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The use of artificial intelligence (AI) in expert work and organizations has increased rapidly in 

recent years. The growing adoption of generative AI has raised discussion on how AI influences 
the ways in which organizational problems are interpreted and solved in knowledge work. These 
developments are especially relevant in management consulting, where consulting work is 
strongly connected to the interpretation of ambiguous organizational problems and the collabora-
tive development of solutions. Despite the growing discussion surrounding AI in organizations, 
less attention has been given to how AI influences creativity and problem-solving in management 
consulting. This study examines the phenomenon from a perspective of problem-solving, as man-
agement consulting work often involves the interpretation of ambiguous organizational situations 
and the development of novel and context-specific solutions. 

The theoretical framework builds upon organizational research on AI and expert work, crea-
tivity and problem-solving, and management consulting research. Building on these perspectives, 
the study conceptualizes expertise as relational and context-dependent, emerging through ongo-
ing interaction, interpretation, and collaboration within organizational problem-solving processes. 
Through this framework, AI is approached as part of collaborative and socially situated problem-
solving processes. 

The study adopts a qualitative research approach. The empirical data consists of semi-struc-
tured interviews conducted with management consultants working in different consulting organi-
zations and roles. The data was analyzed through an inductive qualitative analysis process in-
spired by grounded theory principles and Gioia methodology. 

The findings suggest that AI is increasingly embedded into consulting work as part of collabo-
rative and iterative problem-solving processes. AI was perceived as particularly useful in explor-
atory search, ideation, and the development of alternative perspectives during ambiguous con-
sulting projects. At the same time, the findings indicate that consulting expertise remains strongly 
dependent on contextual interpretation, organizational understanding, the legitimization of solu-
tions, client interaction, and collaboration. Consulting problems were described as socially em-
bedded and evolving processes that require ongoing negotiation, reframing, and contextual judg-
ment together with organizational actors. 

The findings further suggest that AI transforms the distribution of cognitive labor within con-
sulting work. As routine tasks become automated, consultants’ roles appear to shift toward or-
chestration, coordination, critical evaluation, and sensemaking. AI appears to further amplify the 
importance of contextual interpretation and interaction within consulting work. The study therefore 
contributes to emerging discussions concerning hybrid human–AI collaboration and the future of 
knowledge work by demonstrating that expertise remains deeply embedded in human interaction 
and organizational contexts. 
 
Keywords: Artificial intelligence, management consulting, problem-solving, knowledge work, re-
lational expertise, human–AI collaboration, creativity 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background of the Study 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) is transforming knowledge work across organizations, reshap-

ing how ideas are generated, developed, and implemented (Ritala et al., 2024; Sowa et 

al., 2021). Recent advances in generative AI systems capable of producing analytical out-

puts have sparked debate about the future of knowledge work, particularly regarding the 

boundaries between human and machine contributions (Bankins et al., 2024). Break-

throughs in large language models have prompted both academics and practitioners to 

reconsider the implications of AI within knowledge work, shifting attention from simple 

task automation toward the reconfiguration of entire work processes (Bankins et al., 2024; 

Ritala et al., 2024). 

Beyond improvements in efficiency, these developments have significant implications for 

creativity in knowledge work. Creativity has been regarded as a fundamental component 

of knowledge work, involving the generation of novel and useful ideas that can be devel-

oped into implementable solutions (Anderson et al., 2014; Bouschery et al., 2023; Butollo 

et al., 2025). As AI systems participate in ideation, analysis, and exploratory search pro-

cesses, they are not only reshaping how tasks are performed, but also how organizational 

problems are solved (Raisch & Fomina, 2025).  

AI is reshaping the boundaries of professional expertise by taking over tasks previously 

handled by humans, challenging the traditional understandings of knowledge work (Ång-

ström et al., 2023). AI is perceived to make knowledge work vulnerable and threaten 

traditional professional authority by making meaningful inroads into non-routine reason-

ing and the analysis of complex cases (Ritala et al., 2024; Pakarinen & Huising, 2025). 

The developments have often been framed through narratives of disruption and “expertise 

in crisis”, in which AI is portrayed as a potential substitute for human professionals 

(Rudko et al., 2025). Such concerns are pronounced in knowledge intensive professions, 

where value creation has traditionally been tied to specialized expertise and cognitive 

skill (Pakarinen & Huising, 2025; Ramaul et al., 2024).   
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However, these narratives frequently rest on a substantialist understanding of expertise, 

in which knowledge is treated as a stable, transferable asset that can be separated from 

the individuals, practices, and contexts through which it is enacted (Pakarinen & Huising, 

2025). More recent relational perspectives conceptualize expertise as something enacted 

through interaction, recognition, and situated practice (Elmholdt et al., 2025b; Mosonyi 

et al., 2020; Pakarinen & Huising, 2025; Reihlen & Nikolova, 2010). From this perspec-

tive, expertise becomes inseparable from social relations, organizational structures, and 

the contexts in which it is performed. 

The new paradigm introduced by the emergence of generative AI, where machines can 

augment human creativity, has in recent studies been characterized by creational and con-

versational AI affordances (Ramaul et al., 2024). These affordances position AI not only 

as a tool for efficiency, but also as an active participant in problem-solving. Generative 

AI can support idea generation, suggest alternative framings, and enable iterative devel-

opment of ideas, thereby influencing both the novelty and direction of problem-solving 

outcomes. (Ramaul et al., 2024; Raisch & Fomina, 2025.) At the same time, when solving 

problems with the help of AI, humans need to set objectives, provide input data and eval-

uate how relevant or useful the AI-generated output is for the context in question (Pakar-

inen & Huising, 2025; Raisch & Fomina, 2025; Raisch & Krakowski, 2021).   

Management consulting provides a salient context for examining these dynamics. Man-

agement consulting work has been described as inherently collaborative, involving the 

co-production of knowledge with colleagues and clients, the continuous interpretation of 

problems, and the transformation of ideas into credible and actionable solutions 

(Elmholdt et al., 2025b; Mosonyi et al., 2020; Reihlen & Nikolova, 2010). Accordingly, 

consulting work is inherently relational, and the problems consultants face are often am-

biguous in nature (Elmholdt et al., 2025b).  

Previous research has demonstrated that while AI can automate routine tasks, more com-

plex and exploratory forms of problem-solving require human involvement. AI systems 

rely on available data and learned representations, which constraints their ability to inter-

pret organizational contexts, engage in relational interactions, and adjust recommenda-

tions through contextual judgement in the same way as humans (Bouschery et al., 2023; 
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Pakarinen & Huising, 2025; Raisch & Fomina, 2025). Furthermore, scholars have recog-

nized that generative AI’s information processing capacity allows for wider search than 

humans can, suggesting that these technologies can be used to enhance human problem-

solving capabilities (Amabile, 2020; Raisch & Krakowski, 2021; Raisch & Fomina, 

2025).  

1.2 Research Objectives 

This study adopts the view that knowledge work and expertise are inherently relational 

and socially situated processes (Mosonyi et al., 2020; Pakarinen & Huising, 2025). From 

this perspective, the implications of AI for management consulting cannot be understood 

solely through technological capabilities or automation outcomes but should instead be 

examined through the lens of how AI becomes integrated into organizations and everyday 

work practices (Bankins et al., 2024; Jarrahi et al., 2025).  

This study approaches these developments through the lens of problem-solving and cre-

ativity, as management consulting frequently involves ambiguous problems that require 

the development of novel and context-specific solutions (Elmholdt et al., 2025b; Har-

gadon & Bechky, 2006; Reihlen & Nikolova, 2010). Creativity in this study is understood 

as a broad and iterative process through which problems are framed, ideas developed, and 

solutions refined and legitimized in interaction with clients and colleagues (Amabile & 

Pratt, 2016; Perry-Smith & Mannucci, 2017). 

At the same time, recent research suggests that generative AI can be applied to explora-

tory tasks (i.e., situations in which problems are ambiguous and solutions are not yet 

known), as they have been found to expand the search outcomes in problem-solving 

(Raisch & Fomina, 2025). Despite growing research on AI in organizations, limited 

scholarly attention has been paid to how AI affects problem-solving in management con-

sulting specifically. Existing research on management consulting has emphasized the re-

lational and co-produced nature of consulting expertise (Mosonyi et al., 2020; Reihlen & 

Nikolova, 2010), while research on AI in organizations has increasingly highlighted col-

laborative approaches in which AI augments knowledge work (Bankins et al., 2024; Sowa 

et al., 2021). 
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Recent management consulting research has discussed digital transformation in consult-

ing work. Scholars have identified that digital technologies and AI are reshaping consult-

ing services and challenging traditional assumptions regarding consultants’ role as 

knowledge providers and experts (Cerruti et al., 2019; Christensen et al., 2013; Mosonyi 

et al., 2020). However, there remain relatively few empirical studies examining the im-

plications of AI specifically for management consulting practice. Specifically, limited 

attention has been paid to how AI becomes embedded in the socially situated and inter-

actional processes through which consultants collaboratively define problems and con-

struct solutions with clients and colleagues. 

The objective of this study is to examine how consulting work and problem-solving prac-

tices are reconfigured as AI becomes integrated into management consulting. The study 

focuses on how AI becomes embedded in the social and iterative processes through which 

problems are interpreted, ideas are developed and formed into legitimate solutions. 

Accordingly, this study addresses the following main research question: 

How does AI influence problem-solving in management consulting? 

To support the main research question, the study examines two related subquestions: 

1. What are the roles of creativity and problem-solving in management consult-

ing work? 

2. How is AI transforming creativity and problem-solving in management con-

sulting? 

To answer this research question, this study draws on qualitative interview data collected 

from 12 management consultants. The empirical analysis focuses on consultants’ experi-

ences of AI use in client-facing project work, problem-solving activities, and the devel-

opment of solutions together with clients and colleagues. 

1.1 Key Concepts 

The modern concept of management consulting is often associated with Marvin Bower 

and the professionalization of McKinsey & Company during the 1930s (Mckenna, 2006). 
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However, the meaning of management consulting has become broad, with no clear con-

sensus on the definition. Some scholars define consulting broadly as the provision of ex-

ternal assistance and advice to organizations (Fincham et al., 2013; Furusten, 2009). This 

study adopts the definition of management consulting as a professional service involving 

the identification and analysis of management problems, the recommendation of solu-

tions, and, when requested, support in the implementation of those solutions (Mosonyi et 

al., 2020, p. 121; Greiner & Metzger, 1983, p. 7).  

Management consulting is approached in this study as a form of expert work in which 

consultants support organizations in addressing ambiguous and context-dependent prob-

lems (Elmholdt et al., 2025b; Mosonyi et al., 2020). Expertise is understood as consisting 

of multiple forms of knowledge. In addition to substantive and abstract knowledge, ex-

pertise also involves relational knowledge that is developed through understanding or-

ganizational contexts, interactions, and client-specific situations (Pakarinen & Huising, 

2025). This perspective emphasizes that expertise is enacted and negotiated in interaction 

with others. 

Problem-solving in this study refers to exploratory activities through which previously 

unclear organizational problems are interpreted, analyzed, and addressed under condi-

tions of uncertainty and incomplete information (March & Simon, 1958; Posen et al., 

2018). Unlike routine decision-making situations with predefined alternatives, problem-

solving involves iterative search processes through which potential solutions are gradu-

ally developed and evaluated (Raisch & Fomina, 2025; Winter, 2003). 

Creativity and innovation are viewed as interconnected parts of a broader process in 

which creativity relates to the generation, elaboration, and development of ideas, while 

innovation refers to the implementation and application of those ideas within organiza-

tional contexts (Amabile, 1988; Amabile & Pratt, 2016; Anderson et al., 2014). In this 

study, creativity is not understood solely as idea generation performed by individuals, but 

as an iterative and collaborative process through which ideas are developed and refined 

in interaction with others (Hargadon & Bechky, 2006; Perry-Smith & Mannucci, 2017). 
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Artificial intelligence (AI) refers in this study to computational systems capable of per-

forming tasks that typically require human cognitive abilities, such as analyzing infor-

mation, recognizing patterns, generating content, and supporting decision-making pro-

cesses (Bankins et al., 2024; Jarrahi et al., 2025). The discussion focuses on generative 

AI and large language models, which are capable of producing text, generating alternative 

interpretations, and supporting exploratory forms of problem-solving (Raisch & Fomina, 

2025). In this study, AI is approached as a technology that supports collaborative and 

exploratory forms of organizational problem-solving while human interpretation and con-

textual understanding remain important. (Bankins et al., 2024; Jarrahi et al., 2025; Pakar-

inen & Huising, 2025). 

1.2 Structure of the Study 

This study is structured into five main chapters. Following the introduction, Chapter 2 

presents the theoretical framework of the study. The chapter first examines literature on 

artificial intelligence, expert work, and human–AI collaboration. It then discusses organ-

izational problem-solving and creativity from a relational and process-oriented perspec-

tive. Finally, the chapter examines relational perspectives on consulting expertise within 

management consulting literature. The chapter concludes by presenting the analytical 

framework of the study. 

Chapter 3 introduces the research methodology and explains how the empirical study was 

conducted. The chapter presents the qualitative research approach, research design, data 

collection process, and interview participants. In addition, the chapter describes the data 

analysis process. 

Chapter 4 presents the empirical findings of the study. The findings are organized around 

the main themes identified during the analysis process, including problem-solving, the 

relational nature of consulting expertise, and the perceived role of AI in management 

consulting work. The chapter also examines how AI influences the distribution of work 

within consulting projects. 
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Finally, Chapter 5 discusses the findings in relation to the theoretical framework and pre-

vious research literature. The chapter presents the main conclusions of the study, dis-

cusses the theoretical and practical implications of the findings, evaluates the limitations 

of the research, and provides suggestions for future research. 
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2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

2.1 Organizational Research on AI and Expert Work 

2.1.1 AI in Organizations 

The current state of artificial intelligence in organizations can be characterized as com-

plex and multifaceted. In practice, as organizations transition from being novice AI users 

to experienced ones, the reality of AI implementation is that organizations face techno-

logical, legal, and ethical challenges (Ångström et al., 2023; Merhi et al., 2023). Prior 

research further suggests that AI adoption varies depending on organizational contexts, 

for example organizational culture, work routines, leadership practices, and employee 

perceptions that can affect the adoption process (Bankins et al., 2024).  

The two major forms of AI discussed in organizational research are generative and pre-

dictive AI (Raisch & Fomina, 2025). Predictive AI supports routine decision-making by 

identifying patterns in historical data and applying probabilistic reasoning to reduce un-

certainty. Yet predictive models are limited by “model brittleness,” producing errors 

when faced with dynamic or unforeseen circumstances. (Townsend et al., 2025.) Gener-

ative AI (such as large language models), by contrast, operates through “latent space ex-

ploration”, creating new data based on learned patterns and therefore generating novel 

ideas, scenarios, or outputs beyond the original input (Raisch & Fomina, 2025; Savage, 

2023). While this allows for more distant and novel outcomes, generative AI outputs are 

not infallible and may produce hallucinations that require human interpretation (Town-

send et al., 2025).  

Most notably, the current state of AI in organizations is characterized by a shift from 

narrow, task-specific automation toward conceptualizing AI as a collaborative partner 

capable of complex tasks (Humberd & Latham, 2026; Bankins et al., 2024). Humberd 

and Latham (2026) suggest that we have reached a stage where AI can become an “agent 

of the firm”, since it can pursue complex goals over extended periods without human 

intervention. While previous research has focused on the capabilities of predictive AI in 
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automating work tasks, current research conceptualizes AI as augmenting and comple-

menting human work (Bankins et al., 2024; Raisch & Fomina, 2025). 

2.1.2 Expert Work and AI 

Current predictions and accounts in the literature concerning the demand for human ex-

pertise in the age of AI reflect a so-called “substantialist” view, in which expertise is 

understood as an intellectual possession or cognitive state produced, codified, and trans-

ferred between actors, including machines (Pakarinen & Huising, 2025, p. 2054). Simi-

larly, in consulting research the so-called “functionalist perspective” conceptualizes 

knowledge as an asset that can be aggregated and easily exchanged and transferred be-

tween organizational actors (Mosonyi et al., 2020, p. 131). Expertise and knowledge are 

seen in both perspectives as a cognitive state or intellectual possession that exists inde-

pendently of specific persons or contexts. From this perspective, advances in AI appear 

to threaten professional work, as knowledge and expertise are understood as something 

that can be replicated or replaced by technology (Pakarinen & Huising, 2025). 

