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Abstract
This thesis provides an in-depth study of the consultant client relationship. It focuses on

the phenomenon of legitimation which has been neglected in the prior literature.
Legitimation is critical because it is responsible for signifying how and why knowledge
claims come to be accepted or rejected between the client-consultant parties. The
consultants’ perceived value by the client is an outcome that is dependent on the
economic and socio-political processes by which judgements are made. How legitimation
takes place helps provides a new locus of understanding about the communication of
business advice between consultants and clients. Such exploration helps generate novel
insights for how value is created. Through the conduct of in-depth interviews with both
consultants and clients, we managed to obtain comprehensive empirical data that helps
challenge already held assumptions. Drawing on 64 interviews, with clients and
consultants, and through the use of prior theoretical frameworks that are mainly drawn
from the work by Suchman (1995) and Habermas (1984a, 1984b), we identify four
modes of legitimation. Such modes are characterised in terms of their cognitive,
pragmatic, moral and discursive nuances. We argue that each of the legitimatory
categories indicate a separate set of conditions that need to be justified and which are
driven by a distinct ideological character. Legitimation becomes a process in which
implicit and explicit ideological values are mutually managed between the involved
organisational actors. Our discussion helps open up a new field of understanding for the

consultant client relationship that is relevant for both academics and practitioners.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Research Context
The study of the management consulting industry has witnessed increased attention over

the last two decades (Ernst and Kieser, 2002b). This is not only because it has become
one of the most rapidly growing industries in the world but also because of the complex
economic, social and political inter-organisational and interpersonal dynamics
characterising its practices (Alvesson, 1993; Schein, 1988). How consultants construct
and deliver their services has been discussed in different contexts that often vary between
academics and practitioners (Fincham and Clark, 2002). Practitioners tend to argue how
the communication of information and knowledge is a transferable resource that can
generate specific organisational changes (Maister, 1993, 1997, 2000, 2001; Toppin and
Czerniawska, 2005). Such changes can result in the client organisation’s maximisation of
profit or improvement in performance. At the same, academics tend to question the
knowledge-transfer process or whether the information and advice consultants provide is
able to respond to the client’s experienced needs (Alvesson, 1993, 1995a; Kieser, 1997,
2002a, 2002b) Authors are often divided in their views in trying to reconcile the positive
qualities of the consultants’ work with the broader interests of power and competition,
where the maximisation of profits become the driving force (Salaman, 2002).

At one level, studies on the management consultancy industry are characterised for
their macro-perspective. Authors examine the industry’s rate of growth, and the key
socioeconomic, political and technological stages that have managed to ensure its
popularity over the years (Armbriister, 2006; McKenna, 2006). Kipping (2002) argues for
the evolution of management consulting practices and the institutional forces that often
determine which firms will be able to survive in the industry. Also, that consulting firms
are often bounded by their own systems of practice whose survival is often determined by
the wider evolutionary and macro-institutional trends. For example, consulting firms that
specialise in offering advice in the areas of strategy or Information Technology are
confined to the specific developing trends in that sector. Their survival is partly
dependent on adapting to changes in the industry and which can also determine the type

of consulting services offered to clients (Kipping, 2002).




Authors also argue about the impact of growing popularity of demand for consulting-
related services to be viewed differently from the management consulting profession only
(McKenna, 2006). The rapid rise of professional knowledge-intensive firms concerns a
wide array of services which move between the professions of engineering, accounting,
and law. In this sense, McKenna (2006) argues how the rise of management consultancy
needs to be seen as complementary to the rise of the advisory services where
management is only a part. McKenna (2006) argues that we need to understand the
broader influence between the macroeconomic and political factors in order to appreciate
the rise of this new profession. The popularity behind the consultants’ activities cannot be
explained in the context of the advice generation and distribution mechanisms. Instead,
they have to be seen within a wider socio-political trend, where, changes in the
environment have given rise to the increasing need of advice. The increasing
specialisation between products and services has augmented advice seeking as firms
cannot just rely on their current set of resources or/and knowledge structures. Instead,
they have to obtain specialised information, so that, their production of service manages
to meet the changing trend of consumers’ needs.

A complementary feature, to studies of management consulting practices, has to do
with the popularity of particular management fads that have come to occupy the way
practitioners think about their role in the industry (Abrahamson, 1996; Abrahamson and
Fairchild, 1999). The literature on management fashion provides an extensive and
important exploration for how consultants have become vehicle of distribution of popular
ideas. The clients’ seeking of advice is based on the belief that the purchase and adoption
of management methods and techniques can help them deal with organisational
difficulties. The rise of popular management fads is subject to a discourse of management
concepts that derive from renowned academics and practitioners like management gurus
(Greatbatch and Clark, 2005). Also, from other sources of publication that help reinforce
and sustain the perceived popularity/value of what such ideas represent (Benders and van
Ven 2001; Bender and van Bijsterveld, 2000; Heusinkveld, 2004). How popular concepts
manage to attain increased attention has become subject to discussion in the literature
(Abrahamson, 1996; Abrahamson and Fairchild, 1999; Sturdy, 1997b; Abrahamson and

Eisenman, 2001). The main arguments concentrate on the attractiveness of the cognitive




representative paradigm and which is well shaped within rhetoric and argumentation
(Clark, 1995).

Studies of the presentation of management gurus’ uses of speech narrative techniques
are important instruments for helping us understand how specific ideas gain their
popularity over time (Greatbatch and Clark, 2005). The increased attractiveness of what
such popular management ideas represent or promise to accomplish once they are
exercised by the organisations has been associated with the increased popularity of
management consulting firms. This is because firms integrate such ideas within products
of services and adopt various features to creating specific business packages (Legge
2002). 1t is argued that the waves behind the popularity of such management ideas help
maintain the clients’ interest in the consultants. As long as consultants can justify their
association with the exercise of popular ideas it is believed that they will maintain their
attractiveness to future clients (Suddaby and Greenwood, 2001). This helps sustain their
popularity and presence in the market and explain the grounds on which consultants
come to often charge unprecedented high fees (Economist, 1997). Authors underline the
ambiguity that governs the popularity of such management ideas (Kieser, 2002a, 2002b).
In the process of selling their service consultants are governed by strong elements of
uncertainty for how the application of their ideas will generate the desired results. The
often assumed match between the content of these ideas with the clients’ needs is often
superficially made in order to sustain the consultants’ popularity in the market (Alvesson,
1995a). As a result, consultants argue for knowledge-expertise they do not really have.

Despite the above discussion little is still known about the consultant-client
relationship (Salaman, 2002). Fincham and Clark (2002) argue how: “To date, detailed
conceptual and empirical research into the work of consultants has been slight...Much,
therefore, remains to be done if we to develop a more penetrating and nuanced
understanding of this activity” (p.3). How consultants generate and distribute their advice
to clients require further examination to address this research gap. The aim of this thesis
is to address the above research arena by questioning the processes by which the
legitimation of knowledge service occurs in the consultant-client relationship. Our

specific research questions are:



e How does the legitimation of knowledge service occur during the consultant-
client interaction?

e What are the principal arenas of social interaction that can accommodate the
study of legitimation at a conceptual and empirical level?

e How does legitimation influence the receptivity or rejection of the knowledge

service process produced between consultants and clients?

Studies about the consultant-client relationship are often consultant-oriented. How
clients may feel about the consultants’ activities is often explained from the consultants’
perspective. This is partly because of the lack of gaining access to the client firm from
which the experience of the individuals could be studied (Kipping and Engwall, 2002).
Our study of legitimation is designed by incorporating the client side into the discussion
and with trying to produce a balanced critique for how the client and consultant parties
perceive each other’s role. We believe that by incorporating the client into the discussion

we can enrich and advance the current debate.

1.2 Chapters & Thematic Structure
The development of the thesis is divided into three main sections which are compromised

by more specific thematic units. The first part is dealing with the history, origins and
current practices of management consultancy at an industry level. We provide a broad
overview of the theoretical streams that have shaped the discussion on the topic. In this
part we concentrate on the functional and critical perspectives that have partly shaped the
discussion on legitimation. Our objective is to make explicit the nature of assumptions for
how consultants produce their service and value to clients. The second part addresses the
study of legitimation and provides a theoretical framework which can be operationalised.
By drawing from the works of Suchman (1995) and Habermas (1984a, 1984b) we move
to explore the following categories, (a) cognitive, b) pragmatic, ¢) moral and d)
discursive, that help provide the thesis’ empirical setting. The third part of the thesis
discusses the analysis of our findings and how they correspond to the designated
legitimacy categories. Qur findings indicate how legitimation occurs at different social

forms of interaction underpinned by different social and ideological constraints. For
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example, the reconceptualisation of the clients’ needs at a cognitive level possess very
different constraints from moral legitimation. This is because the consultants’ service is
highly dependent on the cognitive schemata from which competing claims of knowledge
representation emerge. Forms of argumentation are contested on grounds of knowledge
and interpretation. Clients might not be able to detect the actual empirical outcomes of
the consultants’ suggestions and yet may decide to accept their propositions. Examples of
moral legitimation are contingent on underpinning ideological beliefs and values for what

is the right or wrong thing to do.

1.2.1 Chapter 2 - Origins and growth of management consultancy
The second chapter provides an overview of the theoretical approaches that have shaped

the discussion on the management consulting literature. Our discussion is divided into
three thematic areas. In the first area we find that the emergence of management
consulting practices grew out of the greater importance of management within a growing
industrial world. The increasing pace of change and the making of technological
advancements created a market for advice and specialisation (Child, 1969; Urwick and
Brech, 1983). Management emerged from the deeper ideological belief of how
corporations obtained a greater degree of control over their environment (Tisdall, 1982).
Management sprung out of the assumption for how the use of control could help enhance
the degree of efficiency and profitability in the business. In this context, the practice of
consultancy has been seen as a complementary role to management (Kipping, 2002). The
gradual legitimacy of management as a profession took place through series of social
discourses that the industrial changes had created. In one sense consultancy gained
significance because of the increasing instrumental role that management was believed to
play for the life of the organisation (see Urwick and Brech, 1983). In the second thematic
area we find that the birth and growth of the industry is discussed in relation to the
specific economic and political changes that enabled its institutionalisation into the
business world. In this section we refer to the work by McKenna (2006) and Armbriister
(2006) who discuss the macro-environmental forces. By drawing from McKenna’s
(2006) work we discuss how the imposed institutional changes led towards the

emergence of the professional nature of consulting. The jurisdictional effects created new
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boundaries that the accounting and auditing professions could not fulfil. The new
government imposed regulations allowing the creation of business opportunities that
consulting itself could not have foreseen. However, we also argue that McKenna’s (2006)
contribution needs to be seen in the context of the US legislation and not as
representative of all consulting practices in all the different countries. In addition to the
above we draw reference from Armbriister’s (2006) work who argues for the economics
of consulting and how the industry’s growth can be explained from the transactional cost
economic theory. Consultants fulfil a specific economic need by customising a business
service which clients find cost-effective to buy than to produce. Armbruster’s (2006)
argument has been representative of the functional nature of the consultants’ work in
representing an auxiliary resource to clients (Czerniawska, 2002). The availability of
resources and efficiency in processing information as well as mobilising people, has
allowed consultants to become popular service providers.

The third thematic area examines the management fashion literature (Abrahamson,
1996; Abrahamson and Fairchild, 1999). This approach has dominated the way authors
discuss the nature of management consulting practices. This is because it argues for the
distinct popularity of management fads as representing a set of ideology and business
models that shape the consultants’ identity and working scope. The consultants’
personification of management fads to their relationship with clients becomes the primary
lacuna from which value is exemplified. The management fashion literature has been
primarily used by the critical approach in order to underline the symbolic and persuasive
consulting techniques (Abrahamson, 1996). The consultants’ claims of expertise are
confined within business models that are re-distributed between actors. Hence, the
consultants’ alleged entrepreneurial thinking and innovativeness is often disguised in the

marketing power of the popular fads themselves.

1.2.3 Chapter 3 - Functional & Critical Perspectives
This chapter focuses on the consultant-client relationship as discussed from the

Organisational Development/Function and Critical perspectives. Our exploration of the
functional perspective demonstrates how authors think about the value of consulting in a

positivistic way. Advice is thought to be conveyed through specialised knowledge that
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helps clients deal with their organisational needs. Consultants help clients create solutions
that the clients might not have the resources to produce internally. The consultants’
legitimation of advice takes place on the grounds of the quality of problem-solving and
through creation of ideas that have a measurable and specific outcome. Authors that
support the functional perspective see the role of consulting as playing an instrumental
relationship to the challenges clients face (Maister, 1993; Czerniawska, 2002). The
legitimation of the consultants’ work is thought to be based on the enabling process of the
consultants’ advice that can make a positive difference in the client. Important
assumptions that govern the above discussion also concentrate on the consultants’ ability
to recognise the nature of the clients’ needs and have knowledge for how to respond. The
functional perspective assumes that the consultant is acting in the interests of the client
and that the distribution of advice will have a direct relationship with the organisational
issues faced.

The critical perspective questions the knowledge transfer process as represented by
the above perspectives. Authors support the view that the generation and distribution of
advice is governed by elements of inherent uncertainty ( Sturdy 1997a, 1997b). The
fulfilment of the clients’ need takes place by means of the adoption of popular business
frameworks that have come to occupy how consultants think about their role and service
to clients. The popularity of the consultants’ work is not necessarily corresponding to
objective and transparent advice that merely meet the clients’ needs. It is rather the
consultants’ association with popular management ideas that are widespread. This is what
helps legitimise their value. Here, authors are also keen to underline how the consultant-
client relationship is subject to a power relationship where competitive interests are at
play. Consultants are not simply keen on delivering a service that meets the clients’ needs
but also sustain their business and generation of revenues/profits.

Authors argue for how the drive to satisfy such business interests often becomes a
driving force for how consultants aim to convince clients about the value of their service
(Sturdy, 1997a, Fincham, 1999). As a result, the organisational tools consultants employ
are often driven by rhetoric and argumentation that aim to generate impressions (Clark,
1995). It is not clear to what extent consultants know that their distribution of advice will

have the desired effect in the client. The perceived added-value by the consultant is rather



subject to peoples’ interests and power relations. The consultants’ added-value cannot
favour or represent the same meaning relations for the different parties of the
organisation (e.g. managers, employees, stakeholders) as the functional perspective often
seems to indicate.

Following the discussion on the two overarching theoretical perspectives, we identify
how the interpretation between each of the frameworks contains assumptions that are not
questioned. The above discussion leads us to identify a research gap where the nature of
legitimation needs to be made more transparent. We argue how the functional perspective
bases its position in the making of assumptions about the consultants’ role and the
context of knowledge and advice. However, it fails to acknowledge the more particular
complexities that govern this process. As Study (1997) indicates, little is known for how
consultants deal with their own uncertainty for perceiving the clients’ needs and what
their course of service delivers (Sturdy, 1997a). The emphasis on the positive
contribution of the consultants’ work is based on assuming its positive receptivity in the
client. At the same time the critical perspective fails to explain the mere specifics by
which consultants legitimise their service to clients. Explanations about the consultants’
popularity is often grounded in the consultants’ association with management fads they
try to make relevant to the client (Sturdy, 1997a). The discussion about management fads
is used as an interpretive prism through which authors justify and interpret the
consultants’ activities. There is a distinct lack of empirical evidence that demonstrates
how consultants commodify their ideas to clients (Salaman, 2002). Secondly, we find a
distinct absence for incorporating the client dimension into discussions and how clients
come to perceive and interpret the consultants’ role towards them (Sturdy, 1997a). The
recognition of the above theoretical and empirical gap has led us to the need to make

transparent the legitimation process.

1.2.4 Chapter 4 - Legitimation Theories
This chapter examines the notion of legitimation and tries to identify a theoretical

framework which is relevant to our study. Legitimation is used to characterise the notion
of conformity, acceptability and integration. Firms endeavour to achieve legitimation in
relation to the environment and their stakeholders (Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990). By
drawing from the works of Suchman (1995) and Habermas (1984a, 1984b) we come to
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identify a broad set of categories that we discuss in relation to the consultant-client
relationship. These dimensions are the a) cognitive, b) pragmatic, ¢) moral and d)
discursive. The first three categories are drawn from Suchman’s work who tried to
provide a more systematic exploration on the subject but which is also shared by other
authors like Dryzek and Niemeyer (2006) and Rescher, (1993). The use of Habermas
(1984a, 1984b) provides a different and important complementary angle to the study by
drawing attention to his theory of communicative action and the dialectic character of
legitimation. We make limited use of Habermas® work at this point but we find his
contribution to the subject useful. The above theoretical trends come to provide the wider
framework for the analysis of the empirical data that follows in the later chapters and

which we come to briefly refer below.

1.2.5 Chapter 5 - Methodology
In this chapter we examine the broader methodological epistemological paradigm we

have used in the study. This chapter provides an overall discussion of the assumptions
that we made about the topic and the particular stages we undertook for the collection and
analysis of the empirical data. We discuss the adoption of the interpretive paradigm that
is part of the qualitative approach. The emphasis is placed on understanding how
meaning is generated between organisational actors. By conducting interviews the effort
has been made to gain an in-depth understanding of the participants’ experience as it is
lived within their working environment. Our study has endeavoured to incorporate the
client dimension into this discussion and not just management consultants. This has
significantly helped to produce a balanced critique on the subject which acknowledges
how clients may perceive their experience of consultants. Our analysis of the data relies
on the use of thematic analysis and which makes use of the inductive approach through
the displays of information and the creation of codes (Boyatzis, 1998). Even though
thematic analysis is closely related to grounded theory it also contains differences for its
application, and in particular with the flexibility it is used. Our use of the inductive
approach is complemented by drawing from already existing theoretical frameworks with
which we try to make sense of the data. Our interpretation of the thematic codes takes
place in a way that suits our theoretical paradigm which has already been laid out in the

previous chapter.




1.2.6 Cognitive, Pragmatic & Moral Legitimation
Our examination of the legitimation theories begin with the typology suggested by

Suchman (1995) and also shared and supported by Dryzek and Niemeyer (2006), Rescher
(1993). By concentrating on the above dimensions our aim has been to deconstruct the
application of legitimation. Also, to identify the distinct factors that help generate
conformity in the client-consultant relationship. An important contribution that the above
distinction makes is firstly by pointing to the different spheres in which legitimation takes
place as a social reality. Also how these spheres contain distinct differences and can be
found as co-existing and overlapping. Secondly, the personification of the categories to
the consultant-client relationship helps validate the more particular practices used which
help to support how they are manifested at an operational level. Consultant-client
practices indicate the exemplification of the legitimate categories in the a) cognitive b)
pragmatic ¢) moral and d) discursive dimensions. The operationalisation of the legitimate
categories allows us to understand how and why consultants justify their service to clients

differently.

1.2.7 Chapter 6 - Cognitive legitimation
Cognitive legitimation is concerned with how organizational actors endeavour to

convince members by drawing reference to propositions that can be
supported/tested/validated on basis of their sound reasoning. In this category the
argumentation used to convey a set of views is justified against the understanding of the
other party. By making reference to ‘cognitive’ dimension emphasis is placed on
propositions that are not immediately testable but whose credibility is determined out of
the premises that logically support it. For example, an organization may propose the
restructuring of a part of its operations in order to increase efficiency or productivity. The
announcement of such initiative needs to be accepted or rejected by its audience on the
clarity and relevance of the claims it is making. We find that the processes in which this
occurs takes place through: a) the consultants’ manipulation of information and
knowledge to creating feasible solutions in the client. b) Through the consultants’ process
of redefining the clients’ needs, by becoming a new point of reference for how the
business assignment should be conceptualized/performed. ¢) In creating arguments of

persuasion, by drawing from how previous experience and success records that can be
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considered as a reliable benchmark for the potential and plausible similar success in the
client (Werr and Styhre, 2003; Heusinkveld, 2004). In the consultant-client practices
cognitive legitimation underlines the role of mental schemata which are not immediately

testable, but yet reside in the subjective reasoning of its members.

1.2.8 Chapter 7 - Pragmatic legitimation
By making reference to pragmatic legitimation the argument shifts to the immediate and

obtainable results, members of an organization perceive to obtain by supporting a
proposition or course of action. The emphasis is on outcomes that are in alignment with
the interests of the members and not in the sounding credibility on which the knowledge-
claims are supported. Members of an organization may seek to support the introduction
of change initiatives because the financial outcomes that could be obtained can be
translated into promotion rewards or extra bonus. Whereas cognitive legitimation is
supported on the factual validity of the evidence where knowledge-claims reside,
pragmatic legitimacy is rather interested on the feasible outcomes that people believe to
gain. In the consultant-client relationship pragmatic legitimation is exemplified in the
clients’ perceived competence to be able to produce specific results/changes. Clients are
not so much interested in the reliability of the knowledgebase from which such
managerial initiatives are produced. Clients are interested in the testability of outcomes
consultants can produce and often work in close collaboration with the consultants in
order to achieve it. We find that pragmatic legitimation takes place through the
consultants’ instrumental practices to manipulate new or existing information in order to
produce perceived feasible solutions. Consultants are able to legitimize their service on
basis of the efficiency by which they are able to mobilize resources and people. Clients
often face issues of managerial stagnation because of the internal and interpersonal
differences or competitive interests that often become an obstacle to decision making.
Detached from the clients’ history and culture consultants are able to undertake activities

that produce specifically desired outcomes.

1.2.9 Chapter 8 - Moral legitimation
As an antithesis to pragmatic legitimation, moral legitimation concentrates on the

exercise of ideological beliefs/principles, where the nature of values comes to determine
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the possible level of conformity between members. This type of | egitimation is not
dependent on the fulfilment of personal interests by the individuals but on the pursuit to
accomplish the wider social good (Suchman, 1995). For example, an organisation may
seek to legitimize its practices towards the environment by complying with the laws,
regulations and codes of business ethics. Such ethical values compromise practices of
fairness, justice and equal treatment that do not have financial outputs but conform to
individuals’ moral belief-system. Corporations often find themselves in jeopardising their
reputation and consumers’ trust by displaying anti-competitive or fraud-related practices.
As a result, a firm’s congruence to the environment’s ethical demands is regulated by
adjusting its policies to ensuring that misrepresentation of manipulation is avoided.

