Deshpande, 2025, p.2).

e Confirmation bias: only evidence supporting prior beliefs is consid-
ered (Cristofaro, 2017, p.274).

e Framing effect: choices are affected by how information is presented
(Acciarini et al., 2021, p.642).

e llusion of control: decision-makers misjudge their ability to shape
events (Das and Teng, 1999, p.758, Hill et al., 2014, p.28).

e Escalation of commitment: continued investment in failing strategies
due to past commitments (Burgelman and Aaltonen, 2024, pp.1-2,
Hill et al., 2014, p.28, Shrivastava and Grant, 1985, p.103).

Political behaviour and power dynamics

Strategic decisions are often shaped more by internal politics and power dy-
namics than by analytical reasoning alone. Decisions reflect negotiations
among stakeholders with diverging goals, resources, and powers (Elbanna,
2006, p. 8). As Hickson et al. (1986, p.54) describe, “strategic decisions are
made among people by people for people they are a welter of action, inter-
action, and counteraction” (Elbanna, 2006, p.7).

13



Common political tactics include controlling meeting agendas, forming coa-
litions, and withholding or manipulating information to shift outcomes
(Eisenhardt and Zbaracki, 1992,p.26). In their study of politics in microcom-
puter firms Eisenhardt and Bourgeois (1988) also found that executives
sometimes relied on expert consultants to strengthen their position against
rivals. Such behaviour can result in outcomes that mirror the preferences of
dominant coalitions rather than the interests of the wider organisation,
thereby undermining the quality of decision-making (Eisenhardt and
Zbaracki, 1992, p.27).

Environmental complexity and uncertainty

Strategic choices are often made under complex, volatile, uncertain, and am-
biguous conditions. Environmental instability refers to situations where
market demand and technology change rapidly (Dean Jr and Sharfman,
1996, p.376). Research suggests that under such conditions, top management
teams tend to show greater agreement on the comprehensiveness of the stra-
tegic decision-making process compared with more stable environments
(Iaquinto and Fredrickson, 1997, p.72). In these settings, executives often re-
main focused on the process itself rather than becoming absorbed in internal
disagreements (Shepherd and Rudd, 2014, p.352).

Emotions in strategy work

Emotions have an important role in strategic decision-making (Hodgkinson
and Healey, 2011). Especially in high-stakes settings, managers’ emotional
responses can affect decision-making. As Vuori and Huy (2022, p.352) ex-
plain, top managers’ emotional reactions are particularly intense and impact-
ful if the firm is facing a crisis, a major threat, or a disruptive change, and
these emotions can trigger responses that lead to narrow, rigid, and biased
behaviour. Interestingly, Vuori and Huy (2022, p.357) also suggest boards to
encourage executives to reassess emotionally charged situations using data
and a range of strategic options, and seek outside perspectives, for example,
from consultants, to bring in fresh and unbiased views.
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2.3 Strategy consulting
2.3.1 What is strategy consulting?

Management consulting has been broadly defined as the professional service
performed by specially trained and experienced persons in helping managers
identify and solve managerial and operating problems (Higdon, 1969, p.306,
cited in Kipping and Clark, 2012, p.3). Strategy consulting, as a branch of this
field, involves external professionals who support organisations in creating
sustainable value by helping top managers make complex strategic choices,
applying structured analytical tools, and providing an independent perspec-
tive (Kraaijenbrink, 2020, p.6-7).

2.3.2 The history of strategy consulting

The history of the strategy consulting begins in the early twentieth century
when firms like McKinsey & Company began formalizing management ad-
vice by using structured methodologies rooted in scientific management the-
ories (McKenna, 2006, p.46-49, Galbraith, 2003, p.2). Post-World War II
economic expansion and corporate diversification grew the demand for stra-
tegic guidance, with consulting firms formalizing structured and integrated
frameworks to solve top management problem (Galbraith, 2003, p.2).

The globalization of business in the 1980s and 1990s further expanded strat-
egy consulting's scope to international strategy and cross-border manage-
ment. By the early 21st century, strategy consulting started to increasingly
merge with other domains, such as organisational design and digital trans-
formation, in response to an increasingly fast-changing business environ-
ment. (Galbraith, 2003, pp.3-4).

Modern clients of strategy consultants increasingly seek integrated solutions
that combine strategy, organisational change, and technology (Galbraith,
2003, pp.7-11). Thus, today, strategy consultants often act as facilitators and
change agents rather than solely as external experts (Kraaijenbrink, 2020,

p-15).

2.3.3 Typical strategy consulting process

The traditional strategy consulting process is typically described as a struc-
tured, phased approach designed to analyse the client’s strategic position,
generate insights, and develop actionable recommendations. Although dif-
ferent authors use slightly different terms and emphasize different aspects,
most consulting process models cover similar steps. These typically include
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entering the client relationship, diagnosing the problem, developing solu-
tions, communicating findings, supporting implementation, and eventually
closing the project. Table 3 illustrates how various scholars (Kubr, 2002,

Rasiel et al., 2001, Newton, 2010, Baaij, 2013) describe these stages.

Table 3 Strategy consulting processes by different scholars

Author | Entry Diagnosis | Solution Communication | Implementation | Closure
development
Baaij Problem Solution Solution Solution
(2013) diagnosis development communication implementation
Close to

Propose to win Deliver to satisfy cultivate

Newton ) .

(2010) (Find, (Commence, collect, consider, create, counsel, consult) (Close)
focus, frame)

Kubr

(2002) Entry Diagnosis Action planning Implementation Termination

Rasiel & | Business need Presenting Implementation Leadership

Friga . . . o .

(2001) (Competitive, (Framing, (Structure, buy-in) (Dedication, (Vision,
organisational, | designing, gathering, reaction, completion, inspiration,
financial, interpreting) iteration) delegation)
operational)

Baaij (2013, p. 45) presents a relatively linear model with four core stages:
diagnosis, development, communication, and implementation, reflecting a
classic academic conceptualisation of consulting as a logical sequence for
solving a clearly defined business problem. Newton (2010, p. 37), in contrast,
offers a practitioner-informed model centred on client relationships, with
stages such as “Propose to win” and “Close to cultivate,” highlighting trust,
engagement, and long-term relationship building. Kubr (2002, p. 36) pro-
vides a formalised framework of entry, diagnosis, action planning, imple-
mentation, and termination, rooted in methodological rigour and project
management discipline. Rasiel and Friga (2001, pp. 45—46), drawing on
McKinsey experience, integrate analytical tools with leadership and change
management, emphasising that solution development and implementation
are closely linked to leadership alignment and cultural adaptation.

While all traditional models of strategy consulting cover core phases such as
diagnosis, development, and implementation, practitioner-oriented models
(e.g., Newton, 2010, Rasiel et al., 2001) tend to emphasise aspects such as
client relationships, leadership dynamics, and communication styles. In con-
trast, academic models (e.g., Kubr, 2002, Baaij, 2013) prioritise structured
progression, methodological formality, and clearly separated project phases.
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These linear models portray consulting as a temporary, expert-led engage-
ment that typically follows a step-by-step process from entry to exit. Figure 3
below synthesises key elements of this traditional view.

. . Soluti — .
Entry —* Diagnosis —* oution —+ Communication [—* Implementation [—* Closure
development

Figure 3. Strategy consulting process based on literature review

More recent perspectives, such as Kraaijenbrink (2020), challenge the notion
of strategy consulting as a strictly bounded, linear engagement. Kraaijen-
brink describes a shift toward a more co-constructive, iterative, and partici-
pative approach, where consultants and clients jointly shape both the process
and content of strategy. In this view, the consultant’s role extends beyond
delivering a predefined solution within a set timeframe to providing ongoing,
trust-based advice. (Kraaijenbrink, 2020, pp.39-41). This updated perspec-
tive is illustrated in Figure 4 below.

Strategy consulting

< Establishing ~
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/
’ Achieving
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Bridging {3

9 Realizing

v Creating
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. - support -

S -
~ < -

Figure 4. More modern strategy consulting process,
adapted from Kraaijenbrink (2020, p. 40)
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2.3.4 The benefits and downsides of using strategy consultants
Potential benefits of using strategy consultants

Organisations can hire strategy consultants for example to access specialized
expertise, benefit from outside perspectives, and strengthen the legitimacy of
internal decision-making. Consultants are seen as valuable, in given market
or technology, due to their deep industry experience or broad networks that
give them access to superior information sources, allowing them to build
strong market knowledge across organisations (Canato and Giangreco, 2011,
p.236). In addition, Canato and Giangreco (2011) point how consultants can
be valued for their ability to bring previous experience in different industries
to create new solutions.

Another possible reason for firms to use consultants is legitimation decisions.
Strategy consulting’s influence doesn’t come only from technical expertise
but also from its ability to manage ambiguity and provide legitimacy upon
strategic decisions (Sturdy, 1997, pp.391-393). Similarly, Canato and
Giangreco (2011, p.236) argue that consultants don’t only offer solutions but
also help “increase the legitimacy and popularity of the solutions they adver-
tise”. This legitimizing function can help decision-makers justify unpopular
or difficult strategic choices internally. Moreover, consultants often improve
shared understanding and commitment to actions, which improves internal
alignment and follow-through (Kraaijenbrink, 2020, pp.37-38).

Turner (1982) identifies a hierarchy of reasons why firms hire consultants,
ranging from basic to more strategic purposes. At the simplest level, consult-
ants are engaged to provide information that internal staff cannot easily ac-
cess, or to solve clearly defined problems, often adding value by redefining
the underlying issue. They are also expected to offer actionable recommen-
dations, and in some cases, assist with implementation, which requires close
collaboration and trust. (Turner, 1982, pp.121-125). In addition, Turner
points how consultants not only deliver solutions, but can also build internal
consensus, facilitate client learning, and at the highest level, support long-
term improvements in organisational effectiveness (Turner, 1982, pp.125-
128).

Potential downsides of using strategy consultants

Despite their benefits, the use of strategy consultants comes with several crit-
icisms. In their study Sturdy (1997, p.402-403) found that the clients of con-
sultants had concerns for: 1) cost/value for money, 2) “sell on”: seek long-
term relationships/dependency, 3) ambiguous/unfalsifiable techniques and
results, 4) abstract and standardized models, 5) confidentiality/parasitic, 6)
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lack industry knowledge, 7) old/repackaged ideas, 8) senior staff sell but jun-
iors sent to do work, 9) tendency to conservatism, 10) formulate, but don't
implement, and 11) insensitive to employees/arrogant.

Additional critique is that many consulting firms may rely heavily on stand-
ardized, abstract models that may not suit the client’s specific context. This
commodification of knowledge reduces relevance and may lead to homoge-
nized strategies across firms (Sturdy, 1997, p.402).

Some scholars point also how strategy consulting can be considered low-risk
activity because consultants typically focus on giving advice while leaving im-
plementation to the client Although strategy consultants recommendations
can significantly impact the client organisation and its employees, consult-
ants rarely take responsibility for outcomes, which allows them to offer ad-
vice, even if ineffective or harmful, with few consequences beyond not being
hired again by the same client. (Kraaijenbrink, 2020, p.24, 31).

Interestingly, in some cases the decision to hire consultants can affect a firm’s
stock market value. Bergh and Gibbons (2011) found that while consultant
appointments are usually viewed positively, the benefits are uneven. Firms
that are already performing well tend to see the greatest gains, whereas strug-
gling firms gain much less. This suggests that consultants are perceived more
as a tool for strengthening strong performance than for rescuing weak ones.
In fact, the weakest firms often benefit the least, as investors may interpret
the use of consultants as a signal of trouble and high risk. This short-term
market reaction can discourage struggling firms from seeking external ad-
vice, potentially reinforcing a negative cycle of underperformance. (Bergh
and Gibbons, 2011, p.561-562).
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2.4 Summary of literature and research gaps

Our literature review has focused on three areas relevant to the study: stra-
tegic management, strategic decision-making, and strategy consulting. Be-
low we summarize the main findings and highlight knowledge gaps in the
existing literature.

Research on strategic management offers well-established models of formu-
lation, implementation, and evaluation, often contrasting deliberate and
adaptive elements. It also identifies recurring challenges such as difficulties
in execution, strategic drift, and resistance to change. Strategic decision-
making studies examine how managers identify, develop, and select alterna-
tives. They show that decisions are shaped not only by rational analysis but
also by bounded rationality, political dynamics, and biases such as overcon-
fidence and escalation of commitment.

Despite extensive research on strategy and decision-making, notable gaps re-
main. Strategic management process models are largely generic and have
rarely been studied in industrial firms, where research has instead focused
on operations, lean practices, and supply chains. This leaves limited under-
standing of how these firms actually run their strategy processes in capital-
intensive contexts. Similarly, while decision-making models and biases are
well documented, little is known about how industrial firms make strategic
decision and what tools or external support they rely on.

By comparison, the literature on strategy consulting is less developed and
more fragmented. Consulting is typically defined as an external advisory ser-
vice, with common tasks including analysis, facilitation, and benchmarking,
and stylised processes progressing from entry and diagnosis to recommen-
dations and, at times, implementation.

However, research on strategy consulting is far more limited than on man-
agement or decision-making. While consultant roles and process models are
described, very few studies examine how strategy consultants are actually
used in practice. Because projects are often confidential, little is known about
what happens before or after formal engagements, or why clients decide to
hire consultants in the first place. Moreover, there is little research in indus-
trial settings specifically. Likewise, while benefits such as extra capacity, ex-
ternal perspectives, and cross-industry insights are frequently cited, along-
side risks such as cost, overreliance, and generic approaches, few studies re-
ally focus on how these benefits or challenges are seen by the consultants’
clients. Much of the available research on consulting is also quite dated.
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Taken together, strategic management and decision-making have been
widely studied, while consulting has its own research base, but the three are
rarely connected. Table 4 below summarises the current state of knowledge,
the key gaps, and their significance, highlighting why further study is needed
in the industrial context.

Table 4 Summary of current knowledge, gaps, and importance of the gap

Topic Current state of Gap Importance of the gap
knowledge

Strategic Strategic management | Only few studies on how Strategy is essential for

management: is generally presented | firms actually run strategy | setting all firms’

theory and as a cycle of process in practice, in direction and goals,

process formulation, industrial context, where sector-specific insights
implementation, and the research focus has been | help to understand
evaluation, combining | more on operations strategy work in specific
deliberate and management, lean settings.
adaptive elements. manufacturing and supply

chain management.

Strategic Typical challenges Limited knowledge of what | Understanding these

management: include for example, kind of challenges appear in | challenges is critical, as

challenges/issues | top-down bias, industrial firms strategy they can potentially lead
implementation process with long market firms into costly
difficulties, strategic cycles and capital heavy mistakes or reduce their
drift, and environment. competitive position.
misalignment of
structure and strategy.

Strategic Decision-making Little is known about how Better understanding

decision-making: | models describe firms, especially in about decision-making

theory and phases such as industrial manufacturing, in specific settings is

process identification, make strategic decisions: valuable because
development, and for example what kind of strategic decisions
selection, with tools, processes or external | determine firms’ long-
rational, political, and | help they may use. term positioning and
bounded views on how ability to adapt to
decisions are made. shifting markets.

Strategic Research highlights Limited studies about what | Addressing these

decision-making: | several cognitive kind of challenges may issues is crucial

challenges/issues | biases, like appear in industrial firm’s | because poor strategic
overconfidence and strategic decision-making decisions can lock firms
escalation of and how those issues are into costly and
commitment, as well resolved. irreversible paths,
as political dynamics especially in the capital-
that can reduce heavy industrial context.
decision quality.

Strategy Strategy consulting is | Only little empirical Strategy consulting has

consulting: an external advisory knowledge how firms, like | become a huge global

theory service supporting in the industrial context, industry with significant
firms’ strategy work. actually use consultants for | power to influence firms’
Strategy consultants strategy-making: to which | strategic directions, so

the topic is valuable to
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typical tasks include
idea creation, analysis,
facilitation, and

roles and tasks they are
used and why.

understand more in
depth.

benchmarking.
Strategy The consulting process | Only few studies about Finding out how and
consulting: is typically described strategy consulting, why consultants are
process as moving linearly possible due to confidential | being used can help
from entry and nature of these projects. clients to better utilize
diagnosis, through For example, little is known | consultants’ strengths
analysis and solution how and why firms use with concrete use case
development, to strategy consultants and examples, while also
recommendations or what happens before, and providing consultants
implementation. after the formal projects. valuable client feedback.
Strategy Benefits include e.g., There are few empirical Understanding the
consulting: bringing extra capac- studies about what are the | benefits and weaknesses
benefits and ity, cross-industry benefits and challenges of of strategy consultants
challenges experiences and more | strategy can help clients’ to better
outside perspective. consultants. utilize consultants’ help.

Also, little research about
what client-side managers
think about the strengths
and weaknesses of

Risks include e.g.,
potential overreliance,
high cost, too generic
solutions, and lack of

Also, client-side insights
can help consultants to
develop their current
offering and work

accountability. consultants. practices.
Cross-cutting Strategic management | Empirical research hasn’t Without an integrated
synthesis and decision-making really combined consulting | study combining the

are both well-studied
fields, while strategy
consulting has also
been researched but
often as a separate
stream.

directly with strategy or
strategic decision-making
processes, especially in the
field of industrial
manufacturing.

topics, it remains
unclear how consultants
shape strategy processes
and strategic decision-
making, especially for
industrial firms.

