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ABSTRACT: 

In the absence of a consensus definition of strategy, this article distinguishes between a grand 

definition of strategy, which refers to the alignment of organizations with their business 

environment, and contingent definitions of strategy, which refer to how organizations practice 

strategy at a particular moment in time. Building on this distinction, the article examines the 

historical development of the changing practices of consultants, whose strategic role is to help 

their clients align with their environment. It shows that since their emergence at the advent of 

the modern corporation, the role of management consultants has evolved from providing 

specialized knowledge to adapting to the business environment, reducing uncertainty, and 

transforming organizations. Consequently, by identifying the sequential contingent strategies 

that have emerged throughout the development of the strategy field, this article contributes to 

ongoing debates about the definition of strategy and the strategic roles of management 

consultants. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Since the inception of the academic field of strategy, strategy scholars have faced challenges in 

conceptualizing their discipline. Fundamental questions have been asked, such as “is everything 

‘strategy’?” (Durand et al., 2017, p. 4) or “has strategic management research lost its way?” 

(Drnevich et al., 2020). Attempts of responses have been made through the development of 

consensual definitions of strategy, by relying on either a grand definition or a contingent 

definition of strategy.  

Proponents to grand definitions of strategy have worked by accumulating previous 

definitions (e.g., Barney, 1997; Evered, 1983; Nag et al., 2007; Ronda-Pupo & Guerras-Martin, 

2012). For example, Ronda-Pupo and Guerras-Martin (2012) defined strategy as “the dynamics 

of the firm’s relation with its environment for which the necessary actions are taken to achieve 

its goals and/or to increase performance by means of the rational use of resources” (p. 180). 

As demonstrated in this citation, grand definitions of strategy typically pertain to organizational 

adaptation. They aim to “reduce the distance between an organization and its economic and 

institutional environment” (Chakravarthy, 1982; Sarta et al., 2021, p. 44). This way of defining 

strategy builds on the seminal work of structural contingency theory, which sought to find the 

best fit between internal structures and external environments (e.g., Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967). 

Since then, research has shown that organizational adaptation is dynamic over time (Zajac et 

al., 2000), due to the “rugged” nature of the business environment to which organizations seek 

to adapt (Levinthal, 1997), requiring organizations to coevolve with it (Siggelkow, 2001; Tan 

& Tan, 2005).  

In contrast, different contingent definitions of strategy have been documented through 

bibliometric or historical methods to show the contingent evolution of strategy upon the 

business environment (e.g., Hambrick & Chen, 2008; Pettigrew et al., 2002; Ronda-Pupo & 
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Guerras-Martin, 2012; Whittington, 2019). For example, Ramos‐Rodríguez and Ruíz‐Navarro 

(2004) described how the intellectual structure of the field has evolved by relying on different 

concepts and theories. By determining an evolution in strategy, the contingent definitions of 

strategy define successive strategy practices (Whittington, 2006). 

Taken together, these two contrasting perspectives on strategy definition allow for the 

use of the grand definition of strategy to examine the evolving contingent definitions of 

strategy. This leads to the following research question: How have practices of organizational 

adaptation evolved over time?  

To answer this question, this article takes an interpretive history approach on strategy 

to understand to which extent strategic practices are products of their historical time periods 

(Vaara & Lamberg, 2016). To this end, it focuses on management consultants, as they have 

played the role of intermediary between organizations and their business environment to help 

the former adapt to the latter. Consultants are often considered crucial to organizational 

adaptation, either by promoting change (Ginsberg & Abrahamson, 1991) or providing 

organizations with management insights to help them succeed in their business environment 

(Abrahamson, 1996). They have not remained static throughout the evolution of business 

history. They have followed their clients’ evolutions (Kipping, 2002) and adapted to the new 

market trends (David & Strang, 2006). As any other occupational group, management 

consultants also depend on external forces such as social and technology change to open or 

close new jurisdictions (Abbott, 1988). For example, national consulting markets have adjusted 

to market developments (Kipping & Kirkpatrick, 2013), such as the growth of IT consulting 

services and the arrival of new entrants in the 1990s (Armbrüster & Kipping, 2003).  

Management consulting is central to the strategy discipline. In 2024, it was estimated to 

represent a market value of approximately $1 trillion (IBISWorld, 2024), which is comparable 



5 

 

to the global airline industry. It has grown steadily since its establishment in the U.S. at the end 

of the nineteenth century (McKenna, 2006). Management consultants are often depicted as 

powerful actors working with large corporations to help them solve their most complex 

problems (Micklethwait & Wooldridge, 1997). While recent scandals have illustrated the 

significant influence of consultants over corporations (Bogdanich & Forsythe, 2022) and 

governments (Mazzucato & Collington, 2023), both corporations and governments have always 

hired consultants for soft power purpose. For example, McKinsey & Co. is known to have taken 

part in implementing the Marshall plan by exporting the American business ideology to Europe 

after World War II (Djelic, 2001). 

This article presents a contextualist approach to the evolution of management consulting 

and offers contingent understandings of strategy that reflect changes in practices of strategy, 

thus challenging its static conceptualization (Argyres et al., 2020; Kipping & Üsdiken, 2014; 

Vaara & Lamberg, 2016). It shows that management consulting has followed four historical 

periods. At the inception of the modern corporation at the end of the nineteenth century, 

management engineers initially addressed the intricate issues arising from this new 

organizational structure. Strategy was developed to provide specialized knowledge. Then, as 

the business environment underwent a “great transformation” during the interwar period, 

consultants disseminated corporate best practices to facilitate organizational adaptation. The 

objective of strategy was to conform firms with the evolving business environment. The 

deregulation and free market policies that followed World War II led consultants to assist their 

clients in reducing uncertainty, primarily by aiding them define their corporate strategy. The 

crises that accompanied the new millennium ultimately challenged neoliberal politics, resulting 

in a shift in consulting work. Strategy evolved into a vehicle for transforming organizations. 
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The article makes two contributions. The first contribution is to clarify the field of 

strategy. By charting its history, it helps to clarify current misconceptions about the discipline, 

helps to offer a contingent history of strategy that parallels the contingent history that has been 

drawn about management, and acknowledges the birth of strategy with the advent of the modern 

corporation. The second set of contributions focuses on management consulting. By exploring 

the successive strategic roles of consultants, it offers a theory of the consultant as a strategic 

actor. It also conceptualizes their successive roles throughout history, including their 

involvement in strategy before the emergence of “strategy consultants” and their involvement 

in current business practices. 

The remainder of this article takes a chronological perspective by describing the four 

successive strategic roles of consultants in helping organizations adapt to the business 

environment. For each period, the article describes the business environment, the strategic role 

of consultants, and the contemporary definition of strategy. It concludes with a discussion of 

these strategy practices. 

STRATEGY AS PROVIDING SPECIALIZED KNOWLEDGE (circa 1880s-1930s) 

The modern corporation brings a new business environment 

Although the Second Industrial Revolution began in Great Britain during the mid-eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries, the modern corporation did not emerge there because the largest 

British firms were family-controlled and concentrated in the old and low-growth sectors 

(Hannah, 1980). In contrast, the textile production that developed in New England in the U.S. 

at the beginning of the nineteenth century foreshadowed the dominant form of industry and 

organizations. Large textile mills emerged that could control communities and buffer 

themselves from local, state, and federal regulation. This organizational form was characterized 

by its production methods, labor management, and the role of capital (Perrow, 2009).  
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The textile industry was quickly followed by the railroad industry. Unlike Great Britain 

and France, it was privatized and unregulated due to a weak federal state that did not limit the 

concentration of economic power. This allowed for the easy movement of private interests and 

authorized the creation of an organizational structure separating the control from the 

management (Fligstein, 1990). As a result, the railroad organizations soon became the largest 

and wealthiest organizations in the country and eventually the world. They encouraged the birth 

of a new organizational form, first in the steel and locomotive industries, and then concentrated 

on capital-intensive and technologically advanced sectors (Bodrožić & Adler, 2017; Chandler, 

1977). Additionally, they contributed to the development of the nation by increasing speed, 

efficiency, and organizational innovation, and fostering mass-production industries. This led to 

the opening of new territories and the exploitation of new resources (Perrow, 2009). 

Therefore, from the 1880s, factory systems with assembly lines gradually replaced craft-

based production. Explanations differ. On the one hand, Chandler (1977) argued that the 

development of large organizations in various industries is due to the mass-production and 

mass-consumption market. On the other hand, Fligstein (1990) attributed this development to 

successive legislations aimed at preventing the creation of cartels and trusts, such as the 

Sherman and Clayton Antitrust Acts of 1880 and 1914, as well as mimetic behaviors that led to 

both horizontal and vertical integration. In any case, the “professionally managed firm” was 

born (Bodrožić & Adler, 2017). 

Management engineers and cost accountants provide organizations with expert 

knowledge 

It is in the same period that management consulting emerged in the United States within the 

field of engineering—e.g., Arthur D. Little Inc. (1886), Stone & Webster (1889), Kurt Salmon 

Associates (1935)—and moved a decade later to the field of cost accounting—e.g., Arthur E. 