In the client-consultant relationship moral legitimation has been discussed in the
context of business conduct or code of ethics that both parties have to comply with.
Authors argue for the importance of the ethical dimensions as consultants can often
become vulnerable to clients by promoting aggressive marketing strategies or
misinformation (Curnow and Reuvid, 2003). In large, moral legitimation has been
discussed in the course of professionalism by which consultants show integrity and
transparency. Our study indicates that moral legitimation is heavily integrated in the
clients” domestic political or interpersonal differences where aggressive power relations
lie. The consultants’ externality and independence gain a moral sense of validity because
of the clients’ organisational state of affairs. Even though at first, the client members’
interpersonal differences seem to be irrelevant to issues of moral legitimation the
consultants’ external credibility is often constructed because of what the clients want to
achieve. In this sense, moral legitimation occurs because of what the consultants’
assumed objectivity means against the clients’ internal critical power relationships.

We find that moral legitimation is exemplified in two different levels. The first
one has to do with specific outcomes that members want to accomplish in the firm. Here,
lines of authority, differences of interests and power relationships are already made
explicit. Consultants are used in a way of creating moral support for the decision making
agenda promoted. The second level has to do with processes of decision making where
issues of personal differences can make a difference to the life of organisational

outcomes. Here, organisational actors make use of the consultants’ externality and
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independence in order to create impressions about their own credibility for not promoting
an agenda that only favours their interests. The creation of impression remains critical
and clients are keen on maintaining good interpersonal relationships as these can affect
their own performance, or career progression in the firm. In general terms, we discuss the
application of moral legitimacy in the context of what the consultants’ externality means
for the client, rather than from being dependent on the actual course of interaction with

the client.

1.2.10 Chapters 9 & 10 - Discursive legitimation
By drawing from the work of Habermas (1984a, 1984b) our use of discursive

legitimation concentrates on the dialectic side of the consultant - client relationship and
the area of communicative interaction that helps sustain accounts of intersubjectivity.
Legitimation is argued to occur because of the way the two parties mutually manage the
understanding and relationship of the other party.

The need to appreciate the dialectic arena of interaction has in part been proposed by
Sturdy (1997a). Sturdy argues that modes of interpretation are highly driven by what
consultants can accomplish in the client without often appreciating how clients exercise
an equally strong influence on consultants. Sturdy (1997a) argues that: “In locating the
actions of managers, consultants and principals within organisational structures and
capitalist economic and social relations , there is a danger of reducing them to pre-given
systems requirements and of marginalising or neglecting the subjective and interpretive
processes” (p.517). Sturdy (1997a) proposes that, consultants are as much in need of
clients as clients are in need of consultants. Both parties have to find a degree of
equilibrium of co-existence where clients are not the vulnerable party as often portrayed.

By drawing reference to language, preunderstanding, and how power and decision
making are expressed in the relationship we find evidence of how conformity can be seen
as an outcome of consensus. Our treatment of discursive legitimation is divided between
the dimensions of language and pre-understanding in order to examine how meaning-
making relations are managed between the two parties. Furthermore, we look into the
relationship aspect and the use of power and decision making as encompassing the

broader social arena of interaction. These are not limited to communicative issues of
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collaboration, trust, and support. By treating language as a system of meaning-making
relations, and not just a vehicle of vocal expressions our aim is to demonstrate how
consultants and clients find themselves in dialogue where initially expressed beliefs/ideas
are challenged/rejected/modified. Cnsultants are often asked to change the language used
to communicate their advice to clients. Such linguistic turn does not connote a change of
vocal utterances only but has broader social implications in terms of the consultants’
attitude, approach and perceptions. By referring to the dimension of pre-understanding,
our emphasis shifts to the presuppositions and assumptions that already exist within each
party and are often made explicit at the time of the interaction. By looking at the transfer
of power and the clients’ distinct involvement in the decision making process of the
consultant, we find that legitimation is achieved when consultants are not seen as the pre-
dominant party in the relationship. We see that the clients’ expressed challenge and
criticism towards the consultants, allows the consultants to reconsider and often change
their approach to clients. This mutual alignment or misalignment is argued to be
responsible for how legitimation occurs. We argue how our findings confirm some of the

premises of the approach as routed in the theoretical system of Habermas (1984a, 1984b).

1.3 Research Relevance & Contribution
Having provided an overview of the structure of the thesis and the order of its thematic

chapters we move to discuss the broader relevance and contribution of this project to the
wider literature. We identify that there are three particular areas our study makes a

distinct contribution and we discuss each of these dimensions below.

1.3.1 Breaking away from the homogenous treatment of legitimation
Even though studies of the consultant-client relationship have concentrated on a diverse

array of aspects that vary from organisational structure (Powell, 1995), the internal
management of the consultancy firms (Brock et. al., 1999; Maister, 1993), to dynamics
and uncertainty that characterises the relationship (Sturdy, 1997b) it is still evident how
the treatment of the topic is treated in a homogenous way. Authors treat management
consultancy practices as if they are encompassing similar types of features and tendencies

(Salaman, 2002). Also, the generation and distribution of advice is argued to take a
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similar way of distribution that can be commonly traced between firms. Fincham and
Clark (2002) argue how: “While the industry is composed of many thousands of firms, it
is primarily the giant international firms, and the major strategy and systems firms, that
have been the focus of commentaries and research. While the ideas and concepts they
develop are sometimes adopted from external sources, and reflect famous and familiar
fashionable acronyms such as BPR, TQM, and KM, these are mixed with specialized and
proprietary ideas” (p.4). Such arguments are produced partly because the research interest
is placed on examining changes of the industry from a ‘macro-economic’ perspective.
Even though our understanding of the evolutionary direction of the industry is useful, it
often hinders our appreciation of the more distinct differences between organisational
actors and the consulting practices themselves. For example, the rapid increase of smaller
and different size of consultancy firms is argued to have helped sustain the continuing
popularity of the consulting industry. Our understanding of such popularity however
often takes particular patterns of interpretation and mainly focuses on the influential role
of management fashion. Fincham and Evans (1999) have argued how little is known
about its consumption by management practitioners. Also, how the conversion of popular
management models is made in a way that is difficult to judge as to what extent they
continue to be a representation of what a management fad indicates. As a result,
assumptions about the sustenance of popular consulting practices assume an inherent
association. However, little is still known for the way management fads are translated
into praxis (Fincham and Evans, 1999). A key contribution by the thesis is breaking away
from the homogeneity from which the consultant-client relationship has been discussed in
the literature. Authors argue about the clients’ reasons for purchasing a consulting service
interpreted from the consultants’ motives, goals, objectives (Salaman, 2002). However,
the clients’ understanding of the consultants’ role and practices need to be examined
against the experiences of the participants and not in relation to an already formulated set
of interpretations. As Salaman (2002) argues, explanations about the clients’ receptivity
of consulting fads need to be seen in relation to the pragmatic purpose that they serve in

the client,
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1.3.2 Enhancing the notion of legitimation
A second contribution by the thesis is making transparent the context in which

legitimation is discussed in itself and whose dimensions are rarely questioned in the
literature. Engwall and Kipping (2002) argue that “...the process leading to the
recognition of the consulting industry as a whole (and individual consulting firms) as
‘legitimate’ knowledge providers or carriers needs further clarification.” (p.5). By
concentrating on the study of legitimation we seek to provide a more systematic
exploration on the subject than is currently used in the management consulting literature.
The notion of legitimation plays particular significance in the consultant-client
relationship because it is concerned with how and why specific knowledge claims are
justified. Since knowledge is such an integral part of the consulting profession
understanding the mechanisms in which it is conditioned becomes a paramount
component of the nature of their service.

At present, discussions about legitimation differ by authors in support of the
Organisational Development (OD)/functional and critical perspectives. Authors are often
divided according to the assumptions that they make and which take a positivistic or
critical spin of argumentation (Fincham and Clark, 2002). Such division is grounded in
the belief that the consultants’ information/advice/techniques have a corresponding affect
with the situation/needs of the client. As a result according to the OD approach the basis
of legitimacy is grounded on the quality of the content of the service (Fincham and Clark,
2002). On the other hand, authors that take a more critical view to legitimacy emphasise
how perceptions of value are created at the time of the interaction (Kieser, 1997). The
testability of the consultants’ claims is not necessarily reflecting the attributes with which
it is made convincing. In the thesis, we endeavour to discuss the notion of legitimation in
way that is not simply serving the assumptions of the functional and critical perspectives.
Our aim is to identify a more reliable account of legitimation that can be made relevant in
the consultant-client relationship. Recognising the multiple character of legitimacy
dimensions helps create a new context of discourse where the emphasis is placed on the
theoretical premise of legitimation rather than the authors’ interpretation of it. Drawing to
the areas of: a) cognitive, b) pragmatic, ¢) moral and d) discursive legitimation, our

interest is in discovering how conformity occurs at different and overlapping levels. We
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find that a more in-depth analysis of legitimation can lead to insights of relationships that

had not been realised before.

1.3.3 The co-existence between the functional and critical perspectives
A third area of contribution is made by making transparent the discussion of the

OD/functional and critical perspectives. Even though such perspectives are discussed as
taking place within different camps the thesis demonstrates how the consultant-client
relationship shares traits that are equally representable in both of them. We argue how the
discussed approaches can coexist during the course of an assignment. As a result,
consultants may be able to satisfy the clients’ immediate needs through the
instrumentality of information gathering and distribution, hence exercising a functional
role to the consultants’ needs. At the same time, we find how the use of ritual, rhetoric
and persuasion are also present, and often, regulated by criticism clients exercise against
the consultants. By allowing the incorporation of the two perspectives and without
presenting them as alternative camps we endeavour to examine their complementary
presence.

Furthermore, we argue how the functional and critical traits of interaction are subject
to the decision making of organisational actors. It is possible that consultants help fulfil a
particular organisational need while at the same time use rhetoric and persuasion tactics.
The presence of the one dimension does not substitute the presence of another dimension.
As a result, in contrast to discussing them as differing camps the thesis argues how we
need to understand the above practices as co-existing. From this premise we also argue
how the performance character of consulting practices co-exists in a kind of tension that
is interwoven with political and personal interests. The choice that consultants make in
order to defend the clients’ interests or their own business interests, at the disadvantage of
the client, comes to define the presence of the dynamics behind the critical and functional
perspective. However, the use of rhetoric and persuasion are not inherent traits of the
consulting practices. They are rather defined, shaped and emergent in the course of the
interaction with the client. This course of behaviour is dependent on the decision making
of the specific organisational actors as well as the challenge and criticism that they

receive from the other party.
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Approaches to Studying Consulting

2.1 Introduction
The study of the management consulting industry has advanced our understanding of the

factors that led to its rapid growth. Authors have made insightful contributions about the
nature of economic, political, technological and social factors that have led to the clients’
increased demand for such services (Fincham and Clark, 2002; Kipping,, 2002; Kieser,
1997, McKenna, 2006; Werr, 1999). The industry enjoys a prominent position in the
service sector and argued to be worth over $300 billion (Kennedy Information, 2007).
Despite the increased attention to the consulting phenomenon little is still known about
the dynamics of the consultant-client relationship and how a knowledge service is
disseminated and consumed (Clark and Fincham, 2002). The aim of this chapter is to
examine those theoretical perspectives that have shaped the discussion in the literature.
By understanding the principle prism from which consulting is discussed between authors
our objective is to set out the context for the subsequent discussion on legitimation.

The first part of the chapter explores the relationship between management and
consulting. [t traces the early historical development of the industry’s practices. It
provides an overview of the definitions used to describe the terms and examines how the
broader macro environmental and sociological trends shaped the future of the industry.
The second part of the chapter examines the macroeconomic forces that are argued to
have shaped the growth of the industry. In particular, the economic and political
regulatory changes in United States that separated the territorial rights between
consulting firms. By using the work by McKenna (2006) we look at political change as
represented in the Glass-Steagall Banking Act of 1933 and the Sarbanese-Oxley Act in
2002. The third theoretical approach looks at the management fashions literature and how
consulting firms play a wider role in the creation and consumption of management ideas.
The emphasis is placed on how management fads came to dominate the way consultants
and clients perceive their role and activities in the industry. The distribution of
management fads provides an important arena of justification for the consultants’ value

which is often ambiguous to measure. Our study over the different theoretical approaches
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It is difficult to define the boundaries of consultancy as a term (Schein, 2002). The
word ‘consulting’ is interchangeably used to describe the advisory process but the
organisational environment and knowledge-pool between professions varies (e.g.
engineering, law, accountancy, construction, etc) (Argyris, 2000). The homogenous
treatment of consultancy is often problematic which fails to take into account distinctions
for how the term is performed differently within professions. The failure to distinguish
between identities of consulting helps towards the marketability of a plethora of services
(Ernst and Kieser, 2002a, 2002b). Corporations tend to capitalise on promoting their
acclaimed expertise in order to persuade clients or sustain profits and improve their
personal careers. Fincham and Clark (2002) argue how the treatment of the term often
fails in two categories that can be characterised for: a) the occupational homogenous
character of the industry, or b) the generics skills and knowledge that are not distinct
within management consulting only but represent a variety of practices in the wider
spectrum of management services. The authors argue for how an occupational treatment
of consultancy often indicates an almost “narrow professional” identity whereas in fact
consulting is associated with a “market in knowledge rather than a static skills set” (p.4).
The above idea is further supported by the way that the term is often assigned in
publication and industry reports. Datamonitor, (2004, 2005a, 2005b) for example chooses
to include marketing activities while opting out firms that operate in the accounting

market which are often regarded as the largest consulting players'.

2.2.1 Global and European Industry Markets
The penetration of the consulting practices into different countries has experienced a

varied rate of growth. Such growth has been dependent on the state of a country’s
economy and the outside economic factors that may affect it. Datamonitor (2005b), for
example states that: “The large growth in the European market for management and
marketing consultancy occurred at the beginning of the period due to the introduction of
the Euro and the associated expansion of business™ (p.12). The current and future rise of

consulting firms is dependent on socio-political structures of a country’s economy.

! Datamonitor (2004) states in the above in the following way: “The market does not include revenues generated
through the provision of related services such as accountancy, which are also provided by a number of players
operating within the market” (p. 7).

20










Seek permission or approval from (a person) for a proposed action. 4. Take into account
(feelings, interests, etc)” (1996: 210). The dictionary also defines the term consulting as:
“giving professional advice to others working in the same field or subject” (1996:210)
(Italics Added). Barcus and Wilkinson (1986) provide the following characterisation on
the industry:

“Management consulting is an independent and objeclive advisory service provided by qualified persons to clienls in order to
help them identify and analyse management problems or opportunities. Management consultants also recommend solutions or
suggested actions with respect lo these issues and help when requested, in the implementation. In essence, management
consultants help to effect consiruclive change in private or public sector organisations through the sound application of
substantive and process skills.” (p.7)

Greiner and Metzger (1983) have characterised management consulting as:

...an advisory service contracted for and provided to organizations by specially trained and qualified persons who assist, in an
objective and independent manner, the client organization lo identify management problems, analyze such problems,
recommend solutions to these problems, and help, when requested, in the implementation of solutions.

The first positive attribute attached to consulting, and expressed in the above
definitions, is the spatial proximity between consultants and clients. The consultants are
distanced, or outside the client organisation and hence are assumed to contain an
independent or objective-stand towards the client’s situation. This dialectic discourse
between those who are ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ the situated managerial problem becomes
the first basis of differentiation which frames the consulting activity. Also, it correlates
with those that experience the managerial related responsibilities or consequences with
those that don’t. Furthermore, the assumption is not only that consultants are outsiders to
the client, but also able to detect or analyse management problems of importance for the
client. The conceptual correlation made between those that are inside a managerial
problem with those outside and able to detect deficiencies assumes not only a spatial
proximity but also a gualitative one. Consultants are able to help and detect existing or
emerging managerial issues for the client and provide a complementary course of action.
Powell (1995) examines the differences between the functional and business elements
contained in the different definitions that describe the consulting role. Powell (1995)
provides the following definition which aims to incorporate these differences and offers

his own definition on the term. He states:
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Managemenl consultancy is a professional service in which help, advice and/or information, relating to the practice and
process of management is exchanged within the terms of a mutually accepted contractual relationship for an agreed fee
between two parties. Within this exchange, the provider of the service is external to the task at hand, bearing neither direcl
responsibility for the task result nor undue influence or conirol over key decisions relating to the task. The focus of all
consulting interaction is upon effecting change in the part of the help-seeker’s environment which relates to the task (Powell,
1995:104).

Powell (1995) seeks to incorporate but also differentiate the qualities of the advice
giving process from being both a functional and a business activity. Powell (1995) argues
how differentiating the functional and business qualities is important for appreciating the
constraints in which it is expressed. The advice-giving process can be characterised as a
provision of help where the one who provides it does not have direct responsibility of its
outcome. When such practice takes place within a contractual relationship and agreed
expectations, it becomes a business activity and is bound to delivering against agreed
expectations. When a consultant starts having control or influence over the ‘key decision
relating to the task’, he/she is not longer to be regarded a consultant as the definition
implies but be placed on the same managerial level as the client (Powell, 1995).
Kipping (2002) argues that the managerial body of knowledge from which individuals
draw in order to consult is of paramount importance for understanding the achieved
value. Taking counsel about a managerial course of action which may or may not be
commercially traded is a form of consulting. However, the commercial character of
consulting as a purchased business activity shapes the contractual relationship between
the two parties and the consultants’ degree of involvement in the client. As a result, we
should be cautious in distinguishing between the normative meaning and attributes of
what consulting means/should mean in itself, and the types of business constraints from

which it emerges.

2.3 Consulting Origins to Management
Regardless of the close proximity with which management and consulting have been

given birth in the industry it nevertheless remains the result of complex economic and
social forces (Kipping, 2002). One way with which we can understand the growth of this

activity is by tracing its origins on the evolutionary development of management after the
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second industrial revolution and within a growing capitalistic world (Urwick and Brech,
1983). The relationship between management to consulting has been implicitly discussed
in the literature (Urwick and Brech, 1983) focusing upon the early significance of
engineering and the scientific method (Fincham, 2002). The historical development of
management carries a striking similarity to the development of consulting in that it
concentrates on the use of knowledge as represented through methods and techniques
which can coordinate or improve the performance of the corporation (Kipping, 2002;
Fincham, 2002). In this part of the chapter we want to show how the development of

managerial identity contains a close association with the development of consulting.

2.3.1 The legitimation of management as a profession
It is argued that the management consulting role has its origins on the increasing

importance on management with the emergence and impact of the second industrial
revolution (Chandler, 1977, Clark, 1995; McKenna, 1995, 1997). The opening of new
opportunities for organizations and the need for expansion, by taking advantage of the
emerging technology, created new business challenges and opportunities. The emphasis
placed on management was thought to be detrimental to managing the enterprise
(Drucker, 1946). The belief in how a firm’s state was not just shaped by the exogenous
competitive forces but also through the managers’ particular intervention helped towards
the professionalism of management (Drucker, 1946).

The scientific study and understanding of the managerial role became part of the
primitive context from which consultancy would later come to emerge as a business
activity (Urwick and Brech, 1983; Kipping, 1996, 1997). The increasing importance of
management is evident from the second phase of the industrial revolution. The
concentrated manufacturing operations needed the development of better organizational
structures and the creation of hierarchical managerial layers and new administrative
positions. Hatch (1997) notes how the above industrial developments would become the
main cause of attraction for Weber and Marx in writing about “the creation of a new
middle class of managers, clerical workers, and professionals employed by large,
hierarchical organizations” (p.23). During the growth of industrial development we are
confronted with a number of influential approaches by Frederic Taylor, Henri Fayol,

Chester Barnard, Harrington Emerson, and Henry Gantt for how the managers’ roles in
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organization increasingly needed to be viewed (Chandler, 1977; Hatch 1997; Scott,
1992). There is a concentrated effort through the work to establish and redefine the role
and responsibilities between management and labour. The emphasis on the rationalisation
of processes and the engineering approach to organizations as systems, where outside
intervention could be detrimental to increasing efficiency, became some of the principles
of their work (Hassard, 1999; Shaw, 1997). The study of organisational
functions/operations outside their context of practice and the belief in the external human
intervention to improving processes, helped establish management as an integral business
activity (Watson, 2002). Hatch (1997) underlines how “Taylor’s method shifted control
of work tasks from crafts workers to management” (Hatch 1997: 31). A shift that was
significant for the development of the modern organisation in contrast to the old
subcontracting role of the factory system.

Establishing the actual boundaries of managerial work and its legitimisation as a
profession has not been an easy task. There is a historical and evolutionary process
through which management gains gradual recognition for its qualities and contribution to
the firm. This is clearly seen through Brech’s (2002) historical exposition of the evolution
of management and the lack of instant gratification of what management entails. The
common thread that runs between the above organization theorists is the search for
finding new ways of helping managers increase ‘efficiency’ (Child, 1969). This concerns
not only the employees’ treatment on the production line, but also the efficiency of the
managers’ role in coordinating operations and effort in generating profits on a boardroom
level (McKenna, 1995).

The engineering approach and assumptions pioneered in an era of reason provides us
with a rich social context of ideas that need to be taken into account for understanding the
later development of consultancy (Whitley, 1984; Urwick and Brech, 1983). Taylor’s
ideas of -scientific management became commercialised providing his service to
organizations intending to implement his advice (Kipping, 2002; Tisdall, 1982). This
represented one of the first instances whereby firms were willing to purchase business
advice in order to improve their performance and work processes (McKenna, 1995;
Kipping, 2002). Taylor’s work can be argued to have gained most influence on

managerrient thought and practice by promoting an engineering approach that has left its
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traces in today’s organizing frameworks like, Business Process Reengineering (BPR) and
Total Quality Management (TQM). The development of the scientific management
approach proved to be particularly influential because of its impact to redefining the role
and nature of management by being rational and evidence-based (Hatch, 1997). The view
of organizations as systems whose mechanisms and processes could be changed,
improved and redesigned, provided the context for the emergence of more sophisticated
methods and techniques (Watson, 2002; Hassard, 1999). The historical context in which
management developed specific epistemological assumptions, about the relationship
between the firm and the environment, influenced the achieved advances in management
(Hatch, 1997).

2.4 Management Consulting Industry Tends

2.4.1 Engineering and accounting approaches to consulting

The legitimation of management as a profession was rooted in a modernistic approach to
the firm. The corporation’s controlled and planned intervention was believed to affect its
behaviour in the environment (see Hassard, 1999). The growing importance to the
scientific approach, even though closely associated with the work of Frederic Taylor,
needs to be seen within the wider historical spam of management’s early development.
Engineering and accounting approaches to management came to revolutionalise how
individuals thought of the corporation as a system whose functions could be altered to a
desired result/behaviour. Individuals like Harrington Emerson, Hentry L. Gantt, Charles
E. Bedaux, Harold B. Myanard, Edwin G. Booz, James Allen, Arthur D. Little, James O.
McKinsey and others, presented a wide influence for how organizations perceived their
function. The normative belief was placed upon the intentionality of the organizational
actors to achieve change through instrumental forms of intervention (Tisdall, 1982;
Whitley, 1984).

