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The landscape of work is changing. Over the last 
ten years there has been a significant growth in 
the adoption of flexible working patterns and 
short-term, project-based working. 

There is a vast spectrum of workers who choose 
this form of employment. At the highly skilled 
end sit independent consultants; individuals 
with backgrounds from top-tier consulting 
firms and additional industry experience. 
Driven largely by the desire to work flexibly 
and on projects in which they are intellectually 
invested, this pivot to independent working 
is, for many, a deliberate and long-term career 
move. 

Businesses are recognising the many benefits 
independent consultants bring, finding 
themselves able to engage experienced talent 
in a flexible and cost-effective way. Businesses 
that are adopting this agile mindset benefit from 
the fresh thinking of independently-minded 
individuals, as well as the ability to scale their 
workforce up or down in response to changing 
workloads.  

Amid economic uncertainty, independent 
workers can be of particular benefit to 
companies: filling critical skills gaps, 
implementing new directions or providing 
focus in times of unprecedented change. 
Flexible approaches to hiring are increasingly 
necessary to help compensate for instability 
during times of disruption.

2020 marks the sixth year of our research 
into the independent consulting market. 
Since launching the independent consulting 
business in 2014, The Barton Partnership has 
completed over 1,200 projects for more than 
450 clients globally.
 

In that time, we have grown from just 15 to more 
than 50 Consultants and opened offices in New 
York, Paris and Singapore. Representing a global 
network of over 4,000 Independent Consultants 
we support clients on mission-critical projects, 
ranging from junior analytics strategy support 
through managing transitions to leading major 
transformation projects. 

This report draws on the results of a survey 
completed by more than 400 independent 
consultants globally between February and March 
2020. The report explores the current state of the 
independent consulting market such as average 
day rates, project lengths and the percentage of 
days worked in a year, whilst identifying what 
drives those who enter independent consulting 
and the primary considerations taken into 
account when deciding on which projects to 
devote their expertise.

Our report also examines where independent 
consultants add the most value to clients. We 
have found that more than simply supplementing 
the skills of their existing workforce, independent 
consultants prove far more cost-effective and, 
overall, are more productive and engaged in 
projects than a traditional consulting firm.

Further analysis of more than 890 projects 
explores how businesses across a range of 
industries are effectively deploying independent 
consultants. 

We hope you and your organisation are able to 
make use of these insights and that our report 
helps clarify what is an increasingly important and 
necessary subset of today’s workforce. 

Introduction
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The independent consulting team
The Barton Partnership 
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Global and highly mobile independent consulting 
network 

When asked whether respondents were willing to 
travel to a distant client location on a weekly basis, 
assuming the client is prepared to cover expenses,   
an overwhelming 86% confirmed that they were. The 
duration of the project was a key factor in their 

The Barton Partnership’s independent consulting 
business supports clients globally from offices in 
London, Paris and New York. While more than half 
of survey respondents are based in the UK, we are 
pleased to see substantial participation across all 
our global markets. As we become more embedded 
in these regions we expect to increase these figures. 

Just 24% of independent consultants who completed 
this survey were women, reflecting the continued 
under-representation of women in strategy consulting 
at senior levels.1

Q. Where are you based? 
% of respondents globally  

76%

24%
Male

Female

Base size (n) = 413

decision, with many respondents indicating that 
they would be happy to do so for shorter projects (up 
to three months in many cases) or when given the 
opportunity to work on-site for a proportion of their 
days, with 1-2 days working from home.  

Q. Are you willing to travel to a distant client 
location on a weekly basis?

Base size (n) = 402 Base size (n) = 413

86%

14%
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* Survey respondents primarily targeted in the UK, US & France. Wider network and track record across rest of Europe

* 

1. https://www.consultancy.uk/news/20278/lack-of-women-in-senior-jobs-maintains-consulting-gender-pay-gap
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Giving up autonomy and flexibility is not an easy 

decision. These figures contradict the long-held 

perception that independent consulting is a 

stopgap. 

For many respondents, independent consulting is

a deliberate and long-term career move, with 

almost half indicating that they intend to remain 

an independent Consultant for six years or more.  