 

However, in the light of empirical studies of professional work and relational sociol-

ogy, expertise is relationally constituted, applied, and recognized via social transactions 

and inseparable from manual, social, and emotional skills (Emirbayer, 1997; Pakarinen 

& Huising, 2025). The relational perspective views expertise as a social construction and 

suggests that AI technologies will instead become embedded in the existing network of 

interactions through which relational expertise is constituted. According to Mosonyi and 

colleagues’ (2020) comprehensive literature review on management consulting studies, 

from a social constructivist perspective knowledge is seen as a process: a fluid social 

construct that is legitimated and disseminated through interaction and may involve mean-

ing shifts when applied in different contexts. Viewing expertise as relational (Pakarinen 

& Huising, 2025) is in line with the argument by Mosonyi et al. (2020, p. 141) that per-

spectives on consulting work have shifted from viewing expertise as a static entity to 

understanding it as a more relational and co-produced process. 

 

Simultaneously, the relational nature of expertise presents significant challenges for the 

development and practical implementation of AI in organizational settings. Pakarinen and 
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Huising (2025) categorize these challenges into three key barriers: opacity, translation, 

and accountability. Opacity challenges exist because relational expertise is a situated 

practice developed within social interactions and specific contexts, making knowledge of 

these difficult to capture and incorporate into AI systems (Lebovitz et al., 2021; van den 

Broek et al., 2021). As a result, AI technologies often fail to capture tacit or fluid forms 

of knowledge. Translation challenges emerge because expertise is applied through con-

text-specific interactions, and AI-generated outputs often lack the ability to adapt to client 

needs or social cues without human interpretation (Waardenburg et al., 2022). Therefore, 

AI-generated recommendations must be translated by human brokers to become legiti-

mate and useful in real-world scenarios. Accountability challenges exist because legal 

and regulatory institutions recognize only humans as accountable for their actions. This 

creates dilemmas for professionals when they cannot explain or verify AI-generated out-

comes (Anthony, 2021; Lebovitz et al., 2022; Klutz & Mulligan, 2019). 

 

In addition to these implementation challenges, empirical findings suggest other factors 

that may hinder the adoption of AI in knowledge work. Ethical concerns, including issues 

related to discrimination, privacy, and reduced human interaction, have been identified 

as clear mediators in AI implementation (Merhi, 2023; Ångström et al., 2023). Despite 

challenges, there is a growing body of literature on the possibilities of AI implementation 

in knowledge work. The next section will explore more in depth the movement towards 

human–AI collaboration in the context of knowledge work. 

2.1.3 Towards Human–AI Collaboration 

 

Existing research suggests that the value of AI does not emerge from technological capa-

bilities alone, but from how these capabilities are embedded within social and organiza-

tional practices. For example, Bankins et al. (2024) argue that the organizational out-

comes of technology use are shaped by sociotechnical factors at individual, group, and 

organizational levels. Similarly, recent studies on generative AI emphasize that its impact 

on knowledge work depends on how it is integrated into existing information practices 

and organizational contexts (Jarrahi et al., 2025).  
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This perspective is further supported by Van den Broek et al. (2021), who examined the 

tension between producing knowledge independently (automation) and maintaining rele-

vance to the domain (expertise). Their study implies that machine learning (ML) systems 

remain remarkably incomplete without human expertise, especially in contexts that re-

quire interpretation, contextual understanding, and validation. From this perspective, col-

laboration is not only beneficial but necessary, as it enables a mutual learning process in 

which both ML developers and domain experts continuously adapt their practices. The 

outcome is what the authors describe as a “new hybrid practice”, characterized by the 

interdependence of human expertise and machine capabilities.  

 

Similarly, Ångström et al. (2023) highlight that AI implementation involves broader or-

ganizational transformation processes in addition to technological change. Their global 

survey identifies technological, organizational, and cultural (people-related) factors as 

key drivers and barriers to AI adoption. Their findings show that organizations typically 

face challenges across all three domains simultaneously, emphasizing that successful im-

plementation requires aligning technical infrastructure with human skills and organiza-

tional coordination. In line with this, Bankins et al. (2024) suggest that AI’s productivity 

benefits depend on “intentional and functional collaboration”, where AI is integrated into 

work processes in ways that support human capabilities and organizational work prac-

tices. Intentional collaboration involves deliberately designing work processes in which 

humans and AI learn and develop together, while functional collaboration refers to the 

different roles AI can play in supporting work tasks.  

 

Empirical studies support the shift toward collaborative work arrangements. Sowa et al. 

(2021) show that enterprise bots can function as collaborative partners, or “cobots”, that 

support human work and contribute to increased productivity. Similarly, Ritala et al. 

(2024) argue that the role of humans in the context of generative AI is shifting toward 

tasks that require creativity, critical thinking, interpersonal skills, and the validation of 

AI-generated outputs. Ramaul et al. (2024) further found that generative AI tools can 

enhance creativity in ideation and concept development, while also supporting repetitive 

tasks and improving efficiency. Recent research on generative AI further suggests that 
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these technologies are reshaping how knowledge work is performed by augmenting in-

formation practices, such as searching, synthesizing, and producing content (Jarrahi et al., 

2025). At the same time, studies on AI in organizations demonstrate that these transfor-

mations reshape skills, roles, and organizational dynamics, while increasing the im-

portance of human judgment and interpretive work (Butollo et al., 2025). 

The findings by Sowa et al. (2021), Ritala et al. (2024), and Ramaul et al. (2024) support 

the view that organizations gain value from hybrid forms of human–AI collaboration in 

which AI is augmenting work, while in contrast the earlier discussions of AI in knowledge 

work have focused primarily on automating human work (Bankins et al., 2024). A more 

recent example of what implications AI has in organizational contexts is Raisch and Fom-

ina’s (2025) study on hybrid problem-solving in management. Their research comple-

ments the traditional human-centric perspective in problem-solving by introducing how 

generative AI broadens the range of organizational search outcomes. Most notably, they 

contributed to the emerging literature on the use of generative AI in exploratory tasks, 

where problems are new, and no clear path to solution exists.  

While problem-solving has traditionally been tied to humans (Gavetti et al., 2012; March 

& Simon, 1958), with the emergence of AI implementation, it should be conceptualized 

as a hybrid human–AI activity, since generative systems expand the range of possible 

solutions (Raisch & Fomina, 2025). This raises a question of how such expanded search 

processes relate to creativity in organizational settings. 

2.2 Creativity and Problem-Solving in Organizations 

2.2.1 Problem-Solving in Organizations 

Creativity and problem-solving activities are inherently linked to each other. Innovation 

has long been understood to begin with the identification of a problem worth solving 

(Amabile, 1988; Wallas, 1926). March and Simon (1958) conceptualized problem-solv-

ing as a central organizational activity of identifying and addressing discrepancies be-

tween a current and desired state. Within this framework, decision-making can be under-

stood as a choice process within broader problem-solving activities, where actors choose 
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among available alternatives under conditions of bounded rationality. The concept of 

bounded rationality refers to the theoretical assumption that individuals operate under 

constraints of limited cognitive capacity, incomplete information, and limited time (Pu-

ranam et al., 2015). As a result, organizational actors often rely on simplified search pro-

cesses and satisficing behaviors. These constraints have been found to affect organiza-

tional decision-making and contribute to systematic biases in judgment and choice 

(Gavetti et al., 2012; March & Simon, 1958). 

Behavioral theory has also distinguished between routine decision-making and problem-

solving (March & Simon, 1958, p. 160). Routine decision-making concerns previously 

explored situations in which procedures and solution alternatives are already known, 

whereas problem-solving occurs in situations characterized by ambiguity, incomplete 

knowledge, and uncertainty (March & Simon, 1958; Winter, 2003). In such contexts, the 

challenge is not to select among predefined alternatives, but to understand a previously 

unexplored problem and embark on a search for new solutions (Posen et al., 2018; Raisch 

& Fomina, 2025).  

The constrained search for solutions in human problem-solving (Cyert et al., 1963) has 

in a sense, prompted organizations to use AI to aid decision-making and problem-solving 

processes (Krakowski et al., 2023). While predictive AI has mostly been associated with 

routine decision-making situations with known procedures and solution alternatives, re-

cent developments in generative AI have expanded the potential use of AI toward explor-

atory forms of problem-solving (Raisch & Fomina, 2025). If AI is used to support explor-

atory search and the development of new solutions, it becomes closely connected not only 

to organizational problem-solving, but also to creativity. In other words, if AI is applied 

in problem-solving contexts, where problems must be interpreted and novel solutions de-

veloped, then AI, problem-solving, and creativity therefore become closely intercon-

nected. 
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2.2.2 Creativity in Organizations 

To understand creativity, it is first important to consider the concept of ideas. In organi-

zational research, ideas have often been associated with novelty and change, while crea-

tivity has been defined as the generation and development of ideas that have the potential 

to improve practices, products, or solutions (Hua et al., 2022; Mumford & Todd, 2020). 

Ideas are fundamentally defined as provisional, communicable representations. They are 

representations because they stand for something, such as a concept, object, or action, 

rather than being the thing itself. Additionally, they are provisional because they are sub-

jective, changeable, and not yet absolute truths. (Hua et al., 2022). As ideas progress to-

wards implementation, they are often adapted based on feedback, constraints, or new in-

sights. In organizational contexts, ideas gain their significance not only for their original-

ity, but also for how they can be developed and used (Amabile, 1996; Campbell, 1960; 

Perry-Smith & Mannucci, 2017). It is also important to acknowledge that several scholars 

have adopted the view that creative solutions arise from recombining existing ideas (Am-

abile, 1988; Hargadon & Bechky, 2006, p. 485; Van de Ven, 1986). 

Guilford’s (1950) seminal work on divergent thinking is commonly viewed as the starting 

point of modern creativity research, conceptualizing creativity as an individual cognitive 

capacity related to the generation of multiple ideas. While this cognitive emphasis has 

been influential, later research has challenged this view of creativity as a solely isolated 

mental activity. Organizational scholars have emphasized that creative work is shaped by 

social relations and organizational settings (Amabile, 1996; Hennessey & Amabile, 2010; 

Anderson et al., 2014; Hua et al., 2022).  

Creativity can be understood through several perspectives. Hennessey and Amabile 

(2010) outlined that while many scholars have attempted to disentangle the interplay be-

tween mental activity and the environment, these should be studied together. Amabile’s 

(1988) componential theory of creativity is among the most influential conceptualizations 

of creativity in organizational research. The model proposes that creativity is shaped by 

domain-relevant skills, creativity-relevant skills, task motivation, and the surrounding so-

cial environment.  
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An updated version of Amabile’s (1988) componential model theory of creativity was 

presented by Amabile and Pratt (2016). The authors introduce the ‘dynamic componential 

model of creativity and innovation in organizations’ that integrates individual creativity 

with organizational innovation through a series of mutually reinforcing feedback loops. 

Similar to the original 1988 model, creativity and innovation are conceptualized as inter-

connected parts of initially the same process. The model describes how individual crea-

tivity (the production of novel and useful ideas) and organizational innovation (the im-

plementation of those ideas) are linked through mutual influence within a work environ-

ment. A central addition to the original model is the progress loop, which suggests that 

the creative process is not linear but consists of cycles or iterations (pp. 164–165). De-

pending on the outcome of the assessment (success, failure, or progress), the progress 

loop can trigger a return to earlier stages through changes in motivation and affect (p. 

167). 

 

While these perspectives highlight the social and emergent nature of creative processes, 

Mumford et al. (2012) explained that while creativity can be understood through various 

substantive models, a more pressing concern is what allows people to generate high-qual-

ity, original, and elegant solutions to complex problems. Their paper presents eight dis-

tinct cognitive operations that creative thinking depends on: problem definition, gathering 

and organizing information, conceptual combination (recombining and reorganizing ex-

isting knowledge), idea generation, evaluation, implementation planning, and solution 

monitoring. These operations are described to function dynamically and cyclically. Errors 

or inadequate products resulting from the execution of a later stage – such as idea evalu-

ation or implementation planning – require the individual to return to earlier operations 

to refine the solution. Furthermore, because errors flow through these processes, an issue 

identified in a later phase often stems from a deficiency in an earlier stage, such as prob-

lem definition, necessitating a restart of the cycle. 

 

Extending these insights, Perry-Smith and Mannucci (2017) present that creative pro-

cesses have four different phases. The first stage is idea generation, in which the problem 

to be solved is first identified and refined, after which it is discussed, and possible solu-

tions are evaluated. This is followed by the idea elaboration stage, where the potential 
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of new ideas is evaluated and developed. According to the authors, idea development can 

take place both consciously and unconsciously. The idea elaboration phase is followed 

by the idea championing phase, in which the creative idea is actively promoted, and ap-

proval is sought so that the idea can be taken forward and resources obtained for its im-

plementation. The final stage is referred to as the implementation phase, in which the idea 

is finally put into practice. Additionally, each stage involves different levels of interaction 

between participants, which promotes the ultimate feasibility of ideas.  

Beyond creativity process models, scholars have examined contextual factors shaping 

creative problem-solving. Studies suggest that the perceived work environment (climate) 

can significantly impact an individual’s or team’s willingness to engage in creative prob-

lem-solving (Mumford & Todd, 2020, p. 9). The climates that have been recognized to 

foster creativity are, for example, work autonomy, stimulation, and positive peer ex-

change (Hunter et al., 2007; Mumford & Todd, 2020). Furthermore, a climate character-

ized by participative safety, where members feel safe proposing new ideas without fear 

of judgment, has been identified as a primary driver of team-level innovation (Hughes et 

al., 2018). 

 

While physical space has for long been recognized as an influence on collaboration and 

interaction (Gonsalves, 2023, p. 1651), there are less studies on the influence of physical 

presence versus virtual presence on team creativity. Grund et al. (2025) investigated the 

influence of physical presence versus virtual environments on the creative performance 

on newly formed teams. Grund and colleagues (2025) study focused on divergent think-

ing - the process of generating multiple and useful ideas - as a starting point for broader 

innovation and found that teams working in physical presence significantly outperformed 

those working online in creative tasks. Their research reinforces the findings made by 

Hargadon and Bechky (2006), where communication in face-to-face settings provided 

higher social presence and speed of response.  
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2.3 Creative Problem-Solving in Management Consulting 

2.3.1 Extant Research on Management Consulting 

Management consulting research can be characterized as a debated and fragmented field, 

where multiple different perspectives have been investigated. The early research on man-

agement consulting was dominated in the 1950-1980s by a “functionalist” perspective, 

viewing consultants as collaborative experts and facilitators of change (Fincham, 1999; 

Sturdy et al., 2009; Mosonyi et al., 2020, p. 122). In the beginning of the 1990s, as schol-

ars began questioning the professional status of the industry and consultants’ knowledge 

claims, the “critical” view in management consulting research emerged (Abrahamson, 

1996; Alvesson, 1993). The research field on management consulting has thereafter been 

divided into a functionalist vs. critical categorization (Cerruti et al., 2019; Mosonyi et al., 

2020).  

Existing research has primarily examined consultants from individual and organizational 

perspectives (Cerruti et al., 2019, p. 906). In particular, the identity of consultants has 

been a prominent research interest among scholars (Alvesson, 2001; Brannan et al., 2015; 

Costas & Kärreman, 2016; Robertson & Swan, 2003; Whittle, 2005). The client perspec-

tive has been a notably smaller research interest, even though consultants’ enactment of 

their expertise has been identified as dependent on client relationships (Elmholdt et al., 

2024; Elmholdt et al., 2025b; Treem, 2016). 