8 

 

Andersen (1913), Charles Bedaux (1916), Charles Stevenson (1916), James O. McKinsey 

(1926). The origin of modern management consulting differs from that of scientific 

management that concentrated on the efficiency of the shop floor. The reason is straightforward: 

as the 1920s were characterized by a rhetoric of welfare that was incompatible with the 

principles of scientific management (Barley & Kunda, 1992), accounting system changes were 

found to be more valuable than the principles of scientific management (McKenna, 2006). 

Scientific management only became prevalent during World War II (for a counterargument, see 

Kipping, 2002). 

The earliest management consultants served as subcontractors to businesses. 

Management engineers’ role was to help companies control the pace of their innovation while 

cost accountants provided clients with cost information and management audits (McKenna, 

2006). External consultants were hired based on the problem to be solved, requiring brief, 

specialized, and nonrecurring expertise that staff members could not easily provide (McKenna, 

2006). In other words, the added-value of these consulting firms is the knowledge that they 

provide to their clients (Starbuck, 1992). For example, the works of Arthur D. Little Inc. and 

Stone & Webster included a chemical analysis of paper pulp and designing and constructing a 

hydroelectric plant for paper mills, respectively (McKenna, 2006).  

The use of external consultants was preferred over internal analysis due to the specific 

nature of the problem. As stated by Dean (1938), “[e]ssentially, management counsel is an 

aspect of division of labor in the form of greater managerial specialization.” (p. 541) During 

that period, the development of large organizations gave rise to management tasks that were 

dissimilar and non-recurring for client firms, but similar and recurrent across firms, industries, 

and countries (Armbrüster & Glückler, 2007). The consultants brought valuable knowledge and 

experience from previous assignments in the industry through the application and reformulation 
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of existing knowledge to known problems (McKenna, 2006). They heavily relied on the 

reputation of the established engineering profession to conduct their consulting assignments 

(Kipping, 2011), as exemplified with the close ties that Arthur D. Little Inc. and Stone & 

Webster had nurtured with MIT (McKenna, 2006). Schein’s (1969) expertise consulting model, 

which describes consulting as fixing a problem by providing the client with knowledge, 

summarizes this consulting approach. Building on McKenna (2006) who suggested that clients 

hire consultants when the benefits of economies of knowledge outweigh the costs of external 

contracting, I argue that transaction cost economics captures the perceived strategic role of 

consultants at that time. Consultants’ solutions were found more efficient than internal ones for 

tasks that are dissimilar to typical client tasks and non-recurring within a firm but recurrent 

across firms, industries, or countries (Coase, 1937; Williamson, 1981), and whose tasks are 

complex, involving high internal coordination costs but low firm specificity of human assets 

(Armbrüster & Glückler, 2007).  

Consulting assignments provided by management engineers and cost accountants can 

also be paralleled to what Barthélemy (2017) called “technical consulting”, which designates 

an expertise in specific technological disciplines rather than in generic areas of management 

expertise to improve the firm’s capabilities (Kirby & Jones-Evans, 1997, p. 158). Building on 

the resource-based view (Barney, 1991; Wernerfelt, 1984), Barthélemy (2017) showed that 

firms that are willing to improve performance (rather than reach outstanding performance) or 

have low-quality resources rely on consultants to improve their performance. Overall, both 

transaction cost economics and the resource-based view offer explanations to the strategic role 

of management consultants at the advent of the management consulting industry. 
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Strategy as solving business problems 

While the general concept of strategy dates back to the ancient Greek (Freedman, 2013), there 

is an academic consensus that the business concept of strategy was not defined until the 1960s 

(Hambrick & Chen, 2008; Kiechel, 2010; Nag et al., 2007; Pettigrew et al., 2002; Whittington, 

2019). However, the birth of strategy teaching as early as 1912 suggests the existence of a 

practice of strategy before the definition and conceptualization of the term (Rumelt et al., 1994). 

Given the significant power that general managers held in managing the new enterprises that 

were dominating the economy and becoming increasingly complex, general managers were 

required specific training in strategy (Bower, 2008; Chandler, 1977). At least, this is what the 

Harvard Business School thought by launching a second-year MBA course of strategy—at that 

time called business policy—in 1912, just four years after the creation of its MBA program. 

Originally, the business policy class addressed the unique challenges of managing an enterprise 

as a whole, by integrating the knowledge gained in functional areas (Bower, 2008). As 

described in 1917, “an analysis of any business problem shows not only its relation to other 

problems in the same group, but also the intimate connection of groups. Few problems in 

business are purely intra-departmental.” (Ghemawat, 2002, p. 40) 

Given the newness of the issue at hand, local business executives would present a 

problem to the class, to which students would propose solutions on paper. In the following 

class, the executives would discuss the suggestions offered by the students (Bower, 2008). The 

underlying assumption was for students to gain valuable knowledge and experience from local 

businesses to be used for future problems they would face in their future general manager’s 

role. Like consultants during this period, strategy students would learn how to solve complex 

problems. 



11 

 

STRATEGY AS CONFORMING TO THE BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT (circa 1930s-

1960s) 

The “great transformation” of the business environment  

The market instability of the 1920s and 1930s that was epitomized by the decade-long Great 

Depression that began with the Wall Street Crash of 1929, was caused by the too-rapid 

generalization of mass production and consumption. It led to an increase in the size and 

bureaucratization of industrial firms (Fligstein, 1990). As Polanyi (1944) famously coined it, 

the new market society that had developed at the end of the nineteenth century led to a “great 

transformation” of human organizing. However, as scale economies were overwhelmed by 

scale inefficiencies (Perrow, 2009), the modern corporation could not respond to the growing 

diversity of expanding consumer needs (Fligstein, 1990).  

Corporations required a more flexible and market-oriented form of organization to 

respond to changing markets, rapid product development, and manufacturing on an increasingly 

global scale. It also meant the replacement of the unitary factory that the modern corporation 

had established. The solution was found in the strategy-structure model that was first adopted 

at General Motors in 1921. It inaugurated the multidivisional corporation as a new organization 

form through which most operating decisions are left to semi-autonomous divisions, better 

armed than the central office to deal with their complexifying environments (Chandler, 1962). 

Strategy consultants disseminate corporate best practices 

The development of the multidivisional corporation that developed in response to the “great 

transformation” among U.S. businesses in the 1940s and 1950s first required its codification 

(Chandler, 1962). From prior work dedicated to the provision of specialized knowledge, 

management engineers and cost accountants then moved into disseminating the corporate 

structure in the U.S. through the sharing of best practices with companies facing similar issues 
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(Bodrožić & Adler, 2017), before diffusing it to Europe in the 1960s (Kipping, 1999), and in 

Australia a decade later (Wright, 2000). This work also led to reorganizing central offices, 

conducting marketing surveys… It led consultants to reshape corporate, government, and non-

profit sectors facing foreign competition, market fragmentation, and the exhaustion of 

consumer demand (McKenna, 2006) 

Two pieces of legislation encouraged industrial engineers and cost accountants to invest 

the “great transformation” (Abbott, 1988). The Glass-Steagall Banking Act of 1933 separated 

commercial and investment banking, thus encouraging banks to withdraw from consulting-

related work and leaving the door open to management engineers and cost accountants. The 

Security Act of 1934 also enforced due diligence before financing, requiring consultants. It also 

separated audit work from cost accounting services, leading some cost accountants to specialize 

in corporate audits, and others to invest cost accounting (McKenna, 2006). This period is known 

as the “Gilded Age” of consulting, with Booz Allen & Hamilton, which gained renown for its 

business survey, which has been administered since 1914 by the psychologist Edwin Booz to 

provide executive-level advice on administration and organization. The consultancy gained 

momentum in the 1960s (McKenna, 2006). McKinsey & Co also became successful under the 

leadership of Marvin Bower, who was the managing director of the firm between 1950 and 

1967, especially by participating in diffusing the multidivisional corporation to Europe (Djelic, 

2001; Mayer & Whittington, 2003). By the 1960s, the top management consulting firms in the 

United States held significant economic influence and power (McKenna, 2006). While there 

were an estimated 100 consulting firms in 1930, there were 400 a decade later, and 1,000 in 

1950 (McKenna, 2006, p. 62). According to Kipping and Clark (2012), the estimated revenue 

of consulting firms in the United States increased from $420 million in 1954 to $850 million in 

1968, while the number of consultancies increased from 2,000 to 2,700.  
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By setting management trends and spreading business norms globally, consultants have 

played a crucial role in institutionalizing modern corporations (Abrahamson, 1996). First, 

consultants have the ability to “sense the emergent collective preferences of managers for new 

management techniques” and “develop rhetoric that describes these techniques as the forefront 

of management progress” (Abrahamson, 1996, p. 254). Because consultants’ knowledge is 

perceived as improving the firm (Canato & Giangreco, 2011), clients are willing to adopt this 

rhetoric to cope with the uncertainty of the changing environment, whether the knowledge 

actually improves the firm (Sturdy, 2004). Freeland (1996) argued that the original 

multidivisional corporate structure at General Motors was deemed inefficient. The creation of 

divisions failed to improve information flow due to a lack of order, which was not enforced 

through voluntary acceptance or coercion. Thus, the diffusion of the organizational structure 

despite its initial imperfections demonstrates the adoption of this organizational structure due 

to isomorphic pressures. Second, consultants shape, formalize, commodify, and legitimize the 

organizational change they offer (Sturdy, 2011). As Sorge and Van Witteloostuijn (2004) well 

summarized, they act as “commercial reducers of complexity” (p.1027). Consultants have been 

used as a means of institutionalizing the multidivisional corporate structure. The norm is finally 

disseminated and translated into local contexts, increasingly contributing to the homogenization 

and institutionalization of management practices (Crucini & Kipping, 2001). With the case of 

the multidivisional corporate structure, it involved its diffusion by consultants around the world 

(Kipping, 1999; Wright, 2000). 