Q. How many years have you been an independent 
consultant?

Q. How many more years do you currently envisage being an independent consultant?

1-2 years

3-5 years

6-10 years

10+ years

30%

24%

22%

24%

100%
Base size (n) = 413

Base size (n) = 413             Weighted Average = 5.6 years 

A long-term career choice for ~1/2 of respondents



Flexibility, work/life balance and autonomy, 3 key 
drivers for going independent
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Respondents strongly value work/life balance and 
the flexibility independent consulting brings, with 
these aspects ranking higher than the financial 
benefits that often come with this work. Of the 22% 
who indicated that they plan to leave independent 
consulting within the next 12 months, 19% specified 
that they intend to start their own business, 
reflecting the entrepreneurial spirit that leads many 
consultants to go independent. 39% cited that 
they intend to take a corporate role, with only 9% 
indicating that they would return to a traditional 
consulting firm. 
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Q. What were the primary reasons for becoming 
an independent consultant?

Q. If you are intending to leave independent 
consulting in the next 12 months, what are you 
planning to do?

Flexibility

Work/life
balance

Autonomy 
of work 

Financial 
benefits

Entrepre-
neurship

Better apply 
knowledge 

Expand
skill set

New sector
transition

60%

47%

41%

33%

30%

24%

12%

7%

100%Base size (n) = 362

Limited 
Impact

Moved to a 
perm/ fixed-
term role

Considering a 
move

Q. What impact if any, has IR35 legislation had on 
your career decisions?

74%

24%

2%

100%Base size (n) = 190

Base size (n) = 197

Only 26% signalled that the upcoming change in  
IR35 legislation to the private sector in April 2021
is likely to have an impact on their future as an 
independent consultant, which perhaps reinforces
the suggestion that for these individuals 
independent consulting is about more than simply 
financial considerations.
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Longer projects & increased client sector diversity
Q. Approximately what % of business days in the last 
12 months did you work as an independent consultant?

Q. Does the number of business days worked this 
year represent... (Changes reported in the last 12 months)

10% + 
increase

5% +
increase 

No real
change

10% +
decline

5%+ 
decline

14%

9%

54%

8%

15%

100%

Projects are consistently getting longer. Of the 891 
projects analysed in the 2020 survey,  the average 
project lasted 4.7 months. This is up from 4.4 
months in 2018, and 3.6 months and 2.8 months in 
2016 and 2014 respectively.  23% of respondents 
enjoyed a moderate (9%+) or significant (14%+) 
increase in the percentage of business days worked 
over the last 12 months. More than half (54%) 
reported no real change, and 23% reported a 
moderate or significant decline. 

Clients across all industries are benefiting from 
the use of independent consultants. 891 projects 
across the full range of sectors were reported in 
this survey. Similar to 2018, Financial Services and 
Healthcare remain the sectors with the highest 
reported use of independent consultants. The 
sector spread has remained largely consistent with 
those reported in 2018 with the biggest fluctuations 
reported in industrial goods & services and non-
profit and public sectors. 

Q. What was the project duration?
Comparison of average project length (months) 
2014, 2016, 2018 & 2020 surveys

4.74.43.62.8
2014 2016 2018 2020

Base size (n) = 408 

Base size (n) = 410                  Weighted Average = 58%

Automotive Business 
Services

Consumer 
Products & 
Services

Financial 
Services

Healthcare Industrial 
Goods & 
Services

Information 
Services

Non-Profit 
& P§1ublic 
Sector

Private 
Equity

Professional 
Services

Retail & 
Restaurant

TMT Utilities

25%

Q. What sectors are your projects in?
% increase since 2018

% decrease since 2018

2%

7% 8%

14% 13%
10%

4%

8% 7% 8% 8% 8%

3%

1% 2% 2% 1% 3% 4% 1% 4% 1% 2% 1% 1% 1%

Base size (n) = 891
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The capabilities and skills of independent consultants are often critical to ensuring organisations can 
adapt to the changing business and market demands. 891 projects in 2020 were reported in this survey 
from more than 400 independent consultants. Our research identifies the capability demand across the 
board, as well as within six core sectors.  

Client demand is evolving across a broader range 
of functions 

25%

Q. What capabilities are your projects in?
Capability spread across 891 project report in this survey from independent consultants within our network 
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14%

2%

Strategic review

Project & programme mgt

New market & growth strategy

Target operating model

Interim strategy team role

Business optimisation & 
continuous improvement

Other

M&A / IPO / PMI

Due diligence

Project & programme mgt

Competitive landscape review

Strategic review

Other

New market & growth strategy

Strategic review

Interim strategy team role

Project & programme mgt

Competitive landscape review

Due diligence

Other

New market & growth strategy

Project & programme mgt

Digital transformation

Strategic review

Target operating model 

Due diligence

Other

New market & growth strategy

Strategic review

Interim strategy team role

M&A / IPO / PMI

Competitive landscape review

Due diligence

Other

Strategic review

Performance improvement

Target operation model

Project & programme mgt

New market & growth strategy

Business solution architecture

Other

25% 

Retail
& Consumer
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Independent consulting is, for many, a lucrative 
career path, with 41% of respondents reporting 
a day rate in excess of £1,000. The most typical 
pay bracket reported by respondents is the £851 - 
£1,000 per diem range. 