McKenna (2006) argues that there exists an inseparable association between
consulting to cost accounting and auditing activities in the United States. Jurisdictional
changes in the occupational territories of the above professions were part of US> new
“structure of bureaucratic professionals” (p.28). McKenna (2006) argues how this

jurisdictional change unexpectedly favoured the growth of management consulting as a

27







knowledge and the role of executives. Fincham and Clark (2002) argue how McKinsey
and other firms like Bain and the Boston Consulting Group “pioneered basic strategic
concepts and brought the industry to public attention” (p.6). The expansion between
consulting firms outside the United States and within Europe (England, Germany,
France) had also meant the immigration of business models amongst new clients
(McKenna, 1995). McKenna (1995) argues how the distribution of business models in the
form of new organisational structures, which argued for decentralisation, new channels of
power distribution and creation of planning and outsourcing, became popular in European
markets. The creation of new clients helped sustain the presence of the pioneering
strategy firms like McKinsey.

The consulting firms’ survival in a changing market has meant their own impasse for
overcoming the limitations presented within their own industry trends (Kipping, 2002).
Firms that used to operate under the early engineering-related consulting models faced a
great challenge with the market shifts and the growing interest in corporate strategy at the
boardroom level rather than shop floor (Wright, 2002, McKenna, 1995, Kipping, 2002).
The turn to strategy consulting at the level of corporate governance, has signalled a new
phase in the history of the industry’s growth. Even though McKinsey was one of the early
firms to capitalise on this early market similar strategy consulting firms started to emerge.
What fostered an even more increasing rate of growth of such firms originated in the fact
that individuals which accumulated experience and knowledge from parent firms left and
established their own firms®,

As the shift to corporate strategy signalled a new era for the consulting industry the
advancement of IT systems equally proved to have similar effect. The arrival of
technology opened a new window of opportunities as it helped create new line of
services. This is particularly true for the large accounting firms (KPMG, Ernst & Young,
PricewaterhouseCoopers, and Deloitte) that heavily capitalised on this sector by

combining their range of services to meeting a large spectrum of business needs

% A characteristic example is the case of Bruce Hendersen who set up the Boston Consulting Group after
left from working for Arthur D. Little in 1963 (Kipping, 2002: 33). Roland Berger, in 1967, and William
Bain, in 1973, also left from Boston Consulting Group to set up their own firms: ‘Roland Berger’ and ‘Bain
Consulting’. It is interesting to note how Roland Berger became a strong consulting player in Europe, and
especially in Germany. Since 1967 the firm has 31 offices in 22 countries, and, in 2004 the firm said to
employ 1,630-strong workforce, generating approximately 530 EUR million in sales”
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(Armbriister and Kipping, 2002). Information System and IT services invested in the
creation of electronic platforms for the collection and analysis of information, the
automation of information handling processes and the modernising of a firm’s own
technological infrastructure, becoming more competitive in the market’s buoyant changes
(Grant et. al., 2006; Niehaves et. al., 2006). The popularity of IT systems fostered the
view that they could play an instrumental role for how firms conducted their strategic
operations. Performance measurement systems for example, could be used to assess the
employees’ quality of work. The use of advertising could make use of the World Wide
Web. The collection/distribution of information resources could take place at a much
greater speed than in the past (Grant et. al., 2006). Armbriister and Kipping (2002) argue
how a landmark of IT to consulting can be seen in the popularity of Enterprise Resource
Planning (ERP) systems and how the demand for this service-line had grown rapidly in
1990 (p.23). The installation of the above systems was not only financially costly but also
required long-term assignments. Even though IT systems might have required business
knowledge that were different in nature from the traditional consulting operations, firms
capitalised on this opportunity by expanding them (Grant et. al., 2006). Arbriister and
Kipping (2002) also argue how consulting firms heavily invested in this market because a
large proportion of their income was generated from IT outsourcing service, whereby

clients did not want to perform in-house.

2.5 Economic and Political Influences to Management Consultancy’ Growth
Even though, the growing demand for outside advice and the commercialisation of

managerial initiatives for increasing efficiency has contributed towards the popularity of
consulting practice, the growth of the consulting profession remains a startling
phenomenon. This is particularly so during the distinctive early stages in its history where
the rate of growth seems to bypass any possible explanations about changes of the firms’
content or style of operations. The broader economical and political forces where
management consultancy has existed have shaped its presence in the business
environment,

In the previous section we looked at the internal adaptation of firms to the broader
competitive trends. Here we come to look more specifically at the forces that have shaped

its regulatory structure. We refer to the work by McKenna (2006) and his historical
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analysis over the industry’s growth. One of the primary ideas expressed in the author’s
argument constitutes the distinct and often unexpected regulatory changes that affected
its future. Looking at the early activities of consulting, the exercise of advice is confined
within political forces, where the competition of interests can affect the alleged
soundness of advice. The growing trend towards advice and ‘investigation mechanisms’
is not solely part of the management consulting functions, but certainly co-existed within
other professions from which legal, banking or accounting professions had shared an

equally strong presence (McKenna, 2006).

2.5.1 The regulatory changes that helped create the management profession
McKenna (2006) argues for how a number of political regulatory changes in the United

States, during the early stages of the industry, have had critical influences on the
legitimation of the profession on the whole. Such changes took place in an unexpected
way that radically transformed the industry. McKenna (2006) argues how the political
and economic changes in 1933 through the “Congressional passage of the Glass-Steagall
Banking Act [that] separated commercial and investment banking”, is responsible for the
establishment of management consulting as a profession (p.17). The forced division
between the above sectors included the undertaking of consultative activities and
‘investigations’ that came to be later performed by management consultants.
Regulatory changes have meant that the early investment and banking firms no longer
would be allowed to operate in the traditional consulting realm. The emergent conflict
about the lack of independence firms carry when serve any type of business interests,
created a new market that management consulting would come to fill. As a result, the
distortion of objectivity that was a growing fear among government sources had meant
that a growing opportunity was situated in the presence of management advisors. The
management consulting activities did not have a distinct identity and this helped make the
process of placing trust in them easier.

Equally significant to the above was the creation of the Securities Exchange
Commission. McKenna (2006) argues how it is this act that led to the jurisdictional
boundaries and helped the creation of economic forces where the demand for such

services sprung. McKenna (2006) argues how this needs to be seen in contrast to the
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isolated and independent consulting interventions from individuals like Frederic Taylor
Elton Mayo, Arthur D. Little, whose work is often attributed as a significant factor to the
birth of the industry. Through the Glass-Steagall Banking Act of 1933 the government
separated the commercial and investment activity by banks that monitored the work of
accountants. [t was believed that existing business interests interfered with the assumed
transparency/objectivity with which the banks conducted their reviews. As a result, this
early separation created a new market opportunity for management firms that did not
have any prior business interest to corporations. Hence, their reviews could be more
representative of their independence than the banking firms.

McKenna (2006) notes how a complementary aspect to the above feature was also the
fact that management consultants provided a medium of information input and access to
clients that the banks themselves were being restricted of. The increased demand for
consultants helped bypass the immediate legal restrictions in a way that inside
information could still be partly obtainable. The above area of activities led to a rapid
increase of small and larger management consulting firms, some of which are still
dominating the market (e.g. McKinsey & Company). McKenna (2006) goes to document
the above growth through the work of individuals who established a corporate presence
and used their networking and reputation in order to attract new clients that varied from
small to prestigious corporations. His work explores a series of case studies that shows
how the functions of the consulting firm was directly affected by the incremental
regulatory changes introduced by the U.S Government’. Already existing accounting
firms like Arthur Andersen, Marwick, Mitchell & Co. in contrast decided to stay in the
accounting sector which at times, experienced a much slower growth than the newly
established management consulting firms.

In contrast to the popularly held belief for the progressive and sequential growth of
the industry the main premise of McKenna’s argument is that: “Management consulting
did not grow through a gradual process of linear evolution, but instead emerged from a
competitive equilibrium shattered by regulatory change in the early 1930s” (p.17). As a

result, the rapid growth of the industry is argued not to be attributed to its internal

3 Following the Steagall-Banking Act McKenna focuses specifically in the case of George S. Armstrong
and how his successive active of compliance to the changing government regulations helped the growth of
his company that later came to dominate the market in the U S.
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strategic plan or innovative ideas but the fact that it has been favoured by the political and
economic changes of the environment. Even though the strategy consulting firms came to
dominate the advisory market during the above regulatory changes, existing accounting
firms increased their presence by offering a multidisciplinary service that varied between
accounting, financial, legal and auditing services. Kipping (2002), documents how the
early formulation of the large corporations took place by means of mergers and
acquisitions of smaller firms. The role behind the large accountancy firms had been to
ensure fair financial reporting and adherence to market regulation. Complementary to
accounting activities, the above firms have also been engaged in consulting and auditing
operations that helped restore earlier market loss.

McKenna (2006) argues how history repeated itself and how the destiny of the above
firms was subject to new regulatory changes in the United Stages. The Sarbanes-Oxley
Act (SOX) was established on 30" July 2002 following the Enron and WorldCom
corporate scandals (Furness, 2007).The Act which was signed by George W. Bush
separated the involvement of auditing firms from consulting activities. It is thought to be
one of the toughest measures since the presidency of Franklin Roosevelt, and it has
received very mixed reactions from the business world (Economist, 2007). Corporations
that have received public attention from similar scandals are: WoldCom, Adelphia
Communications, AOL Time Warner, and Tyco Bristol-Myers Squibb, FastTrack
Savings & Loans, Rocky Mountain Electric, Mirant Energy, Global Crossing,
Halliburton, Qwest (Fincham and Clark, 2002; Moore et. al., 2006). The Sarbanes-Oxley
Act was named after its sponsors Senator Paul Sarbanes and Representative Michael
Oxley (Furness, 2007; Economist, 2007). The role of this new and radical legislation was
made to protect investors by creating strict control measures on the accounting of public
companies (Furness, 2007). A new obligatory system of procedures was designed and
applied for all US-registered public companies. A key requirement of the Act is the
separation of the auditing and consulting activities and the requirement for all firms to
create independent committees to review their work. All internal trading have to comply
with strict controls that are introduced by the govemment- and implemented by external

auditors (Economist, 2007).
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2.5.2 The restructuring of management consulting firms
In the same way that the Glass-Steagall Banking Act in 1933 led to a restructuring of the

industry, the separation between the consulting and auditing services followed by the
SOX act, also resulted in changes between the large accounting firms. For example, in
2000 Ernst & Young sold its consulting division to the French IT and financial service
corporation Capgemini. Even though the company has had strong presence in the IT
systems, outsourcing and financial services, it integrated its consulting division forming
Cap Gemini Ernst & Young.

On August 2002 KPMG sold its UK and Dutch consulting division to ATOS Origin
while in 2004, ATOS Origin dropped the KPMG title to ATOS Consulting. In 2002 the
consulting division by KPMG was renamed BearingPoint, Inc (Fazli, 2002). Following
the company’s change of name it moved to New York Stock Exchange and began trading
there. Furthermore, after the successful merger and formation of PricewaterhouseCoopers
in 2004 the company faced similar regulatory pressures that resulted in the selling of its
consulting division to IBM for the approximate sum of over $3.5 billion in cash and stock
(Fazli, 2002). The strong presence of the company into the accounting and auditing
markets and the undertaking of prestigious assignments by public sources, helped sustain
its presence and growth among similar accounting firms (Solnik, 2006).

The experience of Deloitte Touché had a similar turn on its competitors as it
separated its consulting division from auditing. By using a name that was associated with
Deloitte’s past acquisition of the management consulting firm called Braxton Associates,
Deloitte made a similar move in 1984 (Baharuddin, 2002). The use of an existing brand is
argued to have provided a reassured message of the company’s intention to concentrate
on the consulting activities. [t made the administrative spending for changing the
trademark easier and less expensive (Cirillo, 2002; Merx, 2002).

As the above discussion illustrates, the significant market changes of the accounting
and consulting corporations was the result from the economic and political changes. Even
though the internal functions of the companies might be able to explain their growth, the
unprecedented impact of the environmental and regulatory forces changed the turn of the
industry and helped create a new set of dynamics. As a result, the concentration of the

management consulting activities and in contrast to auditing and accounting operations
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presented a different type of competition that was to concentrate on the consultant-client
relationship as the primary focus of service. Having said this it needs to be noted how the
above consulting firms continue to represent other areas of service apart from consulting
and which move into the area of legal advice or financial regulations. Apart from a small
number of large consulting firms that concentrate on specific fields like Strategy (e.g.
McKinsey) or HR (e.g. Penna Consulting) the majority of the consulting firms continue
to operate in the I'T and management consulting areas.

By creating more than one line of operations such firms tried to increase their agenda
of clients. Also, to increase revenues while eliminating risk from not successful
assignments. As Ambriister and Kipping (2002) argue how the dominance of the
consulting activities in the last two decades has had predominant concentration in the
implementation of IT systems. This has dominated the way corporations endeavour to
maximise performance and legitimise their operations to clients. The large accounting
firms continue to be interested in the consulting market despite the diversion of their
portfolio of services. This is because the consulting market continues to remain
profitable. As table 2.2 illustrates between the years of 2005 and 2006 the four large
accounting firms have considerably increased their revenues from consulting activities
alone. The comeback to consulting is an indication of how the below firms believe in the
current and future demand of this market. The separation between the auditing and
consulting activities does not hinder their pursuit to expand in the market while

regulating their services.

Table 2.2 The large accounting firms and growth from consulting activities

REVENUE (BILLIONS) GROWTH FROM 2005
DELOITTE & TOUCHE $8.85 17%
KPMG $5.28 12%
PRICEWATERHOUSE- $3.73 HE - 20%
COOPERS
ERNST & YOUNG $2.38 2%

Source: Byrnes, N. (2007) ‘The Comeback of Consulting’, Business Week (4048):66-67

36



2.6 Economics of Knowledge
Economic theories explain the raison d'étre of management consulting enterprises and

concentrate on their economic function. In using the instrumental work by Coase, (1937,
1960), Williamson, (1975, 1985) Armbriister (2006) and McKenna (2006) argue how the
rapid growth of the industry can be understood through its ‘economic value’ in the
context of a transaction cost economic theory approach. The economic and ‘added value’
generated and sustained through the generation and distribution of information-gathering
and analysis allows clients to acquire them than to produce internally. Consultants help
serve a distinct economic need by concentrating on specialising their knowledge
activities to areas that are perceived as important for clients. The above theory takes a
particular context of illustration when tracing the development of the history of the
industry during the 1990s, where the expansion of IT systems created a new market of
services (Arbriister and Kipping, 2002). The function that consultants performed through
the creation of IT systems created a new phase in the industry. The installation of large
IT systems (e.g. Enterprise Systems) would be closely combined with advisory services
and concentrate on the organisational and strategic aspects of the firm. The market
opportunities have been extensively documented and few companies currently
concentrate on one discipline of function (Armbriister and Kipping, 2002). Consulting
firms experience large intake of employees in order to meet the increasing demand by
clients. Also, in order perform the necessary internal and different technical operations.
According to Armbriister (2006) the internal operational costs consulting firms undertake
in order to perform the management and IT related consulting activities, create
economies of scope. The concentration of resources to performing a specific set of tasks
helps reduce the associated costs. Furthermore, it allows the development of a service
that clients need or would find more expensive to produce themselves.

In drawing from the Coasian transaction economic theories (Coase, 1937
Williamson, 1975, 1985) and in using the work by Canbick (2002), Armbriister (2006)
argues that there are three distinct areas in which transactional cost theory gains
relevance for consulting. These are: “a) the frequency with which particular task occurs,
b) the specificity of the assets that are necessary to conduct the tasks, and c) the

uncertainty of the task” by means of the ability to control the expected risk and quality of
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the task. The popularity of the consulting firms can be seen in relation to the three distinct
categories they serve. Armbriister (2006) argues how clients require the consultants’
intervention in occasions where the task does not frequently occur in the firm. The use of
an external intervention is timely, temporary, and aimed at serving a need that the client
might be able to fulfil but does not have the context of knowledge or resources to
produce. In contrast, consulting firms have a much greater level of frequent experiences
with particular assignments, and the repetition of the projects helps create experience that
becomes a potential asset. Secondly, the use of resources required to perform a
consulting-related activity is argued to constitute an important component in the demand
for consulting. This is because clients lack such tangible and intangible resources and
they are costly to acquire. Armriister (2006) argues that “Consultants have specialized on
tasks that would involve high internal coordination costs for clients, such as organization-
wide changes or the implementation of information technology” (p.47). From this follows
that the ‘proximity’ of resources and the making of considerable investments are
responsible for how consultants acquire economic value through the trading of their
services. Furthermore, examples are presented for how large accounting corporations are
composed of huge physical and human resources, thereby helping perform large auditing
assignments. Clients who may lack the acquisition of such resources encourage their
temporary purchase from external providers rather than making expensive investments
for generating them for a short time. Thirdly, in making reference to the uncertainty of
the task, Armbriister (2006) argues how clients use consultants in order to acquire
assurance against unpredicted areas of risk. The clients’ confidence in producing a
particular outcome, without possessing the experience or resource, creates degrees of
uncertainty that can jeopardise the course of the project. The acquisition of an external
consulting service does not take place only because of the immediate product of service
in itself, but also for corresponding to the wider complexities the project entailé in its
course.

Armbriister (2006) makes reference to the “factors that cannot be fully controlled”
(p.46) and how reliance on such external resource makes it a prerequisite that the
consulting party will undertake the necessary course of action. Furthermore, the

volatility by which a successful result is measured and the fluctuation of the required
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resources can increase the cost of undertaking such activity internally. As a result, the
clients’ potential lack to measure or deal with the plurality of such issues for the author
makes it likely that client firms will use consultants in the context of “trade-off
decisions, requiring weights to the above decision-making criteria” (p.46).

Even though it can be highly argued for how clients come to believe that consultants
will be able to deliver the desired quality they expect, the logic behind transaction cost
theory indicates how clients need to rely on the belief that consultants will deliver the
required result. McKenna (2006) uses the term “economies of knowledge” to justify the
use of the above economic theory. Knowledge services is argued to have become a
commodity that consulting firms try to serve. This is particularly so through the
continuing explosion of the combined IT and management consulting, activities. The
efficient customisation of processes that contribute to the creation of a knowledge service
can be thought as the end product that clients desire to acquire. The competitiveness
between the consulting firms is also argued to make it imperative for consultants to try to
maximise their profits, on basis of the efficient customisation of resources. As a result,
consulting firms are not simply dependent on the delivery of their service for maintaining
profits but also on the internal efficiency with which the knowledge-generated activities
are produced. The above argument makes particular sense when looking at consulting
firms like Accenture which has concentrated on implementing large IT projects and
requires large resources and lengthy and timely processes. Even though a lot of issues
remain uncertain in making the above argument the focus remains on what consultants
manage to deliver to clients that the clients would incur larger costs to produce
themselves. The equilibrium that is achieved between these two economic factors,
namely, a) cost and b) supply, are thought to support the reason for the continuing
existence and popularity of consultants as knowledge brokers. As we will see in the
following section, a lot of the assumptions that are made with the above economic theory
remain uncertain for when applied to consultants. This is because the arenas of
production of knowledge to the stage of delivery, and the produced outcomes that are
believed to constitute a more efficient resource, should not be perceived as an inherent

quality of consulting service.
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2.6.1 Critique of transaction cost economic theories
Even though the above discussed economic theories have been helpful to our

understanding of the expansion of the consulting industry, there is little known about the
legitimation process of the consultants’ activities. McKenna’s (2006) work indicates the
direct effect that regulatory changes have had on the formation and destiny of the
consulting firms. Even though this is an important insight, the reference to the
consultants’ knowledge-activities provides a very generic description for what this
managerial work has constituted or/and how it is changing. The investigation and
analysis that consultants perform might have been shared with other consulting
professions from different sectors. However, the rise of management consulting activities
also provided their own distinct identity through models, tools, assumptions, and claims
that express a normative character for how firms could control or increase their efficiency
in the environment.

The influence that engineering had over the development of accounting as a
profession correlates with how management was perceived. Reliance on managerial tools
that identified parameters of strengths and weaknesses, the redesign of processes within
the hierarchy of the organisation and the scientific management approach contributed to
the rise of management consultancy as a distinct profession and in contrast to the legal,
financial, or accounting professions, The fact that consultants may represent the qualities
of knowledge brokers does not itself qualify for how the perceived value they managed to
serve in the client took place. A positivistic approach to the consultants’ work should not
automatically define their function as a mere conduit to clients.

The design and delivery of knowledge service/brokering is an ambiguous process
because of the complexities associated with what constitutes an organisational need
against the desired solution (Alvesson, 2001). The rise of corporate strategy and IT
consulting firms that grew during the 1980s and 1990s is partly dependent on the
incremental belief on the significance of the executive level of the corporation on the
firm’s holistic performance (Armbriister and Kipping, 2002:20). Consulting is not simply
concerned with investigations that accountants and the banking sector normally perform
argued by McKenna (2006). It is also concerned with the need to promote a specific

agenda of services that makes normative claims for how the client should perform and
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why should perform so. As a result, the association between consulting firms to the
reiteration of these ideas has been a significant component to the sustenance of the
popularity of consulting firms.

The contribution of the transaction cost theory to our understanding of consultancy
argued by Armbriister (2006) is equally insightful to our understanding of the reasons
behind its growth. However, and as Armbriister (2006) recognises, the treatment of
knowledge as a commodity which can be generated and sold can become problematic.
This is because the correspondence between the three dimensions behind Coase and
Williamson’s theory can treat the consultants’ services as clearly defined tasks with
measurable outcomes. We agree with the premise of how clients use consultants in order
to complement the internal lack of expertise and resources. What becomes questionable
however is how the knowledge services consultants produce may constitute an efficient
and cost effective resource. The types of investment and costing clients undertake in
order to produce the knowledge resources, have often turned to be more expensive to
acquire than to produce (O’Harrow, 2007). The outcomes of the consultants’ activities
against the client’s needs also remain unclear, as the specificity of these needs can change
or evolve in the duration of the project. It has been argued that the satisfaction consultants
produce for clients, is dependent on the immediate organisational actors involved and the
interests that they represent (Kieser, 2002a, Clark and Fincham, 2002) The uncertainty
with which the consultant deal with the appointed tasks needs to be seen in the aftermath
of implementation. Even though, consultants may be able to deal with the operational
complexities in designing and delivering their project to clients, it also needs to be noted
how clients remain uncertain about the functionality of the consultants’ work. The
presence of uncertainty is not simply a variable that needs to be appreciated for when
consultants perform their activities but also in the context of the aftermath of their

actions.