More recent works have attempted to deepen theoretical understanding of the field and 

bridge the gap between functionalist and critical paradigms. For instance, Mosonyi and 

colleagues’ (2020) literature review presents a new framework that identifies three con-

ceptual themes that are recurring in the management consulting literature; knowledge, 

identity, and power. Their review demonstrates how these themes intersect through influ-

encing, resourcing, and controlling processes. Knowledge is identified by the authors to 

be at the core of consulting studies, though it has been defined in diverse ways, such as 

“knowledge as an asset” (the functionalist view of knowledge), “knowing as a process” 

(knowledge as a social and fluid construct that is legitimated through interaction), and 

“knowledge as a rhetorical strategy” (knowledge as discursive claims that are used for 
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persuasion and impression management within the client-consultant relationship). Their 

analysis demonstrates that there is a need to focus on how knowledge is constructed, 

which means considering the whole consulting process from knowledge construction to 

translation, instead of investigating knowledge and knowing at a specific point in time (p. 

133).  

Mosonyi and colleagues’ (2020) analysis additionally demonstrates that quite a few au-

thors have paid attention to how knowledge is developed together with clients (excep-

tions: Reihlen & Nikolova, 2010; Bettencourt et al., 2002). Recent management consult-

ing research has identified that consultancy services are constantly modified to meet the 

specific client needs and expectations, which requires a close relationship with clients to 

assess them accordingly (Elmholdt et al., 2025b). While Bourgoin et al. (2020) demon-

strated the relational nature of consultants’ authority and perceived expertise, Elmholdt 

et al. (2025b) further investigated how clients continually assess consultants' expertise 

based on their ability to treat their problems. Elmholdt and colleagues’ (2025b) paper 

demonstrated that clients fundamentally influence how consultants approach problems. 

Scholars suggest that the current stage of development in the consulting field is defined 

by clients that are active and well-informed, which has shifted the consultant-client rela-

tionship into a process of co-production (Mosonyi et al., 2020, pp. 122, 133; Höner & 

Mohe 2009; Reihlen & Nikolova 2010). 

A relatively new paradigm emerging in the management consulting literature is digital 

transformation (Cerruti et al., 2019), commonly understood as the integration of digital 

technologies in business practices to create value and improve organizational perfor-

mance. Digital transformation includes multiple technologies, and most recently, AI 

(Cozmiuc & Pettinger, 2021), which is a new research interest with few existing empirical 

papers in the management consulting research field. According to Cerruti et al. (2019), 

digital transformation or “revolution” is reshaping the management consulting industry 

itself by shifting consulting services away from traditional relationship-based strategy 

consulting toward more IT-driven and technology focused solutions. Cerruti and col-

leagues (2019, p. 917) as well as Christensen and colleagues (2013) argue that digital 

transformation contributes to the “democratization of knowledge”, as knowledge be-

comes more accessible through digital platforms and tools, which results in well-informed 



19 

 

 

clients that can challenge the legitimacy of consultancy knowledge. Mosonyi et al. (2020, 

p. 137) also note that the “codification of knowledge” can decrease consultants’ perceived 

status and power.  These perspectives are particularly relevant, as generative AI technol-

ogies challenge traditional assumptions regarding consultants’ role as knowledge provid-

ers and expert problem solvers. 

2.3.2 Management Consulting as Expert Work  

Consulting firms operate as “knowledge businesses” that create and commercialize 

knowledge resources (Kipping & Clark, 2012), and therefore they compete primarily on 

expertise (Starbuck, 1992). Consulting work involves a continuous knowledge cycle, in-

cluding the development of new insights, their transformation into standardized tools and 

frameworks, and their adaptation to specific client contexts (Mosonyi et al., 2020; Kip-

ping & Clark, 2012). Knowledge is not simply transferred from consultant to client but 

actively reshaped in use. From the relational perspective, consulting is primarily a nego-

tiated construction of meaning between the consultant and the client, and therefore exper-

tise is not a static attribute of the individual but rather a situated and context-dependent 

accomplishment (Bourgoin et al., 2020; Reihlen & Nikolova, 2010).  

While consulting work largely involves adapting expertise into marketable solutions tai-

lored to client contexts, it also involves elements of symbolic and political work. Studies 

highlight the importance of impression management, storytelling, and the use of manage-

rial rhetoric in constructing the perceived value of consulting outputs (Cerruti et al., 2019; 

Elmholdt et al., 2025b). Consultants often operate in “liminal” spaces between organiza-

tions, where they must rapidly produce contextually relevant knowledge while navigating 

competing organizational interests and expectations (Mosonyi et al., 2019).  

Consulting work is also characterized by ambiguity, uncertainty, and strong social dy-

namics. Clients actively evaluate consultants through ongoing “tests of expertise”, where 

clients continually assess consultants’ competence and ability to solve problems 

(Elmholdt et al., 2025b). Furthermore, research on expertise has identified that the expert 

status of professionals is no longer stable, but something that is more situational and 

transactional (Reed & Reed, 2022), meaning that consultants must continuously justify 
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and reinforce their expert authority through communication tactics and social relation-

ships. The need to establish legitimacy may become even more critical in the context of 

advancing AI, as intelligent systems may emulate routine forms of cognitive work that 

clients have previously relied on consultants to perform.  

2.3.3 Problem-Solving and Creativity in Management Consulting 

Consultants are essentially professional problem solvers. Consulting work involves using 

specialized expertise to diagnose and solve complex organizational problems while also 

legitimizing decisions and recommendations in interaction with clients (Elmholdt et al., 

2025b, p. 367; Reihlen & Nikolova, 2010). Unlike routine decision-making with prede-

fined procedures and known alternatives, management consulting frequently involves 

complex organizational problems that are ambiguous and context dependent (Cerruti et 

al., 2019). 

From the perspective of creativity research, consulting tasks can largely be characterized 

as heuristic rather than algorithmic. Whereas algorithmic tasks involve known solution 

paths, heuristic tasks require interpretation, exploration, reframing, and the development 

of context specific and novel solutions (Amabile, 1996, p. 35). This distinction aligns 

closely with literature on organizational problem-solving discussed earlier (March & Si-

mon, 1958; Raisch & Fomina, 2025). However, not all consulting tasks are necessarily 

creative. More routine and standardized tasks may resemble algorithmic tasks in which 

procedures and expected outcomes are already largely known. Creativity becomes rele-

vant in consulting assignments involving uncertain and ambiguous client problems that 

require the construction of new interpretations and solutions. 

Client problems are often politically embedded or socially complex and affected by in-

complete information. Consultants must therefore continuously define and redefine the 

problems, gather and interpret information, generate alternative courses of action, evalu-

ate their feasibility, design implementation plans, and refine recommendations in interac-

tion with clients and colleagues. From this perspective, problem-solving in consulting 

resembles the iterative and socially situated processes of creativity discussed earlier, 

where ideas are progressively developed and legitimized through interaction (Amabile & 

Pratt, 2016; Perry-Smith & Mannucci, 2017). 
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Creativity and management consulting have been linked in previous research. Drawing 

on field studies in professional service organizations, including management consulting 

firms, Hargadon and Bechky (2006) introduced the concept of collective creativity, con-

ceptualizing creativity as an interactional and socially constructed process rather than as 

solely an individual act. Their research demonstrates how novel insights can emerge 

through momentary collaborative processes involving activities such as help seeking, 

help giving, reflective reframing, and reinforcing. Their study illustrates how creativity 

in management consulting can unfold through collective expertise and interaction.  

 

When viewed through this lens, other existing models of the creative process provide a 

useful framework for understanding consulting work. For instance, the stages of idea gen-

eration, elaboration, championing, and implementation described by Perry-Smith and 

Mannucci (2017) parallel key phases in consulting projects. Similarly, Mumford et al.’s 

(2012) cognitive operations – including problem definition, information organization, 

conceptual combination, and evaluation – closely resemble the analytical and interpreta-

tive activities central to consulting practice. The dynamic and iterative nature of creativity 

highlighted in Amabile and Pratt’s (2016) model resonates with the cyclical refinement 

of hypotheses and recommendations typical in consulting engagements. 

2.4 Analytical framework  

The preceding theoretical discussion reflects a growing movement across research on AI 

in organizations, knowledge work, expertise, creativity, and management consulting to-

ward relational, processual, and socially situated understandings (Amabile & Pratt, 2016; 

Bankins et al., 2024; Mosonyi et al., 2020; Pakarinen & Huising, 2025). These perspec-

tives suggest a shift from viewing organizational work as isolated activities performed by 

individuals toward understanding it as inherently relational, situated, and dependent on 

interaction and collaboration with others.  

This perspective is particularly relevant in management consulting. Emerging research 

on consulting has emphasized that expertise is co-produced and continuously negotiated 

in interaction with clients and colleagues (Elmholdt et al., 2025b; Mosonyi et al., 2020; 
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Reihlen & Nikolova, 2010). Consulting assignments frequently involve uncertainty, in-

complete information, and competing organizational interests, where problems are often 

initially ambiguous and must first be interpreted and framed before feasible solutions can 

be developed (Cerruti et al., 2019; Reihlen & Nikolova, 2010). Management consulting 

can therefore be understood as involving exploratory and socially situated forms of prob-

lem-solving. 

The theoretical discussion on creativity further reinforces this interpretation. Creativity in 

organizations is increasingly understood as an iterative and collaborative activity that in-

volves problem framing, idea elaboration, evaluation, and reframing (Amabile & Pratt, 

2016; Perry-Smith & Mannucci, 2017). Creative outcomes emerge through the continu-

ous development and refinement of ideas in interaction with others (e.g., Hargadon & 

Bechky, 2006). This understanding aligns with management consulting, where recom-

mendations or solutions must be adapted to the client’s organizational context and recog-

nized as both feasible and legitimate by clients and other stakeholders (Elmholdt et al., 

2025b; Reihlen & Nikolova, 2010). 

Recent research on AI in organizations extends these discussions toward collaborative 

and hybrid forms of human–AI work in which AI supports knowledge intensive activities 

and exploratory forms of problem-solving (Bankins et al., 2024; Jarrahi et al., 2025; Sowa 

et al., 2021). Generative AI systems have been argued to expand organizational search by 

producing alternative interpretations and suggesting possible solution paths beyond those 

initially considered by humans (Raisch & Fomina, 2025). At the same time, the value of 

AI-generated outputs remain dependent on human interpretation and contextual under-

standing, especially in relational forms of work such as management consulting (Jarrahi 

et al., 2025; Pakarinen & Huising, 2025). Studies on AI implementation further demon-

strate that domain expertise becomes embedded throughout the development and appli-

cation of AI-supported solutions, resulting in hybrid forms of human–AI problem-solving 

and knowledge production (Raisch & Fomina, 2025; van den Broek et al., 2021). 

Building on these theoretical perspectives, this study conceptualizes management con-

sulting as a relational form of work in which creative problem-solving emerges through 



23 

 

 

interaction between consultants, clients, and AI-supported practices. Together, these per-

spectives suggest that problem-solving in management consulting is socially situated and 

shaped through collaboration, contextual interpretation, and the interplay between human 

expertise and technological capabilities. From this perspective, AI reshapes consulting 

work by influencing how consultants interpret problems, explore possible solutions, and 

develop recommendations together with others. 
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3 METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Qualitative and Inductive Research Approach 

This study adopts a qualitative research approach to examine how AI is integrated into 

problem-solving activities in management consulting. Previous research has described 

management consulting as a social activity that is highly complex, making qualitative 

methods particularly suitable for examining such phenomena, which are difficult to cap-

ture through quantitative techniques (Cassell et al., 2018; Mosonyi et al., 2020). Because 

the study focuses on how consultants perceive and interpret the role of AI in their work, 

a qualitative approach enables access to the meanings and contextual understandings 

through which consulting work is constructed in everyday organizational settings. This 

perspective aligns with the interpretivist foundations of Gioia methodology, where organ-

izational reality is understood as socially constructed and continuously shaped through 

interaction and interpretation (Magnani & Gioia, 2023). 

The study follows an inductive research logic inspired by grounded theory principles and 

Gioia methodology. In Gioia methodology, the aim is to generate new concepts and the-

oretical insights from rich empirical data rather than test existing hypotheses (Gioia et al., 

2013). This methodology is suited for examining complex organizational phenomena be-

cause it emphasizes theory development grounded in informants’ lived experiences while 

maintaining analytical rigor and transparency in the research process (Magnani & Gioia, 

2023). In line with this approach, the analysis progressed iteratively between empirical 

observations and emerging conceptual interpretations throughout the research process. 

Although the analysis was primarily inductive, the movement between empirical obser-

vations and existing literature also reflected abductive elements characteristic of Gioia 

methodology (Magnani & Gioia, 2023). Emphasis was placed on preserving interview-

ees’ own language and meanings during the early stages of analysis before moving toward 

abstract conceptual themes. Consistent with Gioia methodology, this informant-centric 

approach aims to represent organizational actors’ own understandings and experiences 

before introducing researcher-driven theoretical interpretations (Gioia et al., 2013; Mag-

nani & Gioia, 2023). 
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Semi-structured interviews were selected as the primary data collection method because 

they allow participants to describe their experiences and interpretations in their own terms 

while still enabling the researcher to guide discussion around themes that are relevant to 

the research questions (Cassell et al., 2018; Rowley, 2012; Roberts, 2020). This approach 

is appropriate in inductive qualitative research, where the objective is to understand how 

organizational actors interpret and make sense of complex phenomena within their work 

environments (Gioia et al., 2013). The interviews therefore focused on obtaining detailed 

descriptions of consulting projects, collaboration practices, problem-solving activities, 

and the perceived role of AI in consulting work. 

Consistent with Gioia methodology, the research approach prioritized informant-centric 

analysis during the initial stages of coding to reduce premature theoretical categorization 

and remain close to the interviewees’ lived experiences (Gioia et al., 2013). Open-ended 

interview questions and follow-up discussions enabled participants to elaborate on con-

crete situations and experiences. This approach supported the identification of emergent 

themes and allowed the analytical framework to develop iteratively from the empirical 

material. 

3.2 Data Collection 

The empirical data for this study was collected through semi-structured interviews with 

12 management consultants during March and April 2026. The sample consisted of man-

agement consultants whose work involved client-facing consulting projects and collabo-

ration within consulting teams. While all interviewees were working in Finland, many of 

them also worked with international clients and projects across other European countries. 

The sample included seven consultants from Big Four consulting firms and five from 

smaller consulting companies. Including consultants from different organizational con-

texts was considered important because previous research on management consulting has 

predominantly focused on large consulting firms, while smaller consulting companies and 

specialized consulting domains have received less scholarly attention (Werr, 2012). To 

increase variation in perspectives and experiences, the final sample included consultants 

working in strategy consulting, tax consulting, law and regulation, and insurance and risk 

management. 
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A purposive sampling strategy was used to identify interviewees with relevant profes-

sional backgrounds and experience related to the research topic. Initially, the researcher 

published a public LinkedIn invitation for voluntary participation in the study, but be-

cause this approach did not yield participants, interviewees were subsequently identified 

through the researcher’s professional network and targeted LinkedIn searches using con-

sulting-related keywords. To ensure that participants had sufficient experience to reflect 

on consulting practices and AI use, a minimum requirement of approximately 1.5 years 

of consulting experience was established. In addition, interviewees were selected from 

different departments and organizations to increase variation in the data and reduce the 

risk of capturing only one organizational perspective. 

Consistent with inductive qualitative research, data collection and sampling progressed 

iteratively throughout the research process (Gioia et al., 2013). Emerging insights from 

the early interviews informed subsequent participant selection and interview emphasis. 

For example, after the first interviews, it became evident that including consultants from 

different areas of domain expertise was important for understanding how AI use and prob-

lem-solving practices vary across consulting contexts. Consistent with Gioia methodol-

ogy, data collection continued until additional interviews no longer produced substan-

tially new insights relevant to the research focus. While the sample size was relatively 

small, it has been argued that even a limited number of interviews in qualitative research 

can lead to data saturation (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022), and therefore the sample size was 

justified. 

All interviews were conducted in Finnish to enable interviewees to describe their experi-

ences and perceptions in their native language and to reduce potential language-related 

constraints during the interviews. Before each interview, participants received an email 

containing the privacy and data protection statement as well as the main interview themes. 

Eleven interviews were conducted remotely through Microsoft Teams, while one inter-

view was conducted face-to-face. At the beginning of each interview, the researcher ver-

bally confirmed the interviewees’ consent to audio recording and to the use of pseudon-

ymized research data. 
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The interviews progressed from broad discussions concerning consulting work and col-

laboration practices toward more focused discussions related to problem-solving, exper-

tise, AI use, and the future of consulting work. This interview structure enabled partici-

pants to first describe how consulting work typically unfolds in practice before reflecting 

more specifically on how AI becomes integrated into those processes. The interviews 

focused on concrete examples and experiences related to AI-supported work practices, 

interactions with clients, the perceived limitations of AI, and the changing role of con-

sultants. 

