


E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

What changes for strategy consulting
as AI enters its own industry

Strategy consulting built its profitability on the leverage pyramid: junior analysts execute intelligence-

heavy production work at high billing multiples, supervised by senior partners who hold client

relationships and judgment. AI has made sixty to seventy percent of that junior production layer

executable in seconds. Benchmarking, financial modeling, market sizing, slide production, secondary

research. The work that funds the partnership is compressing.

Industry EBITDA has hit a five-year low. Billable utilization has fallen below the 75% healthy threshold.

Firms retaining time-based pricing grew 2.1% annually. Firms on value-based pricing grew 8.7%. The

pricing model a boutique keeps is the growth trajectory it gets.

The harder problem is not the technology. Partnership structures give every partner with a client book

an implicit veto over changes that threaten their personal economics. Everyone agrees the firm needs

to change. Nobody agrees to change their own practice first. This is a collective action problem, not a

strategy problem.

PE-backed AI-native entrants are being built from the ground up without the pyramid. No junior layer,

no legacy governance, structurally lower cost. The question for incumbent boutiques: transform the

billing model before clients force it, or compete against firms that started on the other side of this

shift.

This briefing is about the structural economics of the consulting pyramid,
the twelve-to-eighteen-month window before client procurement teams
force the pricing conversation, and the specific moves that separate the
firms that lead this transition from the firms that get disrupted by it.
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T H E  S H I F T

The leverage model that built your
margins is inverting

The consulting pyramid works because junior analysts produce at high billing multiples. A first-year

associate costs the firm a fraction of what the client pays. That margin funds partner compensation,

office infrastructure, and growth. AI compresses this layer. An estimated eighty percent of junior

analyst production work can now be done in seconds. When the production layer compresses, the

billing engine that funds the partnership runs in reverse: more productive juniors mean fewer billable

hours, not more profit.

But the pyramid does something else that nobody talks about. It trains future partners. Junior

consultants learn pattern recognition by doing structured analytical work under senior supervision.

Remove the production work, and you remove the training ground. The firm that solves this paradox

creates a new kind of junior who reaches partner-level judgment five years faster through AI-

augmented case exposure. That is a decade-long talent advantage.

The firm that advises clients on transformation every week has not
transformed itself. Every managing partner knows this. The question is
what breaks the governance deadlock.

The reflexivity problem is what makes strategy consulting the hardest vertical to advise. The same

people who diagnose organizational inertia for their clients are experiencing it in their own

partnership. The same frameworks they sell to CEOs apply to their own firm. They know this. They are

stuck because partnership governance makes it individually rational for every partner to resist

changes that threaten their personal economics, even when every partner agrees the firm needs to

change.
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T H R E E  Q U E S T I O N S

Revenue. Profit. Valuation.

Under the old model these three questions had three different answers. AI
ties them together. Move the pricing model and you move all three at the
same time.

0 1    ·    R E V E N U E

What happens
when clients
ask what
percentage was
AI-produced?
Clients are twelve to

eighteen months from

asking this systematically.

The first boutique that

prices transparently on a

human-plus-AI model

captures the positioning

advantage. The second one

is defending. Firms on time-

based pricing grew 2.1%

annually. Firms on value-

based pricing grew 8.7%.

The pricing model you keep

is the growth rate you get.

0 2    ·    P R O F I T

Does AI
productivity
become margin
or a revenue
leak?
Under the current billing

model, more productive

juniors mean fewer billable

hours. Industry EBITDA at a

five-year low. Utilization

below the 75% healthy

threshold. The billing

engine that built 25 to 40

percent EBITDA is running

in reverse. A new pricing

model turns the same AI

productivity into expanding

margins.

0 3    ·    VA L U AT I O N

Is this a
traditional
partnership or
a transformed
practice?
PE-backed AI-native

entrants are being funded

at scale without the

pyramid. The market is

beginning to price

consulting firms on whether

they operate a traditional

leverage model with

compressed margins or a

transformed delivery model

with growing value-based

revenue. Same partner

talent. Very different

multiples.
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W H E R E  V A L U E  M O V E S

Two columns. The whole industry sorts
itself between them.

