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Abstract 

 
Since its initial discovery in Wuhan in December 2019, the Covid-19 virus has heavily affected 

many people's lives. The consulting profession, which traditionally relies on communication 

between consultants and clients, suddenly had to deal with the fact that physical contact 

needed to be avoided. This led to many consultancies adopting other ways of collaboration, 

such as teleworking. Since good communication is arguably one of the most crucial success 

factors in consulting, the question arises to what extent this new working environment 

influences the communication between consultants and clients. To answer this question, 56 

consultants from a professional services firm were surveyed on their teleworking experience 

in respect to client communication. The results show a clear shift in the use and preference of 

communication technologies. Furthermore, the results point to some challenges that the 

teleworking environment brings with it, such as establishing client relationships and 

understanding the client firm. However, the results also reveal that many communicative 

aspects have not been affected. The study shows that a large proportion of consultants 

perceive teleworking as a viable alternative to the traditional form of collaboration and 

consider many communication aspects to be unproblematic, although there are certain 

challenges.  
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1.0 Introduction 

1.1 Context for the Research 

Management Consulting 

The term management consulting is defined inconsistently in the scientific literature. 

Researcher Ernst (2002) goes as far as calling the search for a common and unified definition 

an "impossible undertaking." The reason for this is the fragmented state of consulting research 

and the wide-ranging colloquial understanding of the occupational profile of a consultant. 

Therefore, management consulting shall be defined here as a professional service provided by 

one or more persons, who are generally professionally qualified and hierarchically 

independent of the client, for a limited period of time, usually for a fee. The service aims to 

interactively define, structure and analyse business problems of the client company, as well 

as develop solutions to problems. If desired, consultants collaborate on planning their 

implementation together with representatives of the client and realise the solutions in the 

company. 

 

It is important to note that consulting services are interactive processes with tangible 

and intangible effects that serve the client's needs, and their execution and utilisation require 

simultaneous contact between the consultant and the client. Consulting services are also 

highly integrative, as the clients participate in the creation of the service, and therefore a high 

degree of interactivity between the consultant and the client is necessary (Stahl, 2018). 

According to Turner (1982), the services provided by consultants can be broken down into five 

traditional purposes, namely providing information, solving problems, making a diagnosis, 

making recommendations based on diagnosis and assisting with the implementation of 

solutions. 
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Although consulting firms are highly influential players in today's business world, a 

century ago, they barely existed. Business consultants first appeared in the United States in 

the late 19th and early 20th century and predominantly offered engineering consulting and 

other highly specialised services. Through pioneers of the industry, such as Arthur D. Little, 

Edwin Booz, James McKinsey and Andrew Thomas Kearney, whose consultancies still operate 

today, consultancy experienced tremendous growth in the first half of the 20th century. In the 

second half of the 20th century, American consultancies expanded internationally and opened 

offices in Europe. While the industry primarily offered strategy development services, demand 

for implementation services became more prominent among clients. 

 

Furthermore, many new players entered the promising industry. The major 

accountancy firms such as PricewaterhouseCoopers and Ernst& Young leveraged their 

resources and international ties and entered the consulting industry, achieving strong growth 

and establishing themselves within the market. During the 2000s, the consulting industry 

managed to grow substantially, although at a slower pace. Many big players, especially the Big 

four accounting houses PwC, EY, Deloitte, and KPMG, were heavily involved in the takeover of 

smaller, more specialised consultancies.  
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While the industry is still growing in emerging markets such as India (Srinivasan, 2014), 

the established markets in the USA and Europe are showing signs of maturity (Stahl, 2018). 

However, due to the high level of fragmentation within the industry (Law, 2009) and 

inconsistency in what is considered a consultant, there are difficulties in assessing the 

industry's global market size. Therefore the estimations of the market size vary drastically, 

with Greiner and Enssfellner (2010) estimating it to amount 200 billion USD, Kipping and Clark 

(2012) referring to a market size of 350 billion USD and Klarner et al. (2013) estimating over 

390 USD. According to Baaij (2014), 21% of the clients of consulting services stem from the 

public sector, 20% from financial services, 10% from healthcare, 8% from manufacturing and 

7% from the energy, communication/ media and retail sectors, respectively. This widespread 

utilisation underlines the fact that consulting services are used within all major parts of the 

modern economy. 