Table 1: Interview information 

Interviewee Area of Domain Exper-

tise 

Organization type Duration (h:m) Transcribed 

pages 

P1 Tax Small 00:39 14 

P2 Tax Big Four 00:51 16 

P3 Insurance & risk manage-

ment 

Big Four 00:58 19 

P4 Strategy Small 00:55 18 

P5 Strategy Big Four 00:56 17 

P6 Strategy Big Four 00:46 16 

P7 Strategy Small 00:52 16 

P8 Strategy Big Four 00:48 16 

P9 Strategy Small 00:56 19 

P10 Law & regulation Big Four 00:51 17 

P11 Strategy Big Four 00:50 17 

P12 Insurance & risk manage-

ment 

Big Four 00:48 16 

Total:   10:10 201 
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The interviews lasted between 39 and 58 minutes, with a total recorded duration of 10 

hours and 10 minutes. All interviews were recorded and transcribed using Microsoft 

Teams’ transcription tool. The transcripts were subsequently manually reviewed and ed-

ited to correct transcription inaccuracies, pseudonymize the material, and remove filler 

words that were not considered relevant to the analysis. The final dataset consisted of 201 

pages of transcribed interview material (Times New Roman 12, 1.5 line spacing). 

3.3 Data Analysis 

The data analysis followed an inductive qualitative analysis process inspired by grounded 

theory principles (Thornberg & Charmaz, 2013) and Gioia methodology (Gioia et al., 

2013). The aim of the analysis was to identify patterns and themes emerging from the 

interview material while remaining closely connected to the interviewees’ own interpre-

tations and experiences during the early stages of coding. The analysis progressed itera-

tively between the empirical material, emerging conceptual interpretations, and the re-

search questions throughout the research process. 

After data collection, all interviews were transcribed and imported into MAXQDA qual-

itative data analysis software. The interviews were initially analyzed in Finnish, which 

enabled the researcher to remain close to the interviewees’ original expressions and con-

textual meanings during coding. The first stage of analysis involved open coding con-

ducted line-by-line across the interview transcripts (Myers, 2019). During this phase, all 

recurring ideas, practices, experiences, and interpretations identified across the interview 

material were coded without imposing predefined theoretical categories on the material. 

In line with Gioia methodology, the analysis prioritized informant-centric coding by pre-

serving the interviewees’ own language and expressions wherever possible (Gioia et al., 

2013; Magnani & Gioia, 2023). 

Following the initial coding phase, recurring expressions, descriptions, and interpreta-

tions identified across the interviews were first coded using informant-centric terms de-

rived closely from the interviewees’ own language. In line with Gioia methodology, these 

first-order concepts aimed to preserve participants’ own meanings and experiences before 

introducing more abstract theoretical interpretation. During this stage, the researcher re-

lied closely on the terminology and expressions used by the interviewees themselves. 
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In the later stages of analysis, similarities and relationships between the first-order con-

cepts were examined through comparison and conceptual abstraction. Related first-order 

concepts were gradually grouped together into broader second-order themes that captured 

recurring analytical patterns across the interviews. Examples of these second-order 

themes included consulting projects and collaboration, maintaining project scope, con-

sulting organization as a resource, the human aspect, the need for an outside expert, 

consultants as validators of knowledge, AI as an extension of expertise, the decline of 

manual labor, and human experts becoming orchestrators. 

Based on this analysis, the second-order themes were organized into three aggregate di-

mensions: 1) Problem-Solving in Management Consulting, 2) Relational Expertise in 

Consulting Work, and 3) AI and the Changing Role of Consultants. These aggregate di-

mensions formed the basis for the structure of the empirical findings and the analytical 

interpretation of the study. The progression from initial coding to aggregate dimensions 

followed the logic of Gioia methodology, where analysis gradually moved from inter-

viewees’ own descriptions toward more abstract conceptual interpretations (Gioia et al., 

2013). Table 2 presents a simplified overview of the data structure used in the analysis. 

Due to the large number of first-order concepts generated during the coding process, the 

table presents representative interview quotations illustrating the empirical grounding of 

the second-order themes and aggregate dimensions. 
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Table 2: Data Structure 

Representative quotations Second-order themes Aggregate dimen-

sions 

We have certain key account clients—that is, clients we mon-

itor closely—and we hold internal meetings to review how 

each client is doing, how we’ve been in touch with them, 

what they might have coming up, and what kind of leads we 

have. -P11 

Consulting Projects and 

Collaboration 

Problem-Solving in 

Management Consult-

ing 

Well, I'd say that communication is also important, and that 

if any ad hoc issues come up, we can just talk about them 

right here in the office. -P12 

Of course, consultants always have that slightly commercial 

perspective. In my opinion, it’s poor consulting if you try to 

solve the client’s every problem during the first project. -P9 

Maintaining Project 

Scope 

--we’re this small, agile, and creative agency, so I’ve real-

ized that some people are pretty fixated on how a project is 

defined and won’t stray from that. But our goal is still a suc-

cessful end result, so if we see that it would be worth doing 

something a little different here, then we’ll take those kinds 

of changes in direction into account even during the project -

P4 

Consulting Organization 

as a Resource 

--It’s really about connecting with people and understand-

ing how the human mind works. Because we talk a lot about 

managing attitudes or perspectives—we tend to think that if 

someone has a certain attitude or has a bad attitude or some-

thing, so in a way, our expertise in “how people behave and 

how they function” allows us to develop management and so 

on. So that’s an essential part of expertise in this field. -P7 

The Human Aspect Relational Expertise 

in Consulting Work 

It’s just that they don’t really understand what’s going on—

especially when it comes to foreign customers, part of the 

service we provide involves analyzing the problem. -P2 

The Need for an Outside 

Expert 

The more expertise you have, the faster you’ll notice 

if something’s wrong—when you look at those senior em-

ployees who’ve been working for years, and then they try out 

some AI, they can tell right away if something’s off. And 

that—your own expertise—will certainly continue to be em-

phasized as a way to challenge the machine’s output. -P8 

Consultants as Validators 

of Knowledge 

--Another use case is actually this brainstorming—it might 

be that I’ve come up with a project plan myself, I’ve thought, 

“Let’s do a project like this,” and then I might ask an AI tool 

to generate another project plan and just see if anything 

comes of it. -P6 

AI as an Extension of Ex-

pertise 

AI and the Changing 

Role of Consultants 

It’s no secret to the client that we’ll use AI tools at 

some point, because they certainly make our work more ef-

ficient. I suppose it’s only to be expected these days that we 

use some tools to create a document, for example. -P10 

The Decline of Manual 

Labor 

Visualization in and of itself might sound like a pretty minor 

topic, but it actually accounts for about 60% of our work—

whether it’s in PowerPoint or on a whiteboard—and it’s 

clearly the area where the benefits aren’t yet apparent. -P5 

Human Experts Becoming 

Orchestrators 



31 

 

 

 

During the later stages of analysis, selected interview excerpts and thematic descriptions 

were translated from Finnish into English when transferring quotations and analytical 

notes from MAXQDA into Microsoft Word for further refinement and reporting. DeepL 

translation software was used to support this process, after which the researcher manually 

reviewed and edited the translations to ensure that the meanings, contextual nuances, and 

tone of the original interview statements were preserved as accurately as possible. Be-

cause qualitative analysis involves interpretive decisions by the researcher, the analysis 

process also required continuous reflection on how prior assumptions and theoretical per-

spectives could influence coding and interpretation. To reduce premature theoretical cat-

egorization, the early stages of coding emphasized openness to emergent themes and pri-

oritized interviewees’ own descriptions and examples before moving toward broader con-

ceptual interpretations. 
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4 FINDINGS 

 

4.1 Problem-Solving in Management Consulting 

4.1.1 Consulting Projects and Collaboration 

The findings show that management consulting projects generally begin when clients 

seek external support for problems they do not fully understand or know how to address.  

Interviewees described project lifecycles in relatively similar terms. Longer and more 

complex projects typically involved data collection, analysis, and continuous reviewing 

together with the client, whereas straightforward problems were solved without the need 

for multiple project phases. In more complex cases, solutions were described as being 

gradually refined throughout workshops and regular meetings. While a final report was 

commonly produced at the end of consulting engagements, the value of consulting was 

perceived to emerge primarily through the collaborative work carried out during the pro-

ject itself. Therefore, the process through which problems were addressed, and solutions 

were developed was often considered more important than the final document alone. 

Once the commercial agreement has been finalized, we then begin working 

on the project together. The nature of the project depends very much on 

what is being done, so there isn’t really a single standard template. Typi-

cally, however, the project involves collecting data, conducting analyses, 

and reviewing the results with the client. We often refine and work through 

the findings together, for example in workshops. A final report is also usu-

ally compiled as part of the project. -P6 

--Usually, the client is involved in the process the whole time — there are 

client-participatory workshops, and clients have typically been able to con-

tribute in interviews and especially in those workshops by giving their input, 

making decisions, and so on. At every stage, we go through the process to-

gether: for example, “now we have completed this phase, and based on that 

we have arrived here, and for that reason we are now moving into this next 
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phase”.  So the process progresses in a very open and transparent way, with 

the client actively involved in it. And because the client is part of the pro-

cess, I think that by the final stages they themselves have a fairly good un-

derstanding of how the outcomes were reached and how the process un-

folded. -P4 

The findings demonstrate that consulting projects involve collaboration between individ-

uals occupying different organizational roles and levels of expertise. Informants de-

scribed how senior consultants and partners contribute accumulated experience and spe-

cialized expertise, such as strategic understanding and client relationship knowledge, 

while consultants in more junior roles facilitate discussions, prepare materials, and sup-

port project coordination. Problem-solving in consulting projects therefore appears dis-

tributed across multiple organizational actors whose expertise and responsibilities com-

plement one another throughout the consulting process. 

Generally, the role of senior consultants—or, more accurately, those in 

managerial roles—is to bring their own long-term experience and expertise 

to the table, while the consultants’ role is to facilitate the discussion, ensure 

that the desired outcomes are achieved, and prepare the necessary materi-

als. Then, if we’re talking about a so-called higher-profile workshop, a 

partner-level person might also join in—partners are, in practice, the con-

sultants who bring in the most revenue, typically with 15–20 years of work 

experience and a wealth of expertise, but most importantly, they value those 

client relationships. -P5 

Personal trust was perceived as particularly important in management consulting because 

clients often seek support for organizational problems characterized by uncertainty and 

incomplete information. Informants emphasized the importance of long-term trust in con-

sulting relationships, describing how clients gradually develop confidence in consultants’ 

expertise through repeated collaboration over time. The findings therefore suggest that 

the legitimacy of consulting expertise is also based on the relational trust that develops 

between consultants and clients through ongoing interaction. 
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--especially with long-term clients—they start to trust our expertise because 

we’ve advised them so often, But even I, when I think about it, realize that 

if I ask AI something, I’m always aware that there’s a really big risk com-

pared to someone who’s been doing this for about 10 years—you just trust 

that expertise more. -P1 

We have certain key account clients—that is, clients we monitor closely—

and we hold internal meetings to review how each client is doing, how we’ve 

been in touch with them, what they might have coming up, and what kind of 

leads we have. -P11 

Informants further described how maintaining relationships with key account customers 

forms an important part of consulting work and supports collaborative problem-solving. 

In Big Four firms, partners were described as playing a central role in sustaining long-

term client relationships and identifying future development opportunities together with 

clients. The findings therefore suggest that consulting expertise is closely intertwined 

with ongoing relationship management, as long-term collaboration enables consultants 

and clients to address organizational problems jointly and develop solutions over time. 

Consulting solutions were described as being strongly shaped by the client’s organiza-

tional context and willingness to implement change. Informants described that developing 

solutions for clients required close collaboration with the client as well as an understand-

ing of the client’s context and priorities. The development of solutions was described to 

be customer-oriented, with clients continuously influencing the direction and refinement 

of proposed solutions.  

Well, sure, there are always options—it’s rare that there’s really just one 

way to solve a problem, but of course it depends a lot on the client’s inten-

tions and level of ambition, and a bit on what they’re willing to do—often 

we might have alternative solutions or other options, but then we always 

have to tailor it to the client’s situation so that it’s easy to digest and ac-

cept—we can’t just propose some massive, sweeping change project for a 

project that isn’t, say, the client’s top strategic priorities, so it doesn’t just 
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happen—we have to really get to know the client well and then tailor our 

offering to fit their needs.-P11 

The findings suggest that consulting problem-solving involves substantial interpretive 

work in which consultants continuously negotiate different understandings of organiza-

tional priorities and possible solution paths. Organizational problems were rarely per-

ceived uniformly across actors within the client organization. Different stakeholders were 

described as interpreting problems through distinct professional and organizational per-

spectives, such as operational or managerial viewpoints. Consultants were therefore ex-

pected to navigate and balance these perspectives while simultaneously maintaining pro-

gress within the project.  

Now, when I look at my own project, we have a lot of discussions with the 

experts and the development managers about how they see things from their 

own perspective, and then management brings in a much more strategic 

view of the direction we want to go in, whether that means introducing more 

AI or something like that. It’s as if those discussions are happening in two 

different places. -P5 

Problem-solving in consulting projects was described as highly dependent on continuous 

interaction between team members. The findings highlight the importance of informal 

interaction and ongoing communication as central mechanisms through which collabora-

tive problem-solving takes place in consulting work. Although remote work was consid-

ered possible, physical proximity was perceived to support faster information sharing and 

easier coordination within project teams. Informal conversations and recurring meetings 

were described as important situations in which project related knowledge and emerging 

solutions were collectively shared and developed. 

But one very important thing is that—at least here, and I know this is the 

case at other consulting firms as well—people spend a lot of time in the 

office. It’s not mandatory; it’s more that the team wants to come to the office 

because information flows much more easily that way. For example, if I 

have a question for our project manager, I can just walk over to him and 

ask about it. I don’t have to specifically set up a call or schedule a meeting 
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with him to go over something; a lot of it just happens because we’re in the 

same place and share information that way. -P5 

Well, I'd say that communication is also important, and that if any ad hoc 

issues come up, we can just talk about them right here in the office. -P12 

The project team defines its own methods for sharing information, but in 

the current project, we have an internal weekly meeting a couple of times a 

week where we go over issues from every angle—there might be matters 

related to project management, there might be updates from the client’s 

management or the consulting firm’s management, there might be specific 

topics arising from a particular stream, or there could be practically any-

thing else project-related that we discuss in these weekly meetings. Weekly 

meetings are kind of a pretty typical practice even outside of consulting 

firms, but in them we share information specifically related to the project. -

P5 

Relevant information related to problem-solving was continuously gathered and inter-

preted through ongoing interaction with clients. The recognized organizational chal-

lenges, priorities, and potential development needs was often described as emerging 

through informal discussions during lunches, coffee breaks or hallway conversations. In-

formants explained that these less formal communication channels frequently provided 

additional insights into the client’s situation and helped consultants identify underlying 

organizational problems or future development opportunities.  

Generally speaking, in the B2B sector, I’d say it’s that customers have a 

need for which they then ask for help. But then, since partners build long-

term customer relationships, during those relationships there can also be 

some of that—like going out for lunch and realizing, “OK, there’s a pain 

point here.” Then we’d want to figure out a solution, and we’d kind of dig 

into that case to see what we can offer. -P5 

One effective approach is to ask the client in informal situations—for ex-

ample at the beginning or end of a meeting, during a coffee break, or in the 
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hallway—just casual questions about how things are going and what their 

main priorities are at the moment. Through this kind of informal conversa-

tion, a lot of additional information often comes up, providing insight into 

the kinds of issues the client is dealing with. In fact, not all projects are 

simply given to us in a straightforward way; there is also a significant 

amount of “detective work” involved. -P11 

Consulting problem-solving involves substantial relational and interpretive work extend-

ing beyond formal project structures. Informants described consulting as involving “de-

tective work,” where understanding the client’s needs depends not only on formal project 

information, but also on consultants’ ability to interpret signals, concerns, and priorities 

emerging through ongoing interaction with the client organization. 