Every activity in a consulting firm is migrating toward one of two columns. The activities on the left are

becoming cheaper and faster every quarter. The activities on the right are becoming more valuable as

AI commoditizes everything around them. The managing partner's job is to move the firm's revenue

mix from left to right before clients notice the gap.

D E P R E C I A T I N G

Market sizing and competitive benchmarking

Financial modeling and scenario analysis

Slide production and report formatting

Secondary research and literature review

Proposal boilerplate and qualification responses

Meeting preparation and stakeholder mapping

A P P R E C I A T I N G

Framing a diagnosis the CEO has not heard before

Reading political dynamics in a live room

Knowing which question to ask, not which answer to
give

Structuring arguments that change how boards think

Building trust at CEO level over multiple
engagements

Delivering uncomfortable truths that still get acted on

The firms that price on the left column are in a race to zero. The firms that price on the right column

are in a market with growing demand and shrinking supply of people who can actually do it. The same

firm, pricing the same partner's time, at radically different multiples depending on which column

anchors the client's perception of value.
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T H E  C H O I C E

Two paths. Same technology. Opposite
outcomes.

Every consulting boutique will adopt AI. The question is not whether. It is which path. One path

preserves the billing model and extracts margin. The other path restructures the billing model and

captures a new competitive position. They look similar in quarter one. They produce opposite

economics by year three.

THE DEFAULT PATH THE REPOSITIONING PATH

Pricing
Adopt AI quietly. Keep billing model. Charge

human rates for AI-assisted work.

Pricing
Separate intelligence from judgment. Price judgment

explicitly. Transparent human-plus-AI model.

Talent
Junior analysts do less production, more

oversight. Training pipeline unclear.

Talent
Redesign apprenticeship for AI era. Juniors reach

partner-level judgment faster through augmented
case exposure.

Growth
2.1% annual growth (time-based pricing

average). Margins compress as clients
notice the arbitrage.

Growth
8.7% annual growth (value-based pricing average).

Margins expand as AI productivity flows to the bottom
line.

Position
Credibility risk when clients discover AI
content at human rates. Defending.

Position
First-mover advantage in market segment. Every
competitor must justify their rates against yours.

The billing arbitrage window is twelve to eighteen months. After that, client
procurement teams will ask the question systematically. The boutique that
has already repriced is leading the conversation. The boutique that has not is
answering it.
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F O U R  L E V E R S

The growth levers that compound
when used together

Each lever is modest in isolation. Together they restructure the practice economics and create a

competitive position that takes competitors eighteen months or more to replicate.

1 Separate intelligence from judgment. Price them differently.
Intelligence work (research, modeling, benchmarking) is now AI-augmentable and should be

priced accordingly. Judgment work (diagnosis, framing, political navigation, trust) is scarce

and should be priced at a premium. Stop disguising judgment inside a blended rate that

includes production hours clients know are AI-executable. The separation makes both more

valuable.

2 Redesign the apprenticeship model for the AI era.
The old pipeline trained juniors through production work. The new pipeline trains juniors

through AI-augmented case exposure, pattern recognition at compressed timescales, and

supervised client judgment calls earlier in their careers. The firm that solves this produces

partners who reach senior-level pattern recognition five years faster. That is a decade-long

talent advantage competitors cannot copy.

3 Move first on transparent human-plus-AI pricing.
The first boutique in a market segment that prices visibly on a human-plus-AI model captures

the positioning advantage. Clients respect the transparency. Competitors are forced to justify

their rates. Moving second means defending. The growth data is clear: 2.1% for time-based

firms, 8.7% for value-based firms. The pricing model determines the growth trajectory.

4 Turn partnership governance from veto structure to change architecture.
The collective action problem is the real blocker. Every partner with a client book has an

implicit veto. The managing partner who frames this as a pilot (one practice group, two

service lines, measured results before firm-wide rollout) breaks the deadlock without

triggering the governance immune system. Bullet before cannonball. Measured impact before

partnership vote.
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G R A I L  ·  H O W  W E  T H I N K

Business first. Technology second.

GRAIL is an AI-native management consultancy. We help European mid-market leadership teams

figure out the one or two things that fundamentally change about their business as AI enters their

industry, and then build the capability to act on it before competitors do. For consulting boutiques,

GRAIL brings a specific credibility: we have already undergone the transformation we diagnose. Senior

practitioners delivering what traditionally required a team of eight to twelve. Fixed fees, not billable

hours. AI-native from day one. We show you what the post-transformation firm looks like because we

operate it every day.