2.7 Management Fashion
In this section we move to discuss the management fashion literature and its

interpretation to explaining the growth of the consulting industry. This approach focuses

on the relationship between consulting firms and the broader discourse of management
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ideas. The growing interest in management fashion is documented by the increased
significance of managerial trends in shaping how organisational actors and corporations
construct their roles and practices (Clark, 2004).

The study of management fashion concentrates on the evolutionary trend of
management ideas (Gill and Whittle, 1992; Huczynksi, 1993, Jackson, 1996). Also in the
need to understand the nature of input that different institutions play for determining how
their popularity is maintained in the market. Management fashion is essentially concerned
with the greater discourse that individuals and institutions engage for marketing their
ideas to an audience (Benders and van Veen, 2001; Benders et. al., 1998). This is for
promoting specific agenda tools, methods and techniques that can lead to financial
rewards and increase their institutional power. Management consulting firms constitute
important players in the production and promotion of management fads. This is because
the essence of management knowledge takes the form of an ideology whose success or
failure can only be tested at the time of its application (Clark, 1995; Kieser, 2002b).

In this theoretical trend, an important role consulting firms perform to sustain their
survival in the market takes place through their role of customising management fads
within their locus of services (Suddaby and Greenwood, 2001). The legitimation of
consulting practices is dependent on the pursuit of equilibrium with an audience’s
changing needs (Grint and Case, 1998). Furthermore, the survival of consulting firms is
dependent on their ability to respond to market trends as they emerge overtime (Kieser,
1997; Suddaby and Greenwood, 2001). Business Process Re-engineering (BPR), Total
Quality Management (TQM), Enterprise System, (ES), the Balance Scorecard, and
Knowledge Management (KM), are just some of the more popular cited management
fads depicted in the literature. The emergence, popularity and decline of the above fads is
argued to depend on maintaining their active interest within their audience. This is by
means of publications, business school programs, and in the form of large consulting
packages requiring the engagement of large resources of manpower over longitude
periods.

The importance of management fads lie in their power to determine institutions to
undertake large financial costs of investments in order to change operations or introduce

activities in the hope that their performance will be increased. It is believed that the
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firms’ achieved efficiency will contribute to the increase of revenues and competitive
edge in the market. What has attracted considerable interest amongst authors is the issue
of how the popularity of such concepts have been sustained over time (Ravik, 1997;
Benders and Van Veen, 2001). How they are translated within specific organisational
operations and how the ideology that such management fads represent co mes to be

substantiated in the organisational life of the firms and its employees.

2.7.1 Where is management fashion coming from?
The study of the birth and popularity of management ideas is not a recent phenomenon

but has wider sociological roots that go back to the work of Meyer and Rowan (1977),
DiMaggio and Powell (1983). In its core, management fashion is concerned with
understanding the course in which specific concepts come to gain popularity over an
audience. And the use of the word ‘fashion’ is made in order to characterise the changing
and fluid character of such concepts (Gill and Whittle, 1992). As Abrahamson (1996) has
widely argued on the topic the presence of management fashion signifies a deeper
aesthetic and ideological significance that is concerned with the production and
presentation of a reality to which management relates. The penetrative presence of
management ideas in the life of the organisation constitutes them as a behavioural
modification mechanism, rather than as a mere superficial aesthetic stimulus. By this we
mean that the entertaining of such ideas do not have a cognitive representation only but
can influence organisational actors in their decision making activity, the allocation of
resources and the making of investments. As a result, tangible and intangible resources
are mobilised for the implementation of management fashions that has a pragmatic cost
to the firm and to the career of individuals.

The shifts between management fashions signifies a greater sociological wave in
which the organisational actors’ relationship with what management trends represent do
not remain static but evolve. Abrahamson (1996) tries to contextualise the main
stages/mechanisms under which management fashion evolves. He argues how the
detection of management ideas by individuals and institutions are characterised by a
deeper ideological spin which is relevant to the challenges managers face. Abrahamson

(1996) makes reference to management fashion setters and refers to consulting firms,
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management gurus, business schools, and media publications as representing the wider
arena of their circulation and consumption.

What has differentiated Abrahamson’s (1996) argument from similar studies is the
emphasis on the systematic production of ideas that aim at particular service consuming
outcomes. As a result, the invention of new ideas by management gurus is argued not to
take place ad hoc. It is made to serve a wider business purpose and which has specific
economic outcomes. Secondly, the communication channels in which such notions
become contextualised/codified takes place in the form of rhetoric and argumentation.
Here, the relationship is made for how ideas have a more pragmatic relevance to the life
of the corporations. Making such claims convincing requires a sound argumentative
discourse that makes legitimate and well-supported claims. Such claims do not appeal to
the aesthetic taste of the audience only. The rhetoric of management fashion needs to
correlate to aspects of the managers’ organisational action where change and
improvement can be believed as feasible. Finally, Abrahamson argues for how the
popularity of management fashion is not only dependent on the early setters but on the
participation and role of the wider institutions as compromised by consulting firms,
publishing houses, the media and business schools. Such institutions help towards the
circulative consumption and production of ideas (Suddaby and Greenwood, 2002).

Gill and Whittle (1992) argue for a similar transitory trend by placing particular
emphasis on the swing aspect of management fashions. The authors argue for a five stage
discourse where a) the management concept is invented, b) the management ideas are
then communicated to its intended audience, c) potentially positive reaction by the
audience allows for the integration of concept to their situation, d) in the course of
accommodating the idea the organisational actors become distanced because of the
possible lack of the initially assumed effectiveness or results, ¢) this leads to the decline
of the idea (see also Clark, 2004). Heusinkveld (2004) argues how the initially perceived
eradication of obsolete ideas needs to be revisited. This is because the existing
management trends do not necessarily die out but continue to exist in different
forms/practices.

The evolution of the newly appearing management fads is argued to follow a particular

cycle pattern that is characterised for its increased popularity and decline. Clark (2004)
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argues how the lifespan between the emergence, and the decline of new ideas, has
become a lot shorter than in the past. By referring to the work by Carson et. al., (2000),
Clark (2004) argues how “the introduction of a fashionable management idea or
technique and the peak in its popularity has fallen from a mean of 14.8 years in the

1950s—-1970s, to 7.5 years in the 1980s, to 2.6 years in the 1990s” (p. 2).

2.7.2 The circulation of management fads
One of the research interests that the management fashion literature tries to address

concerns the consumption of specific and widely popular ideas within different
audiences. Management gurus are characterised to belong to one of the prominent groups
of management fashion setters. This is partly attributed to the charismatic forms through
which they communicate their ideas and their ability to maintain the interest of the
specific identity of audience they serve. The senior position of participants that represent
such an audience is an additional factor that enables the acceleration of their influence
within the corporations. Each of the different management fashions is also represented by
a group of distinct individuals that may have supported the expressed idea or/and
contributed towards its popularity through publications. Even though differences are
found in how a particular management concept is discussed between the works of such
individuals, it is clear that they all share the fundamental premise that the concept
represents (Legge, 2002). The rise of the Total Quality Movement, for example, was
promoted by distinct management “quality gurus” (Legge, 2002) like Crosby (1987,
1992), Deming (1982), Feigenbaum, (1983, 1991), Juran (1988, 1995).

On a similar tone, the Business Process Reengineering movement is represented by
gurus like: Hammer and Champy (1993), Davenport (1993), Davenport and Short (1990),
Hammer (1990). Clark (2004) argues for the need to break away from the homogeneity
with which the management guru notion is represented. The publication activities that the
above respected individuals have gone in order to elaborate and justify their specific
organisational concept have intimately involved the role of business schools and
publishing houses. The popularity of the concept is not just dependent on its rationale
related content, but on its receptivity by such other institutions that represent considerable

influence upon their members or clientele.
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The marketability of management fashions through media channels represented in
business magazines, newspapers, and similar publication sources, contributes to the wider
expansion of the concepts and their penetration to different audiences (Heusinkveld,
2004). Business Schools have come to incorporate material into courses and study
material. The consumption of management fashions creates the stimulus for the need to
innovate new concepts/tools/techniques that help maintain the existing interest.
Greatbatch and Clark, (2005) argue how management gurus rely on the use of particular
rhetoric and communication techniques to transmit their ideas and convince their
audience. In a study conducted over the more current management gurus as represented
in the works of: Peter Senge, Rosabeth Moss Kanter, and Tom Peters the authors argue
how the mechanisms of persuasion are carefully constructed to convey a message. The
receptivity of an idea is the result of the audience’s interests but also relies in the
underpinning mechanism that such management gurus use (e.g. applause, humour,
linguistic tools, etc).

It is important to qualify how the territories in which the management fashion setters
operate is different. Figure 2.5 illustrates that there is a simultaneous interaction between
the flow of management fads between institutions. However, the economic needs that
each of the institutions tries to serve remains distinct. Even though management gurus
might be concerned with the competency to initiate an ideological framework that can
capture the attention of an audience their interest is about promoting their ideas to the
public. It is the sensitivity of the communication channels employed which allows for the
successful or failed diffusion of their ideas. This is why empbhasis is placed in the crafting
of their presentation, the clear articulation of their ideas, and in the careful construction of
rhetoric arguments of persuasion. The popularity of the idea is maintained by the way in
which it is entertained by the public. The potential creation of public discourses allows

for the penetration of such concepts to be maintained.
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prestigious business schools like Harvard and Stanford have long tradition of maintaining
strong associations with similar individuals and help promote their work. The
marketability of business schools is dependent on their acclaimed leading role to
education. Business schools often move to the design of courses and training related to

the content of popular fashions®.

2.7.3 The consumption & circulation of management fads
The significance between management consultants and management fashion is in the

premise that consultants become a conduit for their consumption and circulation to
clients. The consultants’ identification with the promotion of a specific popular
management trend creates an association that is not simply represented by the popularity
or aestheticism of the ideas. It is rather their incorporation of its representation within the
making of business activities in which business assignments are performed with clients.
As a result, the consultants’ distribution of specific management methods and tools which
have been shaped by the evolutionary trend of specific concepts, results in the creation of
economic outputs. The consulting firms’ pursuit of maintenance of business profits
or/and effort to maximise revenues through the customisation of popular business trends,
defines as well as influences the identity of the consultants’ work (Kieser, 2002b;
Heusinkveld, and Benders, 2005). Our understanding of the consumption of business
ideas within consulting activities constitutes a cornerstone appreciating the inner
dynamics behind the rapid expansion of the consulting firms.

An issue that remains significant to our study of the association between management
fashion and consultants has to do with the customisation and commoditisation of specific
concepts to consulting methods and techniques. As highlighted earlier the consumption of
the management fads correlates to the interests and identity of the targeted audience. The
invention of the ideas is not in itself sufficient to explain the way that such ideas are

further adopted, changed, and accommodated to such audience. The assimilation of the

® For example, Hull University has created a new MSc course titled Knowledge Management (see
http://www hull.ac.uk/hubs/05/courses/msc/knowledgeman.htm). Lancaster University has combined
knowledge management to its Human Resource module. (see URL:
http://www.lums.lancs.ac.uk/masters/MAHRMandKMY/). Sheffield University also teaches Total Quality
Management (TQM) as representing one of the course modules.
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content popular fads represent is argued to take place by means of customisation, that is
in equilibrium with the consulting firm’s objectives, culture, or, clientele interests
(Kieser, 2002b). In this context, Suddaby and Greenwood (2001) make the case for how
management consultants and similar Professional Service Firms (PSFs), engage in
activities of “conversion” where the intended meaning behind the popular concept is
customised to the interests of the organisational actors. The authors make reference to the
notion of “colonization”, and, the competition that such firms engage for promoting their
own agenda over competitors.

The process of transmitting similar ideas to different clients by means of codification
and customization contributes to the ever more prevailing presence of knowledge
management fads. As a result, the invention and consumption of business concepts does
is not driven by the innovativeness of new ideas but influence from the immediate
economic needs they serve. Such economic needs create economic forces of production
and consumption that play a determining role in the creation of a market which in some
ways exists through the successful commoditisation of ideas to clients.

Suddaby and Greenwood (2001) express the above idea stating how: “the act of
commoditisation makes the knowledge product imitable which, in turn, intensifies
competition and stimulates demand for new management knowledge products. This
creates a cycle of knowledge production and consumption that both stimulates and feeds
consumer demand” (p.940) (Italics added). Kieser (2002a; 2002b) underlines how
management fashions provide an underpinning context of the consultants’ work that
helps define their consulting activity, and also, their perceived identity towards clients.
Kieser highlights the broader impact of management fashions to the pragmatics of the
consultant-client interaction. That is, by means of providing an overarching operational
context in which the clients’ problems and uncertainties are shaped within the
representation of business models/techniques. The ambiguity of the consulting role for
offering solutions against specified needs gains a new nuance of relevance whereby
uncertainty is reduced, abstract strategic initiatives are contextualised, and a desirable
sense of control is maintained. From this follows how the significance of management
fashions has a broader and direct connotation to the nature of the consultants’ work

because it helps regulate their practices and identity towards clients.
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The immediate organisational needs that have to be addressed in clients take an
interpretive form of expression through the exercise of management fads. This is because
of the way in which acclaimed accounts of knowledge are not simply existent within
abstract forms of representation or for how they may be invented by management gurus.
Kieser (2002b) argues for how the consultants’ work becomes an interpretive lacuna
where specific ideas are given relevance. They are contextualised and translated into
more treatable forms when expressed by management fashion setters. He states:
“Managers find the cases of successful implementations, it furnishes them with a power
line of argumentation...Simplicity enhances perceived control. However, this simplicity
rests on the simplicity of the metaphors, and the principles. What the tent, network, or
virtual organizations look like in reality remains unclear in spite of the numerous
examples that are presented” (p.178). This is an important variable that helps sustain the
relationship between the two parties, and, also provide specific parameters against which
the consultants’ value of work can be measured or/and assessed. The association Kieser
(2002b) helps to promote underlines the important identity that the swings of such
fashions represent in the life of consultants’ work to clients. Furthermore, it helps
illustrate and complement the rather generic treatment of the impact of the consultants’
work as knowledge brokers which is represented in the work of McKenna (2006) and
Arbriister (2006).

The argument is made for how the consultants’ consumption of management fashions
creates new types of associations not only between firms but also between individuals.
The organisational actors’ invested interests for acquiring a specific business line of
service can be made in order to enhance their marketability towards stakeholders. Also,
the internal political interests between individuals can make them pursue the acquiring of
such services in order to help promote their own careers or appear innovative towards
their colleagues. Kieser (2002b) argues how: “One can assume that managers also have a
desire to distinguish themselves in the eyes of relevant observers (top management,

investors, or other managers who compete for careers) from other managers.” (p. 172).
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2.8 Chapter Summary
The aim of this chapter has been to provide an introductory overview over some of the

different approaches with which the industry of management consultancy has been
discussed in the literature. We have specifically focused on expositing the premises of the
three different theoretical perspectives and which in part have dominated the way authors
often discuss the reasons behind the rapid growth of the industry. The study of
management consultancy concerns a wide array of social and economic factors.
Consultancy is not only an important economic activity with specific financial outcomes
but also includes interpersonal dynamics between individuals and the competition of
personal interests that helps shape how business relationship evolves.

The first part of the chapter has looked at the relationship between management and
consultancy. We have argued for the emergence of management as a profession within a
wider sociological evolutionary trend. The compartmentalisation between work tasks and
forms of organising changed. The ideological premises that have led to emergence of
management as an activity is interrelated with the underpinning meaning of consulting
and advice-giving (Urwick and Brech, 1983; Brech, 2002). Such context is established in
the premise of how human intervention is required in order to maintain control and
maximise the efficiency of the firm.

Shaw (1997) argues how our understanding of organisational intervention has been
dominated by a normative understanding of intervention. In such paradigm the
organisation is subject to the state of the environment where finding the right equilibrium
is the route to success. According to Shaw (1997), the theoretical premise behind the
Organisational Development approach to the firm has sought to establish “the need for
congruence or alignment. This is “between different aspects of the system, between
different systems, and, between the organisation and its environment” (p.129).

Acquiring knowledge for a successful intervention has been at the heart of
development management and part of the early engineering approaches to consulting.
Activities of management consulting initially started through the work of specific
individuals that tried to understand and advance the organisational function of
management to the firm. The need for specialised knowledge has become the

consequential result of competition between firms and the capitalistic pursuit of
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economic growth. The evolutionary rise of consultancy has been intimately involved in
different types of professions and not just in management. As we discussed at the start of
the chapter, the early founders of the small and few consulting firms originated from
within the accounting, engineering, law, and other sectors (Kipping, 2002).

What characterises the above approach to consulting in contrast to other approaches is
the broader sociological pursuit towards ‘organising’ in the wider frame of society
(Weber, 1978). This trend has shifted away our understanding of the earlier forms of
relationships between labour and capital (Hatch, 1997). Complementary to the above
trend is also the search for specialised knowledge and expertise through which the
managers’ intervention could have responsible outcomes to the destiny of the
corporation. As Fincham (2002) argues, consultants can be understood from an agency
theory perspective that is underpinned by the belief and assumptions about the nature of
management itself.

In contrast to the above theoretical approach we have also looked at some of the
macroeconomic factors that are used to explain the growth of the industry. By referring to
the work of McKenna (2006) we have seen how the political and economic changes in
the regulatory environment of the industry had a detrimental affect towards its growth.
The early separation between investment and banking activities, used to perform
consulting operations came to end after the Glass-Steagall Banking Act in 1933
(McKenna, 2003). The forced new regulatory treatment and the separation of the
territorial boundaries of the industry resulted in the increased market need for
management consulting firms. The conflict between interests and the need for
independence that underpinned consulting activities according to McKenna (2006),
helped towards the professionalism of the industry. Furthermore, consultants became a
conduit of knowledge to firms that investment or banking firms were restricted from
accomplishing themselves.

The above argument illustrates the importance of understanding the trend of similar
regulatory changes like Sarbanese-Oxley Act in 2002, followed by the large corporate
scandals. McKenna (2006) illustrates how the institutional changes have had similar type
of influence to the industry to the one in 1933 by separating the consulting and auditing

operations. As a result, the competition between consulting firms has changed and
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resulted in the restructuring of the industry while bringing a new wave of mergers and
acquisitions. Our reference to Arbriister’s (2006) work and the transactional cost
economic theory helps illustrate the value of the consultants’ economic activity. In
specific, discussions have been undertaken on how the increased specialisation of
knowledge and the association between consulting to areas like the implementation of IT
systems/financial services, has created a new agenda of services. According to this
approach consultants endeavour to create economic value by undertaking research
activities that may require large resources and which are not cost effective for the clients
to undertake. The multiplicity of the consultants’ services creates economies of scope
where knowledge-related services are traded as a commodity.

In our exposition of the third theoretical approach to consulting we looked at the
literature of management fashion and how consultants play an important role in the
creation, consumption, and dissemination of ideas (Abrahamson, 1996). The relevance of
management fashion to our understanding of the consulting role is made in its premise to
have the power to influence the role and identity of consulting activities. The adoption of
popular management trends does not simply become an ideological discourse but has
pragmatic implications for how consultants design and deliver their assignment to clients.
We have used the work by Kieser (2002a, 2002b) and Clark (1995) who argued how the
translation of management ideas creates a set of organisational dynamics where the
possible ambiguity in the consultants® work takes definable outcomes, thereby reducing
the perceived uncertainty. Kieser (2002a, 2002b) characteristically argues how the
adoption of ideas provides a self-rationalisation about the consultants’ work which itself
becomes a powerful vehicle of justification. As a result, the association between
management consulting firms to the popular management fads has a ‘pragmatic’

economic value as firms manage to sustain their clientele.
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Chapter 3: Functional and Critical Perspectives

3.1 Introduction
The aim of this chapter is to examine the two main theoretical perspectives from which

the consultant-client relationship has been discussed in the literature. Our objective is to
identify the conceptual framework through which the knowledge transfer is interpreted
between authors. We seek to explore the assumptions for how knowledge becomes a
transferable resource. We want to argue that an understanding of legitimation is crucial
for appreciating how congruence and conformity for new/different knowledge claims
take place.

The chapter is divided into three parts. The first part discusses the Organisational
Development (OD) or functional approach which argues that consultants perform an
important advisory role by delivering information and knowledge. This approach
emerged from the 1950s where increasing attention was paid for how external
interventions to the firm could help improve its organisational functioning and
performance (Clark and Fincham, 2002). Successful intervention became a rationalised
process in which performance could be improved or changed through the application of
business models (Shaw, 1997). Studies about the management consulting intervention
shared specific assumptions where k nowledge is believed to be a transferable entity
(Lippitt and Lippitt, 1986; Golembiewski, 1993).

The second part discusses the critical perspective that grew from questioning the
normative assumptions associated with the knowledge transfer process. The critical
perspective argues that the consultant-client interaction is situated within specific
competing power and business interests that influence how information and advice are
communicated between the two parties (Sturdy, 1997a, 1997b; Fincham, 1999; Clark and
Fincham, 2002). For the critical approach consulting is based on the commoditisation of
management ideas which are shared and re-used by consultants. Management fads do not
necessarily contain the assumed creativity, objectivity, transparency and genuineness, as
described by the functionalist perspective. The notion of value is a creation of social

construct which is engineered by different persuasive activities of rhetoric. Consultants
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are pursuing to convince clients of their potential value by constructing an ‘image’ or
‘impression of value’ that is difficult to define, measure, or testify in practice.

The third part of the chapter provides a critique over the functional and critical
perspective. It argues than an understanding of legitimation is highly relevant for
understanding the processes in which congruence and conformity takes place. The study
of legitimation is not adequately explained by either of the above perspectives and
interpretations about legitimation are dominated with beliefs of what the consultants are
able to accomplish in the client. However, the question of how clients may accommodate,
respond or criticise the consultants’ service has been neglected. The study of legitimation
creates the space for systematising the consultants’ accommodation of knowledge in the
clients. The effort to deconstruct the application of legitimation helps make transparent
the different social arenas of interaction where legitimation can be exemplified under

different conditions.