Overall, these findings suggest that problem-solving in management consulting is highly 

relational and iterative. Consulting projects were described as collaborative processes in 

which consultants, clients, managers, and project teams continuously contribute to defin-

ing problems, interpreting information, and refining possible solutions. Rather than fol-

lowing fixed solution paths, problem-solving in consulting appears to be shaped by on-

going negotiation between different organizational perspectives and client-specific prior-

ities. The findings further indicate that consulting expertise is performed through interac-

tion and collaborative knowledge sharing throughout the project lifecycle. This implies 

that the results align closely with the theoretical framework presented earlier in the study, 

where expertise and problem-solving are understood as relational and socially situated 

organizational processes. 

4.1.2 Maintaining Project Scope 

Problem definition was described as an important early phase of consulting projects be-

cause it also determines the scope of the work included in the commercial agreement. 

Problem-solving in consulting is also a commercially negotiated process in which con-

sultants continuously balance the client’s needs with limitations related to time, budget, 

and the feasibility of the work itself. The findings therefore indicate that problem-solving 

is strongly shaped by the need to balance client expectations, project scope, and commer-

cial constraints. Informants described how consulting projects typically begin through 
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ongoing client relationships or formal requests for proposals, after which consultants 

work together with clients to identify and define the problem that needs to be addressed.  

--perhaps one of the biggest challenges in consulting is managing the 

scope—meaning you’re always constrained by either time, budget, or the 

quality of the work—so whenever you want more or less of something, it 

affects this whole triangle. And yes, it’s very often the case that your appe-

tite grows as you eat and then you might realize that you want a lot of other 

things too, and then again, as a consultant, it requires a lot of that kind of 

work—of course we want to be good customer service providers and help 

our clients. But also, the fact that we don’t do free work, or that we negoti-

ate—if we do something else, then that takes away from something else—so 

managing that scope is definitely a big part of consulting. -P11 

The findings suggest that scope management forms an important part of problem-solving, 

as consultants must continuously negotiate what can realistically be accomplished within 

the agreed project boundaries. Informants described how clients’ expectations and project 

needs often evolve during the consulting process, creating pressure to continuously ex-

pand the scope of the engagement. Consultants were therefore expected to balance re-

sponsiveness toward client needs with the practical and commercial limitations of the 

project.  

Of course, consultants always have that slightly commercial perspective. In 

my opinion, it’s poor consulting if you try to solve the client’s every problem 

during the first project. -P9 

Consulting work involves a long-term relational and commercial orientation in which 

projects are viewed as part of ongoing client relationships. Informants described how 

consultants may identify additional organizational problems or development opportuni-

ties during projects that could potentially be addressed in future engagements. In this 

context, problem-solving becomes connected to broader processes of maintaining client 

relationships and generating future consulting opportunities. 
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The findings therefore suggest that consulting problem-solving involves substantial in-

terpretive work in which consultants and clients jointly construct an understanding of the 

organizational issue and the objectives of the project. Clients often approached consul-

tancies when they experienced uncertainty regarding how to identify or address a partic-

ular organizational problem. Informants described how the definition of the problem itself 

was typically constructed together with the client during the early stages of the project. 

Successful consulting work was described as depending on whether the final outcomes 

could be connected back to the initial goals and expectations established together with 

the client. 

All the problems we set out to solve with our clients—we only get involved 

at the point when the client has a problem they themselves recognize as 

needing support, so in a way, as long as we can provide insight into that 

problem and help the client address or solve that issue or move things for-

ward, then it’s not really something we’ve had to think too much about—

like, “how do we justify that this is actually useful. -P6 

Our starting point is that we want to do everything in a way that provides 

some added value to the customer—that’s why we’re working with them—

and as for what that added value is, that’s something we define together 

with them, and what those goals have been, so we can meet them. So, even 

if we defined at the start of the project what we wanted to achieve, then 

we’ve actually achieved those things. -P7 

Consulting expertise involves relational and communicative abilities through which con-

sultants establish legitimacy and build trust and emotional engagement with clients. In-

formants described that an important aspect of consulting is the ability to construct per-

suasive narratives about organizational problems, future possibilities, and the value of 

proposed solutions. Storytelling was particularly associated with the sales phase of con-

sulting projects, where consultants create compelling interpretations of the client’s cur-

rent situation and communicate possible future outcomes that consulting work may help 

achieve.  
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Consulting is really a lot about how we sell, and of course it’s based on 

facts. But it’s also a bit like storytelling, where you sell the customer an 

image or a story, especially during the sales phase—and that’s something 

AI can’t really replace—it lacks that certain creativity and human touch—

so you still need a human element there, even in a presentation situation 

when you’re selling something, you create that narrative and that feeling 

for the customer, because ultimately, people buy things quite strongly based 

on emotion and feeling, and they need that story and sense of meaning on 

top of that -P12 

A consultant is a storyteller—an outside, objective observer who views the 

company from the outside and has no preconceived notions or biases. -P9 

In conclusion, these findings suggest that problem-solving in the context of consulting is 

closely intertwined with commercial negotiation and legitimacy-building processes. 

Problem-solving was described as a process shaped by project constraints, client expec-

tations, organizational priorities, and long-term client relationships. Consultants were ex-

pected to continuously negotiate project scope, interpret organizational problems together 

with clients, and construct solutions that were perceived as both feasible and valuable 

within the client context. The findings further indicate that storytelling and narrative con-

struction form an important part of consulting expertise, as consultants create persuasive 

interpretations of organizational problems and future possibilities throughout consulting 

engagements.  

4.1.3 Consulting Organization as a Resource 

Problem-solving appears to be partly dependent on the collective organizational resources 

available through the consulting firm itself. In Big Four firms, consulting expertise was 

seen as something embedded within the broader organizational resources, networks, and 

knowledge structures of consulting firms. Informants described how consulting organi-

zations provide access to accumulated project experience, internal expertise, methodo-

logical frameworks, and professional networks that consultants draw upon during client 

engagements.  
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The consulting organizations represented by the informants ranged from global Big Four 

consulting firms to smaller companies with approximately 30–100 employees. Although 

the interview questions did not directly focus on organizational structures, several inform-

ants described their consulting work through the characteristics of their organizations. 

Informants from smaller consulting firms emphasized flexibility and the ability to adapt 

projects dynamically throughout the consulting process. Interviewee P4 explained that 

because their organization was “small and agile,” project directions could be modified 

more easily during ongoing engagements if new insights or client needs emerged. Organ-

izational size was therefore perceived to shape how flexibly consultants can respond to 

changing client situations and adjust project work throughout the consulting process. 

--we’re this small, agile, and creative agency, so I’ve realized that some 

people are pretty fixated on how a project is defined and won’t stray from 

that. But our goal is still a successful end result, so if we see that it would 

be worth doing something a little different here, then we’ll take those kinds 

of changes in direction into account even during the project -P4 

In contrast, consultants from Big Four organizations emphasized the advantages created 

by large scale organizational resources and global knowledge networks. Informants de-

scribed how previous client projects, internal case databases, methodological frame-

works, and international consultant networks form important organizational resources 

supporting consulting work. These resources were perceived to provide consultants with 

access to accumulated knowledge concerning different industries and previously imple-

mented solutions. Consulting expertise therefore appears partly organizationally distrib-

uted, as consultants rely on broader collective knowledge infrastructures extending be-

yond their own personal experience. 

We’re such a huge company, so we have a really extensive experience and 

a collection of client case studies—all the projects we’ve implemented, how 

we’ve implemented them, and similar projects they currently have under-

way—so we have a lot of data and experience on what works and what is a 

working model. -P12 
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We often look internally to see if we have any references to similar situa-

tions—what we might have done in the past, or if there are any lessons to 

be learned, or if we have any frameworks or methodologies that could be 

applied here -P11 

The importance of organizational networks was further emphasized in relation to access 

to expertise distributed across consulting firms. Informants described that when clients 

hire consultants from large organizations, they also gain access to broader networks of 

specialized expertise and experience extending beyond the individual consultant assigned 

to the project. 

In practice, it's the network of consultants around them. So when a client 

has access to you, they have access to all the other consultants, and the 

amount of information a consultant has versus someone trying to solve that 

issue internally—well, that’s probably a big difference after all. -P9 

These findings suggest that consulting organizations function as important knowledge 

and resource infrastructures supporting problem-solving in consulting. Expertise was not 

described solely as residing within individual consultants, but also as embedded within 

organizational networks and accumulated project experience. Organizational context ap-

pears to shape how consulting expertise is mobilized and applied during client engage-

ments. While smaller consulting firms emphasized flexibility and adaptive project work, 

larger consulting firms highlighted the advantages created by extensive organizational 

knowledge resources and global consultant networks. 

4.2 Relational Expertise in Consulting Work 

4.2.1 The Human Aspect 

Problem-solving in management consulting relies heavily on interpersonal understand-

ing, contextual interpretation, and interaction with clients. Informants repeatedly de-

scribed consulting as a “people business” in which solving organizational problems re-

quires understanding organizational actors, interpreting client-specific situations, and fa-

cilitating collaboration throughout consulting projects. Discussions concerning the future 
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role of AI further emphasized that many aspects of consulting problem-solving were per-

ceived as closely tied to human interaction and therefore difficult to replace with AI sys-

tems. 

The importance of interpersonal understanding was emphasized among strategy consult-

ants working with abstract organizational and transformation-related problems. Inform-

ants described how consulting projects often require understanding how organizational 

attitudes emerge, how individuals react to change, and how human behavior shapes or-

ganizational dynamics. Problem-solving in management consulting was therefore de-

scribed as requiring the ability to interpret organizational and social contexts. The follow-

ing quote by informant P7 demonstrates this well: 

--It’s really about connecting with people and understanding how the hu-

man mind works. Because we talk a lot about managing attitudes or per-

spectives—we tend to think that if someone has a certain attitude or has a 

bad attitude or something, so in a way, our expertise in “how people behave 

and how they function” allows us to develop management and so on. So 

that’s an essential part of expertise in this field. -P7 

Problem-solving frequently involves interpretive activities requiring contextual under-

standing that cannot be fully formalized or digitized. Human expertise was described as 

important in situations where consultants must facilitate organizational change or under-

stand client-specific needs that are difficult to express explicitly. Informants explained 

that consulting often involves identifying underlying issues through asking relevant ques-

tions and interpreting information emerging through discussions with clients. 

If we assume that even if we had a perfect AI tool that could produce the 

same result given the same input, even in this situation, even if that tool 

existed, the outcome wouldn’t be exactly the same, because the input isn’t 

always digital—so I suppose the role of the human factor grows, and of 

course it’s also worth noting that no fancy PowerPoint deck has ever saved 

a single company in this country; rather, in a certain sense, like, to actually 

create an impact, things have to start happening, changes have to happen, 
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and there’s that human factor again, and I’m guessing that maybe its role 

will grow in a certain way here. -P6 

Well, definitely people skills—the ability to connect with customers. Also, 

that you kind of understand the customer—what their needs are, what they 

really want—because sometimes it can be hard even for them to put into 

words or identify on a deeper level, so that’s at least really important, and 

AI can’t do that. -P12 

Consulting work was described as relying on trust and ongoing interaction between con-

sultants and clients. Informants emphasized that clients value having a person who “gives 

a face” to the work and whom they can interact with throughout the consulting process. 

The findings therefore suggest that relational trust forms an important part of collabora-

tive problem-solving in consulting projects. 

The clients I’ve worked with really appreciate having a person who, in a 

way, gives a face to the final product. Consulting has always been a people 

business, and I’d go so far as to say that it will continue to be a people 

business in the future.-P5 

The findings indicate that interpersonal capabilities are closely connected to problem-

solving in consulting work. Informants described how relevant information often emerges 

through informal discussions and the ability to ask difficult but meaningful questions 

within client organizations. Problem-solving was therefore perceived as dependent not 

only on analytical expertise but also on the ability to navigate complex social situations 

and interpret contextual signals that may not be formally documented. 

--When we talk about interpersonal skills related to deep expertise. In other 

words, it’s not just a casual “how’s it going,” but when there are difficult 

topics and difficult findings—which can have shocking implications—so if 

we identify something critical, it can have a really big impact on client com-

panies’ operations—it doesn’t necessarily require age or experience, but 

rather the ability to handle those social situations. But then when the topics 

get intense—like when their implications become really concrete. Then that 
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experience and understanding of these kinds of human situations is perhaps 

the core. -P3 

Well, of course, all these kinds of interpersonal skills, communication skills, 

and everything like that will probably become more important, along with 

critical thinking—but also creative thinking, unless artificial intelligence 

can somehow pick that up and learn it. I always remember being told that 

consulting can be as simple as knowing how to ask a stupid question—in a 

way, knowing how to find the things that are relevant. -P4 

When discussing the future role of AI in consulting, informants consistently emphasized 

the continuing importance of human interaction in organizational change and leadership. 

The connection between people and the understanding of human needs was perceived as 

central aspects of consulting problem-solving that remain difficult to replace with AI sys-

tems. Informants described consulting work as reliant on human-centered interaction 

even as AI becomes integrated into consulting practices. 

-- In consulting and all change management and leadership in general, that 

interaction and connection between people is so important. It’s always 

there—no matter what we do, it comes up. That’s the thing in the back-

ground. So it’s pretty hard to replace with AI, and it’s all tied to those basic 

human needs—we want to be part of a community, and we need that inter-

action, and leadership needs it. I don’t know, maybe that’s the future—

something I don’t have yet—but somehow it feels like that’s the part that 

can’t be replaced: the connection between people. -P7 

--Perhaps consulting work now places greater emphasis on putting people 

first. Especially when it comes to change—whatever that may mean—it all 

comes down to the people within that organization. -P8 

Taken together, the findings suggest that problem-solving in management consulting re-

lies heavily on relational and interpretive forms of expertise. Consulting expertise was 

described as involving interpersonal capabilities through which consultants interpret or-

ganizational situations, identify underlying client needs, facilitate organizational change, 
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and collaboratively develop solutions with clients. The findings further indicate that these 

relational and contextual aspects of consulting problem-solving were perceived as diffi-

cult to replace with AI systems. 

4.2.2 The Need for an Outside Expert 

The findings suggest that problem-solving in management consulting is strongly con-

nected to consultants’ role as external interpreters of organizational problems. Informants 

described how organizations frequently struggle to identify and structure their own chal-

lenges internally, especially in situations characterized by ambiguity, competing priori-

ties, or fragmented information. Consulting expertise was therefore associated with the 

ability to clarify organizational situations and help clients interpret problems from per-

spectives that may not emerge within the organization itself.  

Several informants emphasized that organizations often possess large amounts of data 

and information but still struggle to understand what the underlying organizational prob-

lem actually is. Consultants were consequently perceived as creating value through inter-

pretation and contextual understanding. Informants further explained that although AI 

systems may identify patterns or correlations, without contextual understanding these out-

puts can be incomplete or misleading. 

--Let’s say, for example, that an organization is struggling with employee 

retention — people are leaving — and they try to use AI and client data to 

understand the issue. But then it turns out that exit interviews have been 

conducted carelessly, or there are too few of them, meaning the sample size 

is too small. In that case, the AI starts oversimplifying based on the limited 

data it has available. -P8 

The findings suggest that organizational data alone was often perceived as insufficient for 

understanding complex organizational situations. Informants described how AI-gener-

ated interpretations may fail to capture contextual, social, or human factors that are not 

formally documented within organizational systems. Problem-solving in consulting work 

was consequently described as requiring consultants to complement data-driven analysis 

with interaction with organizational actors and broader contextual interpretation. 
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Relatedly, informants described how organizations frequently struggle to correctly iden-

tify what the actual organizational issue is. Several interviewees explained that clients 

may recognize that “something” needs to be improved, while still lacking a clear under-

standing of the underlying problem or the appropriate course of action. Consultants were 

therefore perceived as supporting organizational problem-solving by identifying under-

lying issues and reframing client situations. 