The market offers two things: vendor lock-in dressed as
transformation, and consulting reports dressed as strategy. GRAIL
delivers a third option: working AI capability that you own.

W H A T  Y O U  G E T

Senior advisory direct to the CEO and GMT

Working AI capability you own from day one

Custom agents built around your business logic

Outcomes in weeks, not quarters

No lock-in at any phase of the engagement

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S

Founded by operators, not technologists

Business-first strategy, technology second

Context architecture, change management, workflow
design

Results before you commit to scale

Each next step earned, never assumed
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G R A I L  ·  H O W  W E  W O R K

Three sessions with your management
team. No IT involvement. Working
tools from week one.

GRAIL starts with the management team because organizational
transformation cannot outrun the leadership team's personal
understanding of what is possible. Three workshops. Each delivers
standalone value. Each earns the right to the next.

W O R K S H O P  0 1

How to think

The strategic foundation.

Where AI creates real value

in strategy consulting and

where it is noise. The

augmentation framework.

The pricing transformation

thesis. Your leadership

team leaves with a shared

frame for the rest of the

work, and with the first

working agent built live in
the room.

W O R K S H O P  0 2

Your AI team

A half-day activation. Each

member of the

management team receives

a personal suite of five to

ten custom agents trained

on their workflow, their

decisions, their competitive

landscape. Board

preparation. Tender

analysis. Pricing simulation.

Working tools from week
one, not slides about tools.

W O R K S H O P  0 3

Competitive
edge

Refinement from real usage.

Agents upgraded based on

how the team actually used

them. The pricing

transformation roadmap.

The cross-country AI

infrastructure plan. The

recommendation for what

comes next, earned by what

just shipped.

Three weeks. No IT involvement. No board approval needed to start. The
sharpest strategic conversation your leadership team will have this year,
backed by working tools they are already using.
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F I V E  Q U E S T I O N S

What to ask in your next partner
meeting

The questions where the room cannot agree on an answer are the ones worth a longer conversation.

Ask these honestly. The point is not the polished response. The point is whether the answer would

survive a client procurement team asking it next quarter.

If a client's procurement team asked your project lead tomorrow what
percentage of this deliverable was produced by AI, does your firm have a
credible answer ready?

What percentage of your current revenue depends on junior analyst production
hours that are now AI-executable? What happens to partner compensation when
that revenue compresses?

If AI replaces sixty percent of junior production work, where do future partners
come from? What does the apprenticeship model look like in three years?

Which partner in the room would volunteer their practice group for the first
pricing transformation pilot? If nobody volunteers, what does that tell you about
your governance model?

Your firm diagnoses organizational inertia for clients every week. By your own
frameworks, what would you recommend to a partnership structured exactly
like yours?

If any of these questions land somewhere uncomfortable, that is the
conversation worth having.

JOHAN GRÖNSTEDT  ·  GRAIL  ·  JOHAN@GRAIL.WORKS  ·  GRAIL.WORKS
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I N  T H I S  S E R I E S

There’s a version of this briefing for
every seat at the table.

Visit grail.works for the full series.

www.grail.works

GRAIL has produced industry briefings calibrated to the specific reality of each C-suite role.

CEO
Revenue. Margin.
Valuation.

Three numbers your board
reads. AI is rewriting all three
in your industry.

▸  YOU ARE READING

CFO
Capital. Forecast.
Story.

What you allocate this year is
the story your board reads
next year.

COO
Cheaper. Better. Faster.

The triple threat that used to
be a tradeoff is now table
stakes.

CHRO
Capacity. Capability.
Promise.

The biggest talent transition of
a career. Compete on
capacity, not headcount.

CPTO
Moat. Speed.
Allocation.

The platform moat that
survives 2028 is being chosen
this year.

CCO
Margin. Pace. Position.

The whole GTM playbook is
being rewritten in real time,
across every commercial team
at once.

An AI-native management consultancy helping European mid-market leadership teams figure out what
fundamentally changes about their business as AI enters their industry.