3.2 The OD literature on management consulting
According to this perspective consultants bring skills and knowledge clients either lack,

or already possess, but demand complimentary strengthening towards (Curnow and
Ruvid, 2003). Consultants make an impact through their intervention that has measurable
results and are not superficial. This can take place by fostering the operational processes
that need to take place so that decisions can be made productively. By proposing possible
methodologies that will enable the client achieve a desired performance outcome
consultants demonstrate their competency as organisational actors (Barcus and
Wilkinson, 1995; Buono, 1997). Consultants develop linkages with specific
industries/markets from which they draw specialised information. The social, economic
and technological changes constitute the principle environmental trends that consultants
take advantage of (Sarvary, 1999). It is argued that consultants produce value by
distributing information clients do not have, or it is expensive for them to produce
internally (Armbriister, 2006). As a result, the consultants’ knowledge service to client is
based on their economies of scope where their specialisation of industry trends becomes a

transferable knowledge commodity (Armbriister, 2006). This approach looks at the
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external transfer of knowledge where the production of the right information is necessary
for the decision making in the client.

For the functionalist approach the theoretical and central point of argument can be
understood through the association between: a) the knowledge that resides in the
environment, and, b) how accessible this is made to the clients’ situations/needs. In its
most basic conceptual premise the functional perspective argues how consultants fulfil
the role of knowledge deliverers against the clients’ organisational needs (Chrisman and
McMullan, 2004). As a result, consultants have been depicted as ‘change agents’,
‘problem solvers’ or ‘knowledge brokers’. The fact that consultants are external to the
client firm is believed to enable the effectiveness of their intervention (Chrisman and
McMullan, 2004). As a result, consultants make use of their knowledge in order to
provide solutions that work in the client.

The multiple and complex character of what can be regarded as an ‘organisational
problem’, and what can be regarded a ‘desired solution’ makes it immensely difficult to
make the necessary qualifications for what each of these territories represents. Despite
how author have chosen to discuss the way consultants make their intervention to clients
in the OD literature, there clearly is a homogenous treatment about the intervention
process that has a detectable impact on the client’s situations (De Jong and Van Eekelen
1999; Lippitt and Lippitt, 1986; Toppin and Czerniawska, 2005). Even though authors
have drawn distinctions for how consultants operate differently during specific stages in
the assignment there is a shared consensus of how consultants provide information and
knowledge to clients. Such knowledge helps clients adapt to change or optimise their
performance (Chrisman and McMullan, 2004).

It needs to be noted how the growth of the above theoretical trend is part of a broader
discourse that is grounded on the attributes of knowledge as an intangible reso urce
(Nonaka, 1994; Nonaka et. al.,, 2004). Studies about the consultants’ intervention to
clients originate from an instrumental trust and growing appreciation for what knowledge
represents in the first place. Nachum (1999) argues how in the work of consultants
“professional knowledge is their core resource, and it is both the input and output in their
production processes” (p.923). In exploring the different characteristics of knowledge as

an asset and as a process Empson (2001a, 2001b) argues that knowledge represents a
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highly valuable organisational resource. What makes it valuable is that it contributes to
the competitive advantage of the organisation in the same way as any other tangible
resource. Furthermore, the mechanisms behind the creation of knowledge gain further
importance because they do not only assist in the innovation of knowledge but also its
management (Donaldson, 2001).

The growing interest of the functional perspective departs from the above theoretical
premise that views the work of consultants as knowledge carriers to clients. In this sense,
client can take advantage of the changing economic or technological market trends by
acquiring the consultants’ services (see Chrisman and McMullan, 2004). Sarvary (1999)
states that: “consultants live and breathe knowledge management because they sell
business solutions and knowledge itself” (p.97). Sarvary (1999) argues how the kind of
knowledge clients receive from consultants does not consist simply of conceptual
information but of a unique synthesis of experience with knowledge that the consultants
have accumulated over time from different assignments and with different organisations
(Sarvary, 1999). Karreman et al., (2002) argue that one of the reasons knowledge creation
has received so much attention from Knowledge Intensive Firms (KIF), is because of
“the assumption that this kind of [knowledge] work, and this kind of environment [of

Knowledge intensive firms], contains unique essential qualities™ (p. 71).

3.3 Consulting knowledge & industry trends
The value of consulting is not inherently attached to the deployment of new ways of

managing or in the incorporating of new organisational structures. The value of
consulting is maintained in its perceived possibilities to improve organisational
performance. This is legitimised in the marketing of consultants’ services and the use of
success stories. Technological and sociological advances that have enhanced our
understanding of human behaviour and its relationship to organisations, have created a
wide array of business opportunities. McKinsey articulate the above integration in the

following way:

The key to our client service is our abilily lo inlegrate our know-how in functional areas with our deep industry knowledge —
on a global scale. To support client service, we're organized into industry and functional practices. Our pracices develop
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business knowledge and insights that create a critical mass of expertise lo provide superior clienl service
(www.mckinsey.com).

Acquiring knowledge for how firms need to adapt to the above changes has been
responsible for the need of specialised knowledge that fostered the demand and supply of
this market. We argue how the essence of the functional perspective is one of ideological
position to representing itself as a conduit of knowledge. Put differently, knowledge is
used in order to deliver results in the client. Even though the consulting firms’
acclamation for possessing such expertise has been ambiguous, the ideological pillar-
stone which has encouraged the reiteration of the functional perspective is based around
the belief that consultants can prove competent organisational actors. They can
complement the knowledge-gaps their clients face. We come to illustrate how the above
theme can be exemplified by looking at the areas of organisational change and IT. These
are only a few of the areas that have occupied the literature and others include

deregulation, globalization, and outsourcing.

3.4 Knowledge & Change
The issue of change has been a central concept in management consultancy discussions

(Biegun, 2002; Asch and Salaman, 2003; Crucini and Kipping, 2001; Heracleus and
Langham, 1996). Because organisations are subject to the external environment that
constantly changes smf in order to survive they have to adapt effectively (Abrahamson
and Fairchild, 1999) (see Figure 3.1). Hence the introduction of new skills is necessary
not for outperforming competitors. Clark (1995) points. that: “organisational
environments were classified on a continuum ranging from stable at one extreme to
turbulent at the other. Within a stable unpressured environment the need for consultants is
significantly reduced” (Clark, 1995) (Italics Added). The assumption is that consultants
know how things run in an organisation and can have access to the causes for its current
performance. If the consultants have the knowledge to change these processes through
advanced methods of collecting information, they can consequently have a determinable
effect on positive performance (Czerniawska and May 2004; Deakins and Makgill,

1997). Fincham (1999) argues that: “change techniques are developed as proprietary
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Tsoukas, 2005). As Mitzberg (1973, 1976, 1990, 2004) has extensively argued in the
strategy literature, organisations find themselves in a continuing flux of change where
identifying patterns of action unequivocally become an emergent activity rather than a
pre-planned activity. To our view the dilemma in which consulting finds itself in the
above debate has to do with having to deal with the ambiguity of change, where the
making of normative claims can prove futile. But also, where the process of rationalising
the causes and course of change is necessary if organisational actors can ever know what
type of action is required in a given management situation (Lawrence and Lorch, 1967;
Galbraith, 1973). The immensely diverse character of needs that corporations experience
makes difficult to draw relations for how the relationship between advisory interventions
to change are being discussed. Nevertheless, the thread behind the functional approach is
one of positioning itself to a prominent role in the knowledge arena. Bu identifying clear
course of actions as based on robust understanding of the competitive dynamics of the
industry, organisational actors can enhance the quality of their decision making. Hence,
the creation and channelling of information/knowledge/experience can be significant to
the making of the right decisions or for affecting performance. This is a premise that is
not disputed by the wider management literature on change and strategy. On the contrary,
it is a premise widely supported between authors and who publish outside the immediate
consulting literature (Lawrence and Lorch, 1967, Thomson, 1967; Gailbraith, 1973;
Barney, 1991; Scott, 1992; Von Krogh and Roos, 1995).

From the above argument follows, that the strength of the functional approach is
maintained in its capacity to demonstrate how the consultants’ managerial interventions
are not simply driven by superficial efforts to make knowledge-claims. The consultants’
knowledge distribution corresponds to the reality of the client organisation. The
consultants’ competency to create value is not restrained in the need to maximise profits
but in their proficiency to generate workable solutions that have a contingent effect to the
internal/external environment of the client. The means by which authors have supported
the above position has been by arguing for the legitimate qualities of knowledge
consultants generate for clients (Block, 1999, 2003; Biswas and Twitchell, 1999). The
fact that consultants may have an acute understanding of the current and evolving

industry trends enables them to translate such an understanding to action plans. The

60




emphasis is placed on how the consultants’ generated advice becomes a product of
information assimilated through experience (Czerniawska and May, 2004; Kakabadse et.
al., 2006). Hence, consultants do not simply sell information and rules at a cognitive level
only but also insight and understanding, as a result of their experience in dealing with
similar projects. This can help explain why authors argue how consultants can
demonstrate insight that clients can testify from their own reality of the working
environment (Czerniawska and May, 2004).

It needs to be noted how the knowledge creation and dissemination paradigm is not
an activity simply confined within the management consulting industry. Mechanisms of
knowledge production are also shared by other institutions from which business schools
play an equal prominent role (Pfeffer and Tong, 2004). Business Schools that share a
distinct sense of prestige have been at the forefront of the production of knowledge
(Abrahamson, 1996). Nevertheless, the relationship between large corporations and their
collaboration with business institutions has been evident in the literature and often
criticised (Bennis and O’Toole, 2005; Cheit, 1985). The position that knowledge is an
important prerequisite to the function of any organisation is not an idea just promoted by
consulting firms. It is rather a general belief shared between authors representing both the
academics and practitioners world.

Management consultants do not belong in the academic educational arena and their
support over their knowledge practices has been discussed with caution. This is because
consulting is thought to constitute a business activity that has invested interests in
winning/persuading clients. It is not simply pursuing to advance the body of knowledge
in a systematic and methodological sense, - a premise that the academic institutions are
argued to represent more strongly’.What then differentiates the functional approach to
consulting can be characterised as a broader ideology of managerial intervention which is
promoting a positivistic approach to knowledge and its application. In the context of

change, and as it is represented in the various social, technological, and economic trends

7 Business schools have managed to avoid criticism about the business interests that they entertain through
their perceived role as forerunners of knowledge production. However, this is area where research is yet to
be made.
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what drives the functional approach becomes the business assignments where consultants

show that can generate information and knowledge that clients lack.

3.5 Information Technology
A complimentary dimension to the above and responsible for the rapid growth of the

consulting industry has to do with the arrival of technological innovations that came to
revolutionaries how corporations thought about the internal and external design of their
operations (Arbriister and Kipping, 2002). The arrival of new Information Technology
(IT) innovations helped create a new market (Arbriister and Kipping, 2002). This was not
capitalised by consultants with simply shifting their advisory focus to technological
solutions, but by combining the potential areas of service with already existing business
advisory services. Morten and Nohria (1999) argues that during the last decade the
growth of information technology systems partly replaced human labour with automated
systems, and revolutionised the way companies operate. With IT’s growth new tools were
created to build knowledge capital. The growth and globalisation of companies by which
managers can access benchmark characteristics of performance across the globe helped
knowledge become a key precondition to a company’s competitiveness. The opening of a
host of business opportunities helped consultants position their intermediary advisory role
as a promising means to performance maximisation. The opening of new opportunities
for how clients could advance their manufacturing or service operational procedure
through the use of technologies allowed the consultants to present themselves as ‘experts’
in breaching the above knowledge gap. As Arbriister and Kipping (2002) argue, the
development of technological advances was not confined in the technical specificities of
such territories. The synthesis between technology and business practices created a new
array of services where the maximisation of efficiency and performance in the client
became the selling pitch.

The delivery of IT systems within the strategic scope of a client organisation created a
new scope of knowledge initiatives. Hansen et. al., (1999) argue how “the foundation of
industrialized economies has shifted from natural resources to intellectual assets,
executives have been compelled to examine the knowledge underlying their business and

how that knowledge is used” (p. 106). Clients have increased their use of such consulting
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services because it is less costly to acquire or outsource rather than produce them. A
complimentary dimension to the above has to do with how IT systems have changed the
way in which information is disseminated, stored, retrieved and broadly manipulated by
organisational actors (Morten and Nohria, 1999). The representation of information has
changed from the way it has been traditionally stored. The timing of its codification and
retrieval has opened new dimensions to its incorporation for decision making. The
service industry sector has benefited out of IT systems (Morten and Nohria, 1999).
Financial and management advisors can have immediate access to knowledge resources
of a client from the experience of other consultants. This can be used to foster the quality
of the service produced in the interaction, hence ensuring a potentially greater level of

satisfaction.

3.5.1 The functional approach to IT systems
The consulting firms’ incorporation of IT systems helped revolutionise the growth of the

industry during the 1980s and 1990s. Czerniawska (2002) mentions how “The late 1990s
saw the emergence of a whole new generation of consulting firms — firms like IXL,
Sapient, Scient and Razorfish — all of whom were growing phenomenally fast, even by
the generous standards of the conventional consulting industry” (p.1). Bloomfield and
Vurdubakis (2002) argue that: “Whether in relation to corporate strategy, BPR, or just
about any other area of practice, information technology has long constituted a lucrative
vein of work for all sort of management advisors” (p.116). This is because new business
opportunities opened for clients about what can be achieved under the incorporation of
such mechanisms. Whereas the consulting market was dominated by firms specialising in
the management-related services already existing accounting firms also provided
consulting services. The creation of new consulting services was based on the adaptation
of technology and combined with existing accounting or auditing services (Fincham and
Clark, 2002). The existing clientele helped easy their entry into the market and proved a
challenge to strategy-related consulting firms (Fincham and Clark, 2002). Armbriister
and Kipping (2002) argue for how the nature of competition changed and the market was
no longer occupied by the traditional strategy and management-related service firms. The

authors argue how the accounting firms have successfully managed to enter into the
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consulting arena in order to expand their portfolio of business. As a result, the initially
distinct territory of management and strategy consulting has now become blurred with
technological interventions. Czerniawska (2002) argues how strategy firms equally
capitalised on the creation of technology services and that “...by early 2000, the level of
e-business work undertaken by such [strategy] firms was typically between 35 and 40
percent” (p.2).

At one level, the consulting role can be seen as one of positioning their activities for
fulfilling this techno-managerial gap in the client. At a second level, it can be argued how
consultants have not simply acted as technology bridges only but played a distinctively
important role with franslating the unrealised IT possibilities, within the capacity and
organisational capability of the client. Even though, at first, it seems that consultants may
fulfil an information brokering role their intervention is more instrumental for how the
client recognises the realisation of such technology prospects to organisational needs.
This is on the ground of eliciting the client’s perception of needs in relation to the
potential and desired anticipated outcomes as extracted from the use of technology.

The business links consultants manage to create through the delivery of IT services
expands beyond the technicalities of the assignments to creating long term advisory
relationships. Consulting firms want to capitalise on the management side of their IT-
related activities because helps sustains their business in the long term (Czerniawska,
2002; Armbriister and Kipping, 2002). Furthermore, the clients’ perceived quality of the
service is not simply judged by the immediate and temporary requirements of the project.
The clients’ perceived quality of service is dependent on how consultants deal with
unexpected emerging issues surrounding their adaptation of IT systems. As a result, the
consultants’ support to clients becomes a distinct quality of future service (Czerniawska,
2002). Bloomfield and Vurdubakis (2002) refer to the above issue by arguing: “More
specifically, technology companies have to be able to offer knowledge, experience, and
business advice as a sort of envelop or overall package within which their products are
sold and operated” (p.116). Bessan and Rush (1995) support argue how the
“[consultants’] input can be direct, offering transfer of specific technological competence,

but they are often involved more in a wider and more flexible interaction in the process
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by providing a number of information opportunities and (often poorly articulated) user
needs" (p.101).

The size and structure between IT systems has varied between consulting firms.
Accounting firms have managed to increase their market share in a short period of time
because of the use of existing resources and ability to financially invest in such new areas
(Armbriister and Kipping, 2002). The use of Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) became
the more dominant IT system through which traditional and accounting firms entered into
the consulting arena. Different scale software systems also include: Customer
Relationship Management (CRP), Projects in Controlled Environment (PRINCE), Project
Management Body of Knowledge (PMBK) and Software Configuration Management
(SCR). From the above software systems ERP has been the more dominant and widely
distributed package among consulting firms.

Nichaves et. al. (2006) argue how “IT related and especially ERP consulting
compromise approximately 29% of this market” (p.5). Grant et. al. (2006) state how: “By
the late 1990s one estimate suggested that, in the United States, almost 60 per cent of
large companies and 40 per cent of small and medium-sized companies had deployed
ERP systems. In 2003, it was estimated that 30,000 companies around the world had
implemented ERPs... “The significance of the ERP ‘industry’ is such that the worldwide
market for these applications grew to US$79 billion annually by 2004.” (p. 3). In making
reference to the above IT systems our aim is not to make extensive reference to their
similarities and differences. Our objective is to discuss the logic behind the consultants’
endeavor to enter into this market. Our aim is to make explicit the assumptions behind
this functional approach to consulting where the ‘logic’ behind the distribution of
technology is to enhance organizational performance.

It is important to note how the successful marketability and acquisition of such large
and costly systems by clients is not situated in the technical features that the systems are
thought to encompass in themselves. It is rather the assumed potential outcomes that can
be accomplished in the client, and which make reference to specific organizational
results, which include the reduction of operational costs and the increase of performance.
The clients’ course in realizing the positive possibilities of such systems needs to be seen

in the locus of the consultant-client relationship through which they are marketed. As a
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result, the consultants are not simply playing the role of technology distributors but rather
become a point of reference for how the assumed and imaginary possibilities of such
systems can become a reality for the client. From this follows that embeddedness of IT-
systems becomes a service activity. The translation of the clients’ managerial needs
against the represented technological solutions becomes a socially constructed process.
Perceptions of the quality of this service process are situated within the immediately
involved actors rather than on the designation of technical features represented in the
systems themselves.

Armbriister and Kipping (2002) allude to the above idea by making reference to
how: “ERP systems have not only generated demand for the implementation of this
software, but have also triggered a number of different advice services in order to
restructure and prepare client organizations for these systems” (p. 23). The theme that
emerges from the above discussion is how the substantiation of the technological benefits
for the client is in some ways dependent on the meaning-making relations crafted with
the consultants’ involvement. Bloomfieled and Vurdubakis (2002) present a clear
argument in support of the above proposition in stating how consultants become a point
of reference for how the futuristic capabilities of technology are translated in the client’
present situation. The authors argue how consultants become the medium through which
the clients’ uncertainty in reaching the technological expectations, are realised: “What
these forms of vision of the future have in common is that they aim to provide a ‘window
on tomorrow’ which is framed by extrapolations from the here and now and therefore
rely on the credibility of what is already known” (p.120). As figure 3.2 illustrates, the
logic behind the consultants’ [T-related services begins from the evolving notion of how
the corporations’ need to realise the future and how this is dependent on their
manipulation of technology. However, the personification of such technology to the
culture and organisational capabilities of the client becomes a socially constructed
phenomenon. As a result, the consultants become instrumental in the client’s sense-

making process for what is to be realised and how.
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place. Abrahamson (1996) argued for the role of management fashion setters as
compromised by well respected institutions (e.g. business schools), management gurus
(e.g. Tom Peters, Rosabeth Mosss Kanter, Peter Senge, Gary Hamel), or/and the other
media publishing houses (e.g. business periodicals, management books, magazines) (see
Greatbach and Clark, 2005). The association between the consultants’ services with the
above managerial trends indicates a kind of interdependence, where the consulting
identity becomes interwoven over time with the evolution of such ideas (Heusinkveld,
2004). Furthermore, such fashionable ideas concentrate on identifying organisational
behaviour qualities/trends that are responsible to increasing the clients’
effectiveness/output. Clark and Fincham (2002) state how such management fashions
“have a life of their own and increasingly seem to define managerial subjectivity and
identity (p.19). As a result, consulting firms come to personalise the general management
principles characterising such ideas to formulating their own methods and techniques,
within their own agenda. In this sense, consultants become part of a broader knowledge
circulation process that contributes and influences their own management methods in
their interaction with clients (Clark, 2004).

Ernst and Kieser (2002a) argue that the distribution of popular ideas has stood central
to the rise of consulting firms. Consultants are mostly found in the re-distribution of
management practices rather than pioneering original ideas themselves. Czerniawska
(2002) also characterises this process as “the bandwagon of ideas” (p.43) where
consultants become repeat already existing techniques rather than innovators of new
ones. If management consultants are heavily influenced by the trend of management fads
it follows how they are not as independent and genuine innovators of solutions as they
are often depicted from the functional literature. As a result, qualities of independence
and objectivity subsequently become ‘channelled’ of what the latest management fads
proclaim as being important or necessary.

The growth and decline of such popular ideas within a specific course of time has been
subject of debate in the management fashion literature (Gill and Whittle, 1992;
Heusinkveld and Benders, 2005). Authors tried to examine the reasons behind the origin,
succession and decline of fads and their accommodated popularisation between firms

(Gill and Whittle, 1992). Abrahamson (1996), Abrahamson and Fairchild (1996) argue
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how management fads are methods/techniques and practices that have gained acceptance
and legitimacy over a period of time through their application by organisational actors
found in middle and senior managerial posts. Some of these popular trends have been:
Business Process Reengineering (BPR), Total Quality Management (TQM), Enterprise
Resource Planning (ERP), Customer Relationship Management (CRM), the Balanced
Score Card (BSC).

Table 3.1 A representation of the differences between the two theoretical approaches

Functional Perspective Critical Perspective
Knowledge ¢ Industry Knowledge Knowledge e  Management Gurus
Base e Technical skills & expertise Base o  Business Schools
e Management Tools o  Publishing Houses
¢ Information Gathering o  Consulting Firms
e  Consultants’ Experience
Process ¢ Knowledge Solutions Process e Knowledge commoditisation
¢  Business Models packages
¢  Problem-Solving Process ¢  Re-use of similar ideas
¢ Consulting reports ¢  Popular Management Ideas
o Consultants’ past reputation
Qutcomes e  Management Solutions Outcomes e Impasse to measuring value
gynamics ¢ Clients’ independence from ﬁynamics ¢  Change of power relations
consultants ¢ Clients’ dependence on
e  Clients’ expansion of consultants
knowledge resources e Ambiguity of the received
o  Measurable outcomes knowledge
o  Performance improvement ¢ Client manipulation

3.6 Theoretical underpinnings
For the critical perspective, recognising the consultants’ association with management

fads helps realise the consultants’ dependency on the evolution of such business ideas.
Whereas, for the functional perspective consults realise solutions that are mainly
generated by their own expertise of the field, this understanding shifts to how the

consultants are themselves conditioned by them. The image of consultants as consumers
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of management fads is closely associated with their own creation of identity. The
consultants’ expertise becomes dependent on their competency to translate the premises
of management fads within their own client interactions. From this point of view
expertise becomes a self-constructing process and it is a mere outcome of reiterated
existing knowledge.