Strategy as holistic attempts to adapt to the business environment 

As World War II raised the issue of scarce resources allocation, strategic thinking developed 

during that time (Ghemawat, 2002), taking the shape of quantitative analysis to guide 

management decision. It was based on game theory (von Neumann & Morgenstern, 1944) and 

operation-research techniques (Augier & March, 2011, pp. 74–93). However, the excessive 
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demand that emanated from wartime destruction required a different strategic thinking 

(Ghemawat, 2002). Consequently, the prevailing Harvard Business School intellectual thinking 

prevailed. 

As the business policy course evolved to fit the requirement of the business 

environment, students were asked to evaluate the situation presented in the business cases and 

discuss the organization’s fit with the environment (Ghemawat, 2002). They also had to plan a 

course of action, propose an organization to implement the plan, and suggest measures that 

would permit corrective action (Bower, 2008). As explained Harvard University’s president, 

Derek Bok (quoted in Khurana, 2010), “In its basic two-year master’s program, Harvard does 

teach basic courses in the major functional specialties, such as production, marketing, control, 

and finance. But all these courses are taught from the standpoint of the general manager, and 

all are eventually tied together in the required second-year course on Business Policy, which 

emphasizes the crucial role of the chief executive in defining corporate goals and creating a 

strategy to which each of the units and functions of the corporation must relate.” (p. 296) This 

framework of situational analysis expanded across the U.S., using cases that broadened to non-

Boston companies.  Novel ideas, such as Chester Barnard’s work were also adopted to put the 

emphasis on “strategic factors,” which depend on “personal or organizational action” (Barnard, 

1938, pp. 204–205). It denotes the adoption of a holistic approach to strategy, with the aim of 

describing the complexity of the general management role by putting the emphasis on the need 

for coordination among the different activities of the firm and the integration of specialized 

fields of business (Hafsi & Thomas, 2005; Hambrick & Chen, 2008).  

According to Edmond Learned, Roland Christensen, Ken Andrews, and William Guth 

(1969), the four Harvard Business School professors who intellectually developed the strategy 

thinking at the school until the early 1970s, strategy could then be defined as the study of the 
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functions and responsibilities of general management and the problems that affect the character 

and success of the entire enterprise. This is consistent with the ongoing practice of consultants 

who were clarifying the organizational structures of corporations. In fact, while Chandler 

(1962) argued that structure follows strategy, in practice, both consultants and academics have 

suggested a countervailing position: that it is the very structure that consultants have built, i.e., 

the multidivisional corporation, that constrains the firm’s strategy (Hall & Saias, 1980; Peters, 

1984). As a result, strategy was conceived primarily as the institutionalization of the 

multidivisional corporate structure and the development of related strategic actions. 

STRATEGY AS REDUCING UNCERTAINTY (circa 1960s-2000s) 

The burst of deregulations and free market policies 

While Yergin and Stanislaw (2002) argued that capitalism was absent during the interwar 

period due to the rise of capitalism and fascism and to the Great Depression, it resurfaced after 

World War II and was accompanied by management concepts, such as quality circles or total 

quality management, in the continuity with the previous period (Bodrožić & Adler, 2017; 

Zbaracki, 1998). These concepts were significantly influenced by Asian management styles, 

particularly Japanese management practices, which have been identified as being at the 

forefront of contemporary management practices.  

Galbraith (1967) argued that at that time the United States had become a structured state 

controlled by the largest companies, using marketing and advertising to manage demand and 

create new consumer need. However, the oil shocks of the 1970s and subsequent economic 

downturn challenged the dominance of managerialism. The Bretton Woods international 

monetary agreements, which had fixed foreign exchange rates to the U.S. dollar since the end 

of World War II, were abandoned. At the same time companies encountered new challenges, 

such as a rise in foreign competition in manufactured goods, which disrupted the previously 
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harmonious relationship between business, labor, and government. It led to an increase in 

poverty and unemployment (Khurana, 2010, p. 297). The faith in American institutions and 

trust in American corporations eroded. The solution to the downturn was found in market 

deregulation. Under the leadership of  Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher, the United States 

and the United Kingdom implemented free market policies and deregulated many industries, 

including airlines, railroads, and trucking (Yergin & Stanislaw, 2002). It is the era of 

neoliberalism.  

The development of computers and telecommunications also led to an increase in 

complexity as organizing structures and relationships became more dispersed, requiring 

businesses to reengineer or redesign their processes (Bodrožić & Adler, 2017). Finally, this 

period witnessed the dominance of shareholder supremacy, exemplified by the agency theory 

(Jensen & Meckling, 1976), which posits that companies exist to enrich shareholders. To align 

managers’ interests with those of shareholders, managers require incentives linked to stock 

price, which increased the financialization of the economy. Diversified conglomerates led the 

way to hostile acquisitions and leveraged buyouts. 

Consultants focus on strategic planning and strategy implementation 

While consulting firms, such as McKinsey & Co., have continued to focus on corporate 

reorganization, newcomers to the consulting market fed the merger and acquisition boom of the 

1960s by recommending corporations investing or divesting, as epitomized by the growth-share 

matrix that became the « one million dollar slide » of the Boston Consulting Group (BCG), 

founded in 1963 by Bruce Henderson, after he left Arthur D. Little (Kiechel, 2010; McKenna, 

2006).  

BCG had a major impact on the consulting industry by applying quantitative research 

to problems of business and corporate strategy (Ghemawat, 2002). For Bruce Henderson, a 
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consultant’s job was to find “meaningful quantitative relationships” between a company and 

its chosen markets (Ghemawat, 2002, p. 45). It is the era of strategic planning services, relying 

on practices such as the experience curve, portfolio analysis, or scenario planning, as developed 

by the BCG and then copied by its competitors (Kiechel, 2010; Whittington, 2019). In the 

1970s, virtually every major consulting firm used some type of portfolio analysis (Ghemawat, 

2002). As Ghemawat (2002) explained, it was especially useful and popular after the 1973-oil 

crisis that forced many large corporations to rethink their ongoing strategic plan.  

In light of the inherent unpredictability of managerial tasks, both internally and 

externally, in terms of power and knowledge, consulting firms led by BCG assumed the role of 

agents for their clients, with the objective of reducing these uncertainties  (Fincham, 2002). The 

interdependencies constructed between the consultants and their clients (McGivern, 1983) and 

the analyses provided by consultants for their strategic planning assignments both aim to reduce 

the asymmetry of information faced by managers immersed in a complex environment and 

complexifying organizations (Jensen & Meckling, 1976).  

Due to the increasing competition from BCG and a decline in reorganization and 

decentralization assignments from the Gilded Age of consulting, McKinsey & Co. invested 

significantly in discrediting BCG’s vision of strategic planning. Building on academic research 

conducted in the 1930s (McKenna, 2006, p. 192; Poulfelt & Olson, 2017), McKinsey & Co. 

got an interest on corporate culture and published 21 white papers between 1978 and 1981 on 

implementation and change, followed by 23 articles in HBR, published during the first half of 

the 1980s. In 1982, Peters and Waterman’s best-seller In Search of Excellence, which focused 

on corporate culture, provided the impetus for McKinsey & Co.’s turnaround, enabling it to 

regain its position as a leader in the consulting market (McKenna, 2006; Whittington, 2019).  



18 

 

In parallel, large IT consulting firms such as CSC Index (which merged in 2017 with 

HP Enterprise Services to form DXC Technology) entered the market in response to the 

development of computing (Bodrožić & Adler, 2017). As Anglo-American accounting firms 

faced stagnating revenues, they have also expanded into new areas, particularly information 

technology, because of their familiarity with the large IT systems they have used in their 

accounting work and their knowledge of organizations from audit engagements (Kipping, 2002; 

Matthews, 1998). They have also colonized the jurisdiction previously occupied by the strategy 

consulting firms (Suddaby & Greenwood, 2001), with the consequence of merging and 

reorganizing themselves to serve their multidisciplinary clients (Greenwood & Suddaby, 2006; 

McDougald & Greenwood, 2012).  