--Clients may know what perhaps should be done, or that something needs 

to be done, but they do not actually know what should be done or what the 

real need is. For example, a client may come to us saying that ‘we should 

make smarter use of AI’ or that ‘we should be able to measure how market-

ing affects sales,’ but that does not necessarily describe what the actual 

problem is. -P9 

It’s just that they don’t really understand what’s going on—especially when 

it comes to foreign customers, part of the service we provide involves ana-

lyzing the problem. -P2  

Consultants were further described as helping clients structure and interpret complex sit-

uations through questioning, critical evaluation, and problem framing. Informants em-

phasized that organizations today often possess more digital data than they know how to 

utilize effectively. Consequently, consultants’ value was associated with their ability to 

make information more understandable and support decision-making. 

--We’re in a situation right now where companies generally have more data 

than they know what to do with, and they can just feed it all into AI and ask 

it questions, but still, this isn’t really happening, or rather, there hasn’t been 

any major leap in productivity just yet, so it seems that companies still need 

consultants to make things more understandable and choices clearer, to 

justify them and to somehow structure it. -P4 

Another theme related to problem-solving was that organizations were perceived as be-

coming constrained by existing routines and established ways of thinking. Informants 

explained that client organizations may lack the time, resources, or distance required to 
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critically reflect on their own operations, making external expertise valuable for introduc-

ing alternative perspectives to organizational problems. 

--You notice that even in client companies, even though they try to develop 

“something,” they just keep treading water and sticking to the same old 

ways—those cultural patterns are so deeply ingrained in their operating 

models, so even if a new factor comes along, it’s difficult to change that 

mindset and so on. So, we need to “stop” and take a look at those issues 

with someone from the outside, and have someone there to support and help. 

And through that, we can bring about change in a controlled way, or intro-

duce new things, or move the company forward in a sustainable way. -P7 

The findings also suggest that the growing adoption of AI is transforming problem-solv-

ing by creating new demands for consulting expertise. Informants described how consult-

ants are expected to remain at the forefront of emerging technologies to guide clients in 

their implementation and use. AI was therefore also perceived as a growing area of con-

sulting expertise and business opportunity. 

-- You need to stay on the cutting edge of the technologies you can use in 

your work. I’d say that whatever your technology portfolio may be—what-

ever you can use to improve your own work—you need to be at the cutting 

edge, because in a way that’s part of the consultative work—your job is to 

be where others aren’t yet—and this is where it comes back to, for example, 

leveraging AI technologies where it makes sense to use them—that’s kind 

of the trick to this job. It’s perhaps more about telling the client where they 

should use AI, because you know how to use it yourself. -P6 

--Based on what we’ve seen with our clients—regardless of how far along 

they are in implementing AI—they still have a long way to go, especially in 

such heavily regulated sectors, there are also a lot of restrictions on how 

those tools can be implemented—you can’t just do whatever you want—and 

then there’s the EU’s AI Act and similar legislation. There will certainly be 
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more of those coming, so the point is simply that AI is a huge business op-

portunity for us, because we can sell AI governance, AI strategy, and vari-

ous other services that help our clients adopt those practices. -P11 

Overall, the findings suggest that problem-solving in management consulting is strongly 

connected to consultants’ role as external interpreters and evaluators of organizational 

situations. Consulting expertise was described as involving the ability to identify under-

lying organizational issues, critically assess information, question existing assumptions, 

and introduce perspectives that may not emerge within the client organization itself. At 

the same time, the findings also indicate that consultants’ ability to interpret and analyze 

organizational problems is closely connected to long-term collaboration and relational 

trust with clients. As discussed in the previous subsections, consulting work was de-

scribed as relying heavily on ongoing interaction and relationship-building, through 

which consultants develop deeper contextual understanding of organizational practices, 

challenges, and dynamics. This suggests that consultants contribute to organizational 

problem-solving not only because they provide an outside perspective, but also because 

long-term collaboration enables them to identify and interpret problems in more contex-

tually informed ways.  

4.2.3 Consultants as Validators of Knowledge 

AI is transforming problem-solving in management consulting by increasing the im-

portance of consultants’ role in interpreting and validating information. While informants 

described AI as useful in consulting work, they consistently emphasized that AI-gener-

ated information cannot be accepted uncritically, particularly in situations requiring deep 

substantive expertise, contextual understanding, or high levels of accuracy. Human ex-

pertise was therefore perceived as essential for assessing whether AI outputs are reliable 

and suitable for the problem in question. 

A recurring theme across the interviews was that effective use of AI in problem-solving 

depends on the consultant’s own expertise and understanding of the subject matter. In-

formants explained that consultants must possess sufficient prior knowledge to evaluate 

whether AI-generated outputs are reasonable and to recognize when information may be 
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inaccurate. Consulting expertise was therefore associated with understanding “what does 

good look like” when evaluating AI generated work. 

You need to know what you need so you can phrase the question the right 

way. But above all, you need to know what you want. So as long as you 

understand where you are now and where you want to go, then in between 

you can implement some kind of AI automation as long as the end result 

looks like you can stand behind the conclusions that were made there—

meaning the intermediaries and others. The bottom line is: “What does 

good look like?”—and you need to be able to answer that yourself. -P9 

Similarly, several informants emphasized that consultants must remain “on top of things” 

and possess substantive expertise to critically assess AI-generated content. Informants 

described it as risky to rely on AI outputs without possessing the expertise necessary to 

independently evaluate their validity. 

You have to be on top of things and have your own expertise and under-

standing of the issue so that you can critically interpret and evaluate it to 

see if there’s any merit to it. So, the way I see it, you really do need to know 

about those issues, the background, and everything else. I mean, it would 

be quite a risk if you didn’t know and just went ahead and consulted based 

on that. -P7 

The ability to validate AI outputs was further connected to consultants’ existing domain 

knowledge and prior understanding of what the expected outcome should look like. In-

formants explained that without sufficient substantive expertise, consultants would also 

struggle to ask meaningful follow-up questions, redirect the analysis, or identify whether 

AI-generated outputs contain inaccuracies or hallucinations. AI was therefore perceived 

as supporting certain parts of the consulting problem-solving process, but insufficient for 

replacing deep expertise. 

-- It’s just important that you understand what you’re doing and understand 

what the output will be. With current tools, if you can’t validate the AI’s 

output, you also can’t, for example, follow up by shifting the focus to the 
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right things—I think it’s just important that you can use AI to build founda-

tional knowledge, but you can’t replace that foundational knowledge with 

AI when you’re doing something that requires really detailed, deep substan-

tive expertise -P6 

The more expertise you have, the faster you’ll notice if something’s wrong—

when you look at those senior employees who’ve been working for years, 

and then they try out some AI, they can tell right away if something’s off. 

And that—your own expertise—will certainly continue to be emphasized as 

a way to challenge the machine’s output. -P8 

Several informants highlighted the risks associated with AI hallucinations and incorrect 

outputs. Informants with specialized consulting expert domains expressed that AI-gener-

ated information can often conflict with expert judgment or established professional 

knowledge. For example, informant P1 described a situation where both the consultant’s 

own assumption and the AI-generated response contradicted the guidance provided by a 

more experienced colleague, illustrating the importance of senior expertise in validating 

information. 

One thing that happened recently was that a client asked about this report-

ing issue, and my initial assumption was the same as the AI’s, but then a 

more experienced colleague advised me otherwise, so I tried to verify with 

the AI that this was indeed the case, and it turned out to be somewhat at 

conflict with the advice of that more experienced expert. -P1 

Human oversight was described as a necessary principle in the use of AI within consulting 

work. Consultants perceive themselves as ultimately responsible for the quality and va-

lidity of all client-facing outputs, regardless of whether AI has been used during the pro-

cess. Informants repeatedly emphasized that AI-generated content must always be re-

viewed carefully by humans before being presented to clients.  

In the big picture, perhaps the most important thing is that you can’t out-

source your own thinking to AI, and also that everything that comes out of 

it is still my responsibility, and I have to validate it—meaning you can never 
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just let AI to do something and just hand it over to a client—you always 

have to go through it super carefully and, in a way, verify where those 

claims are coming from, that they’re accurate and presented correctly—so 

there aren’t any “hallucinations” or exaggerations or anything sensitive 

that shouldn’t be there, for example. -P11 

I’d say that people are always ultimately responsible for what’s produced, 

so in every single case, you really have to verify that the output is actually 

valid. That said, you can certainly use AI for many tasks which speeds up 

your own work, but as a matter of principle, I wouldn’t entrust any decision-

making to AI, nor the creation of any final, complete document, nor the im-

plementation of any process—I wouldn’t put that responsibility on AI. So 

the responsibility always lies with the person. -P10 

Consultants perceive the use of AI risky in situations where information cannot be inde-

pendently verified. Informants explained that AI may support work effectively in less 

critical or more easily verifiable tasks but should not be relied upon in situations where 

accuracy is essential. 

In my opinion, the crux of the matter is that no one should use current gen-

erative AI tools for anything—to put it a bit bluntly—that is A) so critical 

that it has to be absolutely correct, and B) where you can’t personally verify 

whether it’s correct. -P6 

Relatedly, informants described the role of humans as acting as “gatekeepers” who ensure 

that AI-generated information is accurate before it is utilized further in organizational 

problem-solving. Several interviewees reported that their organizations had established 

internal principles or policies requiring human oversight for all AI-assisted outputs deliv-

ered to clients. 

 When using AI tools, a person’s role is to act as a gatekeeper to ensure that 

the information is actually accurate; otherwise, it could lead to problems. 

If you’ve phrased the prompt a little wrong, or the AI analyzes the issue 

from the wrong angle, or something like that—if you can’t validate or verify 
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that the end result is correct—then you’re basically just using incorrect in-

formation. -P6 

We’ve established an internal policy, for example, that when it comes to AI, 

we must always verify the final result ourselves, including very careful 

brainwork, because globally in the consulting market, clients have noticed 

that they are being delivered a lot of half-baked AI solutions. -P5 

Overall, the findings suggest that the growing use of AI in consulting work increases the 

importance of human expertise in evaluating and validating information during problem-

solving processes. Consulting expertise was repeatedly associated with the ability to crit-

ically interpret AI-generated outputs and assess whether generated conclusions are con-

textually meaningful and accurate. The findings further indicate that consultants perceive 

themselves as ultimately responsible for the quality and legitimacy of work delivered to 

clients. In this sense, AI was primarily understood as a supporting tool whose outputs 

require continuous human oversight, contextual understanding, and substantive expertise. 

The increasing use of AI therefore appears to shift consultants’ role toward validating, 

interpreting, and governing information produced through technological systems. 

4.3 AI and the Changing Role of Consultants 

4.3.1 AI as an Extension of Expertise 

AI is transforming problem-solving in management consulting by extending and comple-

menting human expertise rather than replacing it. Informants repeatedly described AI as 

supporting consultants’ existing knowledge, helping them gather information, generate 

ideas, and explore unfamiliar topics more efficiently. AI was therefore understood as a 

collaborative tool that expands consultants’ analytical and creative capabilities. 

Several informants compared the role of AI to other established digital tools commonly 

used in consulting work. AI was described as improving efficiency and supporting con-

sulting projects, especially at the individual level. Informants emphasized that AI sup-

ports consultants in situations where they must rapidly familiarize themselves with new 

industries or organizational contexts. 
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I use those additional ideas, and then that’s the “basic research.” Yeah, 

that’s where I find things that supplement my own “expertise”—let’s say, 

for example, if I’m starting something new and I wanted a summary of how 

this industry works, who the key players are, and what the dynamics are, 

then I’d use that and learn a lot more from it. -P6 

One key point is that when we work across so many different industries and 

sectors, we can’t possibly be experts or know everything about every indus-

try in the world—since they can be anything at all—so when we do get a 

new project, it’s just a matter of talking to the AI and saying, “Hey, tell me 

about the Finnish electricity market and what kind of competition there is 

and all that kind of mapping, but in a really versatile way. -P4 

Several interviewees described AI as useful for supporting industry analysis and prelim-

inary problem mapping during consulting projects. Informants explained that AI can help 

consultants identify relevant risks or perspectives quickly, enabling them to approach 

projects with a broader initial understanding even when they possessed limited prior 

knowledge about the client context beforehand. 

The topics are so multifaceted even in our own teams that—well, I’d almost 

dare to say that there are up to 10 different subject areas, so it’s impossible 

to be an expert on everything, or rather, when we’re talking about, like, the 

big picture of risks or internal auditing, then there’s a financial firm, and 

then there’s a construction firm, and then there’s something else. So, when 

you’re doing that risk assessment, getting to know the industry— it really 

helps a lot and makes it more effective to understand what this is all about, 

what risks might exist in this industry? -P3 

--At least in situations like that—when you’re looking for information on a 

certain topic in the early stages of a project—I have some basic knowledge 

of my own, but then, through AI, you can get more extensive information 

and analysis, at least in those information-seeking and analysis situations. 

-P12 
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AI supports consultants in exploring alternative viewpoints and possible solution paths 

during problem-solving processes. Informants described using AI individually to test 

ideas, brainstorm solutions, and identify variables or perspectives that had not initially 

occurred to them. In this sense, AI was perceived as expanding the range of interpretations 

and possible solutions available during problem-solving processes. 

Well, if you try to qualitatively analyze something yourself—even if it's just 

a little—and take multiple perspectives into account, and do a bit of A/B 

testing or some analysis on your own, and then run it through AI, you'll be 

pleasantly surprised to find that a lot of it matches up, but then there are 

also some insights that hadn’t occurred to you. Let’s say, for example, a 

completely new variable you hadn’t realized—where the costs come from, 

like lifecycle costs—then there might be something person-related one, like 

if people retire and we hire new people to replace them, that also increases 

lifecycle costs, so something like that might have completely slipped my 

mind. -P8 

--Another use case is actually this brainstorming—it might be that I’ve 

come up with a project plan myself, I’ve thought, “Let’s do a project like 

this,” and then I might ask an AI tool to generate another project plan and 

just see if anything comes of it. -P6 

Another finding was that AI helps consultants overcome the “blank page dilemma” com-

monly associated with early project phases and ideation work. Informants described how 

AI can rapidly generate initial drafts, starting points, or directions for further thinking, 

which consultants can then refine independently or collaboratively within project teams. 

This further supports the finding that AI can aid in problem-solving by accelerating ide-

ation and reducing uncertainty in unfamiliar situations. 

Often, though, it’s better to have something to start with. After all, AI can 

overcome that fear of a blank page really easily. -P8 

These days, it’s rare to find yourself at a loss, wondering how you should 

approach “this problem,” because you always have that sparring partner—
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and if you have absolutely no idea which direction to take, you can just ask 

the AI what the first step might be start looking for the right solution. You 

never really stop to think—which can actually be a problem. But you always 

get that rough draft, for example, from AI. Of course, you then refine that 

idea either on your own or through discussion, or by taking it to the team 

to be discussed. -P9 

Informants described AI as functioning similarly to a sparring partner or collaborative 

assistant during consulting work. AI was perceived as something consultants can contin-

uously interact with and use to challenge their own thinking when colleagues are unavail-

able. 

Right now, AI is mostly either a sparring partner or a sort of assistant—it 

helps with the creation process, but you have to be really actively involved 

yourself. -P11 

When we create PowerPoint presentations or work on Excel spreadsheets, 

if anything is even slightly unclear, we might use AI to ask questions or 

brainstorm solutions, since it’s often more readily available than another 

consultant. -P5 

Several interviewees emphasized that the usefulness of AI becomes particularly important 

because consulting problems are often highly complex and multifaceted. Informants ex-

plained that complicated organizational situations require consultants to consider numer-

ous possible interpretations and solution paths. AI was therefore perceived as valuable 

for supporting broader exploration and helping consultants manage complexity more ef-

fectively. 

The bigger the problem or goal, the more different options to proceed are 

weighed. In practice, this is also because the complexity increases, making 

it increasingly difficult to find solutions. -P8 

The findings presented here suggest that AI is transforming problem-solving in manage-

ment consulting primarily by functioning as an extension and complement to human ex-

pertise. AI was described as supporting information search, ideation, and the development 
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of initial understandings in situations characterized by complexity or unfamiliarity. In-

formants emphasized AI’s ability to broaden perspectives, support creativity, and help 

consultants structure and explore organizational problems across diverse client contexts. 

In conclusion, this section demonstrated that AI appears to function as a collaborative and 

augmentative tool that expands consultants’ problem-solving capabilities. 