Overall, the literature shows that while theoretical understanding of strategic
management and decision-making is strong, evidence on how industrial
firms use strategy consultants remains limited. Without more integrated re-
search across these fields, it is unclear how strategy consultants shape their
client’s strategy-making. This gap motivates our study to address the two re-
search questions: 1) How and why do industrial firms use strategy consult-
ants in their strategy work and strategic decision-making? and 2) What ben-
efits and challenges arise from this use?
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3 Research material and methods

3.1 Research design and approach

This study was conducted as a qualitative, interview-based study. The aim
was to understand how industrial firms use strategy consultants in their
strategy work and strategic decision-making. A qualitative approach was se-
lected because it enables a rich examination of processes, experiences, and
meanings from the perspectives of those directly involved (Fossey et al.,
2002, p.723). It is also particularly suitable for topics that have been little
researched and therefore require in-depth exploration (Creswell and
Creswell, 2018, p.68).

The research adopts an interpretive approach and follows an inductive logic.
Rather than starting from predefined hypotheses, the study builds under-
standing from experiences and perspectives shared by participants. This ap-
proach is suitable for examining relatively underexplored phenomena in con-
text (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007, p.25, Gioia et al., 2013, p.17).

3.2 Data collection
Sampling strategy

Participants were selected through purposive sampling, with the primary cri-
terion being direct and relevant experience with the use of strategy consult-
ants in an industrial context. Purposive sampling involves identifying and se-
lecting information-rich participants that provide in-depth understanding of
the topic (Campbell et al., 2020, p.653). This included both individuals from
industrial firms and from strategy consulting firms.

Initial participants were identified through the researcher’s professional and
academic network. In some cases, participants suggested or facilitated con-
tact with additional suitable colleagues from their organisation or network.
Although this included elements of snowball sampling (Noy, 2008, p.330),
participant selection was guided by relevance and experience rather than
convenience. The goal was to ensure that all participants could share relevant
experiences and insights about the topic.

In total, 17 participants were interviewed: eight from strategy consulting
firms (across four different companies) and nine from industrial firms
(across three different firms). Participants held senior experience-level posi-
tions, such as vice presidents, directors, partners, and had extensive previous
from strategy work and usage of consultants.
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Interview process

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. This approach uses
a set of guiding questions while allowing flexibility to follow up on points
raised by participants, enabling the interviewer to explore relevant issues in
greater depth (Adams, 2015, p.493). Two separate interview guides were de-
veloped, one for industrial firm participants and one for consulting firm par-
ticipants, to ensure the questions were relevant to each group while still al-
lowing comparison between them.

Every interview began with a discussion of a concrete example of consultant
use. This example could come from the participant’s current organisation or
from earlier professional experience, and could also relate to earlier projects.
This approach helped anchor the discussion in a context familiar to the par-
ticipant and provided a shared reference point for later, more general reflec-
tions.

All interviews were conducted via a video conferencing platform, Microsoft
Teams, between March and June 2025. Interviews were held in Finnish, au-
tomatically transcribed into text, and later translated into English for the Gi-
oia data structure and for citations presented in the findings. Most interviews
lasted approximately 60 minutes, except for A1 and A2, which were about 30
minutes.

The full set of interview transcripts amounts to 17 Microsoft Word files, to-
talling approximately 227 pages. After transcription, relevant citations were
extracted and organised in an Excel spreadsheet created by the researcher.
This spreadsheet contains 1014 individual rows, each representing a separate
quotation or part of a conversation relevant to the research topic. An addi-
tional summary document of approximately 81 pages was also created, in
which relevant quotations were grouped into thematic subsections before
formal coding began.

One participating company required a signed non-disclosure agreement as a
condition for participation. All audio files were stored securely until tran-
scription was complete, after which they were deleted. Field notes were writ-
ten immediately after each interview to capture contextual observations and
preliminary reflections.

Table 5 below summarises the interview participants, their roles, company
type, interview duration, and date of interview.
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Table 5 Interview information

Case firm Position Person id | Duration | Date
Consulting A | Partner A1 30 min 4.3.2025
Consulting A | Director A2 30 min 13.3.2025
Consulting A | Director A3 60 min 14.4.2025
Consulting B | Partner B1 60 min 18.3.2025
Consulting B | Director B2 60 min 20.3.2025
Consulting B | Engagement Manager B3 60 min 21.3.2025
Consulting C | Partner C1 60 min 7.5.2025
Consulting D | Partner D1 60 min 20.3.2025
Industrial E | Vice President E1 60 min 6.6.2025
Industrial E | Vice President E2 60 min 29-4.2025
Industrial E | Director E3 60 min 25-4.2025
Industrial E | Director Eq 60 min 22.4.2025
Industrial F | Executive Vice President | F1 60 min 7.4.2025
Industrial F | Vice President F2 60 min 16.5.2025
Industrial F | Director F3 60 min 4.4.2025
Industrial F | Director F4 60 min 21.5.2025
Industrial G | Vice President G1 60 min 25:4.2025
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3.3 Data analysis

The data analysis followed the Gioia methodology (Gioia et al., 2013, p.16), a
systematic approach for inductive concept development that is widely recog-
nised in qualitative research. The aim was to maintain a clear link between
participants’ own words and the resulting theoretical concepts.

The first step involved identifying first-order concepts closely aligned with
participants’ language. All 1,014 extracted quotations from the 227 transcript
pages were organized manually in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet, with each
row representing one separate quotation or part of a conversation. These
quotations were then grouped into subtopics based on emerging similarities.
This manual grouping formed the initial stage of the first-order coding pro-
cess.

In the second step, these first-order concepts were examined for patterns,
similarities, and differences, and grouped into second-order themes repre-
senting a higher level of abstraction and interpretation.

In the third step, related second-order themes were aggregated into broader
dimensions, which form the structure of the study’s findings.

Throughout the process, the analysis involved going back and forth between
the transcripts, the Excel file, and relevant literature. Coding decisions,
theme definitions, and revisions were documented to provide a transparent
and auditable trail of the analysis process (Nowell et al., 2017, p.3).

The coding process resulted in several data structure visualisations following
the Gioia methodology, which are presented in figures 5, 6, and 7. These fig-
ures illustrate the progression from descriptive first-order codes to second-
order themes and aggregated dimensions:

e Figure 5 shows reasons why industrial firms use strategy consultants

o Figure 6 presents potential challenges in using strategy consultants
e Figure 7 shows how industrial firms use strategy consultants
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Descriptive 15t order codes

* Lacking time orinternal bandwidth for
strategy work

* Using consultants as extra hands during
peak periods

* Avoiding permanent hires for temporary
strategic needs

*  Challenging internal assumptions and
status quo

*  Bringing more objective, external view to
strategic decision-making that’s not tied
to internal politics

= Supportin ambition level setting

* Helping to create and sustain change

* Leveraging consultants’ experience from
similar past cases

* Consultants do strategy work repeatedly
while clients face it only occasionally

* Repetition helps consultants spot pitfalls
and apply best practices

*  Consultants learning from what other
firms have done

*  Consultants benchmarking best practices
across industries

* Accessing global expert networks through
consulting firms

* Bringing specialized expertise to specific
strategic questions

* Helping firms see beyond their core
markets and products

*  Providing external visibility firms lack
internally

*  Filling industrial firms' blind spotsin
market and competitor knowledge

* Expanding strategic thinking with broader
market insight

S~~~ NSO NS SN ~~
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Second order themes

Need of
additional
resources for
strategy work

Need for
external
perspective
and objectivity

Utilizing
consultants’
expertise
from repetition
and past
experiences

Bringing
global
industry
experts into
strategy work

Industrial firms’
lack of
external
environment
understanding

Aggregate dimension

Reasons
why
industrial

firms use
strategy
consultants

Figure 5. Gioia chart of the reasons why industrial firms use strategy consultants



Descriptive 15t order codes

Second order themes

Structuring the strategy process and keeping it on
track

Facilitating workshops and strategic discussion
Making sure the needed data is gathered & created
Running the strategic processes as external PMO
Acting as body-leased in-house resource

Freeing client’s management to focus on contents
and decisions

Consultants
facilitating
and managing
strategic
projects

Breaking down complex problems into smaller parts
Creating structure with analytical frameworks & tools
Improving the quality of decisions with analysis
Ability to summarize and present information visually
Using expert interviews to improve & back up analysis
Combining information across client’s organization
Helping to see the big picture and long-term effects

Consultants
bringing
analytical
structure and
clarity

Aggregate dimension

Consultants can fully focus, while client’s own
employees often have also other responsibilities
Consultants create useful materials and reports
fast, even overnight

Fast delivery is built into consulting’ culture and
expectations

Consultants are often young, ambitions and willing
to work long hours

Consultants
accelerating
strategic
projects

Consultants help the client to question old or taken-
for-granted assumptions

Bringing outside perspective for strategy making
Providing neutrality for sensitive situations

Bring new strategic alternatives and help to evaluate
the different options

Undercovering potential strategic blind-spots
Challenging and raising ambition levels

Consultants
broadening
strategic
thinking as an
external
advisor

Challenging assumptions, providing new ideas,
strengthening strategic thinking
Long collaboration builds trust, reduces ramp-up

time and makes co-operation smoother

Efficiency improves when consultants know the
context (firm’s products, culture, and dynamics)
Real partnership consultants think and discuss with
the client even between projects

Long-term partnership helps the client with external
environment awareness (trends, market changes)

NS NS NS SN N7

Strengthening
client’s
strategic
competence
with long-term
consultant
partnership

—

How
industrial

firms use
strategy
consultants

Figure 6. Gioia chart of how industrial firms use strategy consultants
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Descriptive 15torder codes

Second order themes

Aggregate dimension

Clients struggling to define the project scope clearly
Clients expect consultants to solve everything alone
Consultants needing to uncover unclear or unspoken Misalignment of
client needs expectations
Lack of client involvement reduces quality of between
outcomes consultants
Experience with consultants reduces expectation and clients
mismatch
Consultants often start with limited industry
experience Challenges
Consultants’ onboarding was rushed and insufficient with
Consultants can’t often fully understand internal contextual
culture or politics knowledge and
Consultants may miss deep or cultural factors onboarding
beyond data and analysis
Client’s relevant personnel don’t have enough time
for collaboration with consultants
Clients underestimating how much internal Limited Challenges
involvement is needed availability of in using
Successful strategy work requires broad input client strategy
across client’s organization resources consultants
Lack of client’s resources availability slows down
strategic progress
Risk of losing internal capabilities to run own firm
Risk of giving away control of key business decisions
Using consultants for projects that lack internal Risk of
buy-in or commitment overreliance on
Using ccmsultant§ f.or business-as-usual projects consultants
n?ay not be ber.meflcml . ) and lack of
Firms must ultimately make and own their strategic .

o ownership
decisions, and be accountable for those
Blaming bad decision on the external advisor, like
consultants, is not an explanation
Consultants' frameworks don’t always fit client’s
unique situation ) .
Some consultants push one-size-fits-all solutions Risk of generic
with overconfidence consulting
Best consultants adapt methods to company needs approaches
Listening is one of the most important talents for
consultants to success

Figure 7. Gioia chart of the potential challenges in using strategy consultants

In addition to the Gioia figures, our data analysis also categorised real-world
use cases of strategy consultants into distinct types. Each type is described by
its typical reasons for hiring consultants and the main tasks consultants per-
formed. This summary is presented in Table 6, while the full list of 26 real
use cases is included in Appendix A: Real use cases of strategy consultants.
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Table 6 Summary of different types of strategy consultant use cases

Use example
type

Typical reasons for hiring
consultants

Main tasks of consultants

e  Legal constraints
e Limited internal capacity

e  Market scanning
e  Target screening

unfamiliar area

competitors
e  Need for capability building in
specific functions

M&A support e  Need for neutrality e Synergy modelling
e Desire for market insight e Financial analysis
e Internal alignment
e Leadership change e PMOrole
Corporate e Lack of internal bandwidth e  Workshop facilitation
strategy e Need for external perspective e  Analytical support
renewals e  Need for process structure and e  Strategy synthesis
facilitation ¢ Communication support
Growth e  Unfamiliar markets e  Market studies and research
strategies and e Desire for structured analysis . Compet_itor apalysis
help with market e  External benchmarks e  Expert interviews
. e Speed e  Growth option modelling
entries ¢ Roadmap for execution
e  Structural complexity e Organisational model analysis
e  Sensitivity of internal changes e  Organisational structure option
Organisational | 2 (o0 SR oRri, Faclitaton (.5, PMO)of
. o esire for potential operatin, . -8
transf ormations model optiI:)ns P s restructuring pgrocess
e Providing change tools & additional
data
e Need for structured execution e PMO and process support
support e Industry-wide “best-practices”
Operational ¢  External governance insight e  Benchmarking current practices
strategies e  Temporary capacity need against other players
e  Desire for benchmarking e Creating execution plans
e  Need for operations modelling e  Operations (e.g., logistics) modelling
competence & tools
e No internal capabilities e  Market and competitor analysis
Strategic & e Need for quick understanding of | e Expe.rt.interviews
technology new technology & other area . Prov1d'11'1g ESQ t'ools & frameworks
capability o Neefi for new aspect (e.g., ESGor | ¢  Capability building
e Al) in new corporate strategy e Integrating new aspects into new
building in e  Benchmarking against

corporate strategy
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3.4 Trustworthiness of the study

The quality of the research was assessed using Guba (1981, p.80) trustwor-
thiness framework, which includes credibility, transferability, dependability,
and confirmability. This framework remains widely used in qualitative re-
search and has been further developed in later studies (Nowell et al., 2017,

p-3).

Credibility

Credibility was supported through sustained engagement with the data, in-
cluding multiple readings of the transcripts, iterative coding, and cross-
checking transcripts against audio recordings for accuracy. Perspectives from
both industrial firms and consulting firms were intentionally included to pro-
vide a broader view of the topic (Fossey et al., 2002, p.723).

Transferability

Transferability was ensured by providing detailed descriptions of the re-
search context, participant roles, and strategy work situations while main-
taining anonymity. Rich quotations, Gioia data-structure figures, and the
summary table of consultant use case types (Table 6) were included to help
readers assess the potential relevance of the findings to other settings (Guba,
1981, p.86).

Dependability

Dependability was addressed by keeping a consistent interview guide across
participants, maintaining named and coded transcripts, and storing formal
records of the interview protocols, coding files, and analytical steps. An ad-
ditional summary document of approximately 81 pages, in which quotations
were grouped into thematic subsections, was also retained as part of the an-
alytical record. Notes on coding decisions were kept throughout the analysis,
and the Excel file containing 1,014 coded quotations provides a traceable rec-
ord of the analysis process (Nowell et al., 2017, p.3).

Confirmability

Confirmability was supported through the use of direct quotations in the
findings and by maintaining an audit trail that shows the progression from
raw data to final themes. This includes the coding spreadsheet, thematic
groupings, and the Gioia data structure figures (Nowell et al., 2017, p.3).
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3.5 Ethical considerations

Ethical research aims to do good and avoid harm, making the protection of
participants a fundamental priority (Orb et al., 2001, p.93). This study fol-
lowed the principles of autonomy, beneficence, and justice, ensuring partici-
pants’ rights were respected and risks minimised. Ethics is also a key marker
of high-quality qualitative research. It involves sensitivity to context, respect-
ful relationships, and responsible conduct throughout the study (Tracy,
2010, pp.846-847).

Participants received the interview questions in advance to support informed
participation. At the beginning of each interview, the purpose of the study
and its anonymous nature were explained. Participants were free to describe
examples in as much detail as they wished, with the understanding that any
such examples would be presented in the thesis only in a general, nonidenti-
fying form. Verbal informed consent was obtained from all participants be-
fore the recording began.

All data were anonymised by removing names, company identifiers, and
other potentially identifying details from transcripts and notes. Quotations
used in the thesis are attributed to anonymised participant codes. Audio re-
cordings, transcripts, and notes were stored securely and were accessible
only to the researcher.
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4 Results

Our empirical study found that industrial firms turn to strategy consultants
mainly because of limited internal resources, the need for external perspec-
tives, and access to specialised expertise. These reasons shape what consult-
ants actually do in practice, such as facilitating projects, bringing analytical
clarity, accelerating work, and broadening strategic thinking. At the same
time, firms encounter recurring challenges, including expectation gaps, in-
sufficient contextual understanding, and the risk of overreliance on consult-
ants’ input. Moreover, consultant use is influenced by the wider context, par-
ticularly the pace of change in the industry and the cultural and geographical
setting. Figure 8 below summarises these dynamics.

Contextual factors shaping strategy consultant usage

+ National and cultural setting
+ Industry context
* Organizational experience and routines

1
! |
! 1
! 1
{ 1
. 1
! 1
1
1 Reasons Use cases Challenges 1
: (why firms hire strategy consultants) (how strategy consultants are used) (issues when using strategy consultants) 1
1
: + Additional resources | | + Project facilitation || * Expectation gaps between the sides 1
1 * External perspective + Analytical competence + Challenges in contextual understanding :
1 + Expertise from repetition + Accelerating strategic projects + Limited availability of client resources |
f * Cross-industry knowledge + Broadening strategic thinking * Risk of overreliance and lack of ownership 1
: + Lack of external awareness + Long-term partnerships + Risk of generic consulting approaches 1
1
1

Figure 8. Industrial firms’ use of strategy consultants

Our findings are organised into four parts. First, we examine the reasons why
industrial firms engage strategy consultants. Second, we describe how con-
sultants are used in practice. Third, we outline the main challenges associ-
ated with consultant use. Finally, we highlight contextual factors that shape
how consultants are used.

4.1 Reasons for industrial firms to hire strategy consultants

Our findings suggest that industrial firms hire strategy consultants for sev-
eral practical reasons. Consultants are often engaged during busy strategy
periods to ensure initiatives move forward when internal time, capacity, or
focus is lacking. In other cases, they provide neutrality and an outside per-
spective, particularly in politically sensitive situations where internal dynam-
ics make objective decisions difficult. Consultants are also valued for their
accumulated experience, bringing structure and process knowledge from
similar projects and providing access to external experts and cross-industry
insights that internal teams may lack. In addition, they often help firms
sharpen their understanding of competitors and external markets, areas
where awareness may be limited because companies are mainly focused on
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their own operations. These reasons are discussed in more detail in Sections
4.1.1—4.1.6.