Both approaches, either led by McKinsey & Co. or by the IT consulting firms, 

contributed to the emergence of a new paradigm of strategy implementation. This new paradigm 

paralleled the practice of strategic planning, until BCG abandoned the practice, once every firm 

had been “BCGed” (McKenna, 2006, p. 176). In the context of the strategy implementation 

paradigm, the client-consultant relationship is longer than in the strategic planning paradigm, 

as it involves the conduct of implementation projects. BCG referred to it as the “discovered 

logic”, wherein the client and the consultant together discern the inevitable path forward to be 

taken (Kiechel, 2010, p. 182). The practice of consultants encompasses not only the conduct of 

projects but also the application of socio-political skills, as the execution of strategy is a 

constitutively political process (Bloomfield & Danieli, 1995). As demonstrated by Haas and 

Hansen (2005), the added value of the consulting firms inscribed within this paradigm does not 

lie in the knowledge itself, but in its processing for clients. This paradigm has generated 

significant value within the consulting market. Over a 25-year period (1980-2005), the 

estimated revenue of the global consulting market has increased exponentially, from $3 billion 
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to $150 billion (Bergh & Gibbons, 2011); between 1992 and 1999, it increased fivefold, from 

$28.3 billion to $102 billion (Kipping & Clark, 2012, p. 4). 

Strategy as corporate strategy and strategic management 

Joseph  Bower (1982) accurately described the shift that occurred in the strategy field at the 

beginning of the 1960s: the field moved from “gather[ing] together all the messy, unsolved, 

and perhaps undefined problems of importance characterizing business management” to 

“formulating and implementing” what he called “corporate purpose” (p. 630). Due to the 

changing landscape, the adoption of the Harvard Business School perspective on strategy 

diminished in favor of countervailing trends that came to dominate. They were grounded in 

analytics and anchored in structural thinking (Guillén, 1994; Khurana, 2010); the analytical 

thinking that had developed during World War II was taking over the previous holistic 

perspective (Ghemawat, 2002). 

This new form of strategy that first developed in the 1960s takes the shape of long-range 

planning, defined by Peter Drucker as seeking out future opportunities and shaping overall 

direction (Whittington, 2019, p. 60). It follows the adoption of the multidivisional form that 

induces a centralization of long-range planning and corporate performance at the general office 

(Freeland, 1996) and aims to help general managers translate the chaos of events and decisions 

they faced daily in an orderly way (Ronda-Pupo & Guerras-Martin, 2012). By 1963, a majority 

of large U.S. companies had set up formal planning departments (Ghemawat, 2002, p. 44). One 

major example of a long-range organizational planning tool is the SWOT analysis that allows 

managers to participate to the firm’s strategy (Puyt et al., 2023). It became used to this end in 

the 1960s in the business policy course of Harvard Business School (Ghemawat, 2002).  

In the mid-1970s, long-range planning evolved into strategic planning, which 

emphasized competition, choice, and control. This approach relied on consulting practices such 
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as the experience curve, portfolio analysis, or scenario planning (Whittington, 2019). Both long-

range planning and strategic planning can be encompassed within the term corporate strategy, 

defined by the academic Igor Ansoff (1965) as “the common thread among the organization’s 

activities and product markets that defines the essential nature of business that the organization 

was or planned to be in future” or by BCG’s founder Bruce Henderson (1979) as “the manner 

of using resources which is expected to provide superiors results in spite of a competitor's 

otherwise equal or superior capabilities” (Henderson, 1979, p. 18). As illustrated by the quote 

from Bruce Henderson, at that time, academic knowledge was largely fed by consultants 

(Kiechel, 2010). 

While corporate strategy had become a standard part of organizational life by the 1980s, 

(Whittington, 2019), it has since then experienced a decline (Whittington et al., 2017). The top-

down nature of strategic planning led to its replacement by strategic management that paces 

high value on action and analysis (Mintzberg, 1994; Whittington, 2019). As early as 1972, 

Schendel and Hatten (1972) defined strategic management as the “process of determining (and 

maintaining) the relationship of the organization and its environment expressed through the 

use of selected objectives, and of attempting to achieve the desired states of relationship 

through resource allocations which allow efficient and effective action programs by the 

organization and its subparts” (p. 9). Strategic planning has reached its limits when it comes 

to finding a fit between organizations and their environment. Building on the developing field 

of industrial organization, Porter (1981) suggested to focus the field of strategy on the 

understanding of the ongoing competitive dynamics by relying on this paradigm to study 

strategic groups or mobility barriers, which are particularly relevant for the understanding of 

how firms with different strategies and different objectives make investments in improving their 

strategic position. This work focusing on the dynamics of competition has been further 

developed either by academics (e.g., D’Aveni & Gunther, 1994) or consultants (e.g., Stalk, 
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1988). It is this thinking that has crystallized within the academic Strategic Management 

Journal founded by Dan Schendel and within teaching as Harvard Business School changed in 

1983 its business policy course for Michael Porter’s course rooted in industrial organization. 

Nevertheless, paralleling the ongoing practice of consultants, reviews (see Friesl et al., 

2021; Weiser et al., 2020) or models (e.g., Noda & Bower, 1996) attest to the existence of 

academic work dedicated to strategy implementation. Two chapters dedicated to the concept 

were also a central tenet of Schendel and Hofer’s (1979) foundational book on strategic 

management, as it led to the creation of the inaugural academic journal of strategy, the Strategic 

Management Journal. However, one can argue that the subsequent dominance of the 

abovementioned strategic management perspective has largely precluded strategy scholars from 

engaging with the strategic implementation line of thinking. 

STRATEGY AS TRANSFORMING ORGANIZATIONS (circa 2000s-…) 

The search for a new economic model 

The collapse of the Soviet Union resulted in the widespread adoption of market ideas, including 

those related to leadership, mergers and acquisitions (M&A), outsourcing, and entrepreneurship 

(March, 2007). Private equity also became more prevalent, distorting capitalism by 

transforming the very nature of stock markets and giving rise to the modern M&A industry 

(Magnuson, 2022). Criticism of the idea of self-regulated markets has grown due to its 

responsibility for the 1997 Asian crisis, the dot-com bubble, and the 2008 financial crisis. These 

three events have demonstrated the limitations of market regulation in the economy (Slobodian, 

2018). 

The current era poses at least four challenges to the current economic growth model. 

First, bureaucracy, which arises from the financialization of society, has proven to be ineffective 

(Crozier, 1963; Graeber, 2015). This has led to the emergence of new forms of corporations, 
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such as startups, which have taken over portions of the new economy in Silicon Valley. Second, 

the economy has continued to digitize leading to even more desires for consumption and 

fastening the exchanges of knowledge (de Vaujany, 2024). Third, the dominant power is being 

questioned due to the emergence of new powers, such as the BRICS. This has led to business 

expansions in some parts of the world. Four, managerialism has been questioned (Ghoshal, 

2005), especially in the wake of the Paris Agreement on climate change, leading to attempts to 

challenge the ongoing business mindset of unlimited growth. 

Consultants design and execute transformational projects 

Between 2019 and 2024, the management consulting industry has experienced an average 

annual growth rate of 3.5% (IBISWorld, 2024). It has been marked by the arrival of novel 

competencies, visible either through acquisitions by incumbent consulting firms of specialists 

in data analytics, design, or digital, and of consulting boutiques, or through the rising 

competition from law firms, communication agencies, or freelancing platforms, who offer 

comparable services to companies. As managers have acquired consulting skills due to the 

massification of strategy knowledge (Sturdy et al., 2016; Whittington, 2015), both the growth 

of M&A and the rising competition within the consulting industry underline a change in the 

practice of consultants. 

In response to the rapid and unpredictable change of the business environment, strategic 

planning has proven to be an inadequate approach, necessitating the development of new 

capabilities by consultants to assist organizations in adapting to these changes. It can be argued 

that the current practice of consultants is well represented by dynamic capabilities theory, which 

refers to the ability of a firms operating in markets where  the  competitive landscape  is  shifting 

to integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external competencies to address rapidly 
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changing environments through processes of sensing, seizing, and transforming (Eisenhardt & 

Martin, 2000; Teece et al., 1997). 

Some consulting practices have first focused on sensing opportunities and threats 

through the conduct of market analyses, including due diligence, market intelligence, etc. They 

aim to help clients gain new information to position themselves, find a prey in the market, etc. 

While this role was previously assigned to the so-called “strategy firm” given their use of 

analytical skills, Christensen et al. (2013) argued that they have been subject to disruption. From 

accounting to 60-70% of their workload, traditional strategy work accounted for 20% of 

McKinsey & Co.’s work at the time of the article, being partly automatized in technology-based 

solutions to clients, i.e., what McKinsey & Co. calls McKinsey Solutions. Accounting firms 

have also “colonized” this analytical work (Suddaby & Greenwood, 2001), as illustrated by the 

takeovers in the 2010s of “strategy firms” by accounting firms—e.g., buyout of Booz Allen & 

Hamilton by PwC to form Strategy&; buyout of Monitor by Deloitte to form Deloitte-Monitor, 

etc. In response, strategy consulting firms have acquired analytical competencies, as previously 

mentioned. 