4.3.2 The Decline of Manual Labor  

The findings suggest that AI is transforming problem-solving in management consulting 

by significantly reducing the amount of manual and repetitive work involved in consult-

ing projects. Informants repeatedly described AI as improving efficiency by accelerating 

tasks related to gathering information, documentation, taking notes, preliminary analysis, 

and content production. AI was therefore perceived as freeing consultants from time con-

suming routine activities and allowing them to focus more on valuable problem-solving 

activities. 

AI can be utilized throughout different phases of consulting projects to speed up work 

processes and reduce the burden of repetitive tasks. The use of AI was associated with 

improving efficiency in tasks that were previously highly time consuming but did not 

necessarily require deep analytical thinking. 

When we talk about genAI and things like that, basically, whatever you’re 

doing, you want to use it to speed up your own work, and what you need to 

speed up, of course, varies from one project phase to another, but at every 

stage, there’s something you can speed up. -P6 

I’d hope that all the tasks that don’t require any mental effort would be 

handled by AI, because they’re the kind of slow tasks that hold the project 

back, but also because they take time—and it’s really expensive when we’re 

spending our valuable time on that kind of work. -P4 

Consultants emphasized that AI has become useful for handling documentation and in-

formation processing, tasks which previously consumed substantial amounts of consult-
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ants’ working time. AI-supported tools now automate many activities related to summa-

rizing meetings, organizing notes, and processing information, enabling consultants to 

focus more directly on advancing projects and creating value for clients. 

It has certainly made searching for information faster and easier, at least, 

and in general things like this—whether it’s just doing analysis or market 

research or something else—it definitely speeds things up and also reduces 

these kinds of manual tasks —like manually writing notes—so you don’t 

have to do that, but can instead use tools like the facilitator agent in Teams.-

P12 

I can actually focus on how to genuinely move forward with the project, so 

I don't have to worry about being in a huge rush to organize these notes—I 

can practically skip that step and jump straight to thinking about how I’ll 

use these notes to my advantage in the next phase, and a big part of our 

work used to be summarizing those notes—even though that’s what it is, it 

used to take hours each week. Now it takes more like minutes, especially if 

you remove the need to go back and double-check them yourself afterward. 

-P5 

Several interviewees emphasized that the reduction of manual labor allows consultants to 

allocate more time toward higher-value activities such as strategic problem-solving, client 

interaction, interpretation, and creative thinking. Because less time is spent on repetitive 

work, consultants can focus more on generating value for clients and approaching prob-

lems in more innovative ways. 

It frees up more of my time for the most valuable parts of the work. I don’t 

really have to spend time thinking about summarizing notes anymore. In-

stead, I can focus on how we can create the most value from the project that 

the client is paying a lot for. It also allows me to think more ‘out of the box’ 

because I have more time to do that. -P5 

AI was perceived as changing how consulting projects are staffed and organized. Inform-

ants described how AI enables consulting work to be completed with smaller project 
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teams and fewer human resources than before. Tasks that previously required large 

amounts of manual labor can now be completed substantially faster through AI-supported 

processes. 

--For example, in my previous project, there was a really tight, predefined 

number of hours that we could use for a lot of work, so we would never have 

been able to pull it off with such a small team if we hadn’t used that time 

efficiently throughout the entire implementation. So, in my opinion, it’s def-

initely something that should and is worth using in absolutely everything. -

P11 

Business analysts are given enormous amounts of material — stacks of A4 

papers, or nowadays digital documents — that need to be reviewed, and 

going through that data used to require “man-years” of work. Now it can 

practically be done in a single day. So it definitely reduces those kinds of 

repetitive tasks. -P8 

The findings suggest that the automation of routine tasks may affect junior-level consult-

ing roles. Many entry-level consulting tasks traditionally assigned to trainees, analysts, 

or junior consultants can now increasingly be performed by AI systems. Several inter-

viewees therefore anticipated a decline in the number of lower-level consulting positions 

in the future.  

These days, it’s so easy to use AI for entry-level tasks that those jobs are 

definitely going to decrease—and they already have— because maybe the 

whole point of this is that the simpler the task, the better the AI is; the more 

specific or difficult the task gets, the less you can rely on it. So, exactly the 

kinds of tasks that are usually assigned to junior-level employees can then 

be handled by AI . -P1 

Some of those more routine tasks might disappear; there’s been a lot of talk 

about how these trainee positions—or jobs like that—might disappear, be-

cause they involve a lot of that kind of mechanical work where artificial 
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intelligence can actually be quite effective. So maybe some of those kinds of 

jobs will disappear. -P2 

The use of AI appears to have become normalized within consulting work. Informants 

described AI-supported tools as being embedded into everyday software environments to 

the extent that their use has become almost routine. Both consultants and clients assume 

that AI tools are being utilized in consulting projects. 

These days, everything in Teams and the standard version of Word has this 

kind of AI feature built in, and once you get used to using it, you end up 

using it in your daily work without even realizing it. -P8 

It’s no secret to the client that we’ll use AI tools at some point, because they 

certainly make our work more efficient. I suppose it’s only to be expected 

these days that we use some tools to create a document, for example. -P10 

The increasing efficiency enabled by AI was perceived as creating pressure to reconsider 

traditional consulting pricing models. Informants described how AI reduces the time re-

quired to complete many consulting tasks, potentially challenging hourly based billing 

practices that have traditionally structured consulting work. Several interviewees there-

fore anticipated a movement toward value-based pricing models in which consultants are 

compensated based on the value created for clients rather than the amount of time spent 

on manual work. 

It’s often been hourly-based, but with the advent of AI, it might shift to a 

value-based model, because AI makes our work incredibly faster. But then 

again, we lose out on that—if something used to take 10 hours before, now 

it would only take a few hours, so we’d bill less because of that. -P1 

Now and in the future, we’ll need people who can genuinely lead these 

transformation projects forward for the client, and that’s when we’ll get to 

the point where—I see that the work is shifting more toward truly value-

based—that is, what we’re selling to the client is solutions, not hours. -P5 
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At the same time, informants reflected on the broader implications of AI for the future 

role of humans within consulting organizations. Rather than AI replacing consultants, 

interviewees emphasized that future competitiveness may depend on consultants’ ability 

to effectively utilize AI technologies in problem-solving activities. 

Conversely, this highlights human relationships—what people do and will 

do in this kind of organization. Now that job duties are changing and new 

roles are being created with the help of AI, the question is: what is the hu-

man role? Will new training be needed? How should people embrace AI? 

So, thinking about these things now regarding the future of consulting 

work—that perhaps AI won’t replace people, but rather the person who un-

derstands AI will replace that other person. -P8 

Together, these findings suggest that AI is reshaping consulting problem-solving partic-

ularly by reducing the amount of manual and routine labor required in consulting projects. 

Informants described how AI can take over activities such as note-taking, information 

gathering, documentation, and preliminary analysis, allowing consultants to allocate more 

time toward higher-value activities related to strategic problem-solving, interpretation, 

collaboration, and client interaction. This shift may reduce the need for certain entry-level 

and mechanically oriented consulting tasks traditionally assigned to junior consultants. 

Simultaneously, the increasing efficiency enabled by AI appears to challenge traditional 

hourly-based consulting models and place greater emphasis on demonstrating value cre-

ation for clients. In this sense, AI was perceived as reshaping both the work allocation 

and value proposition of consulting work. 

4.3.3 Human Experts Becoming Orchestrators 

The findings suggest that AI is transforming problem-solving in management consulting 

by shifting consultants’ roles toward orchestration, coordination, and higher-level prob-

lem framing. Informants described how AI can automate many technical and execution-

oriented tasks, while humans remain responsible for directing processes, interpreting out-

puts, facilitating interaction, and ensuring that consulting work remains aligned with cli-

ent needs and organizational objectives. In this sense, the growing use of AI was per-

ceived as gradually transforming the nature of consulting expertise itself. 
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As AI systems become more capable of handling routine implementation tasks, the role 

of consultants shifts toward managerial, strategic, and visionary activities. The findings 

show that consultants remain responsible for guiding and orchestrating rather than per-

forming every task manually themselves. 

-- Rather than having people who used to handle certain tasks, but in the 

future we might need more people to manage and orchestrate things, and to 

lead at a higher level—perhaps in terms of IT vision and IT architecture—

rather than just getting their hands dirty putting those things in place, so in 

a way the work as a whole might become more visionary rather than just 

executional—it’s a bit like how in the past people used to, say, chop down 

trees and then there were chainsaws and then machines and so on, so in a 

way it would feel completely crazy now if there were a couple thousand 

people out there cutting down a forest by hand. -P11 

Similarly, consulting problem-solving may increasingly emphasize “brain power” over 

“horsepower.” While consultants have traditionally sold both analytical expertise and 

large amounts of manual project labor, AI was perceived as reducing the need for execu-

tional work and shifting attention toward understanding and solving core business prob-

lems. 

Sometimes people have used the term that consultants sell "brain power" 

and "horsepower," where "horsepower" refers to bringing in extra hands 

to get things done, so yeah, I’d guess this is heading in that direction —the 

emphasis is shifting more toward “brain power”—so that suddenly you 

don’t spend nearly as much time fiddling with slides and wondering how to 

download from the box, and instead you focus that time more on the “pure 

business problem,” and then all that kind of “analysis” that’s easy to do 

but takes time, or tasks that are easy to do but take time—you can automate 

that. -P6 

Consultants perceived themselves as directing and refining AI-generated outputs rather 

than independently producing all content from scratch. Informants described how AI can 
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assist in refining materials, while humans remain responsible for determining the purpose, 

direction, and appropriateness of the final output. 

You can use it for all kinds of text editing—like if you need to produce some 

content, which is something I do myself from time to time: I just vomit out 

whatever’s in my head into a document, and then I might ask AI to edit it 

for this or that purpose. -P7 

Visualization and storytelling appeared to be strongly human related aspects of problem-

solving in consulting. Although AI was considered useful for generating and organizing 

information, several interviewees emphasized that consulting work still relies heavily on 

the human ability to facilitate understanding and create compelling narratives for clients. 

 

Visualization in and of itself might sound like a pretty minor topic, but it 

actually accounts for about 60% of our work—whether it’s in PowerPoint 

or on a whiteboard—and it’s clearly the area where the benefits aren’t yet 

apparent. -P5 

In addition to visualization, facilitating workshops to sit down with the client was some-

thing where AI currently lacks capability, although it can support documentation and in-

formation retrieval: 

So, at least for now, you still have to do all that visual stuff yourself, and 

then there are things like workshops—AI can’t actually facilitate a work-

shop or sit down with the client to discuss those issues; AI works more for 

documentation and information retrieval, but then, yes, you need a person 

to facilitate it, so that the AI is really just there to support the documentation 

and information retrieval. -P12 

Broader contextual understanding becomes increasingly important as AI-generated infor-

mation becomes more abundant. Informants explained that consultants must still deter-

mine what information is relevant, how problems should be framed, and what aspects 

require attention during problem-solving processes. Informant P9 felt that certain manual 
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skills would not be relevant in the future, but instead creative thinking and problem-solv-

ing abilities would become more important, along with understanding the “big picture”: 

I see it this way: defining problems, creating plans—I might not need to 

focus anymore on how I’m going to get this message across. Of course, I 

still need to have those communication skills—they’re not going any-

where— but “these PowerPoint skills, well, they’re not going to matter an-

ymore, but still—this creative thinking, problem-solving ability—I feel like 

those are going to be even more emphasized, and the fact that you’re able 

to understand the big picture.” You’ll also be able to figure out, for exam-

ple, when AI spits out an insane amount of information, what’s relevant 

here and what you need to focus on. -P9 

 

The limitations of AI become especially visible in complex consulting projects. Inform-

ants explained that while AI may reduce the need for consultants in simpler or more 

standardized tasks, larger and more complex client engagements still require substantial 

human supervision. 

My experience right now is that there’s really no need to worry about run-

ning out of work, since it simply isn’t capable of handling the kind of work 

we do—especially those larger projects or more extensive tasks. So they 

can’t do that, but then there’s also the fact that what they can do leads to a 

misconception where clients want to make sure things go this way, but to 

some extent, its role of consultants is diminishing, because when certain 

things are pretty easy to check internally, there’s no need to go out and get 

them verified by an outside party. -P1 

 

The findings reflect that AI is reshaping consulting problem-solving by gradually shifting 

consultants’ roles from routine executional tasks toward orchestrating and directing. 

While AI was perceived as capable of automating certain analytical and technical activi-

ties, informants consistently emphasized that humans remain responsible for defining 

problems, guiding processes, facilitating interaction, and identifying what information is 
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ultimately relevant and valuable within client contexts. Consulting expertise therefore 

appears to become centered on “brain power”, with greater emphasis placed on creative 

thinking, problem framing, contextual understanding, and strategic oversight. The find-

ings further indicate that consulting work continues to rely on human related activities 

such as storytelling, workshop facilitation, and client interaction, which informants per-

ceived as difficult to automate. Thus, the future role of consultants was described as 

evolving toward orchestrating and governing increasingly AI-supported problem-solving 

processes. 
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5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

5.1.1 Theoretical Contributions 

This study contributes to emerging discussions on AI augmentation, human–AI collabo-

ration, and relational expertise by examining how AI becomes embedded into expert work 

and more specifically, into management consulting. Emerging research on AI in organi-

zations has emphasized AI augmentation and hybrid forms of work and problem-solving 

(Bankins et al., 2024; Jarrahi et al., 2025; Raisch & Fomina, 2025). At the same time, 

management consulting literature has increasingly conceptualized consulting expertise as 

relational, co-produced, and socially situated (Mosonyi et al., 2020; Reihlen & Nikolova, 

2010; Elmholdt et al., 2025b). This study connects these discussions by suggesting that 

AI becomes embedded into collaborative and socially situated problem-solving processes 

in management consulting. The study additionally connects creativity research to man-

agement consulting by conceptualizing solving ambiguous consulting problems as forms 

of creative problem-solving that require interpretation, reframing, and the development 

of novel and context-dependent solutions. This connection has received limited attention 

in previous research, even though problem-solving has been recognized as a central char-

acteristic of management consulting work (Elmholdt et al., 2025b; Mosonyi et al., 2020). 

The interviews illustrated that problem-solving in consulting unfolded as an iterative and 

interactional process in which organizational problems, project goals, and possible solu-

tions continuously evolved throughout collaboration. Consultants’ contextual under-

standing of client problems was highlighted when clients’ problems were characterized 

as ambiguous. Informants described that clients often approached consultancies when 

they lacked the capabilities to solve an organizational problem on their own or did not 

know exactly what the actual problem was. The development of solutions was described 

as a collaborative process where consultants identified the problem gradually throughout 

regular meetings, workshops, or interviews, and by redefining the problem together with 

clients, the more appropriate solutions could be developed. This closely reflects process-

oriented perspectives on creativity that conceptualizes as socially situated and where so-

lutions are developed through the collaboration and interaction between different actors 

(Amabile & Pratt, 2016; Hargadon & Bechky, 2006; Perry-Smith & Mannucci, 2017). 
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The findings indicate that problems that were described as straightforward did not require 

as much interpretation and could be solved without extensive collaboration. This suggests 

that not all problems in management consulting require creative problem-solving. As Am-

abile (1996, p. 35) outlined, routine and standardized tasks are algorithmic tasks in which 

procedures and expected outcomes are already largely known, whereas heuristic tasks 

involve ambiguous problems that require interpretation, exploration, reframing, and the 

development of context dependent and novel solutions. Therefore, creativity becomes 

relevant in consulting assignments that involve uncertain and ambiguous client problems 

that require the construction of new interpretations and solutions. 

Along with creative problem-solving, the findings reflect previously identified hybrid ap-

proaches to AI-implementation (Sowa et al., 2021; Ramaul et al., 2024; Ritala et al., 

2024). More specifically, the findings reflect that more exploratory tasks, such as solving 

new problems, can benefit from hybrid problem-solving as has been outlined by Raisch 

& Fomina (2025). The observations provided by informants in this study support the au-

thors’ finding that AI can expand organizational search and broaden the range of possible 

solution paths during problem-solving. For example, several informants in this study ex-

pressed that AI was particularly useful for preliminary analysis and brainstorming. This 

study additionally reflects previous discussions concerning search depth and search scope 

(Raisch & Fomina, 2025). While AI appeared useful in broadening exploratory search 

and generating alternative perspectives across large amounts of information, consultants’ 

expertise remained important in interpreting and evaluating the organizational relevance 

of those ideas and recommendations.  

