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Abstract 
 
A number of different authors have highlighted the need for postgraduate students to be 
work ready for a career in consulting. This paper examines a cohort of 21 MSc students 
from a UK-based University and how they addressed this issue through an assignment 
geared up towards this aim. The completed assessments ranged in terms of the 
strategies the students used to assess their development needs for a career in 
consultancy. Strategies used consisted of: competency analysis, SWOT analysis, 
psychometric tests, use of the British Psychological Society consultancy cycle (from the 
Qualification in Occupational Psychology) and use of consultancy cycles from other 
sources. Interestingly there was a lack of consistency between students in terms of 
what strategies they chose to be future consultants. This research is useful because it 
systematically demonstrates which strategies may be used by postgraduates to identify 
the skills and behaviours they need for a consultancy career.  
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Introduction 
 
On completion of their first degree countless students want to embark on a career in 
consulting as it is a challenging but worthwhile venture. Nevertheless, consulting is a 
competitive industry. Inside Careers (2018) in partnership with the Management 
Consultancies Association (MCA) and the Institute of Consulting (IC) state that 
graduates must have a strong academic background with a minimum of an upper 
second-class Honours degree or equivalent to have a chance of embarking on a career 
in consulting. Also needed are good interpersonal skills and a whole range of different 
behaviours such as: analytical capability, leadership, resilience, communication, and 
technical skills (Inside Careers, 2018). Indeed, many students embark on a 
postgraduate degree that may help them develop these additional behaviours and skills. 
Universities have capitalised on this and produced postgraduate programmes that 
encourage a student’s employability.  
 
In the 1950s, consultancy firms recruited the best and the brightest talent from the 
Business Schools who were graduating with a Master’s degree in Business 
Administration (MBA). This practice has changed somewhat nowadays and a variety of 
professionals from engineers through to occupational psychologists go into the 
consultancy field (Biggs, 2010). This is due to the attractiveness of the career not only in 
terms of variety of work but also in providing a real chance to practice knowledge learnt 
from University in a variety of organisations and businesses. Indeed, consulting gives 
you privileged access to small, large, public sector and private sector organisations. 
 
 
Skills and Behaviours Needed as a Consultant 
 
The skills and behaviours needed for a consultancy role are essential to develop to be 
successful as a consultant (Appelbaum, 2004). Skills can be taught and can range 
widely in consultancy practice. They can range from the so-called soft skills like 
interpersonal communication through to more technical skills such as project 
management or data modelling skills. This is obviously dependent on what type of role 
and work a graduate wants to go into and how they can add value to their client using 
their own specific discipline. So, identifying skills as a potential consultant is essential in 
gaining employment. Identifying skills can be done fairly simply using a tool such as a 
Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) Analysis. Or it can be 
further augmented by learning more specific skills sets either from a technical side such 
as PRINCE2 Project Management or through specialist qualifications in consultancy.  
 
Skills are important in consulting but as Inside Careers (2018) reminds us, so are 
behaviours such as interpersonal skills. Occupational Psychologists work in analysing 
the behaviours that are important to good employee performance. Behaviour is not a 
theoretical construct but observable through evidence. It is what an individual “says” or 
“does” or the opposite, what they “don’t say” or “do” when something is expected of 
them. These behaviours are often put together as a competency but several 
competencies often form a competency framework linked with effective or superior 
performance (Ballantyne & Povah, 2004). A competency framework should ideally 
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encompass all of the behaviours necessary for effective performance in a particular job 
role (Bowler and Woehr, 2006).  
 
Two competency frameworks useful in examining the behaviours needed for effective 
performance as a consultant are the International Council of Management Consulting 
Institutes (ICMCI) Certified Management Consultant (CMC) competence framework and 
my own eight consultancy competency framework (Biggs, 2010). The ICMCI CMC 
competence framework has eight competencies in total, clustered into three broad 
themes of Business Competence, Technical Competence and Values, and Behaviour 
Competence (see Figure one). Interestingly, this framework combines both skills such 
as analytical skills and behaviour.  
 

Figure One: Certified Management Consultant Competence Framework (ICMCI, 2014) 
 
 
Other approaches are more purist in terms of separating behaviours and skills. Skills as 
mentioned earlier can be developed, whereas behaviours are more innate and are 
harder to change so occupational psychologists often separate the two (Biggs, 2010). In 
terms of the eight consultancy competency framework, this utilised two job analyses 
from consultancy firms and a meta-analysis of the competency framework literature 
(Woehr and Arthur, 2003).  
 