Consultants play a pivotal role in seizing the new opportunities by leveraging their 

symbolic value, which encompasses their capacity to convey power, signal intentions, and 

facilitate meaning-making. (Pellegrin-Boucher, 2006). As clients have difficulties coping with 

uncertainties, consultants help them in their decision-making processes. To this end, they rely 

on power to influence decisions by building on their political skills and their perceived 

objectivity as external parties (Ferris et al., 2007; Pfeffer, 1981). It allows them to provide 

legitimacy to decisions and rationalize the decision-making process (Pfeffer, 1981, pp. 142–

143). Additionally, building on consulting firms’ brands that distinguish one firm to the other 

(Semadeni, 2006), hiring a consultant offers a signal that focuses stakeholders’ attention, 
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creates urgency, and encourages changes (Armbrüster, 2004; Bergh & Gibbons, 2011). The 

recent scandals involving consulting firms highlight the potential negative consequences for 

consulting firms of building on their signature (Bogdanich & Forsythe, 2022; Mazzucato & 

Collington, 2023). Finally, consultants offer meaning to clients. To this end, they rely on 

rhetoric, impression management techniques, communicational instruments, etc. (Bourgoin & 

Muniesa, 2016; Clark & Fincham, 2002; Pellegrin-Boucher, 2006). Given these different 

competencies, it is understandable that communications agencies have become interested in this 

market, as in the case of Publicis that created its management consulting unit Sapient in 1990. 

Consultants contribute to the transformation of organizations or to the reconfiguration 

of established resources by acting as change agents responsible for fastening the change 

(Ginsberg & Abrahamson, 1991; Greiner & Bhambri, 1989). The literature shows that the 

implementation of change requires from consultants authority and a the ability to improvise, 

given the inherent paradoxes that consultants face (Bourgoin et al., 2020; Bourgoin & Harvey, 

2018; Whittle, 2006).  

Toward a change in strategy 

The controversy that Mintzberg and Ansoff had in the early 1990s about the nature of strategic 

management demonstrates the rift that will occur after the new millennium (Ansoff, 1991; 

Mintzberg, 1990, 1991). In the face of environmental changes, strategy can no longer rely on 

formal analysis and must encourage emergence (Mintzberg, 1994; Mintzberg & Waters, 1985; 

Whittington et al., 2017). This has led to three recent trends in strategy. First, from a top-down 

perspective, strategy has become more open to involve all levels of the organization in 

transforming the fundamental properties of organizations (Splitter et al., 2023; Whittington, 

2019; Whittington et al., 2011). Then, a variety of perspectives have emerged within the field 

of strategy, leading to its fragmentation, as noted in the founding editorials of the two most 
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recent strategy journals Strategy Science and Strategy Management Review, from 2016 and 

2020, respectively (see also Durand et al., 2017). Finally, there has been an emphasis on 

organizational performance. The discipline has shifted from achieving an organization’s goals 

to improving of its performance (Ronda-Pupo & Guerras-Martin, 2012). 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

I have shown throughout this article that since the birth of the modern corporation at the end of 

the nineteenth century, consultants have played an intermediary role between organizations and 

their business environment. In response to changes of the environment, they have evolved their 

practices to better align their strategic role. In the meantime, the discipline of strategy has 

evolved following the same direction. Table 1 summarizes these findings, including the 

mechanisms that trigger the change between periods and the theory that underlies the strategic 

role that consultants have played throughout history. I discuss them below. 

---------------------------------- 

Instert Table 1 about here. 

---------------------------------- 

Conceptualizing strategy 

At the beginning of the article, we highlighted recurrent questions related to the strategy field, 

including “is everything ‘strategy’?” (Durand et al., 2017, p. 4) or “has strategic management 

research lost its way?” (Drnevich et al., 2020), both illustrating the current difficulties met by 

strategy scholars of defining their discipline. By showing that the practices of strategy are 

contingent to the business environment, this article clarifies what strategy is by showing its 

embeddedness in history. Building on the idea that strategy is the product of strategy 

practitioners (Whittington, 2019) and more broadly that management thought is the product of 
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tensions between academics and practitioners (Muldoon et al., 2023), we argue that consultants’ 

practices allow for the understanding of the current contingent strategy.  

Building on the concept of dynamic capabilities, we have conceptualized the strategic 

role of consultants who have developed sensing, seizing, and transforming activities in response 

to the turbulent business environment (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Teece et al., 1997). While 

the activity of sensing is comparable to what consultants have been doing during the “Gilded 

Age” of consulting, the other two activities remain underdeveloped. Consequently, the current 

issues observed in the strategy discipline relate to difficulties in understanding the seizing and 

transforming activities of strategy. We can infer from our historical work that this is particularly 

related to the under-conceptualization of strategy implementation during the period 1960-2000 

despite its existing strategic practice, leaving room only for the most analytical aspects of 

strategy. Following the logic that we have applied in this article, in order to better clarify the 

strategy discipline, further work should thus theorize the discipline of strategy by investigating 

further of the activities of seizing and transforming of management consulting firms. 

This work also parallels the work that has been pursued in the discipline of management, 

where authors have described how different paradigms have succeeded over the history of the 

discipline and demonstrated the contingency between the business environment (and 

technology) and management practices (e.g., Barley & Kunda, 1992; Bodrožić & Adler, 2017; 

Guillén, 1994). By describing how the discipline of strategy is contingent to the business 

environment (and technology) and strategy practices, this article offers a clarification between 

strategy and management. One key difference between the two disciplines that the article has 

illustrated is found in the work of consultants such as Taylor, Follett, Likert, Lewin, McGregor, 

Maslow, Herzberg, or Blake and Mouton, who have been determinant in the evolution of 

management thinking over time (Barley & Kunda, 1992; Guillén, 1994; Waring, 1991). 
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However, and as described in this article, their thinking (e.g., efficiency, industrial betterment) 

have not played a significant role in helping organizations with their strategy. In contrast, the 

corporate strategy practice that has developed in response to the adoption of the multinational 

form shows that management and strategy can coevolve. Thus, more work is required to a better 

understanding of the coevolution of the two disciplines, either from an empirical perspective 

by focusing on key periods of time, or from a theoretical perspective to understand the 

conditions under which strategy and management (do not) align. 

Finally, while strategy is traditionally said to have emerged in the 1960s and became an 

academic discipline twenty years later (Hambrick & Chen, 2008; Kiechel, 2010; Nag et al., 

2007; Pettigrew et al., 2002; Whittington, 2019), this article acknowledges that the field of 

strategy began earlier, as it emerged with the birth of the modern corporation, with the actions 

of management engineers that can be assimilated to strategy. While such a contribution was 

permitted by taking a brief detour through management consulting, further work can improve 

our understanding of the discipline by broadening our perspective on strategy. This is in line 

with Freedman’s (2013) expansion of the scope of strategy to other research fields or 

Kornberger and Vaara’s (2021) encouragement of cross-fertilization between our discipline and 

the military discipline. 

Conceptualizing the strategic role of consultants 

This article contributes to the literature on management consulting by conceptualizing the 

strategic role of consultants. By relying on strategy theories (transactional cost economics, 

resource-based view, institutional theory, agency theory, dynamic capabilities), we have 

demonstrated the added value of consultants and shown that the way the economic value of 

consultants evolves. Considering the demonstrated significance of the consulting industry, it is 

crucial to enhance our comprehension of consultants’ roles, which have been trapped in a 
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functionalist-critical academic dualism (Fincham, 1999; Mosonyi et al., 2020), envisioning 

consultants as experts or imposing norms to their clients. This dual perspective on consultants 

is misleading because it only retraces the role that consultants have played from the 1880s to 

the 1960s and overlooks their strategic role of reducing uncertainty and transforming 

organizations. More generally, it hinders the strategic role they play in organizations and 

society. Given the avoidance of consultants of establishing themselves as a profession (Kipping, 

2011), there has been a decoupling between the practices that they communicate and the one 

they really do. As described by Christensen et al. (2013), strategy consultants hardly do 

analytical work, despite selling themselves as being strategy consultants. Similarly, consulting 

websites value an expertise (cybersecurity, artificial intelligence, digital transformation, etc.) 

while consultants’ activities rely on transforming organizations. While some recent work has 

described some aspects of the consulting work (e.g., Bourgoin et al., 2020; Bourgoin & Harvey, 

2018), more work should further develop this line of inquiry to better understand how this 

economic actor has become so pervasive in the economy (Bogdanich & Forsythe, 2022; 

Mazzucato & Collington, 2023). 