Several interviewees briefly summarized these reasons in their own words:

”The reasons for hiring consultants can be summed up in three ar-
eas: lack of expertise, lack of willingness, and lack of time”
Partner, Consulting A, A1

“There are probably three types of reasons to hire consultants: one
is to fill resource gaps, another is to address gaps in thinking, and
the third is to help justify decisions”

VP, Industrial F, F2

4.1.1 Additional resource need for strategy work
Providing additional resources for strategic projects

One commonly cited reason for using strategy consultants among industrial
firms is the need to secure additional resources during peak periods of stra-
tegic activity. Many interviewees described how strategic projects can create
temporary spikes in workload that internal teams simply cannot handle, as
these typically land “on top of” day-to-day responsibilities. Several leaders
noted that strategy departments are not designed to handle such peaks, and
that maintaining permanent in-house resources for rare strategic moments
would not be cost-effective.

“[Strategy work] is the kind of activity where it makes little sense,
and is not even feasible, to keep a large permanent team. Instead,
there are occasional bursts lasting three to five months, during
which a great deal of high-quality work must be delivered in a short
time”

EVP, Industrial F, F1

“If I think about my own role [in my current company], it makes
sense to have one VP of strategy, but certainly not five. Yet once
every five years you might face a few months when you would ac-
tually need five people like me, and in those cases it is better to
bring them in from outside than to pay the salaries of five full-time
positions all year round”

VP, Industrial F, F2
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“The main reason [to use consultants] is often simply that they
have far greater capacity to complete work quickly. Something that
might take us a year, [consultants] can accomplish in a month”
Director, Industrial E, E4

” Internal teams remain tied up with their ongoing operational re-
sponsibilities, making it difficult to manage additional strategic in-
itiatives without a very large development organisation. Few firms
can justify keeping such capacity permanently, since these spikes
are only temporary”

Partner, Consulting B, B1

Consultants emphasised that they are not only brought in to fill temporary
staffing gaps, but also because they provide structured ways of working, tools,
and support models that enable execution. One consultant noted that while
industrial strategy teams may include former consultants familiar with
frameworks, execution can be difficult without the wider support network
and resources of a consulting firm.

”Nowadays, strategy and development teams inindustrial firms of-
ten include many former consultants who have brought with them
tools and methodologies. They know what they are doing. But the
problem is that they no longer have the resources to move things
forward. We [consultants] have the networks and the full set of
tools readily available. Even though former consultants inside the
company know the principles, they do not have access to the same
support system they once did”

Director, Consulting A, A3

4.1.2 Need for an external perspective and objectivity

A second common reason for hiring strategy consultants was their neutrality
and capacity to provide an external perspective in politically sensitive situa-
tions. Both industrial firm employees and consultants highlighted this as an
important reason for consultant involvement.

External perspective for broadening strategic thinking

Many interviewees emphasised the value of the outside perspective consult-
ants bring, especially when a company is unsure about its strategic direction
or stuck in its usual way of thinking. Consultants can challenge entrenched
habits, raise questions that insiders may overlook, and introduce new ways
of thinking. This outsider view often helps firms clarify their situation and
focus on the most important issues. People like F1, F4, and A1 explained how
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this helped them question their own assumptions and step back from the
routines they were too close to.

“It is often helpful to bring new actors, new people, and new dy-
namics into the strategy process. This in itself breaks the status
quo and helps to create change. There is also a huge advantage in
not being locked into entrenched beliefs that things cannot work
here, when someone from outside asks: why not, are you really
sure?”

EVP, Industrial F, F1

“I feel that [consultants] provide quite a good perspective on what
could perhaps be done differently. Over time you become some-
what blind to your own ways of working”

Director, Industrial F, F4

Neutrality in emotionally sensitive or political situations

Consultants were valued for their ability to act as neutral third parties in
emotionally or politically sensitive decisions. These kind of situations, such
as in leadership restructuring or internal resource allocation, affect people
directly, so it may be hard for internal actors to remain objective. Consultants
can ease these tensions by acting as external third parties, depersonalising
difficult choices and helping maintain objectivity.

”"When it comes to leadership models and organisational ques-
tions, [consultants] are able to bring an objective viewpoint to sit-
uations that can be emotionally sensitive and raise strong reac-
tions for many people”

Engagement Manager, Consulting B, B3

“All employees naturally feel that their own budget is the mostim-
portant, but the CEQ’s job is such that if cost savings are required,
then something inevitably has to give”

Director, Industrial F, F4

” Creating an M&A strategy at the corporate level of a large indus-
trial company can also be somewhat political. An outsider’s view
is particularly useful when there is competition between divisions
about who gets funding and who does not, as the external perspec-
tive can make decision-making easier”

Director, Consulting A, A3
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”The more divisive an issue is within an organisation, or the more
directly it affects people, such as how firms are structured, the
harder it is for anyone to remain fully objective”

Partner, Consulting D, D1

Help to facilitate change in complex or politicized settings

Interviewees often saw consultants as key enablers of progress in complex or
politically sensitive environments, especially at the corporate level. When
large decisions affect multiple business units, internal decision-making can
become gridlocked, emotional, or driven by narrow business-line interests.
Consultants provide neutrality and structure in such cases, helping firms
move forward without needing to rely solely on the CEO to break ties. Be-
cause consultants are not part of the company’s internal hierarchy, they can
more easily challenge strong opinions or long-standing ways of working. Sev-
eral interviewees said that consultants bring both high ambition and the in-
dependence to question dominant views, something that is often hard for in-
ternal people to do.

” When we come to the bigger questions, challenges arise. For is-
sues that cut across business units, we notice much more friction
and decision-making becomes harder. Often the CEO ends up act-
ing as referee, and naturally the CEO may already have a view
shaped by one business line. Once again, there is a need for some-
one to look at the situation objectively: how can we make the best
decision for all the business units?”

Partner, Consulting C, C1

”Very few Finnish industrial firms have a particularly strong corpo-
rate strategy function. They are often more focused on business in-
telligence-type activities. But when you are caught in crossfire be-
tween business units and need to challenge them quite heavily, the
best outcomes usually come from a combination of high ambition
and having outsiders pushing back”

Partner, Consulting C, C1

”[In organisational change] consultants can act like leaders who
are neutral, without the same political baggage as those inside the
organisation. This enables them to get people on board more eas-
ily and to identify where tensions exist, since in any organisation
there will always be differing interests, priorities, and skills”
Partner, Consulting C, C1
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Structuring and sustaining change processes

Consultants were also regarded as important actors in structuring and sus-
taining change. Interviewees described how internal transformation efforts
often lacked clarity, consistency, or long-term follow-through. Consultants
helped overcome these challenges by: showing what "good" looks like,
providing external ideas, and supporting continuous effort of change. Some
compared their role to that of a personal trainer: setting goals, motivating
effort, and keeping the change ongoing. Others highlighted the symbolic le-
gitimacy consultants bring, especially when change requires deep behav-
ioural shifts across the organisation.

”Improving performance is in many ways like having a personal
trainer. Of course, anyone could work out and go to the gym alone,
and you can study on your own. It is not so difficult in principle. But
learning new behaviours is hard, and it requires setting clear goals
at the start. Then you need someone to show what good looks like
and how to get there. Finally, it requires continuous discipline and
consistent effort. If you start in January with big resolutions but
stop after a month, it will not lead anywhere”

Partner, Consulting C, C1

“When you think about operational modeltransformation projects,
if we go in on our own and announce changes, the commitment to
them is often weaker. But if it is a top-tier consulting firm with man-
agement standing firmly behind it, then it brings major legitimacy.
People see that the change is serious and unavoidable”

VP, Industrial E, E1

”The best consultants are able to understand that if we move in this
direction, these will be the pain points, and this will be difficult.
They can anticipate the comments and help manage them. Map-
ping out this whole journey is a very useful contribution”

Partner, Consulting D, D1

4.1.3 Bringing strategy expertise from repetition and routine

Another reason industrial firms hire consultants is their accumulated expe-
rience from running strategy projects across different companies, industries,
and situations. While internal teams might undertake a full strategy renewal
only every few years, consultants participate in such projects regularly, often
several times a year. This repetition helps consultants develop strong rou-
tines, identify common failure points, and introduce structured practices that
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prevent firms from starting from scratch. Notably, this reason was men-
tioned mainly by consultants, who described it as follows:

”The key point is that [we consultants] run strategy processes sev-
eraltimes a year with different clients, and we see them from many
angles. We do this as our main job, repeatedly every year, whereas
for the client these can be very occasional events”

Director, Consulting A, A2

”In a way, these [strategy projects] are our bread and butter. We
carry out such projects continuously, while management teams
might do them once a year, once every three years, or even once
every five years. This means we have developed methodological
structures and established ways of running and implementing
these projects”

Director, Consulting B, B2

”A consultant has often been in very similar situations before and
has already done the same thing elsewhere. That allows the con-
sultantto bring in that prior experience, to say: this is how it is usu-
ally done. Then the client does not need to start from scratch figur-
ing out how to approach it, but instead the consultant can provide
the facilitation and adapt it to the client’s own environment and re-
ality”

Partner, Consulting B, B1

4.1.4 Bringing cross-industry expertise into strategy work
Cross-industry Knowledge and Benchmarking

Many interviewees emphasised that consultants provide comparative expe-
rience that most industrial firms cannot access internally. By working across
multiple industries and companies, consultants identify common structural
issues, share how others have tackled similar challenges, and offer broader
perspectives on alternative ways of working. Respondents such as A2, D1,
and G1 noted that this benchmarking capability helped firms address strate-
gic problems more creatively, especially when the issues were complex or
rarely encountered internally.

This cross-industry insight from consultants was particularly helpful when
designing new organisational models, planning international growth, or de-
ciding between different strategic alternatives. Rather than relying solely on
internal logic, consultants expanded the range of options by showing how
similar issues had been solved elsewhere.
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”Industrial firms want an external perspective on what has been
done in other companies, in other similar types of firms, and
whether there is something they could learn from. They expect
[consultants] to bring industry knowledge, best practices, and ex-
amples from elsewhere into their decision-making. They may think
they are doing things well, but they do not see what others are do-
ing”

Director, Consulting A, A2

”Someone once said that [consulting] is a kind of ‘legitimate cor-
porate espionage’across an entire industry, and in a way itis. Even
if industrial firms sell very different products, if you make ma-
chines, there are many similarities in how organisations operate.
That allows you to benchmark between them and create a kind of
pick-and-choose list of the best practices from different organisa-
tions, spreading those capabilities more broadly”

Partner, Consulting D, D1

“Probably the most important benefit [of using consultants] is
bringing in examples from outside the industry and, more gener-
ally, this outside view. Because they have done similar work for
many firms, consultants can bring in the experiences and exam-
ples of other companies and other industries”

VP, Industrial G, G1

Global industry expert networks

Another reason for using consultants was their access to expert networks be-
yond the local market. Large consulting firms could draw on highly experi-
enced professionals, often described as “industry gurus”, who had solved
similar problems in other firms, sectors, or geographies. This gave industrial
firms access to specialist insight that would be difficult or slow to develop
internally.

Consultants described how they had contacts to international experts for ex-
ample in pricing, M&A, or specific technologies. Access to such experts was
viewed as a distinctive advantage of global consulting firms, especially in
highly technical or unfamiliar situations. Although clients might not interact
directly with these experts, their input often shaped the analyses, assump-
tions, and recommendations behind the scenes.
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”Even if you are a large Finnish industrial company, a global con-
sulting firm can still bring in industry gurus from the United States,
Europe, or Asia. These people have worked in the sector for a long
time with many clients, seen different situations, and sometimes
already solved the exact problem our client is now facing. The con-
sultant can then transfer that knowledge within the industry, show-
ing that the client does not need to solve it alone for the first time,
because it has already been solved elsewhere”

Partner, Consulting B, B1

”As a large global consulting firm, our network allows us to find ex-
perts not only for the sector as a whole but also for very specific
questions within it. Whether about products, pricing, M&A targets,
or other issues, we can bring in the right specialists”

Director, Consulting A, A3

4.1.5 Strengthening external awareness

Although not often cited as the main reason for hiring consultants, many in-
terviewees, especially consultants, emphasised their role in broadening
firms’ understanding of the external environment. This included greater
awareness of new markets, customer needs, and competitor behaviour, par-
ticularly in projects such as strategy renewals, M&A cases, and new business
development.

Industrial firms’ narrow strategic focus on core products and markets

Several interviewed strategy consultants noted that many industrial firms fo-
cus primarily on their existing core markets, technologies, and customers.
They described how industrial firms’ internal strategy work tends to concen-
trate on familiar domains, limiting visibility beyond the current business and
creating blind spots about the wider market environment.

”[The strength of industrial firms lies in] knowing their own mar-
kets, but the flip side is that they often do not know what is happen-
ing just outside them. Their focus is entirely on their own markets
and customers, so they may fail to see the broader external envi-
ronment”

Director, Consulting A, A2

”Generally, industrial firms know their own markets very well, but
as soon as you go beyond them, their knowledge is often weaker
and that is where they particularly need support”

Director, Consulting A, A3
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”Industrial firms usually know their core business and customers
very well. If you take an industrial company, it will typically have a
strong grasp of its customer base, because in B2B markets the
number of customers is limited. They know their customers and
their needs fairly well, and the products and related services they
sell do not change overnight”

Engagement Manager, Consulting B, B3

Industrial firms’ limited understanding of broader environment

Interviews suggested that many industrial firms had limited visibility into
their broader external environment, such as competitor activity, shifting
market trends, or new regions and customer segments. While their
knowledge of their own technologies and operations was often very deep,
awareness of the wider environment tended to be weaker, especially in firms
with long-standing leadership teams or strongly engineering-driven cultures,
as is typical in many Finnish industrial companies.

“There is a huge variation. In some firms the understanding of the
operating environment and competitors is excellent, very clear and
professional. But there are also surprisingly many firms, especially
in the industrial sector, where the same engineers have been in
leadership positions for 35 years. It is natural in that case that their
understanding of what others are doing is often rather limited”
Director, Consulting B, B2

”In many Finnish industrial companies, their understanding of their
own business, technologies, and products is extremely deep. But
too often, everything around that is much less visible. Questions
like: how do competitors operate, where are we better than them,
what does the market want, how do customers actually behave,
where is the market going, what will the demand be 10 years from
now, and what similar product we could offer? On all of these, vis-
ibility is much weaker”

Director, Consulting B, B2

42



4.2 How industrial firms use strategy consultants

Our empirical research shows that industrial firms use strategy consultants
in several ways. Consultants commonly support the structuring and facilita-
tion of strategic projects, bring analytical structure and clarity to complex sit-
uations, and accelerate projects through additional resources and strong de-
livery routines. They are also valued for broadening strategic thinking with
outside perspectives and, in longer partnerships, for strengthening collabo-
ration and the firm’s own strategic capability. The subsections that follow ex-
amine each of these uses in turn; concrete use cases described by interview-
ees are listed in Appendix A.

4.2.1 Consultants facilitating and managing strategic projects
Structuring and managing strategic processes

Based on our findings, one of the most common ways industrial firms use
strategy consultants is to structure and facilitate strategic work, particularly
in large corporate strategy renewals or cross-functional initiatives. Inter-
viewees often described consultants as responsible for ensuring that strategic
projects progressed with structure, pace, and clear documentation.

Consultants’ tasks included coordinating timelines, running workshops,
aligning stakeholders, and preparing presentations and strategic frame-
works. Their contribution was especially valued when internal teams lacked
time or when projects required more systematic execution than firms’ own
employees could provide.

”The [consultant’s role in the strategy process] can be described
as managing the process, bringing facts to the table in a structured
and analytical way, and facilitating and packaging the outcome.
The content is, of course, always with the client, who makes the
decisions, sets the direction, and owns the results”

Partner, Consulting B, B1

”Industrial firms use [consultants] as support in strategy work,
whether at the corporate or business unit level. This can mean fa-
cilitating the process forward, sparring with management, running
workshops with colleagues, and creating syntheses. It usually in-
volves a current-state analysis and a market analysis to build the
factual foundation”

Engagement Manager, Consulting B, B3
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”The consultant’s core competence typically lies in structure and
analytical ability, and in the capacity to lead the process. Very of-
ten, consultants improve the extent to which issues are analysed
systematically and considered carefully, and ensure that things
progress on schedule and with the right rhythm”

Partner, Consulting B, B1

Filling capacity gaps through temporary roles

In addition, industrial firms often used consultants as temporary reinforce-
ments to manage the daily execution of strategy projects. This sometimes
took the form of a ‘body leasing’ model, in which consultants worked almost
as in-house team members. Particularly in strategy renewals, consultants
were frequently described as running the project management office (PMO),
which freed internal leaders to focus on decision-making and more detailed
tasks.
“When we talk about [a large industrial company’s] corporate
Strategy renewal, it is a hugely complex undertaking. Usually, you
simply do not have enough people or time inside the firm to keep
such a big effort on track. So we sometimes use what is called
body leasing, bringing in a consultant as an extra resource to run
the PMO”
VP, Industrial F, F2

”[In corporate-level strategy renewals] the role of [consultants]
can essentially be to run the process in a project management of-
fice (PMO) type of way -- but also to act as a sparring partner for top
management in terms of content”

Director, Industrial F, F4

The facilitation role varied across firms. In some cases, consultants acted as
external project managers, running the process and ensuring milestones
were met. In others, they supported internal project managers while leaving
decision-making for the company. Many respondents pointed out that the
value of facilitation depended on how closely the consultants collaborated
with internal teams. Several noted that client’s weak internal engagement
and commitment could reduce the usefulness of the consultants projects.
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4.2.2 Consultants bringing analytical structure and clarity
Structuring and clarifying strategic situations

One commonly valued contribution of strategy consultants was their ability
to bring structure and clarity to complex strategic questions. Rather than be-
ing valued only for their analytical skills, consultants were appreciated for
breaking down complex issues into manageable parts and providing a clear
logic for how to move forward.