 

Covid-19 and its socioeconomic influences 

After its initial discovery in Wuhan in December 2019, the Covid-19 virus spread 

worldwide in a short period of time. As of October 2021, there were officially over 238 million 

infected people worldwide, although the number of unreported cases is estimated to be much 

higher. The pandemic has caused considerable economic disruption worldwide as the 

containment efforts and similar measures such as quarantines and border closures have led 

to various issues in many industries. On a large scale, the negative economic consequences of 

these measures have been significant, including the disruption of global supply chains, 

weakened demand for goods and services and extraordinary demand and thus shortages of 

supplies in other industries. In addition, service industries such as tourism, gastronomy or 
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entertainment establishments recorded high turnover losses due to regional declines in 

tourism, business travel, and other containment measures. 

 

Some countries, including Germany, sought to limit the high risk of transmission 

through contact by obliging employers to offer teleworking options wherever possible. While 

mandatory measures such as those in Germany were not implemented globally, there was an 

increase in distance working measures in many countries. This led to a situation where many 

companies had to implement individual elements of teleworking in a short time. As a result, 

many economies and companies experienced a 'digital surge' (De' et al. 2020) induced by the 

pandemic. Furthermore, due to the massive increase in the use of video and audio 

conferencing tools and other communication software, organisations were forced to adapt 

and improve their technology infrastructure (De' et al. 2020). According to De' et al. 2020, this 

has inevitably led to increased bandwidth, network, software and cloud service investments. 

In addition, the researchers argue that the adoption and acclimatisation of teleworking will 

lead to the measures becoming the norm rather than being an exception. 

 

The company under examination 

With a staff of over 200.000, the company under examination is one of the leading 

professional services firms in the world, operating in over 150 countries. The firm offers 

services in the areas of audit, accounting, tax, IT and a large variety of consulting services. It is 

important to note that the firm is not a single firm but rather a professional service network 

in which each network member is independently owned and managed. The German branch 

of the firm has over 10.000 employees and is one of the major players in the domestic 

consulting industry, with over 3000 consultants. Under normal circumstances, this 
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professional group is in constant contact with clients. However, as discussed, physical contact 

has decreased significantly due to the pandemic.  

 

This situation has most likely had a substantial impact on the working environment of 

the consultants. As a result of the limited possibility of personal meetings with clients, the 

collaboration has likely changed. Therefore, it is crucial to understand the impact of the 

contact restriction measures on the working environment, the changes within the consultant's 

work-life and analyse how these changes are being perceived. 
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1.2 Research Aims 

The main question to be answered in this dissertation is the following:  

"How has COVID-19 affected client communication in Management Consulting at a major 

professional services firm in Germany?" 

In order to answer the research question, the following research aims need to be met:  

1. Identifying the main methods of communication between clients and management 

consultants at a professional services firm in Germany before the COVID-19 related 

teleworking measures 

Fulfilling this research objective allows for an understanding of the methods of 

communication that consultants used before the pandemic. These methods will include the 

various communication technologies and other tools used by the consultants. This will allow 

for a direct comparison with the communication technologies employed in the teleworking 

environment. Differences in the use of communication technologies and tools could thus be 

identified. 

2. Assessing changes in communication between clients and management consultants at a 

professional services firm in Germany after the COVID-19 related teleworking measures 

The fulfilment of this research objective will enable an understanding of the exact 

communicative changes that have taken place since the introduction of teleworking 

measures. These changes could include shifts in the use of technologies, changes in internal 

communications within the consultancy and changes in the external communication with the 

client. Identifying these changes could provide important insights for future teleworking 

measures. 
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3. Determining how the changes in communication have affected the work of consultants at 

a professional services firm in Germany 

By fulfilling this research objective, an understanding of the changed working circumstances 

of consultants could be gained. In addition, this would allow an assessment of the benefits 

and challenges brought by the new working environment. 

4. Identifying which methods of communication are being used within the teleworking 

environment at a professional services firm in Germany 

This research objective explores the use of communication channels in the teleworking 

environment. The current communication channels used in teleworking can be determined by 

fulfilling this objective, providing insight into possible pandemic-related changes in the use of 

communication channels. 