Second, this article has introduced the successive strategy roles that consultants have 

played throughout the history of strategy. By doing so, it first shows that the practices of 

management engineers and cost accountants could be assimilated as strategic practices—even 

though “strategy consulting firms” did not exist at that time. This is aligned with the idea that 

the idiom “strategy consulting” used by the consulting firms that developed during the Gilded 

Age of consulting has been used for impression management purposes (Alvesson, 2001), rather 

than to encapsulate the practice of strategy that these firms would be the only ones to sustain 

over time (Christensen et al., 2013).  
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It also consolidates and extends Kipping’s (2002) conceptualization of three consulting 

waves, by detailing that the changes from one consulting period to the other occur based on a 

contingent argument. Further research remains necessary to better understand how consultants 

have constructed their competitive advantage over time. Some responses lie in their way to 

manage knowledge (Hansen et al., 1999), in consultants’ recruitments and human resources 

policies (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2007), in the management of their reputation (Alvesson, 2001), 

in their refusal to become a profession (McKenna, 2008), etc.  

Finally, the current conceptualization of consultants’ strategic roles, which is grounded 

in dynamic capabilities, specifies the current typologies of consulting firms often described as 

being specialized in strategy, management and organization, or information systems (e.g., Kubr, 

2002). By acknowledging that consulting firms are specialized in organizational 

transformation, the article demonstrates that consultants provide the three following actions: 

sensing the environment (i.e., conducting market research), seizing opportunities (i.e., working 

with top management teams to charter and design the right strategy project), and transforming 

(i.e., conducting strategy projects) (Teece et al., 1997). Each consulting firm might play a role 

in these three actions, regardless of whether they were founded during the management 

engineering and cost accounting era, the Gilded Age of strategy, or to implement information 

systems. They may also be part of the potential disruptors of the industry as envisioned by 

Christensen et al. (2013), thereby opening the consulting industry to new actors. 

REFERENCES 

Abbott, A. (1988). The system of professions: An essay on the division of expert labor. 

(University of Chicago press). University of Chicago Press. 

Abrahamson, E. (1996). Management Fashion. Academy of Management Review, 21(1), 254–

285. 



30 

 

Alvesson, M. (2001). Knowledge Work: Ambiguity, Image and Identity. Human Relations, 

54(7), 863–886. https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726701547004 

Alvesson, M., & Kärreman, D. (2007). Unraveling HRM: Identity, Ceremony, and Control in 

a Management Consulting Firm. Organization Science, 18(4), 711–723. 

Ansoff, H. I. (1965). Corporate strategy: An analytic approach to business policy for growth 

and expansion. McGraw Hill. 

Ansoff, H. I. (1991). Critique of Henry Mintzberg’s ‘The design school: Reconsidering the 

basic premises of strategic management.’ Strategic Management Journal, 12(6), 449–

461. 

Argyres, N. S., De Massis, A., Foss, N. J., Frattini, F., Jones, G., & Silverman, B. S. (2020). 

History-informed strategy research: The promise of history and historical research 

methods in advancing strategy scholarship. Strategic Management Journal, 41(3), 343–

368. https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.3118 

Armbrüster, T. (2004). Rationality and Its Symbols: Signalling Effects and Subjectification in 

Management Consulting. Journal of Management Studies, 41(8), 1247–1269. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6486.2004.00474.x 

Armbrüster, T., & Glückler, J. (2007). Organizational Change and the Economics of 

Management Consulting: A Response to Sorge and van Witteloostuijn. Organization 

Studies, 28(12), 1873–1885. https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840607082221 

Armbrüster, T., & Kipping, M. (2003). Strategy Consulting at the Crossroads. International 

Studies of Management & Organization, 32(4), 19–42. 

Augier, M., & March, J. (2011). The roots, rituals, and rhetorics of change: North American 

business schools after the Second World War. Stanford University Press. 



31 

 

Barley, S. R., & Kunda, G. (1992). Design and Devotion: Surges of Rational and Normative 

Ideologies of Control in Managerial Discourse. Administrative Science Quarterly, 

37(3), 363–399. https://doi.org/10.2307/2393449 

Barnard, C. I. (1938). The functions of the executive (Thirtieth anniversary edition /). Harvard 

University Press. 

Barney, J. B. (1991). Firm resources and sustained competitive advantage. Journal of 

Management, 17(1), 99–120. 

Barney, J. B. (1997). Gaining and Sustaining Competitive Advantage. Addison Wesley 

Publishing Company. 

Barthélemy, J. (2017). The impact of technical consultants on the quality of their clients’ 

products: Evidence from the Bordeaux wine industry. Strategic Management Journal, 

38(5), 1174–1190. 

Bergh, D. D., & Gibbons, P. (2011). The Stock Market Reaction to the Hiring of Management 

Consultants: A Signalling Theory Approach. Journal of Management Studies, 48(3), 

544–567. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6486.2010.00957.x 

Bloomfield, B. P., & Danieli, A. (1995). The Role of Management Consultants in The 

Development of Information Technology: The Indissoluble Nature of Socio-Political 

and Technical Skills. Journal of Management Studies, 32(1), 23–46. 

Bodrožić, Z., & Adler, P. S. (2017). The Evolution of Management Models. Administrative 

Science Quarterly, 0001839217704811. https://doi.org/10.1177/0001839217704811 

Bogdanich, W., & Forsythe, M. (2022). When McKinsey Comes to Town: The Hidden Influence 

of the World’s Most Powerful Consulting Firm. Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group. 

Bourgoin, A., Bencherki, N., & Faraj, S. (2020). “And Who Are You?”: A Performative 

Perspective on Authority in Organizations. Academy of Management Journal, 63(4), 

1134–1165. https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2017.1335 



32 

 

Bourgoin, A., & Harvey, J.-F. (2018). Professional image under threat: Dealing with learning–

credibility tension. Human Relations, 71(12), 1611–1639. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726718756168 

Bourgoin, A., & Muniesa, F. (2016). Building a Rock-Solid Slide: Management Consulting, 

PowerPoint, and the Craft of Signification. Management Communication Quarterly, 

30(3), 390–410. https://doi.org/10.1177/0893318916629562 

Bower, J. L. (1982). Business Policy in the 1980s. Academy of Management Review, 7(4), 

Article 4. https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.1982.4285264 

Bower, J. L. (2008). The teaching of strategy: From general manager to analyst and back again? 

Journal of Management Inquiry, 17(4), 269–275. 

Canato, A., & Giangreco, A. (2011). Gurus or Wizards? A Review of the Role of Management 

Consultants. European Management Review, 8(4), 231–244. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1740-4762.2011.01021.x 

Chakravarthy, B. S. (1982). Adaptation: A Promising Metaphor for Strategic Management. 

Academy of Management Review, 7(1), 35–44. 

https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.1982.4285438 

Chandler, A. D. (1962). Strategy and structure: Chapters in the history of the industrial 

enterprise. M.I.T. Press. 

Chandler, A. D. (1977). The visible hand: The managerial revolution in American business. 

Christensen, C. M., Wang, D., & Bever, D. van. (2013). Consulting on the Cusp of Disruption. 

Harvard Business Review, 91(10), 106–150. 

Clark, T., & Fincham, R. (2002). Critical consulting: New perspectives on the management 

advice industry. Blackwell Business. 

Coase, R. (1937). The Nature of the Firm. 

Crozier, M. (1963). Le Phénomène Bureaucratique. Le Seuil. 



33 

 

Crucini, C., & Kipping, M. (2001). Management consultancies as global change agents? 

Evidence from Italy. Journal of Organizational Changement Management, 14(6), 570–

589. 

D’Aveni, R. A., & Gunther, R. E. (1994). Hypercompetition: Managing the dynamics of 

strategic maneuvering. The Free Press. 

David, R. J., & Strang, D. (2006). When Fashion is Fleeting: Transitory Collective Beliefs and 

The Dynamics of TQM Consulting. Academy of Management Journal, 49(2), 215–233. 

https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2006.20786058 

de Vaujany, F.-X. (2024). The Rise of Digital Management: From Industrial Mobilization to 

Platform Capitalism. Taylor & Francis. 

Dean, J. (1938). The place of management counsel in business. Harvard Business Review, 451–

465. 

Djelic, M.-L. (2001). Exporting the American model: The postwar transformation of European 

business. OUP Catalogue. 

Drnevich, P. L., Mahoney, J. T., & Schendel, D. (2020). Has strategic management research 

lost its way. Strategic Management Review, 1(1). 

Durand, R., Grant, R. M., & Madsen, T. L. (2017). The expanding domain of strategic 

management research and the quest for integration. Strategic Management Journal, 

38(1), 4–16. 

Eisenhardt, K. M., & Martin, J. A. (2000). Dynamic capabilities: What are they? Strategic 

Management Journal, 21(10‐11), 1105–1121. https://doi.org/10.1002/1097-

0266(200010/11)21:10/11<1105::AID-SMJ133>3.0.CO;2-E 

Evered, R. (1983). So what is strategy? Long Range Planning, 16(3), 57–72. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/0024-6301(83)90032-8 



34 

 

Ferris, G. R., Treadway, D. C., Perrewé, P. L., Brouer, R. L., Douglas, C., & Lux, S. (2007). 

Political skill in organizations. Journal of Management, 33(3), 290–320. 