A second dimension that the critical perspective emphasises has to do with how the
consultants often have to rely on the qualitative attributes of the marketed services, they
sell to clients. The straightforward relationship between the clients’ organisational
problems and the consultants’ solutions becomes blurred. The application of consulting
knowledge is marketed as ‘expertise’. However, it is the involved organisational
consultants that have to demonstrate the relationship between the relevance of their
knowledge to the clients’ situation. Hence, authors in support of the critical perspective
argue that value needs to be understood as a socially constrained process which is
dependent on the immediate involved organisational actors (Sturdy, 1997b). The roles,
interests, expectations or demands of the involved individuals will determine the creation
of the desired solutions. As a result, the notion of expertise does not longer reside on the
factual qualities of the consultants’ knowledge only. The legitimation of the consultants’
ideas is equally dependent on the socialising aspects of the relationship between the two
parties (Revik, 1996). How knowledge is conditioned within the situated
expectations/interests of the people involved is responsible for the perceived quality of
service (Werr, 1999). The value of the consultants’ knowledge is dependable on their
interaction and communication with which impressions are created. From this follows,
that value and expertise are context-dependent on the relationship of the organisational
actors that project them over the business assignment (Fincham, 1995; 1999).

A third dimension of the critical perspective has to do with the exercise of power
between consultants and clients (Alvesson, 1993, 1995a, 1995b). In particular, the ways
in which clients become vulnerable to the consultants’ aggressive and persuasive rhetoric
techniques that help convince clients (Kieser, 2002a). The above proposition is supported
on the premises of ambiguity with which the consultants’ knowledge services are
maintained (Alvesson, 2001). When being in a state of need clients are seeking to find

assurance and reduce levels of personal and organisational uncertainty. Consultants are in
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a position to exercise influence, and often sustain levels of uncertainty in the client
against which they seek to exemplify the value of their service. A fourth dimension has
to do with how consultants are simply used by clients as a means to legitimising their
own political interests in the firm (Legge, 2002). The clients’ need for accreditation by
heir colleagues/ superiors allows managers to engage in expensive consulting practices.
Corporations value individuals that have had experience on management projects.
Individuals capitalise on such opportunity for their interests. Consultants help alleviate
the responsibility for decisions taken by organisational actors that helps deviate the focus

of attention from specific individuals to the consulting firm (Kieser, 2002a).

3.7 Management fashion setters and consulting
Having provided a brief summary of some of the propositions by the critical perspective

we now move to discuss how the above underpinnings are supported from the literature.
Below we come to examine why consultants are believed to be part of a broader
knowledge discourse from which they come to develop their knowledge services. We
focus on the case of Business Process Reengineering (BPR) as representing a
management fad that has been influential for the consulting industry. After this we come
to illustrate how consultants personalise the qualities of the above fads in their own

business services.

3.7.1 Popular Ideas: A scattered knowledge-pool
A principle issue concerning the ways of popularising management fads has to do with

the origins of the ideas, as well as ways of their communication to academic,
practitioners and wider audiences. In the literature, it is argued that four distinct groups
can be identified as responsible for the initiation, but also, evolution of such popular
ideas. These are (1) Management Gurus (2) Business Schools (3) Publishing Houses, (4)
Management Consultants (Huczynski, 1993; Clark, 2004; Kieser, 2002a; Heusinkveld,
2004). Fincham and Evans (1999) argue that: “the genesis of many of these ideas can be
traced to collaboration between academic, consultancy, and corporate interests — ivy

league universities, major consultancies and large corporations — which fed into
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organisational change paradigms particularly around the mid-1980s” (p.35). Management
gurus are renowned for their impact of ideas to the management community by
promoting a particular philosophical understanding of how firms need to be viewed, and,
what defines their success or failure in the environment. Clark, (2004) distinguishes
between the different types of management gurus into “academic gurus (e.g. Charles
Handy, Gary Hamel, Michael Porter, C. K. Prahalad); (2) ‘consultant gurus’ (e.g. Peter
Drucker, Michael Hammer, Tom Peters); and (3) ‘hero managers’ (e.g. Lee lococca, Luis
Gerstner, Jack Welch)” (p. 108). Clark (2004) argues that gurus should not simply be
viewed as unified group of people that share a common consensus of ideas. This is
because they serve different communities but also help translate and personalise such
ideas into those communities differently. Studies have been made on analysing different
techniques (e.g. applause, humour & laughter) that gurus use for maximizing their impact
to their audience as a means to influencing them accept/buy-in their ideas (see
Greatsbatch and Clark, 2005). Because of the intangibility of the ideas management gurus
promote, the audience’s perceived image of them is an essential pre-stage to considering
or accepting what they proclaim.

Huczynski (1993) argues for the way consultants manage to achieve and maintain
their manipulation of images and persuasion techniques as becoming paramount for their
later publication of ideas more widely. Prestigious business schools and distinct
academics also act as a resource of management ideas.® Publishing houses are also an
important group of idea distributors who are in search of detecting potential authors that
might have a wide selling-impact. Publishers depend on maintaining financial revenues
from producing books and magazines that can have mass appeal on readers (Heusinkveld,
2004). Finding potential ‘Best Sellers’ is critical for publishers, and as Clark (2004)
states: “book editors are key gatekeepers whose decisions can either facilitate or block
the career of a would-be gurus and idea with potential mass appeal” (p. 108).
Management consultants play an integral part for the co-evolution of popular

management ideas through their circulation into business assignments.

¥ Henri Mitzberg and Michaels Porter’s work on strategy are an example of this. Porter’s popularity is
highly associated with the strategic frameworks of ‘five forces’, SWOT analysis and ‘value chain’, which
have become widely accepted, favoured by practitioners, and often incorporated into business courses
material.
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In contrast to management gurus consultants play a critical role in translating ideas
into techniques which for Fincham and Evans (1999) may help extend their shelf-life,
“because they commodify knowledge in distinctive ways, enabling it to be sold as
solutions to specific problems as opposed to more generalised managerial advice” (p.33).
According to Heusinkveld (2004) “this process results in the development of a specific
repertoire that supports the commercialization and implementation of a concept” (p.45).
In this context, the application of a management concept provides consultants a new array
of opportunities, alternatives as well as difficulties for enriching what the initial concept
proposed. It is necessary to acknowledge the different audiences for which the idea is
targeted when a concept is initiated. Also, how it is adopted and personalised by
consulting firms and business institutions while expanding on its qualities or adding on
its futures. There is not unified transfer of the idea between the different audience groups
as if there was a unified understanding for what the idea means in its entirety and how
needed to be applied. As a result, the consulting work comes to play an influential role in
customising theoretical managerial concepts into business frameworks and techniques,
which are then applied to client assignments. This is expressed by Fincham and Evans
(1999) arguing that: “the process concept has been widely diffused, and there are inherent

difficulties in picking out one ‘master idea’ form such a complex milieu” (p.35).

3.7.2 Ideological underpinnings
The process of understanding the knowledge development process in the context of

management fads concerns the deeper ideological underpinnings of the idea
communicated. In looking into the popularity of BPR for example we see that there is a
clear epistemological reliance on the possible positivistic outcomes achieved through
human intervention. It is the belief in the individuals’ successful intervention over the life
of a business process that trust in the BPR concept gains momentum. From a
management guru’s perspective his/her breakthrough contribution is making the hidden
conceptual correlation, between organisational process and successful intervention,
explicit. In developing their ideas management gurus are not concerned with the
operational difficulties that might be faced by practitioners, but with the outcome of

behaviour that might be realised as a result (Fincham and Evans, 1999). It is necessary
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we acknowledge the modernistic assumptions governing the development of the ideas, on
a conceptual level from which consequent knowledge-claims emerge. In BPR or TQM,
such assumptions begin with the realisation of a purpose for a firm’s desired
organisational state and move backwards to rearranging operations that will deductively
lead to that state (see Zbaracki, 1998). If management gurus, or consultants, start to doubt
this logical process and the qualities of human reason to plan and successfully implement
then the BPR ideology also starts to fail. This is because of the increasing uncertainty
over its meaning and application. Looking at the management practitioner audiences the
re-engineering of “core-processes” has been portrayed as an absolute necessity to any
prior expectations for enhancing performance (Creplet et. al., 2001, Cross et. al, 2001).

Kieser (2002a, 200b) Huszynski (1993), Fincham and Evans (1999) Clark and
Salaman (1996) argue how consultants strive to create a reputation of expertise and need
the client’s trust in allowing them to deploy a BPR practice. The authors argue for how
consultants may not have detailed knowledge for how this is achieved. As a result, they
need to construct a methodology that justifies their course of action convincingly for the
client (Werr, 1999). Heusinkveld (2004) in using Visscher, (2001) states how “in
practice, consultants have to put forwards structured plans for client while they often
know little about the specific problem situation...//” (p.45). The management
consultants’ knowledge-service for implementing BPR initiatives successfully,
compliments the clients’ managerial uncertainty. Hence, consultants aim at establishing
an acclaimed expertise based on rhetoric for what they can achieve.

A complimentary issue to the above concerns the timing from which such ideas
emerge. Also how they are being capitalised by consulting firms. The deployment of
popular ideas correlates with their competing state between the consulting players and for
getting to potential clients first. Czerniawska (2002) notes how: “from the perspective of
consulting firms, ERP related consultancy was an object lesson in the importance of
establishing early footholds in new knowledge markets as they emerge. As the market for
ERP consultancy suddenly burgeoned, only a minority of consulting firms recognised the
potential. Those that did were quick to recruit the few trained ERO consultants available
and to win assignments with clients which helped them to build up critical mass, in terms

of both numbers of people and intellectual capital” (p. 55). The relationship of discourse
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between the consultants within the given management fad fulfils an important twofold
purpose: Firstly, it helps consultants sustain their managerial identity as business advice-
givers. This is by demonstrating a knowledge possession for what could be relevant for
the clients (Kieser, 2002a, 2002b). Secondly, it helps consultants find a paradigm/point of
view for co nceptualising and contextualising the client-situation, and their course of

action through the deployment of their idea(s) (Legge, 2002).

3.10 The Commodification of Management Fashion Ideas
Even though emphasis has been placed on the management fashion setters, it is the

management consultants that have to operationalise them in their interaction with clients
(Fincham and Evans, 1999). The consultants who need to apply management ideas to
specific client situations is distinct from how they were initially communicated by the
fashion setters. Consultants achieve the operationalisation of management fads through
their adoption and conversion into methods and techniques. Such techniques provide
tools and methodologies from which the consulting intervention is designed. This process
of ideas-conversion is discussed in the literature as knowledge-codification and
commoditisation (Suddabby and Greenwood, 2001). Codification refers to the process of
making forms of tacit knowledge and experience explicit and codified (Nonaka, 1994).
Such accounts are stored, accessed and used by other consultants. Commodification
refers to the commercialisation of such ideas in the advice-market as products that
become commercially traded in client assignments and whose advertising and marketing
techniques help them become attractive to client firms (Carter and Crowther, 2000;
Sahlin-Andersson and Engwall, 2002). Our discussion of codification and
commoditisation in the overall scope of the thesis concerns the critical perspectives’

justification for how the consulting knowledge stages are generated and developed.

3.10.1 The economics of codification and commodification
The study of knowledge-commodification indicates a burgeoning of knowledge-flow that

expands not strictly because of meeting the clients’ needs but because of the consultants’
own need for survival in the consulting market. In this sense, and in contrast to the

functionalist perspective, the evolution of consulting knowledge occurs and is promoted
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within a different stream of business demand where the client’s satisfaction/needs are not
the only predominant scope. The methods by which consultants achieve the above selling
of business services takes place through the operationalisation of ideas into management
methods and techniques’. Ernst and Kieser (2002a) argue how commodified concepts
allow for the rationalization of the consulting work whose potential value for clients
would be otherwise more difficult to detect. Suddaby and Greenwood (2001) argue how
commodification can be thought to occur in a three stage process: (1) Codification (2)
Abstraction and (3) Translation.

Codification is a term fostered by the categorisation of the different types of
knowledge into codified/explicit and tacit/implicit as initially argued by Nonaka (1994)
and Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995). It also refers to the articulation and storing of
otherwise implicit self-contained or inarticulate-able accounts of experiences/knowledge.
By codifying ideas into manageable forms the consultants initiate the first stages of their
use as a potential resource for the firm. The abstraction stage refers to the conversion of
popular idea into metaphors, schemes, diagrams, that may be applied in particular client-
situations. At this stage, consultants come to design business frameworks/methods in a
way that they are inclusive enough to accommodate the clients’ particular managerial
problem, but also exclusive enough to be seeming ‘unique’ for the clients’ specific case.

The translation process concerns the interpretative role in applying such abstract ideas
to particular organisational contexts. The semantic movement in meaning, from a) the
generic application of the codified knowledge to b) the particular situation imbedded by
the consultant is an important part of this process according to Archer and Bowker
(1995). This is because the consultants need to demonstrate the relevance of their
knowledge to the clients’ specific organisational problem and culture, without theorising
in abstract. The consultants’ attempt to abstract any managerial knowledge and codify it
shows a close association between: (1) their assumed ‘expertise’ to be able to determine
the types of formulas required and (2) their assumed capability to make them applicable
to the specific needs of the clients in the form of a ‘sold package’ (Macy, 2002). Suddaby
and Greenwood (2001) outline a number of advantages achieved through the knowledge

codification and commodification process. Such advantages concern the ease by which

° e.g. Boston Box, McKinsey 7S, Porter’s Value Chain, and Five Forces
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the production and support 6f the management ideas are initiated within the internal
function of the consulting firm. Also, it helps the standardisation of processes in the
execution of frameworks by using less-experienced consultants which may require lower
fees. Commodification helps the branding aspect of the consulting firm and its marketing
attractiveness in the client with possessing the latest management fashion trend.

Kieser (2002a) argues that “commodification means that consultants transform
unstructured problems and problem solutions into standardised problems and solutions”
(p.168) Suddaby and Greenwood (2001) describe the term as: “the process by which
managerial knowledge is abstracted from context and reduced to a transparent and
generic format that can be more easily leveraged within [professional service firms] PSFs
and sold in the market place” (p.934) (Italics Added). In this product, consultants
encapsulate certain managerial models or techniques that will enable them to deal with
the various organisational problems of the client.

The attempt to commodify managerial knowledge is related to the notion of
contextualisation so that it can be used in many cases, for different clients, with similar
problems, and with the assumed expectation of similar anticipated results (Lowendahl et.
al., 2001, Scarbrough and Swan, 2001). Lowendahl et. al., (2001) argue that when the
consultants’ knowledge to clients is imitable by other consultancy firms, it means that it
represents only ‘generic’ knowledge and not ‘particular’ knowledge. Knowledge needs to
represent a unique and hard to imitate resource of greater competitive advantage than its
competitors. If this is not the case, it cannot be regarded as a source of competitive
advantage, but only as a generic resource that does not necessarily have competitive
value. This formulated knowledge is applied and sold to the clients in what are often
termed as, “packages” or “packages of change”. The most common ones have been
TQM, BPR, Customer Relationship Management (CRP), Enterprise Resource Planning
(ERP), and Lean Management (LM). There is not particular consistency for how the
terms are used by consulting firms to describe such practices. Consulting firms tend to
adopt their own terminology in using similar titles to the above ideas. Authors have also
argued for the positive outcomes of knowledge codification especially in the context of
knowledge sharing (Hansen et. al., 1999). Having discussed the theoretical premise of the

functional and critical perspectives the following section goes to discuss the perspectives’
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lack of exploration for how the process of legitimation takes place in the consultant-client

relationship.

3.11 A Critique of Functional Perspectives

3.11.1 Homogeneity of consulting knowledge

In the principle theoretical premises of the functional perspective weight is placed on the
consultants’ competencies to knowledge creation. Such knowledge can be drawn from
the wider internal or external environment, but helps meet specific organisational needs
in the client. The functional approach argues for how consultants manage to legitimise
their knowledge to clients because of the qualities of such knowledge solutions/attributes.
Consultants may become a conduit of information and knowledge under a positivistic
trend of interpretation. Hence, aspects of legitimation are characterised for what the
consultants can achieve for the client. The issue of application and accommodation of
such knowledge however, has been heavily under-explored in this literature. The
emphasis is on what the consultants can achieve for the clients. The clients’ reaction to
the consultants’ knowledge is important before we can be able to appreciate the way in
which this process is achieved.

The methodological soundness through which solutions are developed or the acute
understanding that consultants demonstrate over trends of a particular industry, may
become definable features that characterise the consultants’ quality of work. In this sense,
the value of the consulting knowledge is discussed in its problem-solving capabilities that
are often taken as granted. The success or failure of the consultants’ work is not so much
discussed in its interactive dimension with the client, but in its knowledge-architecture
where managerial ideas are believed as instrumental for enhancing performance.
Legitimation cannot be evaluated for what consultants can produce for the client, but for
how ideas, information and knowledge are accommodated in the distinct organisational
dynamics and culture of the client. The limitations of the application of consulting
knowledge in the client are rarely acknowledged from a client’s points of view. Instead,
we find how the consultants’ realised failure to deliver value comes to be explained in the

literature from the context of the operational structure within which an assignment is
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delivered. As a result, the success or failure of a consulting intervention is emphatically
discussed in relation to the consultant.

In examining the popular distribution of ERP systems we find how consultants
supported the value of their services on the possible accomplishments of such IT software
system. ERP was marketed for its instrumentality to coding and storing information from
all levels of the organisation (Niehaves et. al., 2006). It was promoted for its capability to
help enhance organisational efficiency regardless of thev corporations’ structure and
culture (Grant et. al., 2006). Czerniawska (2002) argues how consultants used
technology as a market opportunity to enter into the business management arena. She

3

sates: “...technology consultants, who had previously found that the level in an
organisation at which they had their key relationships was inexorably declining, found
themselves talking to the CEO and IT director. And they used this opportunity to sell to
clients a far wider range of services (notably strategy, branding and marketing) than
would have been the case in the past” (p.3). The marketability of the consultants’
intervention to supplying such systems for achieving results was to a good degree built on
the assumed accomplishments of ERP.

In a study by Grant et. al., (2006) we find how the notion of technological
determinism became increasingly problematic in its adoption by a number of
corporations. Grant et. al., (2006) argue that the firms’ internal environmental and micro-
structures are as critical for the successful application of the firm as the assumed
capabilities of the system itself. Even though consultants took advantage of the clients’
growing interest on this expensive system, they were also met with disappointment by
clients. Grant et. al., (2006) go to argue how consultants align their services within the
assumed capabilities of ERP in order to maximize their perceived value. However,
consultants fail to qualify the limitations of their intervention on pursue of persuading
clients. The same idea is also supported by Czerniawska (2002) who argues how “lengthy
ERP implementations...severely tarnished the reputation of this sector [which] e-business
helped to repair it” (p.3). Niehaves et. al., (2006) also argue how the study of the
application of ERP systems has been concentrating on a techno-system view where
organizational actors are seen as ‘external’ to the project. Nehaves et. al., (2006) argue

that a “socio-technical” approach is required that incorporates the interpersonal and
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political dimension between actors. The value of the application of ERP has created over-
reliance over the system itself, and has undermined our understanding of the

role/influence between actors, at a social level.

3.11.2 Expertise Knowledge
A complimentary critique to the above is also made around the notion of consulting

‘expertise. From the functional literature we find how authors argue for the knowledge
contribution consultants make and how it is based on their specialised knowledge
(Sarvary, 1999; Curnow and Reuvid, 2003). The value of consultants is dependent on
their ability to provide a knowledge service that is absent in the client (Toppin and
Czerniawska, 2005).Considerable discussion has developed for how consultants
legitimise their service on basis of their specialised knowledge. Even though the notion of
expertise encompasses a set of positive competencies for the consultants, at the same time
it can become a linguistic construct that is rhetorically based (Fincham, 1999). In this
sense claims of expertise can originate from a self-constructed identity whose
correspondence with the clients’ reality of organisational experience remains vague. Even
though the use of an ‘expertise’ title can be attractive for the consultants’ services there is
little discussion for the criteria by which expertise can be qualified as an attribute.

The discourse that emerges from ‘expertise’ becomes an activity that is dependent on
the consulting firm’s discretion of use. Even when authors make reference to the clients’
vulnerability in trusting the consultants’ expertise, such discussion endeavours to create a
set of logical steps that both parties need to be made explicit. Authors in support of the
functional literature rarely challenge the consultants’ self-claims of expertise (Lynch,
2003; Rassam and Oates, 1998). Barker and Currow, (2003) argue for the clarity with
which the business contract is specifying the consultants’ responsibilities against the
client’s expectations. The assumption is made that consultants are responsible for
avoiding the clients’ manipulation to their service (Barratt, 2003; Coulson-Thomas, 2003;
Reuvid and Mills, 2003; Shays, 2003).

A complimentary dimension to above has also to do with how the increased
competition between consulting firms has created a market-need for differentiation. In a

consulting market where advice has become commodity the need for specialisation
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becomes a competitive advantage against competitors. This idea is also expressed by
Czerrniawska (2002) arguing how: “- the pressure for specialisation comes from external
sources: the need to be able to deliver added value services and to demonstrate a
differentiated positioning in the market place. Specialisation is one of the primary means
by which consulting firms distinguish themselves from their competitors” (p.75). From
the above follows that expertise can serve the competitive interest of the consultant rather
than the client. O’Shea and Madigan (1997) argue that such an approach to expertise

becomes ‘irresponsible’.

3.11.3 Underlying consulting interests
A third area of critique is made in reference to the consultants’ underlying interests for

producing and delivering a knowledge service to clients. The consultants’ intention to
helping the client is often interpreted under positivistic presuppositions (Alvesson, 1993;
Kieser 1997, 2002a, 2002b, Kipping, 1997; Heusinkveld, 2004). Authors argue how the
dissemination of knowledge aims at complementing the clients’ needs (Lippitt, and
Lippitt, 1986). The consultants’ way of responding to such organisational needs is made
in an almost altruistic sense where it is assumed that the clients’ needs drive the business
assignment. In contrast to the above normative approach however, it is clear how the
creation of advice is intertwined with the production of business profits. The above has
been documented by various authors like O’Shea and Madigan, (1997), Miklithwait and
Wooldridge, 1998; Pinault, 2001; Kihn, (2006). From the work of the above authors we
find how consultants almost define the quality of their work through a business
assignment from the billable hours that they charge in the client. E ven though, the
consultants’ underlying business interests are recognised in the functional literature they
are not discussed for their instrumentality to influence a business assignment. The
outcome of the above argument implies how the consultants’ legitimation of knowledge
is partly based on their intentions to help clients irrespectively of the business interests
Authors argue for how consultants need to be cautious for making promises that they
cannot fulfil (Coulson-Thomas, 2003). Also, how the consultants’ negative reputation
might impact future assignment hence trying to discourage such behaviour (Hagenmeyer,

2007). The he consulting process is under-discussed in light of the invested business
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interests that actually impact the business relationship. As a result, the above approach
provides a dualistic critique over the consulting process where business interests can be
managed from personal interests as if they were separate entities. We argue how the
above view to legitimation is not adequate because it mainly concentrates on what the
consultants believe that can achieve for the clients. We propose that a study of the
consultants’ legitimation needs to incorporate the client perspective into this equation. In
particular, to examine how clients view the way in which consultants are thought to

distinguish or not distinguish their business interests from the clients’ interests.