Both of these competency frameworks have many similarities. Either of these 
frameworks, or others from specific consultancy firms, can be used to examine a 
person’s repertoire of behaviours. This can then lead to an examination of those 
behaviours at an individual level leading to a list of development needs. Biggs (2010) is 
probably more apt for entry level consultants as it is meant for a graduate market 
concentrating on building up behaviours through experience performing activities. The 
ICMCI framework is good for a professional market as it is orientated towards the 
Certified Management Consultant qualification and develops through stages all geared 
towards improving consultancy competence through initially developing a client 
business insight, through to delivering achievable and sustainable results through 
personal interaction and development.  
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Given that there are academic sources of information directly geared towards the 
graduate or postgraduate seeking a career in consulting, this paper was interested in 
what students actually do, when given the opportunity to assess themselves ready for a 
career in consulting. This competency framework is shown in Figure two. 
 

 
 
Results 
 
The results of the study demonstrated that the participants adopted a number of 
different strategies for analysing themselves in preparation for a career in consulting. 
Table A exhibits the main strategies employed. The most common strategy was use of 
the SWOT analysis with 14 of the 21 students completing this on themselves. 
Competencies were also employed with ten students assessing their behaviours. All but 
four students had used a consultancy cycle to illustrate how they could develop. 
Interestingly, the main source of this came from the stage 2 qualification in occupational 
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psychology (QOP) by the British Psychological Society. However, other sources (Biggs, 
2010; Block, 2011; Cockman, Evans, & Reynolds, 1992; O’Mahoney & Markham, 2013; 
Sabari, 1977; Stevens & Campion, 1994) were used looking at the consultancy cycle 
either separately or in combination with the QOP consultancy cycle. A surprising 
strategy was seen with six of the participants, who used psychometric instruments as 
feedback for their assessment of their development needs.  
 
Some of the strategies excluded from Table A were used feedback on previous 
consulting based assignments completed by two participants. And one student 
innovatively used the Johari model of feedback to analyse themselves from their own 
perspective and the perspective of others (Luft and Ingram, 1955). 
 
 

 
Discussion 
 
The world of consulting is fascinating and offers a stimulating career. Students are 
attracted to it as they can develop themselves as professionals and occupational 
psychologists are no exception to this. The identification of skills and behaviours is 
arguably the first step to take in this endeavor. Universities keen to improve the 
employability of their students have encouraged this practice. Indeed, postgraduate 
degrees often have a consultancy skills or professional skills module. This study 
specifically examined which strategies students would use to prepare themselves for a 
career in consulting. Interestingly, a range of strategies were used.  
 
The SWOT analysis was by far the most common method that students used to assess 
their development needs. Not all the participants 
completed a SWOT analysis and those that did not 
tended to use an alternative, such as a competency 
framework. The competency framework was used 
by half of the sample who demonstrated their 
ratings of their behaviour in a systematic way 
(Biggs, 2010). The six students that did not use a 
SWOT or competency framework relied on 
reflective practice to assess their development 
needs.  
 
A consultancy cycle approach was used by all but 4 
of the students. The most common consultancy 
cycle used was from the British Psychological 



 39 

Society’s QOP doctorate qualification (BPS, 2017. The outline of which is given in were 
all wanting to become occupational psychologists. The rating of this was also relatively 
easy to grasp as being either acceptable or non-acceptable (See Table B). The 
consultancy cycle was used to illustrate what gaps in the participants skills, behaviours 
and knowledge they had. This was useful in assessing their potential development 
needs, that they could work on either while at University or in their entry level 
employment. 
 
 

 
Psychometric tests were also used by a small number of the sample to illustrate areas 
that are often hidden but can be revealed through psychometric evaluation. This 
information did supplement the strategies used by the students in gaining skills 
necessary to become a consultant by providing scientific information about personality 
traits, preferences and even their team roles. Again, given the sample consisted of 
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trainee occupational psychologists it is not surprising that they used psychometric 
evaluation.  
 
 
Conclusions 
 
This paper extends current knowledge in the area of consulting by exploring the 
strategies employed by postgraduate students in preparing themselves for a career in 
the industry. Students used a mixture of behavioural and skills techniques to determine 
what they needed to develop to become a consultant. Behavioural techniques almost 
exclusively consisted of using competency frameworks to investigate their prior actions 
in terms of what contributed towards prior achievements. In terms of examining skills, 
the SWOT technique was used examining the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and 
threats that the individual faced. Most students also used a consultancy cycle to 
illustrate what development needs they may have. The consultancy cycle of choice was 
predominately from their professional body. However, other sources of information put 
forward by academics were used either instead of the professional body’s cycle or as a 
compliment to this progression. More advanced students also used psychometric 
testing to look at their personality traits or team orientation. Again, this knowledge was 
intertwined with the other evidence gathered leading to a thorough assessment of the 
students development needs for a consultancy role. 
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