Fincham, R. (1999). The consultant–client relationship: Critical perspectives on the 

management of organizational change. Journal of Management Studies, 36(3), 335–

351. 

Fincham, R. ; (2002). The Agent’s Agent: Power, Knowledge, and Uncertainty in Management 

Consultancy. International Studies of Management and Organization, 32(4), 67–86. 

Fligstein, N. (1990). The transformation of corporate control. Harvard University Press. 

Freedman, L. (2013). Strategy: A history. Oxford : Oxford university press , cop. 2013. 

Freeland, R. F. (1996). The Myth of the M-Form? Governance, Consent, and Organizational 

Change. American Journal of Sociology, 102(2), 483–526. 

https://doi.org/10.1086/230953 

Friesl, M., Stensaker, I., & Colman, H. L. (2021). Strategy implementation: Taking stock and 

moving forward. Long Range Planning, 54(4), 102064. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lrp.2020.102064 

Galbraith, J. K. (1967). The New Industrial State. Hamish Hamilton. 

Ghemawat, P. (2002). Competition and business strategy in historical perspective. Business 

History Review, 76(01), 37–74. 

Ghoshal, S. (2005). Bad Management Theories Are Destroying Good Management Practices. 

Academy of Management Learning & Education, 4, 75–91. 

https://doi.org/10.5465/AMLE.2005.16132558 

Ginsberg, A., & Abrahamson, E. (1991). Champions of Change and Strategic Shifts: The Role 

of Internal and External Change Advocates. Journal of Management Studies, 28(2), 

173–190. 



35 

 

Graeber, D. (2015). The utopia of rules: On technology, stupidity, and the secret joys of 

bureaucracy. Melville House. 

Greenwood, R., & Suddaby, R. (2006). Institutional Entrepreneurship In Mature Fields: The 

Big Five Accounting Firms. Academy of Management Journal, 49(1), 27–48. 

https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2006.20785498 

Greiner, L. E., & Bhambri, A. (1989). New CEO intervention and dynamics of deliberate 

strategic change. Strategic Management Journal, 10(S1), 67–86. 

Guillén, M. F. (1994). Models of Management: Work, Authority, and Organization in a 

Comparative Perspective. University of Chicago Press. 

Haas, M. R., & Hansen, M. T. (2005). When using knowledge can hurt performance: The value 

of organizational capabilities in a management consulting company. Strategic 

Management Journal, 26(1), 1–24. https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.429 

Hafsi, T., & Thomas, H. (2005). The Field of Strategy: In Search of a Walking Stick. European 

Management Journal, 23(5), 507–519. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.emj.2005.09.006 

Hall, D. J., & Saias, M. A. (1980). Strategy follows structure! Strategic Management Journal, 

1(2), 149–163. https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.4250010205 

Hambrick, D. C., & Chen, M.-J. (2008). New Academic Fields as Admittance-Seeking Social 

Movements: The Case of Strategic Management. Academy of Management Review, 

33(1), Article 1. https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2008.27745027 

Hannah, L. (1980). Visible and invisible hands in Great Britain. In A. D. Chandler & H. Daems 

(Eds.), Managerial hierarchies: Comparative perspectives on the rise of the modern 

industrial enterprise (pp. 41–76). Harvard University Press Cambridge, MA. 

Hansen, M. T., Nohria, N., & Tierney, T. (1999). What’s your strategy for managing 

knowledge? Harvard Business Review, 77(2), 106–116. 

Henderson, B. D. (1979). Henderson on corporate strategy. Abt Books. 



36 

 

IBISWorld. (2024). Global Management Consultants—Market Size, Industry Analysis, Trends 

and Forecasts (2024-2029). https://www.ibisworld.com/global/market-research-

reports/global-management-consultants-industry/ 

Jensen, M. C., & Meckling, W. H. (1976). Theory of the firm: Managerial behavior, agency 

costs and ownership structure. Journal of Financial Economics, 3(4), 305–360. 

Khurana, R. (2010). From Higher Aims to Hired Hands: The Social Transformation of 

American Business Schools and the Unfulfilled Promise of Management as a 

Profession. Princeton University Press. 

Kiechel, W. (2010). The Lords of Strategy. Harvard Business Press. 

Kipping, M. (1999). American Management Consulting Companies in Western Europe, 1920 

to 1990: Products, Reputation, and Relationships. The Business History Review, 73(2), 

190–220. 

Kipping, M. (2002). Trapped in their waves: The evolution of management consultancies. In T. 

Clark & R. Fincham (Eds.), Critical consulting: New perspectives on the management 

advice industry (pp. 28–49). Blackwell Business. 

Kipping, M. (2011). Hollow from the start? Image professionalism in management consulting. 

Current Sociology, 59(4), 530–550. 

Kipping, M., & Clark, T. (2012). The Oxford Handbook of Management Consulting. Oxford 

University Press. 

Kipping, M., & Kirkpatrick, I. (2013). Alternative Pathways of Change in Professional Services 

Firms: The Case of Management Consulting. Journal of Management Studies, 50(5), 

777–807. https://doi.org/10.1111/joms.12004 

Kipping, M., & Üsdiken, B. (2014). History in Organization and Management Theory: More 

Than Meets the Eye. The Academy of Management Annals, 535–588. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19416520.2014.911579 



37 

 

Kirby, D. A., & Jones-Evans, D. (1997). Small technology-based professional consultancy 

services in the United Kingdom. The Service Industries Journal, 17(1), 155. 

Kornberger, M., & Vaara, E. (2021). Strategy as Engagement: What Organization Strategy Can 

Learn from Military Strategy. Long Range Planning, 102125. 

Kubr, M. (2002). Management Consulting: A Guide to the Profession. International Labour 

Office. https://books.google.fr/books?id=Wzjb55Gv5zoC 

Lawrence, P. R., & Lorsch, J. W. (1967). Organization and environment. 

Learned, E. P., Christensen, C. R., Andrews, K., & Guth, W. (1969). Business Policy: Text and 

Cases. Homewood IL: Richard D. Irwin. Inc., Illinois. 

Levinthal, D. A. (1997). Adaptation on Rugged Landscapes. Management Science, 43(7), 934–

950. https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.43.7.934 

Magnuson, W. (2022). For Profit: A History of Corporations. Hachette UK. 

March, J. G. (2007). The Study of Organizations and Organizing Since 1945. Organization 

Studies, 28, 9–19. 

Matthews, D. (1998). The business doctors: Accountants in British management for the 

nineteenth century to the present day. Business History, 40(3), 72–104. 

Mayer, M., & Whittington, R. (2003). Après le Défi Américain: La Structure Multidivisionelle 

dans l’Europe Post-McKinsey. Entreprises et Histoire, 33, 41–56. 

Mazzucato, M., & Collington, R. (2023). The Big Con: How the Consulting Industry Weakens 

Our Businesses, Infantilizes Our Governments, and Warps Our Economies. Penguin 

Publishing Group. 

McDougald, M. S., & Greenwood, R. (2012). Cuckoo in the nest? The rise of management 

consulting in large accounting firms. 

McGivern, C. (1983). Some facets of the relationship between consultants and clients in 

organizations. Journal of Management Studies, 20(3), 367–386. 



38 

 

McKenna, C. D. (2006). The World’s Newest Profession: Management Consulting in the 

Twentieth Century. Cambridge University Press. 

McKenna, C. D. (2008). “Give Professionalization a Chance!” Why Management Consulting 

May Yet Become a Full Profession. In D. Muzio, S. Ackroyd, & J. F. Chanlat (Eds.), 

Redirections in the study of expert labour: Established professions and new expert 

occupations (pp. 204–216). Palgrave Macmillan. 

Micklethwait, J., & Wooldridge, A. (1997). The Witch Doctors: What the Management Gurus 

are Saying, why it Matters and how to Make Sense of it. Mandarin [Paperbacks]. 

Mintzberg, H. (1990). The design school: Reconsidering the basic premises of strategic 

management. Strategic Management Journal, 11(3), 171–195. 

Mintzberg, H. (1991). Learning 1, planning 0 reply to Igor Ansoff. Strategic Management 

Journal, 463–466. 

Mintzberg, H. (1994). The Rise and fall of strategic planning: Reconceiving roles for planning, 

plans, planners. Free Press, 409. 

Mintzberg, H., & Waters, J. A. (1985). Of Strategies, Deliberate and Emergent. Strategic 

Management Journal, 6(3), 257–272. 

Mosonyi, S., Empson, L., & Gond, J.-P. (2020). Management Consulting: Towards an 

Integrative Framework of Knowledge, Identity, and Power. International Journal of 

Management Reviews, 22(2), 120–149. https://doi.org/10.1111/ijmr.12218 

Muldoon, J., Gould, A. M., & Joullié, J.-E. (2023). Clipping the wings of theorists: The 

unacknowledged contribution to management thought from the shopfloor. Management 

& Organizational History, 18(2), 173–198. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17449359.2023.2234344 



39 

 

Nag, R., Hambrick, D. C., & Chen, M.-J. (2007). What is strategic management, really? 