5. Determining which of the methods of communication were preferred before and after 

the pandemic at a professional services firm in Germany 

This research objective aims to provide an insight into the communication channel 

preferences of the consultants. The consultants likely have a wide range of different 

communication options within the teleworking environment. However, the preferences of the 

consultants might differ, making it important to understand which communication methods 

are preferred. 
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6. Assessing if consultants at a professional services firm in Germany perceive the 

teleworking environment as a viable alternative to their traditional form of work 

Fulfilling this research objective allows for an insight into the consultant's perception 

of the teleworking environment. In addition, as the pandemic forced many companies to 

expand their teleworking capabilities, there may be an increase in the use of teleworking in 

the future. Therefore, it would be insightful to examine if consultants perceive the teleworking 

environment as a viable alternative and if they would consider working remotely in the future.  
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1.3 Rationale for the research 

The profession of consulting is complex and multifaceted. While the individual 

consulting fields differ in many ways, communication with the client is immensely important 

in every field. Researchers such as Bronnonmayer (2016), Applebaum and Steed (2005) and 

McLachlin (1999), who examined the success factors of consulting engagements, believe that 

good communication between consultants and clients is vital for a successful collaboration.  

 

Traditionally both parties would collaborate in the same physical location, which was 

usually the offices of the client company. This would allow the consultants to meet and 

communicate with clients and vice versa frequently. However, due to the Covid-19 pandemic, 

the traditional form of personal collaboration was exchanged with a digital approach to 

prevent the spread of the virus. While this development did not stop consulting engagements, 

it is likely that the nature of the collaboration has changed.  

 

The rapid digitalisation in the past decades has shown us that computer-mediated 

communication is often very different from face-to-face communication. Many elements of 

traditional face-to-face communication either do not exist or are disparate in the digital 

sphere. High-Speed Internet and the widespread use of video calling have enabled us to 

replicate the real-time feedback of a traditional conversation and enabled us to apply telework 

during the pandemic widely. However, the high-context communication between consultants 

and clients was likely still influenced by the pandemic. 

 

The global consulting market has seen rapid growth over the past years, and the 

demand for consultants will likely not decline anytime soon. At the same time, teleworking is 
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becoming widely accepted in many countries. Furthermore, the Covid-19 related social 

distancing measures have only accelerated the use of teleworking in certain professions. 

Therefore, it is expected that a considerable number of consultants will use teleworking in the 

future. This leads to the question of whether the teleworking approach influenced the 

communication between consultants and clients. 

 

According to Seifert and Nissen (2018), who have analysed the current state of 

research on the virtualisation of consulting services, no empirical studies deal with the 

consequences of consulting virtualisation. The researchers conclude that research on the 

practical usage of virtual consulting is insufficient. Other researchers stress the importance of 

understanding the influences of the digital transformation on the business model of 

consulting, arguing that fundamental changes can be expected (Werth, Johann and Greff, 

2016). As the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic has disrupted the industry and world economy in a 

short period of time, firms were forced to transform and digitalise overnight. Therefore 

providing an opportunity to research the viability of consulting services in a teleworking 

environment. While the pandemic was the primary reason for the rapid digitalisation efforts 

and usage of teleworking methods, De' et al. (2020) argue that the adoption and 

acclimatisation of teleworking will lead to the measures becoming the norm rather than being 

an exception. As the current scientific consensus is that the pandemic induced use of 

teleworking measures will have lasting effects, the findings in this area could also be relevant 

after the pandemic. 

 

Due to the author's previous internships in consulting and his contacts in one specific 

firm, he saw an opportunity to research the influences of teleworking measures. The author 



16 
 

 

believes that by surveying former colleagues who have participated in teleworking for a 

considerable amount of time, insights into how they perceive the changes in communication 

during the pandemic can be gained.  
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1.4 Contribution of the Research 

One of the notable academic contributions of this dissertation would be a deeper 

understanding of the communicative consequences of service virtualisation. As mentioned 

above, there is an academic consensus that present research in this area is insufficient. Since 

this dissertation deals in depth with the influence of service virtualisation on one professional 

service, namely consulting, the insights gained could, to some extent, also be applied to other 

areas or serve as a comparison. Furthermore, the findings could serve as a foundation for 

future research in this area. As mentioned earlier, many researchers expect teleworking to 

grow in the future and that the pandemic has accelerated this trend. Since this dissertation 

only analyses the effects of teleworking in a specific company within a specific occupational 

field, there is still a significant need for research in this area. The insights provided by this work 

can therefore be extended, used as a comparison, or transferred to other industries or 

companies. 