3.12 A Critique of the Critical Perspective
For the critical perspective the locus of the consultants’ value of service is fragmentally

represented in the meaning-making relations between actors. Value does not constitute an
explicit, definable, and equally represented outcome. The consultants’ activities can
produce accounts of value that may meet the organisational actors’ needs very
differently. For the critical perspective it is required that we endeavour to understand
how the legitimation of the consulting service takes place within an area of inter-
competing interests (Kieser, 1997). Here, power, rhetoric and manipulation are imminent
qualities and can impact the creation of impression for the consultants’ service. In
examining the above critical approach we find how the interpretations generated between
authors are partly driven by a number of assumptions that reside from the theoretical
implications of management fashion. The view that the consultants’ legitimation is
intimately associated with practices of rhetoric and argumentation place emphasis on
what the consultants can achieve for the client. However, little attention is paid for how
accounts of rhetoric are conditioned within clients or how clients may react to the
marketing seductive techniques. As a result, the making of conclusions by the critical
perspective partly originates on the implications of the initially accepted theoretical
assumptions. One of the consequences of the above form of argumentation however,
might be to fail to appreciate the consultant-client relationship as it is experienced
between the organisational actors themselves. The making of conclusions that are driven
by theoretical assumptions is edifying, but it can also be misleading if it tries to fits its

interpretation onto consulting practices. For this reason we believe that a study of
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legitimation is required that sheds new light on the topic as it is lived by the
organisational actors themselves.

Sturdy (1997a, 1997b) was one of the few authors to initially argue for the above
realisation by proposing how consultants become equally vulnerable towards clients.
Consultants often try to eliminate their own uncertainty about the value they produce by
working closely with the clients. The impression created in the management fashion and
consulting literature, as Sturdy (1997a) argues, misrepresents the clients’ exercise of
influence towards the consultants. Consultants and clients come to be equally dependent
from each other’s practices. This is because even though clients require the consultants’
contribution of knowledge, consultants also require the need to sustain their quality of
service to clients for maintaining their reputation in the industry. Sturdy (1997a) states
that: ““... managers are often critical of, and resist, consultants and new ideas and, in turn,
consultants respond to, and seek to anticipate, such concerns. Also, by focusing upon
why managers adopt ideas and the sources of their anxieties, consultants tend to be
portrayed as confident and ‘‘in control’’ rather than being subject to similar pressures and
uncertainties.” (p.512). We agree with Sturdy’s proposition and argue that we need to
further elicit our understanding of the clients’ instrumentality of the consultants’ services.
Below we provide a more comprehensive critique over the critical perspective and the

limitation of the expressed arguments.

3.12.1 Assumptions of rhetoric, manipulation and power
The critical perspective argues for the consultants’ underlying activities in sustaining

their rhetoric influence on clients and hence maintaining their selling power (Kieser,
2002a, 2002b). The attached vagueness of the meaning behind popular ideas as well as
the diversity of their interpretation and adaptation in practice, allows the fostering of the
consultants’ rhetoric in operationalising them through the use of particular management
frameworks and techniques. In this context, the assumption is how consultants manage to
win their client’s loyalty because of the self-constructed expertise and the
commodification of knowledge into change programs.

In making this argument, authors present a conceptual justification for the clients’

reasons of purchase of such services that is based on rhetoric. However, the technical
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merit gained by clients and from using such frameworks is not sufficiently incorporated
in the discussion. Even though BPR may refer to the re-organisation of operations in a
firm, its application takes a very particular situated expression when faced by a client in
which a consultant proposes a certain course of action (Fincham, and Evans 1999). How
operations need to be re-organised and what could be the potential benefits out of t his,
becomes an issue of discourse in which knowledge-claims can be accepted, rejected or
regulated in this interaction (Clark, 1995; Sturdy, 1997a, 1997b). The critical perspective
assumes that clients will be purchasing consulting services on grounds of rhetoric which
is limiting the clients’ locus of judgement. Such an assumption might not be enough to
capture the possibility of genuine satisfaction found in clients, and when not being
influenced by the consultants’ argumentation. The insight we gain from the relevance of
the above popular ideas is only partial for helping us understand the evolutionary process
of knowledge development within the consultant-client interaction. In this sense, even
though the management fashion literature provides us with a useful account for the
different ways of knowledge generation and distribution, it fails to capture the more
particular reasons for which specific claims about the adaptation of such ideas that may
often be accepted or rejected by individuals.

The critical perspective fails to explain the increasing consumption and utility made on
these ideas by clients who may not be so easily manipulated by the consultants’ rhetoric.
In similar terms to Zbaracki’s (1998) research findings we want to argue how our
understanding of the way consultants justify their knowledge claims to clients and the
basis on which the clients accept them will help us identify the sustaining power of these
ideas. This is not necessarily based on the consultants’ argumentation techniques, but
also, in understanding the locus of discourse and judgement in which clients make
decisions and believe that benefit from the consultants’ knowledge service. A
complimentary dimension to the above has to do with the view of how clients fall prey to
the consultants’ seductive marketing strategies. The lure of promising solutions clients
can purchase for dealing with their experienced difficulties is argued to have contributed
to the clients’ willingness to invest in such practices. Carter and Crowther (2000) argue
for the striking resemblances between consulting packages with other retail commodities.

As a result, the authors argue: “The image of “world class” organizations seems to
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mesmerise and seduce managers into embarking on particular managerial programmes;
managers thereby demonstrate to the corporate world their virility” (p.635). Even though
the clients’ image to purchasing consulting services can be well supported from the
literature, to our view the clients’ vulnerability to failing prey of consulting seductiveness
has been overestimated in the literature. Authors argue for the attractiveness of the
consultants’ services, as if clients have lost any vigorous sense of critical judgement. The
above proposition may help to explain the rapid growth of the consulting industry, at one
level, however it fails to explain the clients’ consumption of the consultants’ service at a

separate level.

3.12.2 Management fads & practitioners
The discussion about management fads emphasises the principle of rhetoric and

manipulation of uncertainty as a means for the consultants’ advancing their market.
However, a challenge is posed in reference to an existing gap between the discussion of
such business frameworks in theory, and their adaptation in practice. Fincham and Evans,
(1999) argue that the literature on management fashion fails to make clear how the
popular business ideas are translated by practitioners. Furthermore, whether the
manipulation of such ideas should still be characterised as management fads. Any change
management project can be characterised as resembling a BPR initiative. The making of
such associations endangers our understanding for appreciating how popular ideas are
conditioned within different organisational settings. It is this very lack of understanding
between academics and practitioners who led Zbaracki (1998) to initiate the conduct of a
research into the reasons behind the diversity of views in support and opposition of TQM.
Zbaracki (1998) found that in cases of TQM, clients proceeded to introducing changes in
the organisation that often had a positive effect in the firm. Furthermore, even though the
discussion on management consulting may argue for the evolution of ideas and its
rhetoric, it fails to appreciate the nature of constrains bounding the consultants as
practitioners which have to act on the business concepts. The context of rhetoric may
influence the interpretation made about the consultants’ motives/activities for why they
choose such models and what they aim to achieve. The emphasis placed on the

consultants’ manipulation of uncertainty in clients can be argued to be logically
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deductively driven from the base of ambiguity that governs rhetoric. Advancing on the
rhetoric argument should not take place from what consultants want to accomplish and
without appreciating the co-operational side of the relationship. After all, it is the
appreciation experienced by practitioners in benefiting from the technical aspects of
using TQM which according to Zbaracki (1998) reinforces the sustainability of TQM in
firms. The interpretive locus of ideas into practice becomes a dynamic basis that creates a
different and further rhetoric for what such ideas represent as experienced by
practitioners. With the above argument we don’t want to imply the existence of a not
substantive critique on how consultants use rhetoric, but an inevitable emerging lack in
appreciating the complexities associated with implementing business frameworks in
action'®,

Eliciting the process of legitimation in reference to the consultants and clients’
experience will help us understand dimensions that are not sufficiently discussed in the
literature. Such dimensions have to do with the different organisational contextsin which
the consultant-client interaction takes place. Also, the different types of legitimation that
may be required to examine for how competing knowledge claims are conditioned in a
business assignment. Both the functional and critical perspectives have been instrumental
to advancing our knowledge of the subject. However, the making of their argumentation
are most often not based on empirical evidence but on the theoretical implications of the
assumptions that the authors employ. The following chapter will try to take on the above
challenge by firstly exploring a theoretical framework of legitimation that can be then

operationalised in the consultant-client relationship.

3.13 Chapter Summary
The aim of this chapter has been to examine one of the representative literature

approaches to management consulting often titled as ‘organisational development’ of

‘functional perspective’. Our objective has been to examine the way in which knowledge

10 A similar argument can be made about academics and the business education in Universities. It is argued that since
academics profess knowledge of the rhetoric discourse, and who may not have direct management experience in
making use of the ideas they teach to students academics are also caught in a similar discourse of rhetoric (see
Mintzberg 2004;Beenis and O’Toole, 2005), . Here, the reputation of universities and branding marketing strategies
aim to satisfy students’ demands, and, without providing them with any further substantial input that they can
operationalise on in their working experience in the industry.
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legitimation is discussed between authors. Also, to make explicit some the implicit but
central epistemological assumptions for how author interpret the nature and role of
management consulting. The first part of the chapter examined the OD/functional
perspective where consultants represent a distribution channel of knowledge to clients
and which are titled as ‘knowledge brokers’ or ‘knowledge-carriers’. We argued that
consultants play a dual role in channelling expertise knowledge that is external to the
client organisation. Macro-environmental forces that encompass changes over the social,
economic, political and technological environment are intimately related with the clients’
needs of adaptation to such macro-environmental changes. Consultants become a conduit
of knowledge whose value is created from allowing clients to capitalise on market
opportunities.

The second part of the chapter examined the critical perspective. This body of
literature argues how the phenomena of a) consulting knowledge and b) business
solutions are social constructed and perceived to provide stability over the clients’
managerial uncertainty. The value of the consulting service is not offering functional or
workable solutions which will be in direct alignment with the client’s needs. Instead,
consultants legitimise their personalised solutions to fitting the clients’ needs through the
use of rhetoric and persuasion. The popularity of management fads is an important
resource of ideas that sustain consulting practices and which defines their subjectivity and
identity as ‘management experts’.

The third part of the chapter provided a critique over the function and critical
perspectives. We argued that both approaches have failed to make transparent the way in
which knowledge is legitimised. This is partly because authors endeavour to explain the
process of legitimation from what the consultants are believed to be able to accomplish.
Little attention is paid on what is happening in the client during the interaction. The
functional perspectives assumes not only that that consultants know how to respond
against the client’s organisational needs but also their delivery of advice will generate the
predicted outcomes. The critical perspective assumes that consultants are able to justify
their service on basis of their rhetoric and impression management. However, little is
known for how consultants can manipulate the client’s understanding over a business

assignment. Moreover, how client may challenge, criticise, or compel consultants to
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modify their way of operating in the assignment. From the above discussion it follows
that an understanding of legitimation is necessary in order to detect the reasons for which

knowledge claims are accepted or rejected between consultants and clients.
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Chapter 4: Conceptualising Legitimation

4.1 Introduction
In the previous chapters we examined what could be characterised the two overarching

approaches under which authors have examined the nature and role of management
consulting practices. We discussed the different assumptions governing the two
perspectives and how their interpretations guide their evaluations. In examining the
dynamics between the OD/functional and critical perspective we have noticed how little
attention has been paid on understanding the nature of knowledge legitimation. That is,
the nature and interrelationship of those factors responsible for the successful or failed
receptivity of new knowledge-claims in the client - consultant relationship.

[t is evident that both approaches are consultant-centred in the way they account for
why advice consulting claims are justified. In this sense, we discussed that even though
the functional approach has emphasised the important mediatory role of consultants in
providing information and knowledge, and which may not be internally shared with the
client, little is still known about the clients’ way of receptivity over such accounts. On a
similar note we argued that in spite of the emphasis placed by the critical approach on the
consultants’ rhetoric, impression management and dependence on the distribution of
already existing management methods and techniques, little is known about the
receptivity of such ideas from the client’s perspective.

Salaman (2002) expresses a similar argument to the above by highlighting how the
critical perspective is driven by distinct assumptions in the light of which explanations
are made. This accumulated debate has created an almost ‘closed system’ of thinking
about consultancy in which new questions need to be asked that are often not considered
in the above debate. Salaman (2002) suggests for example how few answers have still
been given in spite of the fact that clients acknowledge the existence of flawlessness in
the consultants’ knowledge and they still demand their advice and services.

The aim of this chapter is to complement the above conceptual and empirical gap by
first examining the theoretical context of legitimation/justification. In this chapter, we
concentrate on presenting how authors have depicted the study of legitimation from the

literature. By identifying the various key dimensions we will then gradually organise the
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collation and analysis of our empirical data in the next chapters. The chapter is structured
by discussing four dimensions of legitimisation. These are mainly drawn from
Suchmam’s (1995) work and his emphasis on the cognitive, moral and pragmatic aspects.
Suchman’s work has been helpful in exemplifying the more narrow aspects of
legitimation which lie outside their broader belonging to the institutional and strategic or
management symbolic literature (Elsbach, 1994). Furthermore, by drawing on Habermas’
work (1984a, 1984b) we also incorporate the discursive side of justification as an
additional dimension to the above. In this framework consensus and the inter-subjectivity
of meaning are the key features. In this chapter we provide a summary for what each of
the dimensions represent thereby setting the context for the methodology and discussion

chapters.

4.2 Defining Legitimation
Legitimation is a term characterising the conformity occurring stages between the

evolving role of social systems, in relation to the conditions and changes of their
environment. Studies of legitimation are attributed to broader sociological works by
Parsons (1960) who argued that legitimation is accomplished with the way organisations
make claims over the possession of social norms. His foundational work on the subject is
distinguished between three different forms of integration. These are: 1) normative
integration, 2) functional differentiation and 3) interchange relations. These phases refer
to the stages that help sustain or exclude a system from its environment.

Weber (1947, 1978) provided an equally seminal contribution emphasising the role of
organisational forms to the orchestration of social action. Dowling and Pfeffer (1975)
also argued for the surviving strategies adopted between firms and how complying with
the societal norms and values helps legitimise and promote their practices. Within the
literature of organisational studies there has not been a constituent definition of
legitimation as it has been difficult to define it as a term. However, Berger and Luckmann
(1966) provide the following description: “legitimation provides the ‘explanations’ and
justifications of the salient elements of the institutional tradition. (It) ‘explains’ the

institutional order by ascribing cognitive validity to its objective meanings and (...)
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justifies the institutional order by giving a normative dignity to its practical imperatives
(p. 111).

In using Maurer’s work Dowling and Pfeffer (1975) state how legitimacy can be
understood as the “the process whereby an organization justifies to a peer or subordinate
system its right to exist, that is to continue to import, transform, and export energy,
material, or information" (p. 124). Ashforth and Gibbs (1990) state that “A legitimate
organization, then, is one that is perceived to be pursuing socially acceptable goals in a
socially acceptable manner; given this normative quality, efficiency and performance
alone are not sufficient” (p. 177). In a more recent study of legitimation Suchman (1995)
defines it as “a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are
desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms,

values beliefs, and definitions™ (p. 574).

4.2.1 Strategic & Institutional Perspectives
Suchman (1995) argues that there can be two broad traditions justifying the exploration

of legitimacy and that these can be categorised as the ‘strategic’ and ‘institutional’
approaches. The strategic approach places emphasis on the instrumental role of an
organisation’s actions for achieving conformity with its environment. Authors in support
of this view have argued for the organisations’ careful orchestration of practices for
becoming legitimate towards its target audience (Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975, Pfeffer,
1981). Also, how such legitimate practices may adhere to the superficial conformity of
such norms/values that are rhetoric or image driven and without providing any pragmatic
integration for that which they propose (Meyer and Rowan, 1977).

Such organisations are not necessarily committed to implementing internal
organisational changes but create images of congruence (Tedeschi, 1991).
Complementary to the above view, authors have also supported the manipulative
character of organisations in which they can exercise their influence to conditioning the
environment’s existing societal norm/values. As a result, organisations are not only
conforming to the emerging/changing environment in a passive way, but can also

influence the evolution of such values in an active way (Elsbach, 1994).
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The institutional tradition to legitimation as supported by DiMaggio and Powell,
(1983) Meyer and Rowan, (1977) Powell and DiMaggio, (1991) emphasise how the
concept needs to be seen as an outcome of performance that resides in the cultural and
cognitive belief-system of a society’s members. In contrast to the instrumental or
manipulative character of legitimation as emphasised by the strategy approach, the above
authors argue how legitimation is an outcome of the socio-political and cultural shifts
which the organisation needs to adopt (Scott, 1995). Such shifts become apparent through
an  organisation’s  changes of  organisational structure  or/and  the
accommodation/modification of its policies.

This is captured in Meyer and Scott’s (1983) emphasis on the continuing evolving
role of an organisation which prolongs its ‘existence’ in the environment. In his
discussion of the difference between the above traditions, Suchman (1995) notes, how the
institutional approach sees “organizations when they are legitimate when they are
understandable, rather than when they are desirable (p. 573) (Italics in the original). For
Meyer and Scott (1983), Scott (1995) legitimacy follows closely the cognitive realm of
comprehensibility as it is shared and expressed between members. In this sense, the
authors want to emphasise the deeper cognitive-cultural and structural conformities that
take place within a firm’s policies or strategy practices, and which become more
evidently visible by the stakeholders and its wider audience.

In a similar study of legitimation by Elsbach (1994) it is argued that the two
theoretical approaches under which legitimation has been mainly explored can be
characterised as the ‘impression management literature’, represented in the works of
Goffman, (1963); Tedeschi, (1981), and, the ‘institutional approach’ developed through
the works of Meyer and Rowan, (1977) and DiMaggio and Powell, (1983). Elsbach
(1994) argues how the impression management approach has mainly been focused on
studies of legitimation at the individual level. Here, the performance aspect of the actors’
communication of ideas is aimed at creating certain accounts of understanding, where the
use of impression is significant for achieving persuasion. In contrast to impression
management, institutional approaches have focused on the organisational level where
corporations as social systems need to legitimise their corporate practices and which go

beyond individual actions.
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Elsbach (1994) highlights how despite the wide use of legitimation within the above
two theoretical approaches there still is a wide lack of understanding how legitimation
occurs at either of the two above levels. This thesis is also supported by Ashforth and
Gibbs (1990) who argue how “most research on the construct has been confined to the
means of legitimation and has overlooked the conditions under which such means are or
are not successful” (p. 177). Elsbach (1994) undertakes a longitude study of the Cattle
industry in an effort to complement the above gap. The author produces a useful account
in operationalising the emergence of legitimation by exploring how verbal accounts and
their association to organisational procedures help sustain the presence of legitimation.

Even though, the use of ‘strategy’ and ‘impression management’ titles seem to differ
for the body of literature they represent, it is important to note that they both assume the
instrumentality through which organisational interventions are made. Hence, the
underpinning belief that guides the adoption of the above terms emerges from the need to
exemplify how the goal-oriented individual and organisational interventions may allow
the manipulation of the commonly represented environment. Even though the impression
management literature does not undermine the importance of organisational action it
nevertheless places equal emphasis on the performance character of impressions (see
Allen and Caillouet 1994). In this sense, rhetorical discourse is argued to help socially
construct a perceived reality that can differ in its presented features from the traits of
events that have taken place within a particular organisational context (Berger and
Luckman, 1966). According to institutionalism organisations are not keen on maintaining
their existence through symbolic-management interventions, but by adapting their
practices/policies to the given social norms and values of the environment they operate.
As a result, the transition of legitimation takes place in a more transitory manner that is

rather characterised for the need to integrate and exemplify the adoption of such practices.

4.2.2 The vagueness of legitimation
One of the key challenges faced by authors in studying the nature of legitimation

concerns the vagueness of the term, and the difficulty to establish the parameters for how
it emerges, or whether it can be measured and how. In using Perrow’s (1970) work for
example Ashroth and Gibbs (1990) state how legitimacy is subjective, context dependent
and like “beauty, it resides in the eye of the beholder” (p. 177). Suchman (1995) also
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argues how the fragmented stages that contribute to the development of legitimation are
partially constructed over time and in the course of series o f events. T his makes it
difficult to provide any account of explanation that depicts accurately its actual way of
emergence in reality. So, even though legitimacy can be thought to be “possessed
objectively, yet [is] created subjectively” (Suchman, 1995: 574). As a result of the above,
the way organisations manage to sustain their legitimacy becomes an issue that is
dependent on their actual organisational practices, but also on the interpretation and
projected subjective reality for what these practices represent, or how its actors want their
audience to perceive them. Perrow (1970) argues how organisations are able to project
their legitimacy as a means to maximising their entitlement to gaining resources as well
as their members’ trust. He argues, how organisations are themselves responsible for the
often failure to actualise on the pragmatics of results through their rhetoric of
legitimation.

Complementary to the above complexities we find Ashforth and Gibb’s (1990)
proposition about the ‘double edge of legitimation’ where organisations are often
bounded by their own claims to legitimation in a way that it produces the adversary
affects from what is desired. The authors support the above proposition by demonstrating
how organisational actors operate in a state of uncertainty, in not only how to legitimise
their claims but also to what extent their legitimation is perceived as sufficient/adequate
by their audience. The actors’ need to secure that their propositions are accepted or
supported by the audience often becomes the reason for which they go through a process
of over-legitimising. In this context, Ashforth and Gibb (1990) argue how “protests of

legitimacy are likely to be more successful if they are indirect and subtle” (p. 187).