“[One of consultants’ strengths is] the specific toolkit they use:
problem solving, analytical ways of structuring, breaking down is-
sues, and thinking clearly”

Director, Industrial E, E3

“What I value is that if you describe a challenge or issue -- they are
often very quick and effective in creating a framework: how the is-
sue should be approached and what the key aspects are that
should be considered. That is something very useful”

Director, Industrial E, E4

“High-quality documentation and structured approaches are valu-
able, and they are [consultants’] assets”
VP, Industrial G, G1

Improving the quality of strategic decisions

Our interviews highlighted how consultants contributed to decision-making
by synthesizing diverse views, challenging assumptions, and clarifying the
big picture. Especially in larger or politically sensitive strategy projects, con-
sultants, for example, synthesized views, challenged assumptions, and clari-
fied the big picture, all of which helped the firms to make better decisions.

“They [strategy consultants] have a good understanding of the big
picture, and they are able to challenge, to some extent, our own or
the company’s ways of thinking”

Director, Industrial F, F4

“Some consultants are good at creating a strong link between
qualitative, holistic analysis and its real-world implications --
which is ultimately essential. For example, if we invest Xamount of
money into Y, what are the consequences for the company three,
five, or ten years later?”
Director, Industrial E, E4
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Improving the clarity of communication

Another frequently noted strength was consultants’ ability to communicate
complex topics in a clear and concrete way. Consultants’ presentations were
more than visuals: they highlighted key points, explained the overall logic,
and indicated next steps. Consultants often made complex topics easier to
understand by presenting them in a clear, structured way, which was espe-
cially helpful when several different business units or leaders needed to align.

“[One of consultants’ strengths is] definitely how they present is-
sues, including making slides. You can see the difference: people
who have never worked much with consultants or been consult-
ants themselves may still struggle to structure problems and pre-
sent them in a way that enables collaboration with others -- but
when you look at materials done by a good consultant, even at the
standard level of a strategy consultant, it is much more advanced”
Director, Industrial E, E3

“[Another strength is consultants’] ability to summarise and sim-
plify. We are sometimes quite poor at simplifying issues that we are
too used to or that we keep turning around in detail. Consultants
are much better at that”
Director, Industrial F, F3

Leveraging frameworks and analytical tools

Many consultants were also appreciated for the structured frameworks and
methods they brought. These toolkits, developed across industries and client
projects, helped consultants provide faster structure, highlight overlooked is-
sues, and offer options based on past experience. While a few interviewees
raised concerns about overly generic approaches, most valued the practical
starting points these tools provided.

”Of course, behind [consulting firms] there is a lot of methodologi-
cal knowledge. Since consultants are solving such problems con-
stantly as their job, they have a bundle of frameworks for almost
any situation -- this makes it much easier to get started and to
structure problem-solving”

Partner, Consulting B, B1

“Ifyou think for example about MBB firms, their toolkit is really use-

ful for carrying through cases like [M&A or strategy work]”
Director, Industrial E, E3
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In some cases, consultants also relied on internal or external industry experts
to improve the quality and relevancy of their work. These experts typically
remained invisible to the client but contributed to behind-the-scenes think-
ing and analysis. As noted earlier in section 4.1.4, such expert networks were
one of the reasons why industrial firms valued consultants’ ability to bring
outside-in knowledge. Several consultants emphasized that these kinds of in-
dustry-wide expert networks and their knowledge were a clear strength of
global consulting firms, allowing them to maintain sufficient substance com-
petence across many industries.

”We make a lot of use of expert networks: we find experts to inter-
view and use them to supplement external views of what a market
looks like. We use these [experts] almost anonymously, so they do
not know who the client is. In practice, almost every project in-
cludes at least a few expert interviews. They are not cheap, but cli-
ents are usually satisfied with the results, and we use them a great
deal”

Director, Consulting A, A2

Combining internal knowledge across the client organisation

Consultants played an important role in bringing together fragmented inter-
nal knowledge, which often existed across functions but lacked structures or
processes to be combined into a strategic whole. Several consultants noted
that although client organisations often held valuable knowledge internally,
it was difficult to assemble into a single view. Consultants helped integrate
insights across functions, which was especially valuable in sensitive or emo-
tionally charged situations. This also highlights the value of using consultants
as neutral external parties in politically sensitive contexts (see Section 4.1.2).

“Ofteninindustrial firms people feel that consultants just come in,
ask us questions, and then tell us what we said. But the reality is
that industrial firms rarely have the ability to combine their own
knowledge from across the organisation into a form that enables
decisions to be made”

Director, Industrial F, F3

”It is sometimes almost a joke, because industrial firms may al-
ready have almost all the information needed inside the company.
It is not as if consultants come from outside to tell them how a
niche industry should work. The challenge is that firms are often
poor atrecognising what knowledge they have. They lack the struc-
tures, tools, and processes to consolidate information from many
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places and levels. The more fragmented the knowledge is, the less
likely it will ever reach decision-making”
Partner, Consulting D, D1

“Some things are particularly difficult -- for example, anything that
crosses BL [business line] boundaries. It quickly becomes com-
plex: | talk to Matti, Matti talks to Mikko, and that is how knowledge
is exchanged tactically within the tribe [business line]. But the
longer the organisational distance, the harder it becomes to build
those connections inside the line organisation”

Partner, Consulting D, D1

4.2.3 Accelerating strategic projects
Consultants resources and working habits speeding up strategic projects

One common way industrial firms used strategy consultants was to acceler-
ate strategic projects. Their ability to dedicate full-time attention and addi-
tional resources was especially valued, since internal leaders were often con-
strained by operational responsibilities. Both consultants and industrial firm
respondents described this speed as a distinctive strength:

“A consultant is a good accelerator. If you think about an organisa-
tion renewing its strategy, you always need to appoint someone to
do it. That person may or may not have done it before -- but in any
case, all the information gathering, data collection, and everything
you need for strategy work is a very labour-intensive process”
Partner, Consulting A, A1

”We are used to having five weeks to do something that might take
the client’s own organisation five months”
Director, Consulting A, A2

“When it comes to consultants, their train moves at the speed of
light. The material they produce comes out like a cannonball, it
only takes one night and it is almost on paper already. It is incredi-
bly effective support for moving our train forward quickly”

VP, Industrial E, E1
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Consultants’ culture and work practices as a source of speed

Respondents inked consultants’ speed to the culture and structures of con-
sulting firms. Teams were typically composed of ambitious, analytically
skilled professionals accustomed to tight deadlines, long hours, and high per-
formance standards. This culture enabled them to push strategic projects for-
ward more efficiently than many internal teams could.

”In consulting, if you look at our younger colleagues, they are a very
sharp group with a lot of drive. With their help, we can often get
things done much more effectively and quickly”

Director, Consulting A, A2

”Compared to industrial firms or most other companies, a consult-
ing firm tends to attract competitive, smart young people who want
to learn and succeed. Ifyou bring many of them together under one
roof and create a culture of solving problems as efficiently as pos-
sible, you get a dynamic that is very different from industrial firms”
Partner, Consulting B, B1

“Consulting firms and investment banks attract hungry young peo-
ple ready to work long hours -- often for little pay. They are moti-
vated and eager to advance their careers”

Director, Industrial E, E4

4.2.4 Broadening strategic thinking as an external advisor
Helping challenge assumptions and broaden thinking

Interviewees noted that decision-making in industrial firms can sometimes
become cautious or inward-looking, especially in organisations with stable
leadership teams. In such situations, consultants were appreciated for help-
ing challenge assumptions and introduce alternative ways of thinking. Con-
sultants acted as sparring partners, challenging assumptions, questioning
beliefs, and uncovering opportunities that internal teams might not have
identified on their own. It also helped to avoid internal blind spots, as dis-
cussed in Section 4.1.6.

“There is also a huge advantage that as a [consultant] you do not
carry entrenched assumptions like ‘this cannot work here’. When
someone asks ‘why not, are you really sure?’, it challenges thinking
in the right way and may unlock something that suddenly creates
a great deal of value”

EVP, Industrial F, F1
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“Too often strategy processes are run a bit like going through the
motions, ending up at the same conclusions as before and con-
firming the initial hypothesis. But when we [consultants] come into
similar situations, we often see that it is not quite that black and
white”

Partner, Consulting C, C1

Helping providing outside perspectives and benchmarks

Consultants were also hired for their ability to bring benchmarks and insights
from prior experiences. Interviewees emphasised that consultants contrib-
uted an “outside view” by drawing on cases across industries, helping clients
recognise patterns, compare strategic options, and consider approaches they
might not have identified internally. Their frequent exposure to similar situ-
ations was described as a key source of this perspective, enabling them to
benchmark practices and transfer lessons.

”The strength of consultants is that the same situation has been
handled many times before. A situation that may be the first for the
company or rare for its people -- an experienced consultant has
seen it 10-plus times and can provide a real basis for comparison”
Partner, Consulting D, D1

” [In consulting] you see multiple industries. For example, we work
with clients across many sectors, notonly industrial firms -- so that
gives you a kind of outside perspective, even a helicopter view”
Director, Consulting A, A2

”A consultant has often been in similar situations before and done
the same thing elsewhere. That allows them to bring prior experi-
ence: ‘by the way, this is how itis usually done’. The consultant can
then facilitate the process and adapt it to the client’s environment
and reality”

Partner, Consulting B, B1

Providing neutrality for sensitive decisions

Consultants were also used to bring objectivity into emotionally or politically
sensitive topics, such as leadership changes, performance issues, or organi-
sational redesigns. Their external position made it easier for them to ask un-
comfortable questions, facilitate difficult discussions, and depersonalise
hard choices.
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“When it comes to leadership models and organisational ques-
tions, consultants are able to bring an objective perspective to sit-
uations that can be emotionally sensitive and raise strong reac-
tions, both positive and negative”

Engagement Manager, Consulting B, B3

“[The consultant’s external role is most useful]the more divisive an
issue is in the organisation or the more it directly affects people,
such as how firms are structured. These are very personal issues
for everyone, and it is difficult to remain fully objective”

Partner, Consulting D, D1

Clarifying strategic direction in complex environments

Consultants were valued for helping unify fragmented discussions and clarify
direction in complex environments. Especially in larger firms, strategy work
often involved synthesizing diverse views from different business units or
functions. Interviewees described how consultants helped bring clarity and
structure to strategic discussions, acting as sparring partners to help priori-
tization and support firm’s decision-making under uncertainty.

“Often in a company, among senior and middle management,
there are many different views: some think we should head south,
some west, some north, and some not move at all. Someone
needs to squeeze this into a final decision and, at the same time,
provide the material to support that decision-making”

Director, Consulting B, B2

“Where [industrial firms] need help is when things get complex --
when there are multiple questions and they know what they want
but not how to get there, because there are too many options. In
such cases, the consultant can look at the situation objectively
from outside and identify the truly key questions for the company,
filtering out the irrelevant and helping to focus”

Partner, Consulting A, A1

Raising ambition levels in strategy work

Several consultants described how they encouraged firms to set higher am-
bitions when leadership teams appeared satisfied with modest targets. They
noted that leaders in Finnish industrial firms were sometimes hesitant to
challenge existing plans or to pursue bolder opportunities, and that an exter-
nal perspective could help question these tendencies and push for more am-
bitious moves.
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“A more typical problem is leaving decisions unmade rather than
making the wrong ones. But quite often firms should be asking
themselves: are we making enough decisions, and are those deci-
sions ambitious enough?”

Partner, Consulting C, C1

”| personally feel that industrial firms could, from the start, be
more ambitious in what they aim for. There are of course many rea-
sons, but if it had to be reduced to one, it comes back to ambition:
what are we satisfied with, how much is enough, and what counts
as good value creation”

Partner, Consulting C, C1

“Sometimes organisations are sticky, cautious, or unwilling to
change, especially in the industrial sector. For example, in one
company the management’s business plan was very modest. In-
ternally they had tried to push for something more aggressive but
had reached the end of the road. At that point, they turned to con-
sultants to look at it with external eyes and ask: where else could
we create value beyond the current plan?”

Director, Consulting A, A2

4.2.5 Strengthening strategic competence through long-term partner-
ships

Partnerships improving collaboration

One commonly described benefit of long-term client-consultant relation-
ships was smoother and more effective collaboration. Over time, consultants
became more familiar with the firm’s strategy logic, ways of working, and key
people. This reduced ramp-up time, improved the relevance of their support,
and strengthened overall cooperation. The benefits of long-term partner-
ships were two-sided: clients received faster, more tailored input, while con-
sultants could provide more useful outputs with the better contextual under-
standing of the client.

“Long-term collaboration helps the consultant the better they
know the organisation, its ways of working, its people, strengths,
and weaknesses. It usually enables a quicker start, and that is a
benefit for both sides”

VP, Industrial G, G1

”For us [consultants], it is easier to work with those we already
know. At the same time, we also learn more about the company
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and the market, which makes us more useful to them. We often
hear from firms that we know them so well that it is easy to get
things done together. It works both ways: the deeper the relation-
ship, the easier the collaboration”

Director, Consulting A, A3

“From the client’s perspective, the benefits of a long-term relation-
ship or a longer project are that they get to know us too, and how
the consulting firm can help them. From our perspective, the
longer the collaboration, the more deeply we understand how the
company works, what its key challenges or future directions are,
and what its strategic priorities might be. That way, we can also
bring in our deep experts”

Engagement Manager, Consulting B, B3

In addition, some consultants pointed out that long-term partnerships im-
proved the cost-effectiveness of consulting engagements. Once the consult-
ants became more familiar with the client firm’s context and expectations,
they were able to deliver more relevant outputs and complete projects faster,
ultimately improving value for money.

” Of course, with long-term collaboration efficiency improves,
trust improves, quality improves, innovativeness improves -- and
as a result the price—quality ratio is also better”

Partner, Consulting B, B1

Building trust for deeper collaboration

Long-term partnerships were described as enabling more open and informal
conversations between consultants and clients. As familiarity grew, consult-
ants gained a deeper understanding of sensitive organisational dynamics,
while clients felt more comfortable raising complex or politically charged is-
sues. This trust was seen as essential for addressing difficult topics construc-
tively and for ensuring smoother collaboration overall.

“Long-term collaboration is very common, and itis the primary way
to avoid conflicts or challenging situations. When you know the
people at the company level or preferably at a personal level, the
clienthas a lower threshold to bring difficultissues to the table with
us. On our side, our contextual understanding is much better: we
know the client’s culture, decision-making mechanisms, ways of
working, and the people”

Partner, Consulting B, B1
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Sparring as part of long-term partnerships

If trust was established, relationships sometimes evolved into ongoing spar-
ring partnerships, where consultants contributed even outside formal pro-
jects. These interactions included sharing relevant articles, discussing ideas
in calls, and informally providing outside-in perspectives. They were valued
for keeping the strategic dialogue alive between projects and for surfacing
new themes over time.

“At their best, [long-term relationships with consultants] mean
that consulting partners take the right approach and attitude: po-
sitioning themselves as long-term partners, genuinely interestedin
the client firm’s issues as if they were their own. [A consultant]
might even think about the client’s issues during summer vacation
orread an article and think ‘this would be very relevant for that one
client’. They mightthen call or send the article, asking, ‘what do you
think, would this be useful for you?’ This kind of activity is continu-
ous partnership, done without billing, and at some point it leads to
a larger project that requires a formal meeting”

EVP Industrial F, F1

“Companies could at least have more conversations like: ‘do [con-
sultants] have suggestions on how we could do things better?’
Even if it does not always lead to a project, at least it provides a
Status update on what kind of perspectives they see with their out-
side-in view when they look at our company”

Director, Industrial F, F4

Strengthening strategic thinking and external awareness

Finally, long-term collaboration was also seen as strengthening firms’ own
strategic thinking. Many industrial firms tended to focus heavily on their core
technologies and markets, limiting broader awareness of external develop-
ments (see Section 4.1.5). Especially consultants pointed out how long-term
partnerships helped address this gap by continuously bringing outside-in in-
sights. Over time, this kept management more attuned to macroeconomic
shifts, supply chain interdependencies, and competitive dynamics across the
wider industry.

[t is important to understand that there are many broad trends, opportu-
nities, and challenges that cut across all industrial firms. Everyone faces
the same macroeconomic factors. Industrial firms need to understand
better that they operate in a global world where everything is connected,
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and they need to see more clearly their own position and their role in the
value chain, and how those dynamics can affect them”
Engagement Manager, Consulting B, B3

”For example, imagine [Industrial Firm X], which makes [industrial ma-
chines], but does not produce the metalthose machines are made of. [In-
dustrial Firm Y] may produce that metal, and they have their own chal-
lenges. The whole value chain is subject to its own uncertainties, such as
tariffs, which affect [Industrial Firm Y] but eventually also [Industrial Firm
X]. The point is that these companies are strongly linked to one another,
and you get a ripple effect: if steel availability is low, we cannot build the
machines”

Engagement Manager, Consulting B, B3
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4.3 Challenges in using strategy consultants

While strategy consultants bring clear benefits, our findings also show recur-
ring challenges when firms work with them. These often concern expectation
gaps between client and consultant, limited contextual understanding or
onboarding, constraints on the client’s own resource availability, and risks of
overreliance or lack of ownership. In addition, some consultants were viewed
as proposing approaches that felt too generic for the firm’s context. The fol-
lowing subsections discuss each challenge in more detail.