 

Another academic contribution would be the insights into the communicative effects 

that arise within the teleworking environment. While there are likely many other effects 

caused by operating in a teleworking environment, communication is the primary concern 

within this paper due to its high importance in consulting. Understanding the changes in 

communication dynamics is particularly interesting as consultants and clients often deal with 

complex topics and communicate in a very distinctive and highly sophisticated manner. This 

particular form of collaboration could complicate or facilitate communication within a 

teleworking environment and contrast with other collaborative dynamics. 
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Furthermore, one of the contributions of this paper is to analyse the consultant's 

satisfaction with the teleworking environment. Therefore, the insights gained could be 

interesting for other research areas or research on employee satisfaction in teleworking. 

However, due to the methodology, the findings on satisfaction with teleworking will not 

provide deep insights, which is why qualitative research would be more effective in this case. 

 

Lastly, the findings could provide insights into the effectiveness of specific 

communication channels as perceived by the consultant. As in the case of satisfaction with 

teleworking, only limited insights are provided, as an in-depth analysis of communication 

channel effectiveness is not within the scope of this dissertation. However, the insights could 

still be of interest for future research. 

 

The dissertation will likely also provide some interesting insights for companies. One 

of the elementary contributions would be support in deciding on the use of teleworking 

measures in the future. Furthermore, general challenges arising from the teleworking 

environment could be identified. Companies could then address these challenges in a targeted 

manner. Of course, identified opportunities that arise from teleworking could also be 

facilitated. Finally, insights into the effectiveness of communication technologies could be 

used to make software decisions. 

 

For the author, the work contributes significantly to his understanding of the subject 

area. Since the author would like to work in this field in the future, the insights gained could 

support him in his work or be of interest to potential employers. Furthermore, the author 
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assumes that he could work in a teleworking environment in the future and therefore wants 

to understand how this working environment could influence his work.  
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1.5 Limitations to the research 

The global consulting market consists of many different firms operating in a great 

variety of sectors. Within the firms, policies regarding work, contact with clients or usage of 

teleworking can vary drastically. Furthermore, the Covid-19 related adaptations could also 

vary. The major players within the market likely possess extensive teleworking opportunities, 

and therefore their reaction to the pandemic cannot be compared to smaller firms with more 

limited resources. As the research will be based on a single professional services firm, there is 

an explicit limitation of the scope of the research in terms of sample size. The findings in this 

paper are therefore not a reflection of the general stance of consultants towards the changes 

in communication.  

 

Furthermore, the survey will be conducted among previous colleagues of the 

researcher. These former colleagues work across two different consulting divisions within the 

firm. As the firm has over 200.000 employees worldwide working in many different divisions, 

the findings will not accurately reflect the stance of all consultants of the firm. 

 

The respondents will also have different positions within the hierarchy of the firm. It is 

possible that members of different sections of the hierarchy will have different opinions and, 

correspondingly, different answers to specific questions. For example, a manager might prefer 

a face-to-face approach, while a junior consultant might prefer teleworking. Understanding 

the feelings towards the changes across different sections of the hierarchy could provide 

valuable insights. However, as the proposed research will be completely anonymous, these 

potentially differing views will not be captured.  
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Another limitation to the proposed research is the snapshot nature of the responses. 

The findings of the survey will merely provide insights into consultants perspectives at the 

time of survey completion. It is likely that the rapid developments in technology will 

continuously change the means of collaboration between consultants and clients. These 

changes in technology could influence consultants feelings towards teleworking. Furthermore, 

consultants' perceptions can also change over time, making it essential to monitor this 

development continuously.  

 

The proposed data collection method, which is a questionnaire, will also only allow for 

fixed responses based on the selection of response options. This naturally limits the amount 

of detail that respondents can provide. Further qualitative research in this field could 

therefore provide more detail and discover insights that quantitative methods cannot capture. 

These limitations show that there are many possibilities for future research within this 

research area. 
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2.0 Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction to the literature 

In order to achieve the research objectives presented in this dissertation, it is first 

necessary to identify the relevant research areas and the state of research within these areas. 

Since this dissertation deals with the pandemic-related influences on communication between 

management consultants and their clients, the areas of consulting research, communication 

research and teleworking research are of particular interest.  

 

First, the current status of consulting research will be evaluated. A definition of the 

profession will be discussed, as well as its general features. In addition, the key consulting 

functions and their general application fields will be examined, and finally, the industry's 

expansion and influence will be explored. As the determination of the quality of consulting 

services plays a significant role in this sector, it will be discussed separately. The general 

challenges in determining the quality of consulting services will be inspected, and the 

difficulties in the quality determination will be examined. Finally, the general attitude of the 

research community towards the main quality criteria will be reviewed. 