4.2.3 Cognitive, Moral and Pragmatic dimensions
In an effort to provide a more integral framework of legitimation where both the

‘rhetoric’ and ‘reality’ features can be incorporated, Suchman (1995) provides a useful
conceptual model. By segmenting legitimisation into the cognitive, moral and pragmatic
dimensions, the effort is made to accommodate the different social contexts underpinning

legitimation. Such framework accommodates the impact of rhetoric and superficiality as
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communicated through knowledge statements or made in reference to particular

values/norms.

Table: 4.1 Suchsman’s typology of legitimation

Typology

Cognitive

Moral

Pragmatic

Factors underlying
its creation

- Contested validity claims that
are based on perceived credible
and reliable evidence.

- Emphasis placed on the control
and prediction as key features
represented in the knowledge
claims

- The use of argumentation and
rhetoric through which
persuasion becomes possible

- Commitment to sustaining
values and principles that are
part of a shared ideology

- Making references to
protecting the important wider
welfare of its members

- Claims to protecting the
common good in contrast to
serving individual interests

- Perceived immediate, personal,
gains that become possible by
showing support or conformity

- Creating arguments about the
positive tangible and intangible
returns stakeholders members
can attain by showing
conformity

Factors underlying
its sustenance

The creation of policies and
procedures that are perceived to
correspond to the reiteration of
the made arguments

- Maintaining and protecting the
perceived value within members
of the accomplished and
potential practices.

- Gaining and maintaining
recognition from outside social
institutions (e.g. through
rewards or publication)

- Introducing disciplinary
actions in the form of policies
and which are marketed to the
members

- Producing financial incentives
to members and stakeholders

- Allow greater degree of

participation and dialogue
between leaders and members

- Making investments

- Hiring and firing new/old
personnel

Source: Suchman (1995)

We find the distinction Suchman (1995) draws in the above typology to be reflected

in the works of other authors like Dryzek and Niemeryer (2006) and Rescher, (1993).

Rescher’s work on pluralism and consensus begins by making a similar differentiation

between the cognitive, pragmatic and moral dimensions. Rescher (1993) states: “For

consensus--agreement among diverse individuals or groups--can prevail in all three of

these areas: the theoretical/cognitive, which is concerned with agreement or disagreement

in matters of belief, the practical/pragmatic, which is concerned with agreement or

disagreement with respect to action; and the evaluative/axiological, which is concerned

with matters of value” (p. 5) (Italics in the original). Dryzek and Niemeyer’s (2006) work

on consensus and the distinctions between ‘values’, ‘beliefs’ and ‘expressed preferences’
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are made on a similar tone to Rescher (1993) and Suchman’s (1995) typology and they
are illustrated in table 4.2.

Here, the authors differentiate between the ‘epistemic’ or ‘cognitive’ dimension in
which propositional claims are made. The ‘normative’ or ‘moral’ dimension where
ideological values/principles indicate an inherent degree of responsibility and which may
be perceived that should lead to action. Also, the ‘pragmatic’ or ‘expressed preference’
dimension indicates the creation of consensus on the basis of the perceived gained

personal interests.

Table: 4.2 Dimensions of Consensus

Element of Preference Construction

Value Belief Expressed Preference

Type of consensus | Normative consensus Epistemic consensus Preference consensus

that should predominate) | the impact of a policy) preference for a policy)

(Agreement on the value | (Agreement on belief about | (Agreement on expressed

Meta-counterpart | Recognition of legitimacy | Acceptance of credibility of | Agreement on the nature of

of disputed values disputed beliefs disputed choices

Source: Dryzek and Niemeyer (2006, p. 638)

Even though the above authors do not discuss the exercise of legitimacy strictly in
relation to management studies, they nevertheless have similarities about the key
theoretical categories such study should contain. This adds support to our effort to
identify an adequate framework in which the consultant-client relationship can be
examined. Below, we provide an analysis for each of the above dimensions as
represented in Suchman’s (1995) typology, and also illustrate how they can help us
understand the issues of knowledge legitimation in the context of the consultant-client

relationship.

4.3 Cognitive Legitimation
The relationship between an organisation towards its environment and its members

operates within a communicative context where propositions are sustained in support of

their rational, and well defined explicit evidence (Scott, 1995). By referring to the
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cognitive realm of legitimation Suchman (1995) draws attention to those rationally made
claims which help justify an organisation’s course of action towards its internal or
external audience. Propositions that take a normative character for what ‘something is’
or, ‘should be’ are often sustained in relation to a set of collective beliefs and
assumptions the members of a community share (see Oliver, 1991; Meyer and Rowan,
1977; Meyer and Scott, 1983). In this sense, a manager’s endeavour to convey a change
of practice to his/her employees for instance, takes place through a process of
‘congruence’ where the existing belief/knowledge system goes through a process of
conformity with the new practices/ideas.

The potential success or failure to communicate a set of new propositions to such
members can be argued to become an issue dependent on achieving consensus in the
cognitive realm (see also Shein, 2004). Suchman’s reference to the notions of
‘comprehensibility’ and ‘taken-for-granted’ are made in order to distinguish the
difference between the accommodation of the incoming new propositional beliefs, in
contrast to the already shared world-view that makes up the members’ conditioned
reality. For Suchamn (1995) ‘comprehensibility’ is used to describe the sense of
conformity which assumes that legitimation becomes an outcome of understanding.
‘Taken-for-granted’ is used to characterise the role that already existing shared
presuppositions play in the regulation of the incoming propositions between members.
The already collective and shared belief-system is not necessarily made explicit for what
it constitutes. It is rather a social outcome that has evolved over time and which has been
unquestioned or unchallenged. Palazzo and Scherer (2006) go to the point to argue how:
“Once a manipulation attempt is disclosed cognitive legitimacy may collapse when
subconscious acceptance is substituted by explicit consideration and opposition because
practices are perceived as unacceptable” (p. 72). In this way, challenging the already
accepted and shared assumptions can prove ‘dangerous’ for understanding how the
collective nature of those belief-making relations is being sustained. This is because
individuals are not themselves aware of how such beliefs have been incorporated in the
first place but have been embraced and acted upon by them (Berger and Luckman, 1966).

At this level of analysis, cognitive legitimation focuses on the conceptual and even

subconscious level for the way receptivity and congruence occurs. The emphasis is found
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in the representation of those cognitive schemata that come to be
accepted/integrated/translated into the members’ meaning-making relations. The
systematic projection of a set of propositions/values an organisation wants its members to
believe, has been argued to have a profound impact on the behaviour of its members
(Scott, 1995).

Studies of cognitive legitimation often focus on the importance of stakeholders and
how leaders undertake strategies through which to project behavioural qualities that the
organisation is believed to have (see Albert and Whetten, 1985; Dutton and Dukerich,
1991; Dutton and Penner 1993). Scott (1995) has largely argued how the desired
behaviours of an organisation represent the result of its implemented organisational
structures as well as their associated acclaimed qualities which are promoted by its actors.
For Scott (1995) the orchestration of organisational templates and procedures helps
legitimise the value of the actors’ practices. Abrahamson (1996) further argues how such
organisational images and their cognitive representations come to be more broadly
circulated through the various publishing channels. Abrahamson (1996) argues how the
audiences are subject to the projection of impressions, and these are crafted through the

business press as well as other media channels.

4.3.1 The consultant-client dimension
The cognitive dimension of legitimation becomes clearly relevant to the consultant-client

relationship as the construction and communication of advice emerges from the process
of conceptualising the organisational problems against the needed solutions. The value of
consulting is widely argued to exist in the consultants’ competencies of providing
solutions against the presented managerial needs (Clark, 1995, Legge, 2002). However,
before a business contract is produced, the consultants’ understanding of the clients’
expressed issues can be seen as the first stage of intervention. In this sense, the cognitive
‘schemata’ through which consultants evaluate the clients’ needs constitutes the essence
of their communicative interaction (Werr, 2002). More importantly, it can be argued that
the value of cognitive legitimation actually exists in the frameworks through which

consultants accumulate and present their advice to clients (Werr and Stjernberg, 2003).
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Either through data collection practices about the client’s external or internal
environment, or in the formulation of particular solutions through the use of managerial
tools and techniques, consultants enter into a ‘discourse’ with clients through which they
demonstrate their input (Sarvary, 1999). Such input can be communicated in the form of
written reports, verbal presentations, or more participative workshops. The testability
aspect of the consultants’ propositions is limited during these early stages of
communication with the client. The clients’ choice for showing trust and acceptance over
such propositions can be argued to depend on the content of the propositions, and, how
well they are aligned with the members’ needs, expectations and values. The issue of
importance here concerns how cognitive legitimation is produced by the consultants’
ability to demonstrate that their advice and service will meet the clients’ needs
(Czerniawska, 2002).

In addition to the above, it also needs to be argued how consulting recommendations
can differ between them. Not only in terms of the content of the advice but also about the
‘radical’ nature of the action that they propose. Strategy consulting firms that engage with
the short or long term direction of the client firm for example, come to face different
degrees of challenges from an operations management consulting assignment where the
client looks to reduce the employees’ high turnover. Czerniawska and May (2004), argue
how consulting practices vary between: a) relying on already ‘tried and tested’
approaches that might not be innovative but carry less risk. And, b) how the consultants’
innovation and creativity for the development of new ideas often needs to deviate from
using already adopted ideas but which often carry more operational risk. In high-risk
project situations consultant may adopt strategic approaches that have been used in the
past and through which they have accumulated personal experiences for the upcoming
challenges/problems (Werr, 2002).

Even though the implications of the consultants’ interventions might be very different
between assignments, the degree to which the consultants come to propose a set of
recommendations emerges from this conceptual level of understanding. As a result, the
process of convincing the client to change a set of organisational structure, or introduce
new methods of work practices happen to have as common underlying factor the

demonstration of value at this cognitive level. We acknowledge that accepting or
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rejecting a course of action is well dependent on the complex nature of the assignment,
and as a result we do not want to generalise for the cognitive-related implications of the
above argument. However, we want to underline that in the course of producing
legitimacy through their advice through making suggestions and recommendations
consultants ‘enter’ the clients’ corporate ‘dominant logic’ domain (see Prahald and Bettis,
1985;; Bettis and Prahalad, 1995; Von Krogh and Roos, 1995). The decision to accept or
decline a working partnership with the consultants can well be dependent on the
consultants’ conformity of advice to the clients’ values, needs and expectations, at the

personal and also corporate level (Scott, 1995).

4.4 Pragmatic Legitimacy
In contrast to cognitive legitimacy and its emphasis on the conceptualisation of a reality

that offers management solutions, methods, techniques and rhetoric, pragmatic legitimacy
focuses on the fulfilment of the immediate self-interests of an organisation’s members.
This approach assumes that legitimation becomes possible when the organisation is able
to meet its members’ interests and expectations. This is evidently demonstrated in its
efforts to maintain their welfare through financial or non-financial returns.

Suchman (1995) argues that in this type of legitimacy the members of an organisation
might not agree with the actions, or adopted culture or values or practices from those
managing it, as long as they believe to receive the expected benefits. Hence, the
important dimension that characterises the above approach has to do with the perceived
extracted tangible and non-tangible returns. Pragmatic legitimacy is argued to be
particularly significant for sustaining the continuing loyalty and commitment of
shareholders to the organisation (see Selznick, 1949).

Palazzo and Scherer (2006) argue how this can be achieved by offering financial
incentives to stakeholders, incorporating them to the decision making structures, or, with
using rhetoric and symbolic management to manipulate perceptions. Suchman (1995)
argues how pragmatic legitimacy can be seen as a means of ‘exchange’ where members
are simply rewarded for supporting “an organisational policy based on that policy’s
expected value” (p. 578). As a result, by maintaining the distribution of returns to its

members the organisation also manages to ensure their loyalty.
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Suchman (1995) makes a further distinction between ‘influence legitimacy’ and
‘dispositional legitimacy’ in order to highlight the less subtle ways through which the
expected returns are produced. By ‘influence legitimacy’ the author refers to the exercise
of authority, trust and power that an organisation exercises through its members. For
Suchman (1995) this can happen when “the organization incorporates constituents into its
policy-making structures or adopts constituents’ standards of performance as its own” (p.
578). As a result, the members’ shared beliefs that the organisation policies and leaders
do not serve only their immediate tangible needs, but also the broader ideological
interests. Furthermore, this happens in a subtle way and without placing pressure on the
organisation for having to continuously and explicitly justify its producing returns to the
members.

By ‘dispositional legitimacy’ Suchman (1995) makes reference to how individuals
often align their interest and support towards an organisation because it is perceived to
meet their subjective and emotional needs. Even though an organisation might not in
itself actively try to create certain impressions of tangible or non-tangible returns, such
members can nevertheless relate to the image and representations that they happen to find
attractive. In this context, it is argued how the members’ disposition to legitimacy is
driven by the rather subtle traits of decision making, which may not be calculative or
transparent. Palazzo and Scherer (2006) argue that within pragmatic legitimacy,
corporations face the continuing challenge of demonstrating that the members receive
their expected returns. When stakeholders identify that their support to the firm does not
benefit them in some concrete way then they may withdraw their support. This then

threatens the pragmatic legitimacy that the organisation exercises towards its members.

4.4.1 The consultant-client dimension
In the consultant-client dimension, the relevance of pragmatic legitimacy can be seen

through the immediate and obtainable results that the consultants are believed to bring to
the client party (Toppin and Czerniawska, 2005). Such results can take the form of
managerial support, the providence of specific solutions to identified problems, the
channelling of information about industry practices, or/and models and techniques that

are thought to help improve the performance of the organisation as a whole. What
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differentiates the pragmatic dimension of legitimation from the cognitive one is the
degree of feasibility with which results can be obtained.

Even though the cognitive dimension is very much present for how knowledge-claims
are produced and communicated, here the emphasis is rather on the achievement of the
desired results that matter to the client party. Salaman (2002) alludes to the notion of
pragmatic legitimacy by underlying how clients are interested in the tangible benefits that
they extract from consulting ideas. Whereas academics may be interested in the truth-
relations from which such ideas emerge Salaman (2002) argues that consultants continue
to maintain their pragmatic legitimacy to clients, because clients are preoccupied with the
immediate support they can receive from adopting management techniques and
frameworks. How such ideas come to be accepted as ‘truth’ in the client is still not clear
in the literature, and this is because of the different research objectives academics try to
serve. He states: “The concern for the untruth of consultancy ideas about organization by
those concerned with the academic analysis of organization could indeed be seen as just
such a struggle for authority between academics and consultants” (Salaman, 2002: 251).

In this context, the exercise of pragmatic legitimacy can be seen as exemplified in the
operational context of consulting activities where management tools and techniques have
a direct application over the client’s state of affairs. For example, a client organisation
has found that the employees are not motivated when performing their work and the
productivity-levels are low. The decision might be made to invite a consulting firm to
help identify the reasons for it and provide recommendations. As this is an imaginary
scenario, we can think of how consultants provide some kind of methodological input to
the problem, by suggesting the distribution of a series of questionnaires. These are aimed
at obtaining information for how the employees currently feel about the company and
why they do so. We assume how the collection, analysis and presentation of the data
results to an action-plan the consultants draft, and which the client accepts to implement.
The above course of action can be argued to provide pragmatic legitimacy in that the
consultants’ service has met the immediate organisational needs in a way that has been
satisfactory to the clients’ demands. In this context, clients are keen on identifying the

different ways of attaining the desired objectives and with paying less emphasis on how
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the consultants might have developed their ideas in the first place. Hence, the focus is on
whether the consultants can produce what the client requires (Salaman, 2002).

The above theme is also complemented from a series of extensive interviews with
clients by Czerniawska and May (2004) who found how the notion of ‘delivery’ was
regarded as the most important attribute that the clients value in consultants. The authors
argue how clients expressed that ‘getting things done’ requires a different degree of
difficulty and commitment of consulting service. Clients pay less emphasis on the
qualities of presentation and appearance than they have done in the past.

As it has already been argued by Suchman (1995) the important dimension about
pragmatic legitimacy concerns the members’ immediate fulfilment of inferests. Even
though, organisational needs can be thought as constituting a collective entity, it needs to
be argued that their design can be influenced by the individuals’ personal interests.
Organisational interests cannot be assumed to be equally represented by all members as
their positions, roles and expectations in the firm may differ. However, the misalignment
of interest between members can clearly lead to the failure of pragmatic legitimacy.

The issue of how members manage to win the support and trust of other members so
that the identified ‘immediate interests’ are not seen as selfishly driven but collectively
represented, has become an issue of discussion in the symbolic management literature
(Goffman, 1963; Pfeffer, 1981). Authors argue for the actors’ adoption of metaphors,
rituals and use of rhetoric in order to help create impressions of reality that may be
potentially embraced by the targeted audience (Allen and Caillouet, 1994). In this
context, the reality of events is not transparently communicated between members in an
objective way. They are defined, manipulated and projected in order to fulfil personal
goals (Elsbach, 1994).

The critical literature has aiso drawn from the above authors for making the argument
as to how, the value consultants provide, is at a superficial level (Kieser, 2002; Alvesson,
2001; Benders and van Ven, 2001). For Kieser (2002) the extent to which the application
of the ideas consultants suggest might have the same actual affect as proposed, remains
uncertain. As a result, the consultants’ ‘pragmatic’ contribution to the client is based on
the distribution of popular ideas, and which consultants assume that will produce the

desired results (Heusinkveld, 2004). In this way, consultants ensure that their business
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service as well as business interests are being sustained (Alvesson and Johanson, 2001)
Even though our aim is not to provide answers for how ‘pragmatism’ is performed we
nevertheless want to argue for the discussed complexities regarding the emergence of
pragmatism. In particular, how legitimation occurs when clients manage to fulfil their
interests/needs as represented in the state of affairs of the organisation, but also, as being
an outcome that can be influenced by the use of symbolic management, rituals and

rhetoric (Elsbach, 1994).

4.5 Moral Legitimacy
In contrast to the pragmatic legitimacy and its emphasis on the fulfilment of the

immediate interests of the organisation and its members, moral legitimacy is argued to
take place on the collective sharing of beliefs and values that have an ideological or
normative character (Suchman, 1995). Hence, conformity and congruence are not based
on the personal fulfilment of interests; members of an organisation believe that they get it
by aligning their interests and pledging their support to it. But, in the collective
understanding that the chosen course of action will produce the needed greater ‘wider
good’. Such social good may concern the current or future state of the organisation. It
may involve issues of growth and productivity that has moral dimensions and which are
not necessarily financially measured.

The moral attributes an organisation exercises, can concern its ways of treatment
towards the welfare of employees, procedures of fairness, transparency and justice (Tyler
and Blader, 2005). More recent debates have also focused on the sensitive relationship
between the organisation and its responsibility towards natural resources and the physical
environment (see Harvey, 1998). The degree of commitment an organisation requires for
becoming more accountable to the societal norms and values of its community lies
outside its possible capitalistic drive for economic expansion (see Hajer, 1995).

An interesting study by Tyler and Blader (2005) identifies four aspects of
organisational procedures where evaluations of justice influence the employees’

behaviour and loyalty, not only towards the organisation but also towards their
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colleagues''. The study shows that the employees’ intrinsic incentives, as represented
through societal norms of contact, are more effective means of managing employees than
extrinsic “command and control model” (p. 1144). The authors state how the:
“employees’ social value judgments regarding their work organization, embodied in their
perceptions of the legitimacy of organizational authorities and the perceived congruence
of their personal values with those of the organization, were the primary factors shaping
their rule adherence” (p. 1148).

The creation of moral legitimacy as argued by Suchman (1995) needs to also be seen
within the social constructive character of the environment and as it becomes a product of
peoples’ intentions. Hence, moral legitimacy is thought to become the fulfilment of an
organisation’s members’ interests where objectivity and transparency are interwoven
with political goals. In this sense, the exercise of symbolic management and “hollow
symbolic gestures” (Suchman, 1995: 579) allows for the manipulative projection of a
‘moral legitimacy’ that may satisfy peoples’ values at a superficial level. The boundary
between a ‘superficial’ moral legitimacy from a ‘pragmatic’ one is difficult to qualify as
both forms can equally influence perceptions of legitimacy. The study by Tyler and
Blander (2005) for example, has shown that even though moral values can be argued to
constitute peoples’ perceptions, the presence of procedures of justice, and as expressed in
the course of administrative policies/rules, does effect the constitution of these personal

values.

4.5.1 Dimensions of moral legitimacy
In an effort to contextualise the more particular dimensions of moral legitimacy,

Suchman (1995) makes the further distinction between: 1) Consequential legitimacy 2)

Procedural legitimacy 3) Structural legitimacy, and 4) Personal legitimacy.

" These are evaluations made a the 1) organisational level decision-making, 2) organisational-level
interpersonal treatment, 3) supervisor-level decision-making, and 4) supervisor-level interpersonal
treatment
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A) Consequential & Procedural

Durocher, et. al., (2007) illustrate the use of consequential legitimacy by referring to the
ideology behind the use and types of accounting standards settings. The authors argue
that in order for organisations to avoid criticism about the integrity of their adopted
procedures by the public, make the case about the inherent credible qualities of
consequential legitimacy. In this way “consequential legitimacy can serve as a link
between the symbolic dimension of power of the standard-setting process and the valence
that a user may see in participating in this process” (p. 39). It is the properties of the
outputs produced that is sought to be highlighted in the above paradigm.

Procedural legitimacy refers to the evaluative moral standards of the processes
through which practices are conducted. Also, the extent to which such procedures are
acceptable against the set of adopted standards. Demonstrating qualities of transparency,
fairness and justice for example, helps legitimise the organisational image and practices.
An example to illustrate the above can be seen through Tyler’s reference to the dispute
over the presidential election in the US in 2000. Tyler (2006) states how “Studies of the
2000 U.S. Supreme Court decision in Bush v. Gore suggest that in gaining deference for a
controversial decision, the Court benefited from the widespread public view that the
Court is a legitimate political institution” (p.381).

In this context, the adopted procedures through which the Court came to the decisions
were believed to be legitimate because of its institutional legitimacy to the public. This
helped reduce the initially expressed resistance and criticism and helped the outcome of
the decision as being morally legitimate. Even though, the Court is regarded as a social
institution with established integral moral principles, the morality of procedures within
organisations is made less evident. In this sense, it is argued that the way through which
procedures come to be regarded as acceptable by an organisation’s members, depends on
the collective understanding and socially constructed values that have been incorporated
by those particular members (Suchman, 1995). In this sense, the perceived morality of
procedures is to be treated as situation-dependent, and as being subject to the members’
interpretive schemata that can well differ between members of a different culture.
Palazzo and Scherer (2006) argue how: “Moral legitimacy is socially constructed by

giving and considering reasons to justify certain action, practices, or institutions” (p. 73).
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