
 
  

Consultants Exist to Help Executives 

Idea In Short

Even parents of management consultants often struggle to explain what their child actually
does for a living. A tighter definition holds up across every specialty: consultants help
executives break down problems, make difficult decisions and create real change, whether
the client is a Fortune 500 board or a government agency.

A Question Even Parents Struggle to Answer

Ask the parents of most management consultants what their son or daughter actually does
for a living, and the honest answer is often vague: travels a lot, sits in meetings, spends long
hours in front of a computer, works on projects and learns constantly.1 All of that is true, and
none of it is a real definition, which is exactly why the profession has such a persistent
image problem outside its own industry. A tighter one holds up across nearly every
specialty: consultants help executives break down problems, make difficult decisions and
create change.

The Executives Come First

This holds true regardless of how many different flavors and sub-specialties of consulting
exist in the market today. Executives typically carry problems large, complex and difficult
enough to justify hiring genuinely expensive outside help, and consultants are drawn to that
scale because influencing the outcome for a five-thousand-person organization is simply
more consequential, and more lucrative, than helping one person at a time.

Which Executives, Exactly

It is easy to default to picturing the chief executive as the only real client, and that misses
most of the actual market. Chief financial officers, chief operating officers, chief marketing
officers, chief human resources officers, chief information officers, chief technology
officers and chief strategy officers all carry their own unwieldy problems and their own
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consulting budgets, often with titles that did not even exist a decade or two earlier.

Governments Hire Consultants Too

Public sector consulting represents a meaningful share of total industry spend, and the
underlying logic transfers directly: complex problems, fragmented data and diverse
stakeholder groups exist just as much inside government agencies as they do inside for-
profit companies, which makes the same core consulting skill set genuinely portable across
sectors.2 Consultants trained primarily in corporate settings sometimes underestimate how
directly their skills transfer, since the mechanics of stakeholder alignment and structured
problem solving barely change even when the client wears a different kind of badge.

The Underlying Value Proposition

Whether the client is a private company or a public agency, the underlying value proposition
stays consistent: an outside perspective, a structured method and dedicated capacity that
an internal team, however capable, rarely has the bandwidth to apply to every pressing
problem simultaneously. That combination, not any single proprietary framework, is what
clients are actually paying for when they hire a consulting team rather than simply asking
their own staff to work harder.

The Client Is Usually a Committee

Kickoff presentations, executive status reports and multi-stakeholder engagement are the
norm, not the exception. Even with a clearly named executive sponsor and a day-to-day
client lead, large organizations ultimately make decisions collectively. An educated, trusting
and diverse decision-making group tends to produce good outcomes; a slow-growth
industry paired with a defensive culture tends to produce painfully slow ones instead.

The Practical Skills This Demands

Working effectively with a committee-style client requires scoping problems precisely,
identifying the real decision-makers and influencers behind the formal org chart,
establishing credibility quickly enough to win over or neutralize skeptics, using data
persuasively, building genuine rapport and persuading stakeholders continuously
throughout the engagement rather than only at the final presentation.
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Making the Sponsor Successful

Even when the final presentation goes to a room of ten people, the executive sponsor's
specific needs deserve the sharpest focus, since that relationship is what brought the
consultant to the project in the first place. Success can take many forms: importing ideas
from other industries, accelerating a stalled initiative, breaking through cross-functional
gridlock, playing the necessary bad-cop role on a difficult cost-reduction decision, or
providing independent due diligence on whether a deal is genuinely worth its price.3

Being a Great Number Two

Consulting rewards people who genuinely enjoy making others successful rather than
seeking the spotlight themselves. The habitual questions worth asking on repeat are simple:
what would make the client's life easier, what would make a senior director's job easier and,
more broadly, what would genuinely help right now. Consultants who internalize that
orientation tend to build the kind of long-term trust that produces repeat engagements,
referrals and the sustained career success that chasing personal credit rarely delivers on its
own, a pattern experienced partners recognize instantly in juniors who are built for the long
haul.

1Management consulting
2Government consulting
3Due diligence

Summary

Consultants help executives break down problems, decide and create change, across every
C-suite title and increasingly across government too. Success means making the executive
sponsor look good. Being a great number two, letting the spotlight land elsewhere, is a
genuine career skill worth taking seriously.
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