 

Furthermore, as stated above, the subject area of communication will be explored. 

Since the subject area itself is multifaceted, only communication concerning consultants and 

clients will be considered. Due to the unique dynamic between the two parties, this section 

will also deal with their relationship. First, communication and its role in modern society and 

companies will be discussed, followed by a review of common criticisms of consulting and 

their relation to communication deficiencies. These communication failures will then be 

inspected with the help of Luhmann's system theory, which is also used to examine the client-
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consultant relationship and its communicative nature. Finally, the potential pandemic related 

opportunities and challenges concerning communication and the relationship between both 

parties will be discussed. 

 

Last of all, the topic of teleworking will be examined. First, a definition, categorisation 

and brief history of teleworking will be presented, followed by the pandemic-related changes 

within this working method and the potential long-term consequences of these changes. Next, 

the common attitudes of the literature towards the opportunities and risks of teleworking will 

be assessed, and finally, the limitations of the literature will be discussed.   
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2.2 The Consulting Industry 

As already mentioned, there is no uniform definition of consulting; however, Baaij 

(2014) describes the profession as follows: 

 

“Management consultancy is a knowledge-intensive service which independent business professionals 

provide to managers of organizations, and which consists of objective advice on management's 

decisions regarding the solutions to the client organization's problems and opportunities and may, in 

some cases, also consist of assistance with the management's tasks regarding the implementation of 

these solutions.” 

 

Despite such attempts to define management consulting, the concept of the 

profession remains largely vague. This is because the term is used by a wide range of 

individuals whose professions vary drastically from one another, making a clear definition 

almost impossible (Stahl, 2018). Any person who believes they can help a company, or a 

manager can therefore call themselves a management consultant.  

 

In the context of this dissertation, management consulting consists of persons and 

institutions that provide consulting services and a client system that comprises the recipients 

of the consulting services. Within this collaboration, it is essential to understand that the 

consultants can merely provide management advice based on observations during the 

engagement, while the client system can actively influence actions/decisions and make 

changes within its operations (Stahl, 2018). During the course of the engagement, consultants 

will ideally provide advice for a current problem and convey long-term problem-solving 

competence, allowing the client company to cope independently not only with current 

problems but also with future challenges  (Bronnenmayer, Wirtz and Göttel, 2016). Another 
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important reason for the use of consultants is their "externality", which ideally ensures 

organisational independence from the client system in order to maintain necessary objectivity 

and neutrality (Macdonald, 2006). 

 

The main reasons for hiring a consultant are often to assist with the implementation 

of change processes of various kinds (Stahl, 2018). In this context, consulting is organised in 

the form of projects, which are most commonly anchored in transferring purpose-oriented 

knowledge and experience (Ariane Berthoin and Gnath, 1998). In general, the external 

problem-solving capacity of consultants can be divided into three areas: Analyses and 

forecasts, rationalisation projects and the realignment of the company (Stahl, 2018). The 

analysis includes all tasks that diagnose and forecast conditions and processes to create an 

information basis for planning and decision-making. Rationalisation refers to the increase of 

process efficiency in the client company. Finally, company reorientation includes reviewing 

and redefining the company strategy, adapting the organisation, and promoting the 

willingness and ability to change among the client organisation's employees. 

 

The development of competence during the consulting project can be considered in 

the light of approaches of apprenticeship learning (Collins, Brown and Newman, 1987) and 

the cognitive flexibility theory (Nix and Spiro, 2012). Consequently, the consulting project is 

an authentic, complex and social learning situation because the projects are embedded in 

varying contexts (Stahl, 2018). Basically, one is always working on new problems at different 

client companies and within newly composed teams, although the approaches to analysis and 

solutions are often the same (Stahl, 2018). Therefore, professional methodological and, above 
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all, social/communicative skills are of great importance for management consultants, as these 

are constantly required in contact with clients (Appelbaum and Steed, 2005). 