4.3.1 Misalignment of expectations between consultants and clients
Consultants facing unclear or changing project scope

Many consultants observed that clients often didn’t have clear idea of what
they wanted. In unfamiliar strategy contexts, scoping projects was described
as difficult for industrial firms. This lack of clarity was linked to firms’ limited
routine with strategic projects. In such cases, clients struggled to articulate
the underlying problem or had not yet formulated clear goals before bringing
in outside help.

“To put it bluntly, we [consultants] cannot read minds. It is a bit like
managing a construction project: you need to be clear about what
you want to achieve, and you need to give your preferences and
feedback throughout the process. The best outcome comes when
that guidance is continuous”

Partner, Consulting C, C1

”Sometimes understanding the client’s fundamental need takes
time, because itis notalways so clear. The person who selected us
and explained the situation may describe it one way, but when we
speak with other people it turns out to be different. The challenge
isuncovering the fundamental problem behind it allthat we are ac-
tually supposed to solve and support”

Engagement Manager, Consulting B, B3

” The typical challenges or pitfalls arise when the client is not fully
ready to start the project, or they do not understand the scope and
complexity of what they want to do or achieve. That can quickly af-
fect cost estimates, pricing, or timelines. For example, what was
thoughtto be a four-week project can turn out to take three months
-- which can come as a surprise to clients, especially if it is an un-
usual or rare type of project for them”

Engagement Manager, Consulting B, B3
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Client’s unrealistic expectations about strategy consultants

Both consultants and leaders described cases where firms mistakenly ex-
pected consultants to “handle everything” in strategic projects. This assump-
tion was seen as stemming from limited experience with consultants or mis-
understanding their role.

“| often see cases where people think the consultant -- somehow
solves everything. But it also requires quite a lot of work from us
[the client] for it to succeed”

VP, Industrial E, E2

“From the industrial firm’s side, it is a lazy and naive way of thinking
to assume that someone from outside would come in and solve my
problems without me being part of the solution. To me, thatis a fun-
damental misconception”

Director, Industrial E, E3

Misaligned expectations

Familiarity with consultants strongly shaped expectations. In firms where
consultants were rarely used, some expected them to “take over” the project,
leading to unrealistic assumptions about the client team’s role. In contrast,
companies with more experience tended to have clearer roles and smoother
collaboration. Yet mismatched expectations arose on both sides: for instance,
when consultants assumed more client capacity than existed, or when clients
expected unrealistically fast results.

”In some firms where consultants are rarely used, the assumption
is that once the consultants are hired, we do not need to do any-
thing ourselves -- which is completely wrong. In such cases, ex-
pectations can become very unrealistic”

Director, Consulting B, B2

“In other cases, where [the company] is used to working with con-
sultants, it is very natural and clear. The expectations are aligned
from the start: what the consultant does, what management does,
what the board does”

Director, Consulting B, B2

”Challenges can arise when expectations differ from reality. For ex-
ample, we consultants may assume that the company already has
the readiness, capability, or capacity to do ABC, but it turns out
they do not. Or, conversely, management assumes that when the
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consultant comes in, everything will be done in one week, much
more in two weeks, and finished in three weeks -- only to discover
that after three weeks you are nhowhere near done”

Director, Consulting B, B2

4.3.2 Challenges with contextual knowledge and onboarding
Consultants start behind in terms of industry-specific knowledge

Several interviewees explained that consultants, especially junior team mem-
bers, often lacked experience in the client’s industry or business logic. While
this was not always a problem, it could slow progress or require additional
guidance from internal stakeholders.

”Most consultants solving these problems are fairly young and
therefore inexperienced in the industry. The core team members
who do much of the work are often new to the industry or to the
product technology, which means consultants frequently start ata
disadvantage in terms of subject-matter expertise”

Partner, Consulting B, B1

”Coming in from outside can be both a weakness and a strength.
Sometimes consultants may not fully understand the logic of the
industry or why certain things are done. But it can also be good to
askthe ‘stupid’questions, which may lead the client to realise they
could do things differently”

Director, Consulting A, A2

”A weakness of consulting firms is that younger consultants often
lack concrete work experience in a specific industrial sector”
Director, Consulting A, A3

Lack of time or resources for onboarding

Interviewees emphasized that proper onboarding was crucial for consultants
to create value. In some cases, clients did not allocate enough time or person-
nel to bring consultants up to speed. As one participant noted, junior con-
sultants always required onboarding, even when the same firm was rehired,
since junior staff rotated frequently. Insufficient onboarding limited consult-
ants’ contextual understanding and reduced the value they could deliver.
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“It is problematic in many ways: you cannot create value without
understanding the context. If you do not understand it, you end up
spending time and energy just learning it. It is the same for anyone
Starting a new job, consultants are people just like everyone else”
VP, Industrial F, F2

“The benefit can be limited when consultants are simultaneously
trying to understand what the company is about while also pushing
the process forward. These two things are in conflict -- you end up
driving the process half-blind, without fully understanding the con-
text”

VP, Industrial F, F2

“Even if you use the same consulting firm again two years later, the
junior consultants doing the real work will not be the same people.
The couple of senior people in suits might still be there for the kick-
off, but the younger ones doing the actual tasks will have changed.
So you never get the same team, and you always have to onboard
them again”

Director, Industrial F, F3

Consultants not knowing the culture of client’s organisation

Even when consultants understood the industry or market context, several
interviewees noted that, as outsiders, they often lacked insight into the cli-
ent’s internal culture, informal rules, and decision-making practices. Re-
spondents emphasized that consultants needed to work carefully and closely
with people to uncover these dynamics, and gaps in this understanding could
reduce the value of their work.

”The weakness comes from the fact that we are always outsiders.
We do not always know or understand the internal politics that re-
ally shape decision-making. There can be competing interests that
prevent things from moving forward. It comes down to implemen-
tation capability: can the company actually carry it out? Under-
standing the political games and who wants to do what is essen-
tial”

Partner, Consulting A, A1

“There is real value when a [consultant] already has history with
the client. They understand us, can connect better, and can chal-
lenge in a different way than someone coming in from outside and
slowly trying to figure out what is going on”

Director, Industrial E, E3
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“Consultants need to understand the client as a person and the
organisation beyond numbers and hard facts. Success or failure
often does not depend on whether the numerical analysis is per-
fect, but on other elements such as people’s motivations or hidden
resistance. Being able to grasp these wider aspects, to understand
humanity and the world, is what really matters”

EVP, Industrial F, F1

4.3.3 Limited availability of client resources

Even when expectations were clear and consultants had a basic understand-
ing of the client’s business, collaboration could still run into difficulties if key
people on the client side were unavailable or overstretched. Several consult-
ants emphasized that limited time and attention from the client team could
slow projects significantly, especially in strategy work requiring close collab-
oration and company-specific input. These issues were particularly common
in transformation programs, organisational design efforts, and strategy re-
newals, where progress depended on joint decision-making. Also, in many
cases, clients were surprised by how much time and internal involvement was
actually required, not only from senior leaders, but also from a wide group
across different business units and support functions.

” A very typical challenge is the availability of client resources.
Consultants can certainly carry out some outside-in analyses with
limited client input, but when it comes to transformation projects,
M&A cases, or organisational design, the workis done in very close
collaboration with the client. If the client cannot free up enough
bandwidth and people for the project, it quickly affects the sched-
ule. Things then move very slowly. For example, if we wanted to talk
with the client every other day, but they can only meet once every
two weeks, you can imagine how much slower the project pro-
gresses”

Engagement Manager, Consulting B, B3

“Clients often ask us how many resources and how much commit-
ment will be needed from their side. We give guidance, but it still
comes as a surprise to many just how many people need to be in-
volved and how broad the group has to be. In these situations, itis
not enough to just speak with the CEO, CTO, and CFO. You also
need input from many different functions, support roles, and busi-
ness units to ensure sufficient coverage. Otherwise, the outcome
risks reflecting only the opinions of two people rather than a broad
organisational perspective”

Engagement Manager, Consulting B, B3
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4.3.4 Risk of overreliance and lack of ownership
Risk of dependency on consultants

Some leaders warned that firms risk dependency if consultants deliver
frameworks or models that cannot be used without them. When internal staff
were not closely involved or did not fully understand the logic, the outcomes
became difficult to apply. In the most serious cases, companies no longer
knew how to lead their business without external help, effectively “giving
away the keys” to consultants.

“This is where you come to the most fatal mistakes, when you buy
into something you cannot operate yourself. Firms have probably
failed many times when consultants created some framework,
whether a strategy framework or something operational, and the
company itself did not understand why things were done in a cer-
tain way. They could not be critical of the process or the outcome”
VP, Industrial F, F2

“The even more dangerous mistake is when you effectively hand
over the keys to the consultants and can no longer steer the com-
pany yourself, because you do not understand the construction
that was built. It is different from the framework being too complex
or too detailed, the problem is not understanding it at all. Some
firms end up unable to manage without consultants, because they
no longer know how to lead their own business”

VP, Industrial F, F2

One-off projects without commitment

Interviewees emphasized that projects with consultants were most effective
when the client was actively engaged. One-off assignments with little internal
involvement often resulted in lengthy reports that were rarely, if ever, used.
While due diligence and other specific tasks were seen as natural exceptions,
most strategy work was considered valuable only when it strengthened inter-
nal capabilities and understanding, and when there was clear commitment
and accountability.

”If you give a task that is completely separate, some analysis or
project with very little client involvement, it easily remains discon-
nected. Our recommendation is always that there must be strong
commitment from the client’s side and that they participate in the
work. That way they can relate to it and buy into the new idea. If it
is done as a separate assignment, | see very little value in it. Of
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course, you can do market studies or similar things, but they re-
main rather isolated. The usefulness of consultants depends on
how strongly the work is done together with the client”

Director, Consulting A, A3

” [Iwould not use consultants] for one-off projects. The world is too
full of cases where consultants came in, produced a hundred-slide
deck with good content, and then no one ever did anything with it.
To avoid that, everything | do has to build some organisational ca-
pability. Consultants doing a one-off assignment can be an exam-
ple, but ideally it should always build capability. OK, maybe except
for due diligence or other very clear one-offs”

Partner, Consulting D, D1

Client keeping the ownership of strategic decisions

Respondents consistently stressed that while consultants can provide valua-
ble input and analysis, final strategic decisions must remain with company
leadership. This was seen not only as a matter of accountability but also as
essential for legitimacy, particularly in sensitive situations. Even when con-
sultants expressed strong views, responsibility for the strategic direction had
to stay firmly with the client.

“Of course [consultants] do analysis and give suggest possible op-
tions. But the actual decision-making must happen at manage-
ment-team level inside the company, because we must retain
ownership of the strategy and keep decision-making here”
Director, Industrial F, F4

”The role of consultants is to support, and they are good at it. They
can analyse, conduct market studies, and do many things more ef-
ficiently than the internal organisation. They bring the outside per-
spective. But ultimately, decision-making must always remain with
the company itself”

Director, Consulting A, A2

”| am absolutely convinced that if an outsider with no skin in the
game makes decisions fora company, itis just bad corporate man-
agement. Itis essential that the decision-makers themselves carry
the responsibility. Even if consultants have strong opinions, itisim-
portant that alongside their view there is someone constantly
weighing what it means for them personally, because they are the
ones who have to live with the consequences”

Partner, Consulting D, D1
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”As a principle, no consulting firm makes decisions on behalf of
the client. This is written into contracts and terms: we cannot over-
rule management, and the client’s leadership must make the deci-
sions”

Engagement Manager, Consulting B, B3

One consultant also highlighted reputational risks if decision-making is per-
ceived as outsourced to consultants. In sensitive or public contexts, this could
severely undermine credibility:

“Ultimately, the CEO is always responsible for every decision
made in the company. It looks very bad on television or in the news
ifthe CEOQ says, ‘the consultant told us to do this’”

Director, Consulting A, A2

Building internal capabilities

Several leaders added that retaining ownership was also crucial for capabil-
ity-building. If consultants dominated the process, internal teams missed op-
portunities to engage in strategic thinking and develop the capabilities
needed for future challenges. Some argued that if employees could not man-
age key strategic tasks, “then the wrong people were in the company.” While
consultants were recognized as faster or more efficient in analysis, firms em-
phasized that long-term competence had to be built internally.

”A CEO once told me that if our people cannot do this kind of work,
then we have the wrong people in the company. Some leaders be-
lieve strongly that the internal team must be able to solve these
tasks themselves. Of course, companies have limitations in how
much of this analysis they can do compared to us [consultants]”
Director, Consulting A, A3

4.3.5 Risk of generic consulting approaches
Ready-made frameworks lacking fit

Several leaders noted that some consultants relied too heavily on standard-
ized frameworks or templates. Although such tools can bring order and effi-
ciency, they often felt disconnected from how things actually worked in the
company. Industrial firms operate in complex and highly technical environ-
ments, where “one-size-fits-all” approaches rarely succeed. Even when
frameworks were sound in theory, they often proved ineffective in practice
unless adapted to the firm’s specific context.
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“[Consultants] may bring in some frameworks that do not always
work for every company. What is missing is the ability to really put
themselves in the company’s position and understand how it
works, because every firm is very different”

Director, Industrial F, F4

“Not every framework or analysis works in every company. Of
course consultants customise what they can, but by the nature of
the work they do not look at every detail of how it fits. It is partly our
responsibility to assess that ourselves, since the consultant can-
not always go into all the details”

Director, Industrial F, F4

“A poor consultantis one who is too full of themselves, a one-trick
business that goes around selling some supposedly brilliant idea.
They push the same round peg into square or triangular holes, with
extreme overconfidence that ‘this is how it works’. And in a weak
moment, some clients even believe it and start acting on it”

EVP, Industrial F, F1

Adapting approaches to client needs

By contrast, consultants who performed well were described as those who
took the time to listen, ask thoughtful questions, and adapt their methods to
the client’s needs. The most effective results came from collaborative prob-
lem-solving rather than applying a pre-set solution.

“Good consultants know how to listen to the client’s problem and
then start solving that particular issue. It does not feel artificial or
forced, like ‘this is our method that we always use’”

Director, Industrial E, E3

“For an external actor it should always be two ears and one mouth,
meaning listen more than you speak. If you come in from outside,
of course you cannot know everything, and it is not even your role
to do so. But if you ignore this fact and act against it, things usually
go wrong”

EVP, Industrial F, F1
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4.4 Contextual factors shaping the use of strategy consulit-
ants

4.4.1 National and cultural context

Cultural attitudes shaping consultant use

Many interviewees, from both industry and consulting, described Finnish
firms as generally cautious in their use of consultants. Strategy work was seen
as something that should primarily be handled internally, and money spent
on external advice required strong justification.

”In Finland consultants are clearly used less [than elsewhere],
partly explained by the relatively small average size of Finnish
companies, but also by culture and the attitude that ‘we can man-
age on our own’rather than buying help”

Director, Consulting B, B2

”In Finland consultants are used less on average than in the big
Western markets, where their use is more routine and familiar.
Here there is a strong ‘we can handle this ourselves’ mindset, so
consultants are engaged more cautiously and only in situations
where they are really needed”

Partner, Consulting B, B1

This cautiousness reflected a broader financial and cultural mindset. Re-
spondents highlighted long-standing habits of financial prudence, reluctance
toward risk, and the high value placed on independence. As a result, hiring
consultants was often preceded by lengthy internal debates over whether the
expense was truly “worth it.” Still, several noted that attitudes are slowly
shifting, with money and investment discussions becoming more open than
in the past.

“Foreign firms use consultants much more frequently and with a

lowerthreshold. Here [in Finland] you often hear people discussing

and calculating whether it is worth it”

Director, Industrial F, F4

“Even compared to Sweden, money is used much more cautiously
here. In Finland, debt and borrowing are seen very conservatively,
rooted in cultural upbringing that values financial caution. But the
mentality is changing. More and more, firms are willing to take on
some debt and invest, and money discussions are now more open
than twenty years ago”

Director, Industrial F, F4
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Differences across countries

Interviewees often contrasted Finland with Sweden and the U.S. Swedish
companies were described as more open to outside input and discussion-
driven strategy work, where consultants acted as partners rather than out-
siders.

“Compared to [Finland], in Sweden the culture is to discuss and to
seek cognitive diversity in strategy conversations. The beliefis that
the best results come from such discussions. Swedish corporate
culture is much more permissive toward external support”

VP, Industrial F, F2

“In Sweden consultants are really seen as partners. They are hired
in large teams to help, whereas in Finland it is always a struggle to
get approval for a larger project”

Director, Consulting A, A3

By contrast, U.S. companies were said to rely on consultants more extensively
and with lower thresholds, sometimes embedding them as trusted advisors
or “resident consultants.” This reflected both cultural practices and organi-
sational design choices, as some roles were intentionally kept outside the
firm.

“In the U.S., consultants are used quite easily for many things,
partly to cover management’s back, but also because the culture
leans more toward using them”

VP, Industrial E, E2

“In many American companies, they are not self-sufficient, and
consultants become embedded. There is often a model of ‘resi-
dent consultants’, where each CEQ brings in their preferred firm,
and those consultants practically get company badges”

VP, Industrial F, F2

“It is difficult to say whether the difference [between the U.S. and
Finland] is cultural or structural. In the U.S. consultants may be
used more also because certain roles are deliberately kept outside
the company, whereas in Finland those roles are more often
staffed internally”
VP, Industrial E, E2
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Market structure and demand for consulting

Several respondents emphasized that Finland’s smaller market also shapes
consulting practices. Even the largest Finnish firms are significantly smaller
than their international peers, reducing both the scale and frequency of pro-
jects. Interviewees stressed that consultant use in Finland was not only con-
strained by market size but also described as noticeably less than size alone
would suggest, reflecting cultural caution in addition to structural limits.