26% of respondents reported either a moderate 
(5%+), or significant (10%+) increase on average 
day rate charged compared to the previous year. 
The majority of respondents (64%) reported no 
real change, with 4% and 5% reporting a moderate 
(5%+) or significant (10%+) decline respectively. 

Women can achieve better pay and work-life 
balance when working as an independent 
consultant. Project-based work means greater 
flexibility with working patterns which helps to 
retain many women in the workplace.  When 
the data was broken down by gender, we found 
there was minimal difference between males and 
females across most of the pay brackets. Whilst 
the percentage of women in the lowest day rate 
bracket was 30%, compared with 19% for men, 
the percentage earning a day rate greater than 
£1,200 was equal across both genders at 22%. 
This is significant when considering that no major 
consultancy in the UK has a median bonus gap 
lower than 20% due to few women reaching senior 
roles1.

Independent consulting provides flexibility and 
rewards irrespective of gender
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Q. What is the average you have charged as a day 
rate in the last year?  

Average day rate by gender  
% of respondents by gender for each day rate bracket during 2020

Female Male 

Q. Does your day rate this year represent...?
(Changes in the last 12 months)

10% + 
increase

5% +
increase 

No real
change

10% +
decline

5% + 
decline

11%

15%

64%

4%

6%

100%Base size (n) = 410

Base size (n) = 240

Base size (n) = 240 

1. https://www.consultancy.uk/news/20278/lack-of-women-in-senior-jobs-maintains-consulting-gender-pay-gap

£500 - £700 £701 - £850 £851 - £1,000 £1,001 - £1,200 £1,201 - £1,400 >£1,400

50%

13% 24% 11% 13% 9%
19%

20% 9%
30%

25%14% 13%9%
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We asked respondents to rank the quality of their 
work as independent consultants compared to 
their previous employment in a management 
consultancy across a variety of metrics, including 
engagement in a project, efficiency of the project, 
overall impact on a project and value for money. 
More than three quarters ranked every aspect as 
either significantly or moderately higher when 
working as an independent consultant.  

Clients recognise the benefits of engaging former 
management consultants, many with additional 
experience in industry, as part of the independent 
consulting model. They find that they receive highly 
engaged and driven individuals, many of whom 
have backgrounds at top-tier consulting firms, for a 
fraction of the cost. 

Independent consultants prioritise working on 
projects in which they are interested and 
intellectually invested. When asked about 
the primary motivation for taking on a new 
project, project subject was most highly ranked, 
closely followed by intellectual challenge with 
remuneration in third.

Q. What’s the most important aspect of a 
project that impacts your decision to take it?

Independents believe they drive better value for 
money for clients without sacrificing performance
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Neither higher nor 
lower

Moderately higher

Significantly higher

Q. As seen from a client perspective, and comparing your work as an independent consultant 
vs. previous employment, how would you rate the following...?

Project
subject

Intellectual
challenge

Financial
imperative

Other

Client
brand

Location

35%

29%

22%

10%

6%

2%

100%

100%

Value for money Efficiency Overall impact 
on project

Engagement in 
project

14% 13% 17% 22%

23% 32% 33% 26%

63% 55% 50% 52%

Base size (n) = 392 

Base size (n) = 366 

86%
of respondents believe that they offer moderately or 
significantly better value for money as Independent 
Consultants. 



Independent Consulting 
recruiting specialists
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With flexibility also comes a lack of security. With 
the average project lasting 4.7 months, 
independent consultants rely on a number of 
avenues to source their work. Typically, more than 
half of respondents rely on personal networks to 
source their projects. 1/3 engage an agency or third 
party.

When asked the reasons why independent 
consultants would engage a recruitment firm 
when sourcing work, almost half indicated that it 
was to increase the volume of their work.

1/3 of respondents source their projects through 
independent consulting recruitment specialists 

Q. How do you typically source your projects?

Q. Why would you engage an agency or third party 
when sourcing work? 

Increase 
volume of work 

Supplement 
business 
development

Increase 
variety of work 

Other 

46%

37%

12%

5%

100%

With the use of independent consultants growing, 
clients themselves are turning to recruitment firms 
to help source the skills they need. Recruitment 
firms therefore act as quality control, able to use 
their networks and expertise to find the right 
individuals to solve specific business challenges.Base size (n) = 367 

Base size (n) = 374

47% of independent consultants 
engage an agency to boost their 
volume of work. 
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MBB & TIER 2

The Barton Partnership

1,200
Independent consulting projects delivered 
since launching the IC business in 2014. 