 

Even beyond their advisory function, consultants are becoming prominent in the 

corporate world. They typically appear when reading business journals, attending business 

events, browsing bookstore shelves, or looking at airport advertising. There is rarely an issue 

of a major business publication that does not include a story involving a management 

consulting firm.  According to Faust (2002), consultants have even replaced scholars and 

executives as the top 'experts' on business issues, and as a result, they have a significant 

impact on the knowledge of current organizational issues. Therefore, there appears to be little 

dispute that consultants are highly influential. However, this influence is not driven by the 

market size of consulting or particularly powerful organisations within the market. Although 

consulting firms are often very visible and many well-known firms exist, the size of the industry 

is comparatively small. The European Federation of Management Consultancies Associations 

(2011) estimated the influence of the management consulting market on the European GDP 

at about 0.7%.  

 

The reason for the influence of consulting within the modern business world is much 

rather their rising impact on other organisations and entire industries. Many people associate 

consultants with a new sort of employee known as the "knowledge worker," who has received 

much attention in both academic and popular management literature. Peter Drucker is said 

to have invented the term in his 1959 book Landmarks of Tomorrow, and as early as 1960, 

futurologists noted a macroeconomic transition from manufacturing to services in many 

industrialised Western economies (Stehr, 1994). The rise in importance of a range of 
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knowledge professions such as accountancy, IT services, law, and management consulting was 

critical to these economic and social transformations. Within these new service economies, 

knowledge became a key competitive advantage for companies. Management consultancies 

were at the centre of these changes and managed to gain widespread influence in business, 

politics and many other organisations such as NGOs, trade unions and even religious 

organisations. Because of the long-term growth of the industry and its far-reaching influence, 

it is important to research it. 
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2.3 Consulting Service Quality Assessment 

In many sectors where material goods are processed, the assessment of quality is far 

less complex than in the assessment of services, which are very much knowledge-oriented. 

Even within the service sector, there are significant differences in quality determination, as 

complex services such as consulting are highly intangible compared to more basic services 

(Lee, Chung and Nam, 2013). Nevertheless, it is important for the client to know what 

contribution has been made by the consultant and, above all, the client wants comprehensible 

criteria that determine quality. The better the quality, the greater the chances that the 

consultant will receive a follow-up order and thus be able to work with the client in the long 

term (Stahl, 2018). Therefore it is also of vital importance for consultants that their work is 

perceived as qualitative. 

 

Researchers Day and Baksdale (1992) suggest that four common quality criteria play a 

role in the evaluation of professional services: perceived experience/competence of the 

provider (consultant), the provider's understanding of client needs and interests, the 

provider's relationship and communication skills and the likelihood of the provider to meet 

contractual and administrative requirements. While these criteria highlight the relevance of 

the consultant's communication and social skills to the client's perceived quality, other 

research contrasts the validity of these quality criteria. For example, Glückler and Armbrüster 

(2003), who have examined existing studies on consulting quality criteria and consultant 

selection, noted that experience-based trust and so-called ‘networked reputation’ were much 

more relevant than the price of the service or measurable quality. Research by Clark and 

Salaman (1998) made similar observations. 
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Therefore, assessing consulting service quality and the value consultants bring is very 

difficult and follows no apparent logic. Some researchers, such as Ernst and Kieser (2000) and 

Sturdy (2011), go as far as calling it virtually impossible. However, when examining the findings 

of the literature concerning consulting success factors, it becomes apparent that the 

interaction, communication and trust between both parties play a vital role (McLachlin, 1999; 

Appelbaum and Steed, 2005; Bronnenmayer, Wirtz and Göttel, 2016). 
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2.4 Consultant-Client Communication and Relationship 

Communication plays an essential role in modern social systems. This is because it is 

not primarily moral principles, political power, legal legitimation or economic labour that 

ensure its functioning, but processes of communication (Luhmann, 1995; Seidl and Mohe, 

2007). Functional systems such as the economy and politics, organisations such as companies 

or public authorities, social segments such as cultural communities or entire social classes 

occupy a significant position, but they only function together through communication. This 

can only be justified by the fact that the services of institutionalisation and legitimisation that 

they provide can be described as processes of a linguistically mediated, interactive production 

of meaning (Luhmann, 1995). Communication acts as the "foundation" for society and creates 

social meaning by putting information, messages and understandings into context, moment 

by moment and beyond the moment, i.e. across larger social spaces and over a longer time 

span (Luhmann, 1995). 