”The size of Finnish business industry is maybe one quarter or one
third of Sweden’s, yet consulting firms in Sweden are ten times
larger than in Finland. This suggests that Swedes spend three to
four times more on consultants than Finns”

VP, Industrial F, F2

”Some say that Finland is a developing country in terms of consult-
ing, and that is no exaggeration. Ten years ago, Finnish business
was maybe halfthe size of Sweden’s, or 60 percent smaller, but the
number of consultants and the billing at firms here was 80 percent
smaller. Perhaps in Sweden people have simply become more
used to using consultants, or maybe the culture is just different”
EVP, Industrial F, F1

Project type and specialization

Because of this limited market and demand, Finnish consultants often work
across industries and client types instead of specializing deeply in one sector.
Engagements were more often described as one-off projects rather than part
of continuous advisory relationships. Compared to larger markets, where
consultants frequently build long-term sector expertise and recurring client
ties, Finnish practices were portrayed as more fragmented and transactional.

”A structural problem in a smaller market like Finland is that con-
sultants move from one firm and industry to another. It does not
build on previous experience in the same way as in larger markets,
where consultants specialise earlier, sometimes even focusing on
a single client, and then carry out project after project with them”
Partner, Consulting B, B1

67



4.4.2 Industry context
Industry pace shaping strategy work needs

Interviewees noted that the nature of strategy work depends strongly on in-
dustry characteristics, and the required effort and input vary accordingly. In
capital-intensive B2B sectors, the strategic environment was described as
slower and more predictable than in consumer or technology industries. In-
stead of constant updates, strategy work tended to follow long investment
cycles or respond to major shifts. Consultants were therefore usually engaged
for the most critical strategic moments rather than for continuous advisory.

“Different industries have different needs for strategy work. If you
are in a very stable, slow-moving industry and have been for a long
time, then it makes sense not to invest excessively in constant ac-
tivity. You do not need to update your toothbrush company’s strat-
egy just for the sake of updating. Doing so only distracts the organ-
isation from what matters and wastes time and money”

EVP, Industrial F, F1

“At a high level, companies’ strategy processes are quite similar,
but there are industry-specific differences in how much effort you
need to put in. It depends on how dynamic the industry is, how
quickly things change, and what the business drivers are”

VP, Industrial G, G1

Favourable conditions in industrial machinery for strateqgy work

Some interviewees described industrial machinery as particularly well-suited
for strategy work: dynamic enough for strategic decisions to matter, yet not
so fast-moving that initiatives became obsolete within months. Consultants
were seen to add value in this context by helping firms seize opportunities
early and avoid the costs of delayed or poorly timed moves.

“If you look at typical large Finnish industrial firms, and even com-
pare them with international peers, | think our operating environ-
ment is quite similar: medium-paced change, which creates a lot
ofneed and space for strategy work. In a way, these are sweet-spot
industries for strategy, because there are many moving parts and
the right structural decisions can create a lot of value, or you can
lose the game if you make the wrong move too late”

EVP, Industrial F, F1
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“In this industry [industrial manufacturing] the pace is not so ex-
treme that everything is outdated three months later. Instead,
there is a window of three to four years where you can realistically
make an impact. In that sense, we are in a sweet spot compared to
otherindustries”

EVP, Industrial F, F1

4.4.3 Organisational experience and routines
Professional skill and ownership

Interviewees described the effective use of consultants as a client-side pro-
fessional skill. This included judgement about which topics genuinely benefit
from external support, close day-to-day leadership of the work (planning to-
gether and meeting frequently), the ability to buy and steer the engagement,
and an informed understanding of what consultants can and cannot deliver
so that their analyses can be challenged and directed. Several respondents
also noted that it is too easy to blame consultants when the real issue is weak
client steering.

“Using consultants is a skill in itself. It is professional competence
to sit on the other side of the table and know how to make use of
them. Buying and using consulting support is not something you
just pick up off the shelf, you need to understand why and where
you use it, and how you manage that support”

EVP, Industrial F, F1

“Probably the most important skill is knowing in the first place
what kinds of situations you should use consultants for, and then
how to manage them”

VP, Industrial G, G1

“Too easily, consultants are blamed for all kinds of problems,
when in fact the realissue is usually the client not knowing how to
use or steer the external party well enough”

VP, Industrial E, E2

“Itis super beneficial if you somewhat understand what [consult-
ants] actually do, and perhaps even have some background of the
topic, so you know what they are capable of and what they are not,
and what their role could be, for example, in a strategy process”
Director, Industrial F, F4

69



Experience and role clarity

At the same time, respondents pointed out that unrealistic expectations were
more common in firms with less prior experience of working with consult-
ants. In such cases, managers sometimes assumed that consultants would
take over the whole project. By contrast, companies that had worked with
consultants repeatedly described a clearer division of responsibilities and
smoother collaboration from the outset. Interviewees underlined that it re-
mained the client’s responsibility to define roles explicitly and to be trans-
parent about what consultants were contracted to deliver.

“In some firms where consultants are rarely used, the assumption
is that once the consultants are hired, we do not need to do any-
thing ourselves -- which is completely wrong”

Director, Consulting B, B2

“In other cases, where [the company] is used to working with con-
sultants, itis very natural and clear. The expectations are aligned
from the start: what the consultant does, what management does,
what the board does”

Director, Consulting B, B2

“I'think it is really in the hands of the people in the industrial firm,
who as buyers are also responsible for the whole project. They
needto communicate how the roles are divided: what the consult-
ants’ role is in the project and what is our role. The roles and re-
sponsibilities need to be clear enough”

Director, Industrial E, E3

Learning through experience

Finally, respondents emphasised that the know-how to use consultants is
rarely taught formally. Instead, it accumulates through experience, for exam-
ple via repeated consulting projects or by hiring former consultants into
strategy teams. Some interviewees reflected that their own consulting back-
ground had helped them to better understand what consultants can and can-
not deliver. Others noted that senior leaders and board members often had
decades of business experience, which meant they had already encountered
consultants many times in their careers. At the same time, consultants ob-
served that in firms with little prior exposure, managers sometimes did not
even know whom to approach or how to make use of external advice.
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“Itis not something that is really taught in any explicit way. For me,
a lot of it has come from having worked as a consultant myself,
seeing the other side as well -- that experience has definitely
helped me think about what the consultant’s role actually is”
Director, Industrial E, E3

“l have never come across any kind of systematic teaching or train-
ing on how to use consultants. And in a way, it is a difficult ques-
tion, who would even do that? If [a top-tier consulting firm] started
teaching every board how to buy consulting work, that in itself
could be a bit of a problem in terms of credibility”

EVP, Industrial F, F1

“Maybe there is also a kind of filtering effect [related to knowledge
of how to use consultants]. If you look at top management teams
or especially boards, those people usually have 20-40 years of
business experience. They have already been through tough paths,
sothereis a selection bias in the sense that they have encountered
consultants many times along the way.

EVP, Industrial F, F1

”Clients sometimes simply do not know, who could actually help
us here? What should we do? They do not know who to call, and
even less how to actually make use of that external advice if they
did”

Director, Consulting B, B2
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5 Discussion

This study examined how Finnish industrial firms use strategy consultants
in their strategy work and decision-making. The discussion is structured in
four parts. Section 5.1 considers consultants’ roles across the phases of the
strategy process. Section 5.2 analyses their involvement in strategic decision-
making. Section 5.3 presents an updated view of the strategy consulting pro-
cess itself. Finally, Section 5.4 highlights contextual factors that shape how
strategy consultants are used and what value they create.

Across these perspectives, the findings show a consistent pattern. Consult-
ants were most visible and valued in providing analytical capacity, bench-
marks, and facilitation during intense strategy periods, especially in strategy
formulation and in shaping decision-making inputs and processes. Their role
in implementation, evaluation, and decision-making outputs was more lim-
ited, often constrained by cost, accountability concerns, or the belief that
these tasks should remain a management responsibility. At the same time,
consulting relationships were less linear and transactional than classic mod-
els suggest, relying instead on trust, sparring, selective continuity both before
and after. Finally, the value of consulting was not generic but highly depend-
ent on context, shaped by national culture, industry dynamics, and firms’
own experience in working with consultants.
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5.1 Strategy consultants in the strategy process

Our findings showed that strategy consultants were involved across all
phases of the strategy process, but their roles varied in importance. They
were most visible in strategy formulation, where firms relied on their analyt-
ical capacity, benchmarks, process facilitation, and additional resourcing
that internal teams often lacked during intense strategy periods. Their in-
volvement in implementation was more selective, often limited by cost and
accountability concerns, while evaluation remained the least common area
of engagement. Figure 9 summarises these contributions of consultants
alongside the typical challenges and limits described by respondents.
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Figure 9. Strategy consultants’ role in strategy process

Strategy consultants in strategy formulation

Literature describes strategy formulation as the stage where firms define
their vision and mission, analyse internal and external environments, and
generate strategic options (David, 2011; Hill et al., 2014; Johnson et al.,
2017). Consultants have traditionally played their strongest role here, provid-
ing structured methods, external benchmarks, and analytical depth to sup-
port management in shaping long-term direction (Kraaijenbrink, 2020, pp.
6—7). They are often called upon to synthesise complex data, challenge estab-
lished assumptions, and create clear alternatives for decision-making.
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The interviews confirmed that formulation is the phase where industrial
firms most frequently hire strategy consultants. Respondents explained that
large corporate strategy renewals, for example, during leadership transitions,
major investments, or portfolio reviews — almost always involved external
support. Two main drivers were emphasised: first, internal resource limita-
tions, as managers often lacked the time or capacity to run an intense,
months-long strategy process alongside daily duties; and second, the need
for fresh perspectives, including benchmarks from other industries and new
strategic ideas.

Consultants’ contributions were seen in three main ways. First, they provided
analytical capacity: conducting market and competitor analyses, generating
data points, and creating structured comparisons that managers could use to
evaluate alternatives. Second, they supported process management and fa-
cilitation: coordinating workshops, structuring discussions, and keeping up
the “clock speed” that ensured deadlines were met. This role was particularly
valued in large organisations where perspectives from different business
units had to be consolidated. Third, they offered external perspective and
ambition: by challenging risk-averse or inward-looking views, they pushed
firms to set higher aspirations and to consider opportunities beyond their
traditional markets.

At the same time, formulation also revealed weaknesses. Industrial managers
pointed out recurring challenges: strategies sometimes lacked ambition, re-
lied too heavily on internally fragmented knowledge, or ignored develop-
ments outside the firm’s core domains. Consultants could help counter these
issues, but they also brought limitations of their own. Respondents noted
that consultants often lacked detailed knowledge of the client’s exact indus-
try, underestimated the weight of internal culture or politics, or presented
frameworks that felt too generic. This sometimes led to the perception that
consultants offered impressive slides without fully tailoring insights to the
firm’s unique situation.

Overall, strategy formulation was the area where consultants’ value was most
visible and widely acknowledged. They provided extra capacity, structure,
and external ambition at moments when firms needed to step back from day-
to-day operations and think about long-term direction. Yet, their impact was
strongest when their inputs were combined with deep engagement from cli-
ent managers. This ensured that strategies were not only analytically sound
and externally benchmarked, but also grounded in the firm’s realities and
owned by those responsible for execution.
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Strategy consultants in strategy implementation

Literature on strategy consulting has long highlighted that consultants’ work
tends to concentrate on the generation of strategies, while execution is often
left to the client. Kraaijenbrink (2020, pp. 31—32) notes that this traditional
divide exists because implementation is considered “dirty work,” involving
responsibility for outcomes, whereas the preferred consulting model has
been to deliver a polished plan and exit. The drawback of this separation is
that it creates an artificial divide between formulation and execution, pre-
vents continuous learning through experimentation, and weakens organisa-
tional commitment by reducing genuine ownership to mere “buy-in.”

The interviews confirmed that implementation is the most difficult part of
the strategy process for industrial firms. Respondents described a lack of fol-
low-up structures and ownership once strategic choices had been made. Ex-
ecution was often slowed down by internal politics, competing priorities, or
a tendency to hand over responsibility. Several managers admitted that their
organisations had ambitious goals, especially around growth, but were less
clear on how to turn these into concrete actions. A large share of consultant
use cases (Appendix A) related precisely to growth strategies and market en-
try projects, where firms knew what they wanted (e.g., to expand into a new
region or customer segment) but lacked clarity on how to achieve it.

Mergers and acquisitions (M&A) formed another major part of execution
work. Industrial managers frequently noted that while acquisitions were at-
tractive routes to access new technologies, capabilities, or markets, they
lacked sufficient knowledge of external markets outside their core. Consult-
ants were therefore engaged to conduct market scans, competitor analysis,
and target screening, as well as to support due diligence. Respondents also
emphasised consultants’ neutrality in M&A, as they could provide options
and assessments without the internal biases or self-interest that sometimes
complicated decision-making.

Consultants were rarely retained for day-to-day implementation, but they
were sometimes brought in to provide supporting structures. Examples in-
cluded creating detailed execution roadmaps, facilitating transformation
programmes, or assisting in internal communication and “storytelling” of
strategy. These contributions were generally valued for providing structure,
discipline, and momentum at critical moments. At the same time, both in-
dustrial managers and consultants agreed that accountability for execution
had to remain with the client organisation. Full implementation support was
often seen as too costly, and inappropriate if it meant consultants replacing
managerial responsibility.
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Overall, implementation was the phase where the gap between client needs
and consultant roles was most visible. Industrial firms recognised their own
difficulties in turning strategies into action, particularly in achieving growth
ambitions and executing acquisitions, and saw clear value in consultants’ ex-
ternal knowledge and facilitation. Yet, they remained cautious about relying
too heavily on consultants for ongoing execution. This tension reflects the
enduring divide identified in the literature, but also highlights opportunities
for consultants to add value by helping firms translate strategic ambition into
executable pathways, whether through organic growth or acquisitions.

Strategy consultants in strategy evaluation

In the literature, evaluation is typically presented as the final stage of the
strategy process, where firms review performance and make corrections (Da-
vid, 2011; Hill et al., 2014). However, compared to formulation and imple-
mentation, strategy evaluation has received less research attention.

The interviews reflected this imbalance. Respondents often described evalu-
ation not as a discrete stage, but as part of a continuous cycle of strategy work.
For example, senior managers highlighted that strategy was “never finished”
but required ongoing adjustments, especially in changing markets. In prac-
tice, evaluation tended to take the form of defining KPIs and monitoring per-
formance against them, or conducting periodic market and competitor re-
views. These activities were used mainly to inform the next round of strategy
formulation, rather than to create a systematic and active feedback loop.

Consultants were only occasionally involved in evaluation. When they were,
their contributions were usually indirect, for example, by conducting market
scans or competitor analyses that later fed into new strategy projects. Re-
spondents also suggested that consultants could play a larger role in devel-
oping more robust feedback systems and measurement frameworks, helping
firms keep their strategies dynamic and adaptive. At the same time, evalua-
tion remained largely seen as a management responsibility, closely tied to
firms’ existing performance monitoring and leadership processes.

Overall, evaluation was the least common phase for engaging consultants.
Industrial managers and consultants alike recognised this as a missed oppor-
tunity: while evaluation was often treated as routine monitoring or as a
bridge to the next formulation cycle, it could be strengthened into a more
continuous process where consultants might add value by building better
feedback mechanisms and external sensing capabilities.
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5.2 Strategy consultants in strategic decision-making

Our findings showed that strategy consultants influenced several stages of
strategic decision-making, but their contributions were not evenly distrib-
uted. They were most valuable in shaping inputs and structuring the process,
where their external perspectives and analytical tools complemented manag-
ers’ own knowledge. By contrast, their role in decision-making outputs was
limited, since long-term outcomes depended mainly on internal leadership
and follow-through. Figure 10 below illustrates these roles and related chal-
lenges.
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Figure 10. Strategy consultants role in the process of strategic decision-making

Strategy consultants and decision-making inputs

Interviews highlighted that industrial firms often struggled at the very begin-
ning of the decision-making process. Managers described limited awareness
of developments outside their immediate core businesses, and knowledge
was frequently fragmented across organisational units. Respondents noted
that data for unfamiliar domains, for example, new technologies or markets,
was difficult to obtain, leaving firms reliant on partial information. In addi-
tion, biases in internal data collection and lack of time meant that problem
definitions were sometimes vague or incomplete, reducing the quality of the
alternatives considered later.
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Consultants added value at this stage by bringing outside-in perspectives,
market foresight, and benchmarks. Respondents from industrial firms em-
phasised that consultants’ access to proprietary databases, expert networks,
and global industry knowledge often filled information gaps. Consultants
also helped structure messy problems, turning broad or unclear questions
into concrete strategic issues that could be analysed. However, weaknesses
were also noted. Some managers pointed out that consultants occasionally
lacked deep knowledge of the client’s exact industry or misunderstood the
subtleties of internal culture and politics. In these cases, consultants risked
framing problems too generically, leading to recommendations that felt de-
tached from the organisation’s realities.

Strategy consultants in the decision-making process

Once inputs were gathered, the decision-making process required developing
alternatives, analysing them, and ultimately making a choice. Respondents
described several recurring challenges here. Industrial managers admitted
that limited creativity or “tunnel vision” sometimes constrained the range of
alternatives considered. Choices were further complicated by internal poli-
tics, as self-interest or power dynamics biased how options were assessed.
Several managers also noted that it was difficult to structure alternatives
clearly, especially when facing high uncertainty or when decisions touched
on unfamiliar domains such as entering new markets.

Consultants were seen to contribute in three main ways. First, they broad-
ened the set of alternatives by introducing ideas from other industries and
conducting structured market and competitor analyses. Second, they pro-
vided analytical rigour: building models, testing scenarios, and presenting
complex trade-offs in a clear visual form that aided comparison. Third, con-
sultants helped facilitate discussions among executives, reducing the influ-
ence of individual biases and keeping the process disciplined and forward-
looking. These contributions were particularly valued in large, complex deci-
sions such as M&A target screening or major footprint optimisation projects.