Inductive derivation of a consensus definition of the field. Strategic Management 

Journal, 28(9), 935–955. https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.615 

Noda, T., & Bower, J. L. (1996). Strategy making as iterated processes of resource allocation. 

Strategic Management Journal, 17(S1), 159–192. 

Pellegrin-Boucher, E. (2006). Symbolic functions of consultants. Journal of General 

Management, 32(2), 1–16. 

Perrow, C. (2009). Organizing America: Wealth, power, and the origins of corporate 

capitalism. Princeton University Press. 

Peters, T. J. (1984). Strategy follows structure: Developing distinctive skills. California 

Management Review, 26(3), 111–125. 

Pettigrew, A., Thomas, H., & Whittington, R. (2002). Strategic management: The strengths and 

limitations of a field. Handbook of Strategy and Management, 3. 

Pfeffer, J. (1981). Power in organizations. 

Polanyi, K. (1944). The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our 

Time. Amereon House. 

Porter, M. E. (1981). The Contributions of Industrial Organization To Strategic Management. 

Academy of Management Review, 6(4), 609–620. 

https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.1981.4285706 

Poulfelt, F., & Olson, T. H. (2017). Management Consulting Today and Tomorrow: 

Perspectives and Advice from Leading Experts. Routledge. 

Puyt, R. W., Lie, F. B., & Wilderom, C. P. M. (2023). The origins of SWOT analysis. Long 

Range Planning, 56(3), 102304. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lrp.2023.102304 



40 

 

Ramos‐Rodríguez, A., & Ruíz‐Navarro, J. (2004). Changes in the intellectual structure of 

strategic management research: A bibliometric study of the Strategic Management 

Journal, 1980–2000. Strategic Management Journal, 25(10), 981–1004. 

Ronda-Pupo, G. A., & Guerras-Martin, L. Á. (2012). Dynamics of the evolution of the strategy 

concept 1962–2008: A co-word analysis. Strategic Management Journal, 33(2), 162–

188. 

Rumelt, R. P., Schendel, D., & Teece, D. J. (1994). Fundamental Issues in Strategy: A Research 

Agenda. Harvard Business School Press. 

Sarta, A., Durand, R., & Vergne, J.-P. (2021). Organizational Adaptation. Journal of 

Management, 47(1), 43–75. https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206320929088 

Schein, E. H. (1969). Process consultation: Its role in organization development. Reading, 

Massachusetts Menlo Park, California Londonetc. : Addison-Wesley , cop. 1969. 

Schendel, D. E., & Hatten, K. J. (1972). Business Policy or Strategic Management: A Broader 

View for an Emerging Discipline. 1972, 99–102. 

Schendel, D. E., & Hofer, C. W. (1979). Strategic management: A new view of business policy 

and planning. Little, Brown. 

Semadeni, M. (2006). Minding your distance: How management consulting firms use service 

marks to position competitively. Strategic Management Journal, 27(2), 169–187. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.510 

Siggelkow, N. (2001). Change in the Presence of Fit: The Rise, the Fall, and the Renaissance 

of Liz Claiborne. Academy of Management Journal, 838–857. 

Slobodian, Q. (2018). Globalists—The End of Empire and the Birth of Neoliberalism. Harvard 

University Press. https://doi.org/10.4159/9780674919808 



41 

 

Sorge, A., & Van Witteloostuijn, A. (2004). The (non) sense of organizational change: An essai 

about universal management hypes, sick consultancy metaphors, and healthy 

organization theories. Organization Studies, 25(7), 1205–1231. 

Splitter, V., Dobusch, L., von Krogh, G., Whittington, R., & Walgenbach, P. (2023). Openness 

as Organizing Principle: Introduction to the Special Issue. Organization Studies, 44(1), 

7–27. https://doi.org/10.1177/01708406221145595 

Stalk, JR., George. (1988). Time—The Next Source of Competitive Advantage. Harvard 

Business Review, 66(4), 41–51. Business Source Complete. 

Starbuck, W. H. (1992). Learning by knowledge-intensive firms. Journal of Management 

Studies, 29(6), 713–740. 

Sturdy, A. (2004). The Adoption of Management Ideas and Practices. Management Learning, 

35(2), 155–179. https://doi.org/10.1177/1350507604043023 

Sturdy, A. (2011). Consultancy’s Consequences? A Critical Assessment of Management 

Consultancy’s Impact on Management. British Journal of Management, 22(3), 517–

530. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8551.2011.00750.x 

Sturdy, A., Wright, C., & Wylie, N. (2016). Managers as consultants: The hybridity and 

tensions of neo-bureaucratic management. Organization, 23(2), 184–205. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1350508414541580 

Suddaby, R., & Greenwood, R. (2001). Colonizing Knowledge: Commodification as a 

Dynamic of Jurisdictional Expansion in Professional Service Firms. Human Relations, 

54(7), 933–953. https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726701547007 

Tan, J., & Tan, D. (2005). Environment–strategy co-evolution and co-alignment: A staged 

model of Chinese SOEs under transition. Strategic Management Journal, 26(2), 141–

157. https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.437 



42 

 

Teece, D. J., Pisano, G., & Shuen, A. (1997). Dynamic capabilities and strategic management. 

Strategic Management Journal, 509–533. 

Vaara, E., & Lamberg, J.-A. (2016). Taking historical embeddedness seriously: Three historical 

approaches to advance strategy process and practice research. Academy of Management 

Review, 41(4), 633–657. 

von Neumann, J., & Morgenstern, O. (1944). Theory of Games and Economic Behavior. 

Princeton University Press. 

Waring, S. P. (1991). Taylorism transformed: Scientific management theory since 1945. 

University of North Carolina Press. 

Weiser, A.-K., Jarzabkowski, P., & Laamanen, T. (2020). Completing the adaptive turn: An 

integrative view of strategy implementation. Academy of Management Annals, 14(2), 

969–1031. 

Wernerfelt, B. (1984). A resource-based view of the firm. Strategic Management Journal, 5(2), 

171–180. https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.4250050207 

Whittington, R. (2006). Completing the Practice Turn in Strategy Research. Organization 

Studies, 27(5), 613–634. 

Whittington, R. (2015). The Massification of Strategy. British Journal of Management, 26(S1), 

S13–S16. 

Whittington, R. (2019). Opening strategy: Professional strategists and practice change, 1960 

to today. Oxford University Press. 

Whittington, R., Cailluet, L., & Yakis-Douglas, B. (2011). Opening Strategy: Evolution of a 

Precarious Profession. British Journal of Management, 22(3), 531–544. 

Whittington, R., Yakis-Douglas, B., Kwangwon, A., & Ludovic, C. (2017). Strategic Planners 

in More Turbulent Times: The Changing Job Characteristics of Strategy Professionals, 

1960–2003. Long Range Planning, 50(1), 108–119. 



43 

 

Whittle, A. (2006). The paradoxical repertoires of management consultancy. Journal of 

Organizational Change Management, 19(4), 424–436. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/09534810610676635 

Williamson, O. E. (1981). The economics of organization: The transaction cost approach. 

American Journal of Sociology, 87(3), 548–577. 

Wright, C. (2000). From shop floor to boardroom: The historical evolution of Australian 

management consulting, 1940s to 1980s. Business History, 42(1), 85–86. 

Yergin, D., & Stanislaw, J. (2002). The commanding heights: The battle for the world economy. 

Simon and Schuster. 

Zajac, E. J., Kraatz, M. S., & Bresser, R. K. (2000). Modeling the dynamics of strategic fit: A 

normative approach to strategic change. Strategic Management Journal, 21(4), 429–

453. 

Zbaracki, M. J. (1998). The Rhetoric and Reality of Total Quality Management. Administrative 

Science Quarterly, 43(3), 602–636. 

 

 

  



44 

 

TABLE 1: THE ALIGNMENT BETWEEN THE BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT, 

CONSULTANTS’ ROLE, AND STRATEGY 

 1880s-1930s 1930s-1960s 1960-2000s 2000s-now 

Period trigger Birth of the 

modern 

corporation 

Mass production 

and consumption 

Computing 

technology 

Financial crises 

Business context Industrial 

burst 

Post-war 

Growth and 

internationalization 

Financialization 

and 

deregulation of 

the economy 

End of the 

hegemony of 

the United 

States 

Management 

consulting role 

Expertise 

(transactional 

cost 

economics 

Resource-

based view) 

Dissemination of 

best practices (neo-

institutional 

theory) 

Strategic 

planning and 

strategy 

implementation 

 (agency 

theory) 

Transformation 

projects 

(dynamic 

capabilities) 

Practice of 

strategy 

Solving 

complex 

problems 

Allocating the 

right resources to 

achieve goals 

Allocating 

resources and 

implementing 

solutions 

Toward a new 

paradigm of 

strategy 

Note: periods overlap as is also the case in related research concerning the evolution of 

concepts or consulting activities (see Bodrožić & Adler, 2017; Guillén, 1994; Kipping, 2002). 