Furthermore, AI may reduce some informational and cognitive constraints associated 

with bounded rationality (March & Simon, 1958; Gavetti et al., 2012), but AI systems 

themselves are constrained by predefined operating models and limited access to data. 

While AI appeared useful in broadening exploratory search and generating alternative 

perspectives across large amounts of information, consultants’ expertise was perceived 

as more important in evaluating the organizational relevance of those ideas and recom-

mendations. 
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With AI expanding the range of organizational search outcomes, the role of human inter-

pretations was perceived to be important. The findings of this study suggest that AI falls 

short when handling complex problems, and more specifically, it does not necessarily 

have all the contextual information. Something that informant P8 stated: “Unfortunately, 

AI is only as good as the data you feed it”, conceptualizes this dynamic well. For at least 

now, AI cannot solve heuristic problems on its own, but it can expand organizational 

search, which can affect humans’ abilities to solve heuristic tasks. AI was perceived to 

increase productivity by taking over repetitive manual tasks or could be used as a sparring 

partner to exchange ideas. AI implementation contributed to consultants having more 

time to reflect on the actual client problem, and what brings the client most value, which 

appeared to influence how novel solutions were developed throughout consulting pro-

jects. 

One perceived change in problem-solving was that consultants could approach client 

problems with less initial understanding than before, since they could quickly deepen 

their understanding with the help of AI. However, when using AI to deepen their under-

standing, the role of experience and expertise mattered, to be able to accurately validate 

AI outputs. For example, informant P1 with only a few years of experience explained that 

when they had tried to verify external information related to a client case through AI tools, 

the information reinforced their initial perception, which later contradicted with the as-

sessment of a more experienced colleague. The role of expertise appears to be especially 

important when validating important information, which emphasizes the need for a hybrid 

approach when it comes to collaborating with AI in expert work in which human expertise 

and AI operate interdependently (Bankins et al., 2024; Van den Broek et al., 2021).  

Another strong contribution is that this study demonstrates management consulting prob-

lems as fundamentally socially embedded. The human aspect in consulting was repeat-

edly emphasized, as understanding the human actors involved in the specific client con-

text was an important aspect of consulting expertise when solving client problems. This 

contribution points to the relational aspect of expertise, which conceptualizes it as a so-

cially situated practice (Mosonyi et al., 2020; Pakarinen & Huising, 2025; Reihlen & Ni-

kolova, 2010). This study demonstrates that consultants create value through interpreting, 
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questioning, and facilitating discussions through which important aspects of client prob-

lems can be discovered. Consulting expertise appears to be strongly connected to their 

ability to connect information and see client problems from a broader perspective. 

Another strong theoretical contribution of this study relates to the symbolic and legiti-

macy-building dimensions of consulting expertise, which may become increasingly im-

portant as AI-generated information becomes more accessible to both consultants and 

clients. Previous consulting research has emphasized that consulting expertise involves 

the ability to construct persuasive interpretations and consultants’ enactment of their ex-

pertise has been identified as dependent on client relationships (Cerruti et al., 2019; Mo-

sonyi et al., 2020; Elmholdt et al., 2024; Elmholdt et al., 2025b; Treem, 2016). Existing 

discussions on the digital transformation of consulting have suggested that the increasing 

accessibility and democratization of knowledge may reduce consultants’ role as providers 

of specialized knowledge (Christensen et al., 2013; Cerruti et al., 2019).  

With the democratization of knowledge, consultants may need to become better at justi-

fying what kind of value their expertise brings to the client. Some informants reflected 

that if AI significantly reduces time spent on repetitive work, traditional billing models 

based on billable hours may become difficult to justify. Instead, the value of consulting 

work may become more strongly connected to the outcomes and organizational under-

standing consultants are able to provide throughout complex client situations. The find-

ings of this study suggest that the value of consulting expertise is strongly connected to 

interpretation and the ability to engage with clients through ambiguous organizational 

problems, which supports previous findings by Elmholdt et al. (2025b). The interviews 

illustrated that connecting with clients required human contact, such as facilitating dis-

cussions and sustaining shared understandings. Through this deeper understanding of the 

client organization together with accumulated experience in solving client problems, con-

sultants appeared able to connect emerging insights not only to the immediate organiza-

tional problem, but also to broader strategic priorities and long-term organizational de-

velopment. 
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While the connections developed in this study still require future research, the findings 

provide meaningful insights into understanding how AI becomes embedded into collab-

orative and socially situated forms of expert work such as management consulting. Exist-

ing discussions surrounding AI in organizations have often emphasized automation or 

efficiency gains, whereas the findings of this study highlight the importance of contextual 

understanding and interaction throughout ambiguous organizational problems. By con-

necting different theoretical approaches and developing understanding through an induc-

tive process where empirical observations continuously guided the theoretical interpreta-

tion of the phenomenon, this research develops a more nuanced understanding of how AI 

becomes embedded into creative problem-solving in management consulting. 

5.1.1 Practical Implications 

Even though the context of this study was management consulting, the findings may pro-

vide several insights into how AI influences problem-solving in expert work. Essentially, 

problem-solving is present daily in all organizations, but we humans tend to overlook the 

nature of solving more complex problems that require more collaboration and interpreta-

tion. Creative problem-solving has always been relevant, but even more so in the current 

organizational environment characterized by increasing complexity, uncertainty, rapid 

technological change, and growing amounts of available information.  

One of the implications of this study for organizations is the importance of hybrid ap-

proaches in which human experts and AI contribute to problem-solving through their own 

unique capabilities. In complex organizational environments AI can perform algorithmic 

tasks or help in idea generation, while human experts are responsible for overseeing the 

broader, heuristic problem-solving process. Therefore, organizations should value capa-

bilities related to understanding human behavior and facilitating discussions, since the 

insights built around those interactions appear to affect both the appropriateness and nov-

elty of the developed solutions. Although organizations experience pressure to speed up 

processes and reduce costs, when problems are inherently related to people, the findings 

of this study indicate that human skills the ability to interpret and respond to human be-

havior are essential to organizational problem-solving. If organizations adopt AI, they 

should first consider what type of tasks it performs, and for what purpose it is being used. 
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This study suggests that organizations may benefit from using AI for algorithmic tasks, 

while heuristic and context dependent problems require human judgement. 

At the individual level, the study suggests that AI can expand the range of organizational 

search outcomes, help in preliminary analysis, organize large data sets, perform algorith-

mic tasks, and therefore complement human expertise. The findings of this study imply 

that AI is primarily used individually, and there are rarely other human actors involved 

in discussing AI generated outputs. However, earlier research has shown that the devel-

opment of solutions can be a product of collective creativity (Hargadon & Bechky, 2006), 

and therefore individuals should consider discussing AI outputs together with colleagues, 

whose unique experiences can contribute to other emerging insights, and therefore affect 

the organizational search outcomes. Now, AI was perceived as an extension of individual 

expertise, when it potentially could be an extension of collective expertise.  

A practical implication for specifically management consultants is that as knowledge be-

comes increasingly available through AI and digital technologies, consultants may need 

to become better at both articulating and demonstrating their value to clients. The findings 

of this study suggest that value is best demonstrated through the ability to interpret infor-

mation within specific organizational contexts, along with constructing persuasive under-

standings of clients’ problems. Within this perceived value, the ability to create narratives 

around how proposed solutions address clients’ problems in ways that translate to their 

unique organizational environment and long-term strategic goals appears to be especially 

important, which has notably been a recognized characteristic of management consulting 

profession for multiple decades (Johansson, 2004; Kitay & Wright, 2007). Within this 

dynamic, the role of key account customers and the development of personal trust among 

client-consultant relationships appears to be essential. Through long-term and personal 

client relationships, consultants may develop deeper contextual understanding of the cli-

ent organization, which further enables the development of more appropriate solutions to 

client problems. 
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5.1.2 Limitations and Avenues for Future Research 

This study contributes to the emerging discussion concerning digital transformation in 

management consulting, particularly regarding how generative AI may reshape consult-

ing work and expertise. Approaching the phenomenon from a perspective of creative 

problem-solving enabled a closer examination of the relational nature of management 

consulting work and how AI becomes embedded into these processes. However, this 

study has several limitations, and because this subject is relatively underexplored, it also 

opens multiple avenues for future research. 

One central limitation of this study relates to the scope and nature of the research as a 

master’s thesis project. Due to the relatively limited scope of the study and the re-

searcher’s limited prior experience in conducting qualitative research, the findings should 

be interpreted with caution. Although the sample of 12 management consultants indicated 

some level of data saturation (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022), the relatively limited number of 

participants may still affect the transferability of the findings. At the same time, the study 

aimed to capture perspectives from different consulting contexts by including consultants 

working in both Big Four firms and smaller consulting organizations with approximately 

30–100 employees. This broadens the perspective of the study, as previous management 

consulting research has noted that consulting literature has often emphasized large con-

sulting firms despite a substantial proportion of consulting work taking place in smaller 

consulting organizations (Werr, 2012). 

To assess the nature of consulting problems, including consultants with different areas of 

domain expertise broadened the perspective of the sample. Interestingly, management 

consultants with more specialized domain expertise appeared to face less ambiguous 

problems, which appeared to reduce the need for extensive collaborative problem-solv-

ing. Nevertheless, most client problems they faced were still context dependent and re-

quired extensive interpretation. Because the sample included only five consultants with 

specific domain expertise, future studies could investigate how different consulting work 

may involve varying problem-solving practices or approaches to AI adoption. 
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The data collection included using semi-structured interviews, which meant that not all 

interviewees were asked all questions, which may have constrained discussion on certain 

topics. Furthermore, the study focused on management consultants working in Finland, 

which may limit the transferability of the findings to other cultural contexts. Conse-

quently, one should avoid presenting the findings as universally representative. 

Because this study used a qualitative research method and collected material through in-

terviews, the findings reflect consultants’ own experiences and perceptions of AI in con-

sulting work rather than direct observation of consulting practices, which could have pro-

vided different types of insights. While semi-structured interviews enabled rich insights 

into consultants’ experiences and interpretations, self-reported accounts may also involve 

selective recall or socially desirable responses. Another important aspect is that AI tech-

nologies continue to evolve rapidly, which means that this study is cross-sectional in na-

ture, capturing a phenomenon at a specific point in time. This also means that forms of 

human–AI collaboration are evolving rapidly, and future research may capture different 

forms of AI application in problem-solving (Bankins et al., 2024; Raisch & Fomina, 

2025).  

This research followed principles outlined in the Gioia methodology, and therefore the 

analysis initially prioritized informant-centric coding, where the interviewees’ own lan-

guage and expressions were preserved as closely as possible before moving toward 

broader conceptual abstraction (Gioia et al., 2013; Magnani & Gioia, 2023). Although the 

analysis aimed to remain closely connected to the interviewees’ own expressions during 

the early stages of coding, the later stages of conceptual abstraction inevitably involved 

interpretive decisions by the researcher. As qualitative analysis is inherently interpretive, 

different researchers may have emphasized different themes or constructed alternative 

conceptual relationships from the empirical material. 

Finally, while this study provides some empirical insights into AI and creative problem-

solving in management consulting, future research could benefit from ethnographic ap-

proaches that capture how consultants solve problems in interaction with colleagues, cli-

ents, and AI systems. While this study focused on the consultant perspective, future re-
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search could also examine clients’ perspectives on AI-supported consulting work, espe-

cially regarding trust, legitimacy, and perceptions of expertise (Elmholdt et al., 2025b). 

In addition, further research could investigate how AI influences collaborative creativity, 

human–AI problem-solving dynamics, and the changing distribution of work between 

junior and senior level experts in knowledge-intensive organizations more broadly (Har-

gadon & Bechky, 2006; Jarrahi et al., 2025; Raisch & Fomina, 2025). 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX 1: Interview Form 

1. Background and Professional Context 

- Could you briefly describe your educational and professional background? 

- How long have you worked as a consultant? 

- What kinds of projects do you usually work on, and what responsibilities do 

you have in them? 

 

2. Consulting Work and Collaboration 

- Could you walk me through how a typical consulting project unfolds from the 

first client contact to the final solution? 

- Who typically participates in the process? What roles do consultants and client 

representatives have?  

- How would you describe collaboration with the client during a project? 

- How do clients influence the direction of the project and the solutions being 

developed? 

- How do consultants collaborate with each other within the project team? For 

example, how are tasks divided and is the work coordinated? 

- Are there specific practices, tools, or routines that support collaboration 

within the consulting team? 

 

3. Defining Problems and Developing Solutions 

- Think of a recent consulting project you were involved in. How did the project 

begin, what kind of challenge or need did the client present, and how did it 

evolve from there?  

- Do clients usually come with clearly defined problems, or does the problem 

definition become more refined during the project? Could you describe how 

that happens? 
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- How do you gather and utilize information to understand the client’s situation? 

(What kinds of data sources do you use and how does the team analyze or 

interpret this information?) 

- How do consulting teams move from understanding the problem to develop-

ing possible solutions —are there usually multiple options to pursue, or is ar-

riving at solutions more straightforward? 

 

4. Use of AI in Consulting Work 

- Do you use AI in your consulting work? If so, in what kinds of tasks or situa-

tions? 

- At what stages of the consulting project is the use of AI most beneficial? 

- Could you describe a situation where AI played a role in a project? 

- Do you ever use AI when developing or refining potential solutions for cli-

ents? If yes, how? 

- Can you reflect on how AI has changed the way you work? 

- Have there been tasks where you have tried using AI but found it less useful? 

 

5. Human–AI Collaboration in Practice 

- When you use AI tools, how do you work with the results they produce? 

- How do you evaluate whether an AI-generated output is useful? 

- Do you usually work with AI individually, or do you discuss AI-generated 

outputs with colleagues? 

- Have you experienced situations where AI-generated insights complemented 

your own expertise? Could you describe such a situation? 

- Have you experienced situations where AI-generated information conflicted 

with your own assessment or expertise? How did you handle such a situation? 

 

6. Presenting Findings and Client Acceptance 

- How do you usually present your findings or recommendations to the client? 

- How do you convince the client of the reliability or usefulness of the solution? 

- Are clients usually aware if AI has been used in the analysis or development 

of solutions? 
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- How do clients respond to the use of AI? 

- Have you encountered clients who actively request the use of AI, or clients 

who are skeptical about it? Could you describe such situations? 

- How do you see AI affecting the perceived value of consulting work? 

 

7. Limits of AI and Role of Human Expertise 

- In your experience, what are the limitations of AI in consulting work? 

- In which areas of consulting work is human expertise most important? 

- What is the importance of human expertise when using AI tools or validating 

AI-generated results? 

 

8. The Future of Consulting Work 

- How do you believe AI will impact consulting work in the coming years? 

- What kinds of skills do you think consultants will need in the future? 

- Are there consulting tasks that you believe will disappear due to AI? 

- Is there anything about the use of AI in consulting that hasn’t come up yet or 

that we haven’t discussed, but you consider important? 
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APPENDIX 2: Interview Invitation 

Dear recipient, / Invitation to participate in an interview study on the use of AI in 

consulting 

The use of artificial intelligence in expert work has increased rapidly in recent years. This 

raises the question of how artificial intelligence affects expert work practices—for exam-

ple, how problems are defined, information is analyzed, and solutions are developed in 

customer projects.    

I am writing my master's thesis at Tampere University, and in it I am examining consult-

ants' experiences of using artificial intelligence in consulting work. In my research, I am 

particularly interested in how artificial intelligence is used in different phases of projects 

and how consultants experience the collaboration between humans and artificial intelli-

gence in expert work.   

I am looking for people working in consulting to interview for my research. The interview 

will be conducted remotely and will last approximately 45-60 minutes. Participation is 

voluntary, and no special preparation is required for the interview.   

The interview will be treated as completely confidential and anonymous. The study will 

not deal with detailed confidential information but will focus more generally on experi-

ences and views on the use of artificial intelligence in consulting work.   

If you would like to share your experiences or hear more about the study, I would be 

happy to answer your questions and tell you more about the interview process. 

With kind regards, 

Tea Vesslin 

 

 