Both consultants and industrial managers underlined that the best solutions
emerged when the two sides worked closely together. Consultants could pro-
vide structure, data, and external benchmarks, but these became most effec-
tive when combined with the client’s deep contextual knowledge and mana-
gerial judgement. Such collaboration not only improved the quality of alter-
natives considered, but also built stronger commitment and accountability
for the eventual decision. By co-creating solutions rather than having them
“delivered,” firms avoided the risk of disengagement and ensured that own-
ership remained with those responsible for execution.
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At the same time, weaknesses were also noted. Some managers described
consultants’ methods as overly standardised, not always tailored to the firm’s
context. Others expressed concern that consultants might push for follow-up
projects, creating incentives that shaped the alternatives presented. A few re-
spondents also reflected on the risk of “outsourcing” the decision itself, where
consultants’ strong presence led to reduced ownership by internal managers.
Nevertheless, most industrial leaders agreed that consultants generally
strengthened the quality of the decision-making process, provided their role
remained advisory rather than decisive.

Strategy consultants and decision-making outputs

Compared to inputs and process, the role of consultants in decision-making
outputs was far less pronounced. Respondents noted that outputs, such as
success or failure, organisational learning, or refined values, were primarily
determined by internal leadership and long-term follow-through. Consult-
ants occasionally supported reflection by conducting post-project interviews
or lessons-learned workshops, but this was rare. More typically, consultants’
work ended once a decision was made, with outputs such as organisational
learning left to internal management systems.

Overall, consultants were most visible in strengthening inputs and structur-
ing the decision-making process, while their role in outputs was limited. This
mirrors the findings from the strategy process: consultants are valued for
adding analytical capacity, external perspective, and process discipline, but
long-term outcomes depend on internal ownership and follow-through.
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5.3 Updated strategy consulting process

Our empirical study found that strategy consultants’ interactions with indus-
trial firms were not restricted to the traditional linear models often presented
in the literature (see section 2.3.3). Instead, the process was more fluid and
relationship-based, with consultants sometimes contributing before a project
formally began, remaining involved in lighter ways after projects ended, and
supporting managers through ongoing sparring. Trust and personal relation-
ships shaped all phases of collaboration. Figure 11 below presents the up-
dated strategy consulting process observed in this study.
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Figure 11. Updated strategy consulting process
Pre-project activities: shaping and scoping strategy work

Our interviews showed that consultants were often involved even before a
project formally began. A recurring challenge for industrial firms was fram-
ing the strategic question. Managers often knew the broad aim, for example,
pursuing growth targets or entering a new domain, but were unsure how to
carry them out in practice. Consultants often helped client management to
clarify and better understand the situation at hand.

Consultants also introduced initial ideas and perspectives at this stage. They
shared early hypotheses, benchmarks, or market signals that stimulated in-
ternal discussion and previewed the value they could bring. In some cases,
this meant highlighting unfamiliar opportunities, such as ESG-related
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strategies or new technology areas where firms had little prior experience.
These early inputs often also served a commercial purpose, as consultants
could demonstrate relevance and try to sell a formal project for the client.

Pre-project activities also included designing the consulting project itself.
Consultants and clients together scoped the project, defined objectives,
agreed on governance structures, and set the pace of work. This step was seen
as critical for avoiding mismatched expectations later. However, respondents
noted that weak onboarding or lack of client resources could slow the start of
projects and reduce the effectiveness of the work.

Core project activities: co-produced solutions

Consulting projects in industrial firms rarely unfolded in a simple, linear
way. While stages such as diagnosis, solution development, and communica-
tion were recognisable, what really shaped the work was how consultants and
managers collaborated along the way.

Problem structuring and diagnosis were often crucial starting points. Many
projects began with questions that were vague or fragmented, especially
when the topic lay outside the firm’s core business. Consultants helped bring
clarity by structuring the issue, gathering external data, and offering bench-
marks. This was particularly visible in M&A scans, growth projects, and or-
ganisational redesigns, where managers either lacked reliable market infor-
mation or struggled to agree on the exact problem to address.

Developing solutions together was when projects were usually at their best.
Consultants brought in frameworks, modelling, and structured options,
while managers contributed context and judged what would actually work.
Both sides stressed that the strongest outcomes came from this kind of co-
production rather than from consultants delivering ready-made answers. In
growth roadmaps and corporate strategy renewals, this mix of external anal-
ysis and internal judgement was key to creating solutions that were both
credible and actionable.

Communicating and aligning stakeholders was another area where consult-
ants added distinctive value. Industrial managers appreciated how consult-
ants distilled complex analysis into clear and persuasive narratives for exec-
utives, boards, and business units. Tools such as slide decks, structured
workshops, and storyline presentations helped align diverse stakeholders
and reduce resistance. In corporate strategy renewals and large transfor-
mations, this communicative role was often seen as just as important as the
underlying analysis.
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Some implementation tasks were also included. Execution remained primar-
ily the responsibility of the client, but in certain projects consultants sup-
ported the process by preparing roadmaps, running PMOs, or facilitating
change discussions to keep momentum. In large transformation pro-
grammes, these contributions provided structure and discipline without dis-
placing management’s accountability. Still, they were the exception rather
than the rule, since high costs and the need to retain ownership limited how
much consultants were involved in implementation.

Learning and closure were the weakest parts of most projects. Formal wrap-
ups or systematic reflection were often skipped in the rush to move on. Some
consultants tried to capture lessons or hold feedback sessions, but long-term
learning depended mostly on whether the client organisation followed up af-
terwards.

Post-project activities: maintaining continuity

Compared to the main phases of projects, post-project activities were de-
scribed less frequently in interviews. Still, both industrial managers and con-
sultants saw them as potentially valuable ways to extend the impact of con-
sulting work.

Some respondents mentioned light follow-up support, such as quick calls,
updates, or small data scans after a project had finished. These helped keep
strategies up to date and allowed clients to check assumptions without
launching a new project. However, follow-up of this kind risked blurring into
unpaid work and was not always welcomed by management if local demand
was low.

Maintaining continuity was another theme. Consultants sometimes kept in
touch through newsletters, seminars, or informal sparring conversations.
These interactions were described as useful for keeping strategic discussions
alive and for preparing the ground for future projects. At the same time, con-
sultants acknowledged that it was demanding to maintain close ties with
every client, especially for large global firms managing many accounts.

Some consultants also admitted that they often never heard from a client
again once a project was delivered. They did not always know whether their
recommendations had been acted upon or how results had turned out. Re-
spondents suggested this could be an opportunity: if strategies faced chal-
lenges or required updating, consultants could step in to provide the needed
support.
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Cross-cutting activity: trust and relationships

Trust and personal relationships formed the foundation of consulting work
across all phases. Interviewees repeatedly stressed that without trust, collab-
oration would not succeed. When trust was strong, consultants could act as
genuine sparring partners, managers shared concerns more openly, and the
cooperation moved more smoothly. Because the situations where strategy
consultants were hired were typically costly and strategically important, both
sides said there was little room for failure. As a result, many firms preferred
to continue with consultants they already trusted, especially those industrial
firms that used consultants only occasionally.

Consultants recognised this dynamic as well. They noted how difficult it was
to win new clients, and how much effort had to go into maintaining and nur-
turing existing relationships. This often meant investing time in building
credibility and offering value beyond individual projects, so that they would
remain trusted partners for future work.

Cross-cutting activity: sparring

Consultants described sparring as a distinct practice that often took place
outside formal projects. In this role, they introduced new ideas, challenged
assumptions in ongoing strategy work, or offered informal advice on issues
beyond the agreed scope. Sometimes this meant providing perspectives or
feedback free of charge.

Respondents on both sides saw sparring as valuable. Clients gained external
perspectives without committing to a new project, while consultants stayed
close to the client, strengthened trust, and created openings for future work.
These repeated exchanges also helped consultants build a deeper under-
standing of the client’s way of working and cultural context, making later
contributions more relevant. In this sense, sparring was both a supportive
practice and a way for consultants to maintain long-term client relationships.
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5.4 Contextual moderators of consultant use

Interview evidence shows that the value and use of consultants are strongly
shaped by context. Three layers stand out: the national context, industry con-
ditions, and the firm’s prior experience with consultants. The subsections
that follow summarize each moderator.

5.4.1 National setting

Respondents consistently described Finnish firms as cautious in their use of
consultants. This reflected a broader mentality of independence and financial
restraint, where external help was used rarely and usually only when there
was a critical need. Several executives contrasted this with Sweden, where
consultant use was seen as more routine and accepted, and with the United
States, where it was even more common and described as almost an everyday
practice. Market size reinforced these cultural effects: Finland’s smaller cor-
porate sector meant projects were fewer and smaller in scale, and consultants
were more likely to work across industries in one-off assignments rather than
building long-term, specialised client relationships.

5.4.2 Industry conditions

The pace and dynamics of the industrial machinery sector also shaped con-
sulting needs. Strategy decisions in this context were consequential but not
rapidly outdated, as major investments and portfolio choices tended to re-
main relevant for several years. Consultants were therefore not engaged con-
tinuously but mainly during critical junctures such as restructuring, large in-
vestments, or shifts in market positioning. Some respondents even described
this sector as a “sweet spot” for strategy work: dynamic enough that strategic
choices mattered, yet not so volatile that initiatives lost relevance within
months. Consultants added value by helping firms seize opportunities early
and avoid the costs of delayed or poorly timed moves.

5.4.3 Organisational experience

Firms with more experience, often coming from repeated consulting projects,
experienced management, or ex-consultants in their strategy teams, were
more able to manage and accomplish consulting projects effectively. By con-
trast, less experienced firms sometimes assumed that consultants would take
over entire projects, leading to unrealistic expectations or weak follow-
through. Several respondents noted that the usage of consultants requires
professional competence on the client side: knowing when consultants add
real value, managing them actively, and challenging their work where neces-
sary.
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6 Conclusion

6.1 Implications

This chapter concludes the study by presenting its contributions to research
on strategy consulting, strategy processes, and strategic decision-making,
and by outlining implications for managerial practice. We first relate the
findings to prior work and articulate the theoretical contributions. We then
set out practical implications for industrial firms and consulting firms. We
end by acknowledging our study’s limitations and suggesting directions for
future research.

6.1.1 Theoretical contributions

This section summarises our study’s theoretical contributions. We make
three main contributions to the literature on strategy consulting and its links
to strategy processes and decision-making. First, we provide an empirically
grounded account of how and why industrial firms use strategy consultants,
and the challenges involved, addressing the gaps outlined in our literature
review (section 2.4, Table 5) and answering RQ1—RQ2. Second, we refine
consulting process models by showing activities before and after formal pro-
jects and highlighting the cross-cutting roles of sparring and trust. Third, we
identify contextual moderators: national setting, industry pace, and organi-
sational experience, which also shape the use of consultants.

1. How and why firms use strategy consultants, and the associated chal-
lenges

One of the key gaps identified in our synthesis of existing literature was the
limited empirical knowledge of how strategy consultants are actually used in
practice: which roles and tasks they take on, and why firms choose to engage
them, particularly in the context of industrial manufacturing. Our study con-
tributes to the existing research by mapping the concrete roles, reasons, and
challenges of consultant involvement in industrial firms’ strategy work.

A) How strategy consultants are used

Our research found that firms hired strategy consultants for a variety of roles
and tasks. These included conducting market and competitor analyses, gen-
erating data points, facilitating workshops, synthesising complex ideas into
clear storylines, and coordinating processes through project management of-
fices. In some cases, they also helped with strategy implementation or sup-
ported transformation programmes.
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Overall, there is still only very limited empirical research on strategy consult-
ing. One notable exception is the study by Bijnens et al. (2025) who used
comprehensive Belgian transaction data (2002—2023) to provide the first
systematic empirical study on management and strategy consulting, docu-
menting who hires consultants, when, and with what outcomes. They found
that consulting engagements are episodic, concentrated among large firms,
and average around 3% of payroll, while also improving labour productivity
by about 3.6% over five years through efficiency gains and modest restruc-
turing. This suggests that consulting contributes to genuine productivity
growth rather than merely shifting value.

While the study by Bijnens et al. (2025) demonstrates who hires consultants,
when they are engaged, and what financial outcomes follow, our study con-
tributes new insights into how and why strategy consultants are involved in
strategy processes and decision-making. In doing so, our findings directly
address the gap noted in Table 5 and provide an answer to Research Question
1 on how strategy consultants are used.

B) Why strategy consultants are used

A second gap identified in the literature concerned the limited understanding
of why managers hire strategy consultants. Our findings show that consult-
ants were typically engaged when strategy work involved ambiguity, com-
plexity, or resource constraints. Many interviewees described how strategy
work often has irregular resource demands, making extensive in-house strat-
egy teams financially unfeasible. Executives pointed to the lack of internal
capacity during intense strategy periods, the need for external benchmarks
and industry insights, and the value of neutral facilitation in politically sen-
sitive contexts such as major transformation projects or multi-business deci-
sion-making. These reasons overlap with the benefits identified in earlier re-
search but add clarity by showing how they shaped actual engagement deci-
sions.

In addition, our study revealed industry-specific characteristics behind the
reasons to use consultants. Interviewees, especially consultants, noted that
industrial manufacturing firms tend to concentrate heavily on their core mar-
kets, while their awareness of broader external environments is typically
weaker. Consultants were therefore engaged to strengthen this external per-
spective. Our research thus addresses the “why industrial firms use strategy
consultants” part of Research Question 1, and also contributes to Research
Question 2 by highlighting the benefits of consultant use.
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C) Potential challenges in the usage of strategy consultants

Our literature synthesis also highlighted the lack of client-side perspectives
on the risks of using consultants. This study helps fill that gap by presenting
concrete challenges associated with their use. In our setting, managers often
expressed concerns about becoming overly reliant on consultants and em-
phasised that final decision-making must remain in-house. Other common
issues included the high cost of consulting, limited knowledge of the client’s
exact industry or culture, and the risk of receiving too generic recommenda-
tions from consultants. These findings provide an answer to Research Ques-
tion 2 on the challenges of consultant use.

2. Extending beyond traditional consulting process models

A second contribution of this study is to extend classic consulting process
models. Prior research has typically described a linear consulting process of
entry, diagnosis, solution development, implementation, and closure (see
section 2.3). While these stages are well documented, the literature offers lit-
tle insight into what actually happens in strategy consulting projects, partic-
ularly before they officially begin or after they formally close. This gap may
stem from the confidential nature of consulting work and limited empirical
access.

Our findings extend this view by showing that in industrial firms, strategy
consulting was not confined to formal projects but also occurred before and
after them. Pre-project activities included helping managers frame strategic
questions or draft proposals, while post-project activities involved lighter fol-
low-up such as reflection sessions, market scans, or informal sparring. While
some recent strategy consulting textbooks, such as Kraaijenbrink (2020,
pPp-39—41), have argued that consulting is becoming more iterative and co-
constructive, our findings add client-side perspectives by showing how these
“in-between” interactions sustained trust and kept the client—consultant re-
lationship active through informal exchanges.

In addition, we identified two cross-cutting mechanisms that shaped the pro-
cess across all phases: sparring and trust. Prior research (e.g., Sturdy and
Wright, 2011) has recognised the general importance of client—consultant re-
lationships, but our evidence extends this view. Sparring, understood as in-
formal conversations in which managers tested ideas and challenged as-
sumptions, often without formal charges, emerged as a distinctive practice in
strategy consulting. It was valued for keeping strategy discussions alive be-
tween projects. Trust, meanwhile, was repeatedly emphasised as decisive for

87



whether consultants were engaged at all, reflecting the high cost and strategic
stakes of the projects for which they were hired.

3. Contextual moderators of consultant use and value

Our study did not initially set out to examine the contextual factors shaping
the use of consultants, but the theme emerged already in the first interview
and became a recurring topic throughout the material. This allowed us to ex-
plore how national culture, industry pace, and organisational experience in-
fluence when and how strategy consultants are used.

At the national level, our findings suggest that Finnish firms make less use of
consultants than many of their international peers. Compared to markets
such as Sweden, Central Europe, or the United States, where consultant use
is more routine, Finnish firms tended to involve strategy consultants only in
their most business-critical and financially significant situations, such as cor-
porate strategy processes and large M&A cases.

This cautious approach reflects both cultural attitudes and financial prac-
tices. Recent external analysis!' shows that Finnish large-cap firms often set
modest growth targets, allocate capital conservatively, and return a high
share of earnings as dividends. These patterns align with our interviewees’
descriptions of a “do-it-yourself” ethos, risk aversion, and modest ambition
levels in Finnish corporate culture.

Our findings are also consistent with prior research on national culture and
consulting. Pemer et al. (2018, pp.320-322) demonstrate that high levels of
uncertainty avoidance reduce the routine use of professional services, while
Barthélemy (2020, pp.243-245) shows, in a cross-national study, that uncer-
tainty avoidance significantly shapes how much firms spend on consulting,
amplifying the effects of economic development. Together, this evidence sug-
gests that Finland’s restrained use of consultants is part of a broader cultural
and structural pattern, not merely a feature of its small market size.

At the industry level, prior research has demonstrated that industry pace and
dynamism strongly shape strategy processes (Bourgeois and Eisenhardt,
1988, p. 816). Our findings extend this view by showing that in medium-
paced industries, such as industrial machinery, strategy work was considered
highly consequential. Strategic decisions could either create or destroy value,

t Maksimainen, J., Vetvik, O.J., Melgin, T. and Paajanen, N.F., 2025. Seizing Finland’s
growth opportunity. McKinsey & Company. Available at: https://www.mckinsey.com/ca-
pabilities/strategy-and-corporate-finance/our-insights/seizing-finlands-growth-oppor-
tunity#/ [Accessed 20 September 2025].
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and consultants were often engaged to legitimise firms’ most significant stra-
tegic moves.