STRATEGY M&A

TRANSFORMATION DATA & ANALYTICS

Our expertise is rooted in our 
combined function and sector 

focus

Highly capable home-grown talent 
working alongside former tier-one strategy 

consultants  and industry experts

Our extensive global network 
means we can provide 
consultant shortlists within
48-72 hours of engagement. 

With 98% of clients saying we, 
or our Independent Consultants, 
have met or exceeded their 
expectations. 

98%BOUTIQUE                 BIG 4

      INDUSTRY

Network of 
Independent 
Consultants

35%

25%

20%

20%
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Independent Consulting
Key individuals in high-priority projects

Permanent Search
Identifying & engaging high performing talent

The permanent search business has a successful track record 
delivering executive search mandates & team builds across all sectors. 

Our independent consulting business provides individuals or small 
teams with significant operational & sector /function expertise for short 
sprints or entire programmes.

4 
OFFICES

450+
CLIENTS

65
PEOPLE

Independent consulting & permanent search talent specialist across 
Strategy & M&A, Data & Analytics and Transformation & Change. 

+

A fully curated network of  more 
than

4,000 
Independent Consultants
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A global independent consulting team
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Thomas.Sharkey@thebartonpartnership.com

Thomas Sharkey
Principal Consultant
UK

Mark.Fagan@thebartonpartnership.com Benjamin.Court@thebartonpartnership.com Jason.Roofe@thebartonpartnership.com

Mark Fagan
Managing Director
UK 

Benjamin Court
Director
France/Benelux 

Jason Roofe
Director
UK 

Jon.Wilson@thebartonpartnership.com

Adam.Leach@thebartonpartnership.com

Callum.Small@thebartonpartnership.com

Jon Wilson
Director
UK 

Adam Leach
Managing Principal
US

Callum Small
Associate Director
UK 

Fee.Henderson@thebartonpartnership.com

Fee Henderson
Consultant
UK 

Mathilde.Lecluse@thebartonpartnership.com

Kevin.Moreau@thebartonpartnership.com

Mathilde Lecluse
Consultant
France / Benelux

Kevin Moreau
Consultant
France / Benelux

Eleanor.Barton@thebartonpartnership.com

Sam.Adams@thebartonpartnership.com Simran.Panesar@thebartonpartnership.com

Eleanor Barton
Consultant
UK 

Sam Adams
Associate Consultant
UK

Simran Panesar
Associate Consultant
UK

Eleonore.Jau@thebartonpartnership.com

Eléonore Jau
Research Consultant
France / Benelux

Douglas.Crichton@thebartonpartnership.com

Douglas Crichton
Principal Consultant
UK 

Kiran.Jass@thebartonpartnership.com

Kiran Jass
Associate Director
UK 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/thomas-sharkey-1590b1131/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/markfagan74/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/benjamincourt/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jason-roofe-3043721/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jonwilson1975/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/adam-leach-a8552a78/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/callum-small-245b9913/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/feehenderson/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/mathilde-lecluse-10743510b/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/kevinmoreau6/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/eleanor-barton-08852816b/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/samuel-adams-032011156/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/simran-panesar-543329169/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/el%C3%A9onore-jau/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/kiranjass/
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Data tables
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Appendix 1: Willingness to travel to a distant client location. 

               Total       UK                                 Rest of Europe                   US

Yes                86%       88%                                     87%                                  81%

               14%       12%                                     13%                                  19%

               402       207                                     120                                  66

Appendix 2: How many years have you been an independent consultant?

               Total       UK                                 Rest of Europe                   US

1 - 2 years                31%       28%                                     31%                                  39%

               29%       29%                                     32%                                  21%3 - 5 years

6 - 10 years

10+ years

Base

               24%       26%                                     22%                                  19%

               16%       17%                                     15%                                  21%

               413       210                                     128                                 66

Appendix 3: How many more years do you currently envisage being an independent consultant?

               Total       UK                                 Rest of Europe                   US

1 - 2 years                30%       31%                                    30%                                  27% 

               24%       23%                                     24%                                  25% 3 - 5 years

6 - 10 years

10+ years

               22%       24%                                     20%                                  19%   

               24%       22%                                     26%                                 29%     

               413       210                                     128                                  66Base

Appendix 4: If you are intending to leave independent consulting in the next 12 months, what are you 
planning to do?

               Total       UK                                 Rest of Europe                   US

Take a corporate role               40%       40%                                     41%                                  40%

               21%       20%                                     27%                                  8%Start own business

Join a traditional
consulting firm

Join a start-up

               5%       7%                                     4%                                  4%

               10%       10%                                     10%                                  8%

Take a career break

Retire

Other

Base

               2%       2%                                     2%                                  4%

               5%       8%                                     2%                                  4%

               17%       13%                                     14%                                  32%

               197       100                                     72                                 25 

No

Base



Appendix 5: What were your primary reasons for becoming an independent consultant? 

               Total       UK                                 Rest of Europe                   US

Financial benefits                33%       37%                                     32%                                  23%

               60%       66%                                     48%                                  72%Flexibility

Work/life balance

Autonomy of work

               47%       52%                                     39%                           47%

               41%       35%                                     47%                                  49%

Entrepreneurship

Transition to a new 
sector

Expanding skill set

               30%       23%                                     43%                                  26%

               7%       6%                                     9%                                  7%

               12%       13%                                     10%                                  12%
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Appendix 6: Approximately what % of the business days in 2019 did you work as an independent 
consultant?

               Total       UK                                 Rest of Europe                   US

<30%                16%       16%                                     17%                                  14%

               14%       13%                                     15%                                  15%31 - 40%

41 - 50%

51 - 60%

Base

               8%       5%                                     6%                                  12%

               8%       8%                                     4%                                  14%

               410       209                                     127                                  65

61 - 70%

71 - 80%

81 - 90%

>91%

               15%       16%                                     15%                                  15%

               15%       16%                                     13%                                  14%

               10%       10%                                     10%                                  10%

               14%       16%                                     20%                                  6%

Appendix 7: Compared to 2018, does the number of business days worked in the last 12 months 
represent... 

               Total       UK                                 Rest of Europe                   US

Significant increase               14%       8%                                     19%                                  24%

               9%       8%                                     9%                                  12%Moderate increase

No real change

Moderate decline

               54%       58%                                     51%                                  50%

               8%       11%                                     3%                                  6%

               15%       15%                                     18%                                  8% Significant decline

Better apply knowledge
& expertise                24%       24%                                     20%                                  33%

Other                10%       9%                                     14%                                  9%

Base                362           191                                     110                                  52

Base                408       208                                     127                                  64
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Appendix 9: What is the most important aspect of a project that impacts your decision to take it?

Appendix 10: How do you typically source your work?

               Total       UK                                 Rest of Europe                   US

Job boards                12%       4%                                      19%                                  22%

               33%       39%                                     25%                                  28%Head hunters / Recruiters

Personal network

Alumni networks

               53%       55%                                     53%                                  47%

               2%       2%                                     3%                                  3%

Base                374       196                                     111                                  58

Appendix 11: Why would you engage an agency or third party when sourcing work?

               Total       UK                                 Rest of Europe                   US

Supplement business
development                37%       36%                                     37%                                  42%

               46%       50%                                     41%                                  42%Increase volume of 
work
Increase variety of 
work

Other

               12%       12%                                     14%                                  9%

               5%       2%                                     8%                                  7%

               367       190                                     111                                  57Base

Appendix 8: Compared to 2018, does  your day rate in the last 12 months represent...

               Total       UK                                 Rest of Europe                   US

Significant increase               11%       9%                                     16%                                  8%

               15%       20%                                     11%                                  10%Moderate increase

No real change

Moderate decline

               64%       60%                                     65%                                  78%

               4%       5%                                     4%                                  0%

               6%       6%                                     4%                                  4%Significant decline

Base                410       210                                     127                                64

               Total       UK                                 Rest of Europe                   US

Financial imperative               18%       25%                                     7%                                  16%

               5%       5%                                     5%                                  2%Location

Intellectual challenge

Project subject

               29%       32%                                     26%                                  26%

               35%       28%                                     47%                                42%

Client brand

Other

Base

               2%       2%                                     1%                                  2%
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Contact us
  LONDON   NEW YORK                 
16 High Holborn
London
WC1V 6BX

+44 (0) 207 138 3691

contact@thebartonpartnership.com

11th Floor, 12 E 49th St
New York
NY 10017

+1 (347) 400 5567

nyc@thebartonpartnership.com

  PARIS           SINGAPORE                 
226 Boulevard Voltaire
75011
Paris

+33 7 78 63 22 82

paris@thebartonpartnership.com

Suntec Tower 5
5 Temasek Blvd
038985
Singapore 
+ 65 8571 6950

asia@thebartonpartnership.com 

https://www.thebartonpartnership.com
https://www.linkedin.com/company/the-barton-partnership/