At the organisational level, our findings highlight the importance of the active
client (Sturdy and Wright, 2011, pp.490-492), showing that outcomes de-
pend on a firm’s ability to manage and challenge consultants effectively. Our
results suggest that firms with more experience, through repeated projects,
experienced management, or ex-consultants in strategy teams, were better
able to manage consulting work. Yet several respondents stressed that such
competence is rarely taught systematically; clients must learn it informally.
Since consulting firms have limited incentives to provide such guidance, ac-
ademia could play a role in developing and sharing this knowledge.
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6.1.2 Practical implications

This study also offers practical implications for both industrial firms and con-
sultants. The following sections present them separately, showing how firms
can capture more value from consultants and how consultants can collabo-
rate more effectively with industrial clients.

Implications for industrial firms

Use strategy consultants selectively. Think carefully about when con-
sultants bring real value and when internal capabilities are sufficient.
Assess your firm’s own skills, employees’ backgrounds, and the
broader context (e.g., industry dynamics, market trends) before en-
gaging consultants. Consider whether a situation calls for deep analy-
sis, structured facilitation, or lighter sparring.

Consider involving consultants more in implementation. Our results
show that global industrial firms almost always use strategy consult-
ants in corporate strategy renewals but rarely in implementation. Yet
the literature and our findings highlight that execution is often the
hardest part of the strategy process, and strategies are worthless if not
implemented. Firms may therefore benefit from engaging consultants
more actively during implementation phases.

Allocate enough internal time and resources. Consultants add the
most value when clients are able to collaborate closely with them. As-
sign staff to onboarding and ensure consultants receive background
information upfront to help them understand the context. Employees
should work alongside consultants rather than expecting them to “run
the project alone.” Internal ownership is critical for accountability and
follow-through, especially in strategy creation. That said, the level of
involvement needed depends on the type of project: one-off assign-
ments such as due diligence or market studies may require less input
than strategy renewals or transformations.

Keep ownership of decisions inside the firm. Consultants can, and of-
ten should, be used to support and legitimise financially significant
decisions, but final responsibility must remain with the firm. High-
stakes choices such as building a new factory can involve hundreds of
millions, while consulting fees represent only a fraction. For such
cases, consultants’ input is valuable, but decisions must ultimately
rest with management and the board.
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Stay connected after projects. Use light follow-ups such as short calls,
market updates, or reflection sessions to keep strategy alive between
cycles. Consultants often provide informal sparring or advice free of
charge. Managers should reach out for new ideas or follow-up ques-
tions after projects (e.g., strategy renewals), which helps refine strat-
egies and adapt if conditions change. Such interactions strengthen re-
lationships, maintain relevance, and ensure consultants remain famil-
iar with the firm. Several consultants noted that too often they never
hear back from clients and do not know whether their recommenda-
tions were implemented.

Implications for consulting firms

Invest in contextual onboarding and show it to client. Dedicate time
early in the engagement to understand the client’s specific industry
and situation, and make this knowledge visible in your interactions.
This reduces the risk of producing generic outputs and makes collab-
oration smoother. It also reassures the client that you have done your
homework and can provide tailored value rather than relying on
standard templates.

Make your offering more visible. Present reference projects, typical
outputs, and pricing models clearly. Because many industrial firms
engage consultants infrequently, transparency about what can be de-
livered and at what cost helps them make better choices. While pro-
tecting client confidentiality, reference projects can be described at a
more general level (e.g., supporting a global industrial client with a
strategy update or organisational transformation). Since many firms
also lack clear “guidebooks” on when and how to use consultants,
firms could go further by outlining common project challenges and of-
fering guidance on how clients can avoid these issues and get the most
value from consultant engagements.

Focus on ensuring client satisfaction and high levels of trust. Trust is
decisive in this context but fragile if expectations are not met. Consult-
ants should aim to consistently meet, and when possible, exceed, cli-
ent expectations. This could mean delivering recommendations ear-
lier than planned, expanding scope beyond the original agreement (at
no extra charge), or adding staff if progress is too slow. Given client
concerns about high costs, especially in strategy implementation pro-
jects, firms might also consider offering more flexible or cost-effective
models for these phases.
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Value relationships and informal interactions. Clients strongly val-
ued sparring sessions where new ideas could be tested and assump-
tions challenged without launching a formal project. Dedicate time to
relationship management and informal exchanges with key decision-
makers. These interactions often matter as much as formal delivera-
bles, providing consultants with valuable insights into the client or-
ganisation and sometimes leading to new projects. Firms should also
maintain lighter-touch formats, such as quarterly updates, executive
workshops, or short “pulse checks”, to keep contact alive and ensure
their contributions remain relevant between major projects.
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6.2 Limitations and further research
6.2.1 Limitations

This study, like all research, has limitations that should be considered when
interpreting the findings.

First, the geographical and industrial scope was narrow. The empirical ma-
terial was collected from Finnish industrial firms operating globally in capi-
tal-intensive B2B environments. While this setting, particularly industrial
manufacturing, provided important insights, the results may not fully cap-
ture the perspectives of firms in other sectors or countries.

Second, the sample size and composition were limited by the scope of a mas-
ter’s thesis. The perspectives primarily reflect senior managers and experi-
enced strategy consultants, whereas other actors such as middle managers,
board members, or frontline employees were not included.

Third, the study is based on a qualitative, interview-based approach. This is
well-suited for exploring processes and experiences but relies on partici-
pants’ accounts, which may be shaped by their own perspectives and recol-
lections. The researcher’s role in analysing and interpreting the material is
also part of the process.

Fourth, while the interviews were conducted in 2025, many respondents also
reflected on how consulting use had evolved over previous years. This adds
perspective on change over time, but the findings still represent practices as
described by participants, rather than longitudinal observation.

Finally, our study does not aim for statistical generalisation, which is typical
of large-scale quantitative research. Instead, it contributes through analytic
generalisation by identifying patterns and mechanisms that deepen theoret-
ical and practical understanding of how industrial firms use consultants in
their strategy work. The results may also hold transferability to comparable
industrial contexts, allowing readers to judge their relevance for their own
settings (Polit and Beck, 2010, pp.1452-1454).
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6.2.2 Further research directions

Study other industries and firm sizes. Future research could examine
strategy consulting in sectors such as technology, consumer goods, or
services, or in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). For exam-
ple, SMEs may lack established strategy processes, making consult-
ants particularly valuable in designing them. Similarly, differences be-
tween global firms and boutique consultancies could be explored, as
the latter may serve fewer clients and build closer relationships.

Examine cross-country differences. As our results suggest, national
culture shapes consultant use. Comparative studies of firms in Fin-
land, Sweden, Central Europe, or the United States could reveal more
detailed differences. Broader research on contextual factors influenc-
ing consultant use would further enrich understanding of the phe-
nomenon.

Include broader stakeholder perspectives. Further studies around the
same topic could gather input from boards, middle managers, and
frontline employees. Mixed-method approaches, combining inter-
views with surveys, could provide broader and more robust evidence,
especially given the challenges of interviewing consultants whose
work is often confidential and schedules may be very busy. Surveys or
questions could be a useful methods to gather a wider understanding
about the topic, from example firms leaders around industries or dif-
ferent sized or type of consultancies.

Investigate client—consultant interactions more in depth. Research
could focus more directly on the dynamics between consultants and
their clients. Prior work has offered only limited insights into expec-
tation gaps between the two sides, for instance when clients recall con-
sulting experiences more positively than they actually were, which
later leads to disappointment when reality falls short (De Keyser et al.,
2023). Further research could examine such dynamics more broadly,
for example by studying pre- and post-project interactions like spar-
ring, which appear important but remain underexplored.
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Appendix A. Real use cases of strategy consultants

Case firm Person | Type of Reason for Tasks of consultants
code example hiring
consultants
(e.g. M&A,
strategy
process)
ConsultingC | C1 Pre-deal M&A Legal constraints Scenario building,
integration and capacity need .
planning synergy modelling,
organisational planning,
internal alignment support
Consulting A | A3 Corporate-level | Internal competi- Mapped M&A needs by
M&A strategy tion between busi- | division,
d tunity | ness units, . .
zélanoppor iy aligned with group strategy,
need for neutrality ducted lobal
and structure conducted global target scan,
delivered prioritized
recommendations
Industrial F | F4 M&A support Need for external Market and customer analysis,
perspective, .
synergy analysis
need for additional M&A 1 .
reSOUrces target value estimation
Industrial G | G1 M&A Need for market Conducted a market scan,
scanning b
an onym%)uz party conducted ﬁnapcial and
synergy analysis of the M&A
target
Industrial F | F3 M&A Internal resourcing | Shortlisting acquisition
screening and gaps and targets,
target analysis
8 y limited market financial and positioning
data access analysis,
synthesis of findings for
decision-makers
Industrial G | G1 Organisational | Need for alterna- Provided different potential
transformation | tive organisational | organisation structure models

models and new
ideas,

with pros and cons,
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desire for external
market insights

facilitated the transformation
process (e.g. org models
discussion)

Consulting B | B2 Growth strategy | Need for external Current state analysis,
for global objectivity and . . .
bu s%n ess unit spge ed y identification of growth areas,
lack of internal facilitating workshops,
capacity, providing list for strategic
desire for global growth options
benchmarking
Consulting A | A2 Strategic Need for market Conducted global market
evaluation of understanding comparison,
new market en- | from unfamiliar . ) )
try market area organized expert interviews,
lack of internal scoped acquisition alternatives
capacity
Industrial E | E2 Footprint Need for fresh Modelled and optimized
optimization perspective, manufacturing operations,
and market en- )
try analysis external data analysed customer dynamics,
access, . .
identified new market
desire for conditions
benchmarking the
current practices
Consulting A | A1 International Lack of market Market and competitor scan,
rowth strate insight, . .
in d market & & business case modelling,
decision on growth . .
entry mode (orgaé;ic vs delivery models analysis,
M&A), roadmap for growth
need for execution
roadmap
Industrial E | E4 Growth strategy | Desire for fresh Sprint-style market research,
for business unit | perspective, L )
competitor interviews,
need for structured . .
analysis opportunity and capability gap
’ analysis
lack of internal
capacity
Industrial E | E3 Strategy update | Need for process Helped design framework (e.g.
and framework | structure, Way to Play),

facilitation

101




lack of analytical ran analyses,
bandwidth, .
supported decision
outside-in preparation and process facili-
validation tation
Industrial F | F1 Strategy process | Lack of internal Project management and
(corporate resources, process facilitation,
ig?;jvi}{) need for external ad hoc analytical 'spikes' (e.g.
perspective and certain country market scan),
fresh thinking, o .
synthesizing complex ideas
accessing global and strategy story for easy
benchmarks communication
Industrial F | F4 Corporate Need for external PMO role,
strategy renewal | perspective, .
facilitation,
desire for new ) )
ideas and sparring strategic sparring,
synthesis of strategy
documents
Industrial F | F2 Corporate Need for external Facilitating workshops,
strategy renewal | perspective, delivering templates and
desire for new frameworks,
ideas, . .
running PMO (project
insufficient management office) for the
internal resources | strategy process
and time
Consulting D | D1 Organisational | Need for resources | Conducted org structure
redesign (with to handle the diagnosis,
also new structural .
decision-making | complexity and sugge§teq multiple
hierarchies) facilitation, organisation structures,
desire for new facilit.ated the organisational
ideas and choose redesign process
from multiple
options
Consulting B | B3 Transformation | Need for Supporting PMO,
& change structuring L. .
program leadership and designing leadership
processes,

decision-making
model,

need for external
expertise and view,

providing change management
tools,
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sensitivity of
internal change

helping to gather and analyse
data,

benchmarking best practices

Industrial E | E2 Sourcing and Temporary Footprint redesign,
supply chain capacity need, . )
s trI;It) e}éy pactly supply chain modelling,
need for analytical | . .. .
(modelling) Integration into ongoing
competence transformation
unfamiliar problem
area
Industrial E | E1 Strategic No internal Market research,
exploration of capabilities in new f ol and )
Al business area | technology area, 1nancialan competitor
analysis,
need for deep -
market insight acquisition target
recommendations
Consulting B | B1 Corporate Need for structure, | Conducted internal and
strategy with need for speed, external analysis,
ESG angle

and cross-market
ESG benchmarks

Conducted customer and
competitor interviews,

created actions for ESG and
supported their integration
into new strategy
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Appendix B. Interview questions for industrial firms

Thesis topic: Industrial firms using consultants as part of their strategy work

First, a couple of concrete examples of situations where industrial firms have
used consultants to support strategic decision-making & strategy work:

Can you think of a strategic decision in an industrial firm where con-
sultants played a significant role? What was the decision or situation
about?

Can you describe the process of using consultants: what triggered it,
what happened during it, and what was the outcome? What was the
role of the consultants?

Why did the company choose to use consultants? What added value
were the consultants able to bring? Had you worked with this consult-
ing firm before?

Have consultants been used in similar situations before? Is this a typ-
ical way of working for your company? If not, how does it differ from
your usual way of working?

How did the cooperation between the consultants and the company’s
own employees work in this case? Did any challenges or problems
arise?

Then some more general follow-up questions (depending on remaining time,
not necessarily in numbered order):

10.

What are the most typical strategic decisions in industrial firms?

Can you describe the typical strategic decision-making processes used
in industrial firms?

What are the most important factors you consider when making stra-
tegic decisions?

In your view, what are the strengths of strategic decision-making in
industrial firms? And what are the common weaknesses where outside
help may be most needed?

What do you see as the strengths of consultants and consulting firms?
And what do you see as the weaknesses of consultants and consulting
firms?

What are the main benefits of hiring consultants for strategic decision-
making in industrial firms?

What do you see as possible downsides of using consultants in strate-
gic decision-making?

For what kinds of strategic decisions do you think consultants can add
the most value for industrial firms?

And for what kinds of strategic decisions should industrial firms not
use consultants, in your opinion?
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11. Based on your experience, what is the typical role of consultants in an
industrial firm’s strategic decision-making process?

12. Have you had cases where consultants’ views conflicted with the com-
pany’s own views? If so, how was the conflict resolved?

13. How do you see the skills and methods of consultants compared with
those of industrial firms in relation to strategic decision-making?

14. How do you measure the success of consulting projects you have com-
missioned?

15. Do you maintain regular relationships with any consulting firms? If
yes, in what way?

16. Have you observed any effects from using consulting services over a
longer period of time?

17. How do you see the differences between consulting firms operating in
Finland?

18. What are the common challenges you face when working with consult-
ants in strategic situations?

19. What methods do you use to improve communication and collabora-
tion with consultants?

20.How do you handle disagreements or conflicts when working with
consultants?

21. How are resources for consulting projects allocated? Is there a regular
budget reserved for them?

22. What is your general opinion about consultants? Why?

23.How has the use of consultants changed during your career? How do
you think it will change in the future?

24.1If you were the CEO of an industrial firm yourself, in what kinds of
issues and situations would you use consultants? In what kinds would
you not, and why?

25. How would you compare the way Finnish industrial firms use consult-
ants with other markets, for example Sweden, Central Europe, or the
USA?

26.Do you have anything else you would like to add on this topic?
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Appendix C. Interview questions for consulting firms

Thesis topic: Industrial firms using consultants as part of their strategy work

First, a couple of concrete examples of situations where industrial firms have
used consultants to support strategic decision-making & strategy work:

Can you think of a strategic decision in an industrial firm where your
consulting team played a significant role? What was the decision or
situation about?

Can you describe the process: what triggered it, what happened during
it, and what was the outcome?

Why did the company choose to use consultants? Had you worked
with this client before?

Was this a typical situation where consultants are used? And was it a
typical way of working for your firm? If not, how did it differ from your
usual approach?

How did the cooperation between consultants and the client’s own
employees work in this case? Did any challenges or problems arise?

Then some more general follow-up questions (depending on remaining time,
not necessarily in numbered order):

What are the most typical strategic decisions in industrial firms?

2. Can you describe the typical strategic decision-making processes used

o H

10.

11.

in industrial firms?

What are the most important factors you consider when preparing
strategic recommendations for clients?

How do you build your strategic recommendations?

Based on your experience, what are the most common weaknesses in
industrial firms’ strategic decision-making? And what about their
strengths?

What do you see as the strengths of consultants and consulting firms?
And what do you see as the weaknesses of consultants and consulting
firms?

What are the main benefits of hiring consultants for strategic decision-
making in industrial firms?

What do you see as possible downsides of using consultants in strate-
gic decision-making?

For what kinds of strategic decisions do you think consultants can add
the most value for industrial firms?

And for what kinds of strategic decisions should industrial firms not
use consultants, in your opinion?
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12. What role do you (as consultants) typically have in an industrial firm’s
strategic decision-making process?

13. Can you give examples of strategic projects where your work had a
clear impact on an industrial firm’s strategic decisions?
a. What kind of impact did you have?
b. Have there been cases where your views conflicted with the com-
pany’s own views? If so, how was the conflict resolved?

14. How do the skills and methods of consultants compare with those of
industrial firms in relation to strategic decision-making?

15. How do you measure the success of your consulting engagements?

16. Can you describe any long-term effects your consulting services have
had for clients?

17. How do you build and maintain trust with your clients?

18. What are common challenges you encounter when working with in-
dustrial firms on strategic projects?

19. What methods do you use to support effective communication and
collaboration with clients?

20.How do you handle disagreements or conflicts with clients during con-
sulting projects?

21. Do you have anything else you would like to add related to the topic?

22. How could consultants be used more effectively? How could they be
better led by clients?

23.How has the use of consultants changed during your career? How do
you think it will change in the future?

24.1If you were the CEO of an industrial firm yourself, in what kinds of
issues and situations would you use consultants? In what kinds would
you not, and why?

25. How would you compare the way Finnish industrial firms use consult-
ants with other markets, for example Sweden, Central Europe, or the
USA?
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