 

Consequently, communication also significantly influences organisations, as their 

structure, positioning, interaction, and coordination are products of internal communication 

(Schoeneborn, Kuhn and Kärreman, 2019). Thus, organisations emerge, develop and stabilise 

through oral and written as well as visual, direct and indirect communication (Cooren, Taylor 

and Van Every, 2007). This communication creates the shared meaning between actors within 

the organisation, which is the prerequisite for organisational action (Taylor and Van Every, 

2011). In this context, management consulting is a service that provides communication in the 

form of reflection and solution development. It differs from instruction or lecturing in that 

ready-made solutions are not simply presented. Instead, individual and feasible solutions are 

developed in cooperation with the client. The decision about different alternatives is, 
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however, not taken away from the client. Consultants merely assist in considering individually 

suitable and viable solutions for problems. Therefore it can be said that the service offered by 

consultants is expertise in a given field, knowledge of the field and how to solve a given issue, 

capabilities to develop a possible solution and the ability to communicate these solutions in a 

structured manner (Canback, 1998). 

 

Despite the rapid expansion of the consulting profession and the widespread use of 

such services, there has been strong criticism from researchers and the business press (Byrne 

2002; Kitay and Wright 2004; Kihn 2005). Some former consultants state that most of their 

efforts and services do not meet the project's initial targets (Buono, 2004). Others assume a 

failure rate between 25-50% (Czander, 2001) or even 80% (Zackrison and Freedman, 2003). In 

a study conducted by Applebaum and Steed (2005), where 102 managers were asked about 

the success of consulting projects at the telecommunication organization they worked for, 

60% rated the projects as quite unsuccessful or just moderately successful. Another study by 

Smith (2002), which asked 107 respondents from different companies to rate consulting 

projects on a scale of 1 to 10, came to a mean score of 5.6. Although these studies do not 

allow an assessment of the success of consulting projects due to a limited number of 

respondents or subjective influences, the results are nevertheless interesting as they show 

that consulting engagements are not always positively received. 
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Although there are several studies that explore the reasons for consulting failure, the 

number and depth of insights are limited. In a study by Price and Stone (2004), the lack of 

effective internal communication was identified as the main reason for consulting failure. A 

limited or even diverging understanding of the projects goal (Schaffer, 1997) or the consulting 

relationship (Fullerton and West, 1996) between the two parties are other reasons that have 

been identified. According to a study by Covin and Fischer (1991), the competency of the 

consultants, the relationship between participants and the project plan were the main reasons 

for failures as perceived by the interviewed consultants. Seidl and Mohe (2007), who have 

examined the consultant-client relationship regarding consulting failure, noted four main 

reasons for consulting failure in the literature: poor skills of consultants or clients, technical 

difficulties, unfavourable relationship between consultants and clients, and socio-political 

problems within the client organisation. These insights underline the wide-ranging 

possibilities for failure in consulting projects and show the importance of a sound relationship 

between consultants and their clients.  

 

Researchers Seidl and Mohe (2007) and Sutter and Kieser (2019) believe that Niklas 

Luhmann’s social system theory allows for an accurate understanding of the client-consultant 

relationship as it focuses on the social dynamics of the collaboration without recourse to the 

individuals that are involved. Luhmann's (1995) systems theory argues that communication is 

the basic building block of all social systems. Therefore, all social relationships are viewed as 

communication processes, communications that link to previous communications and elicit 

other communications. The important aspect is that this process of communication occurs 

independently of the individuals engaged. Although communication cannot take place 

without the presence of humans, they do not influence how the communication process 
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develops. While people can choose to communicate by using particular words or gestures, 

they have no control over their perceived meaning (Luhmann, 1995). According to Luhmann, 

social systems are characterised by the unique and differentiated communication process 

taking place within them. Therefore, different systems create different communication logics, 

which makes direct communication between different systems impossible. Although a social 

system may take up communication from beyond its borders, its meaning, and therefore the 

communication that is finally realised, is fully controlled by the logic of that specific system - 

it is thus its own product (Seidl and Mohe, 2007).  

 

In terms of the relationship between consultants and clients, these groups can be 

understood as two different social systems. Both of these systems are characterised by a 

closed construct of communication in which the meaning of communication is understood 

through the system's internal context (Seidl and Mohe, 2007). Therefore, according to 

Luhmann's theory, direct communication with the same understanding of the issue between 

the consultant organisation and the client company would be impossible. As a result, some 

researchers suggest that the communication between both parties belong to neither the 

consulting nor the client organisation (Czarniawska and Mazza, 2003; Clegg, Kornberger and 

Rhodes, 2004; Sturdy, Schwarz and Spicer, 2006). This so-called “space in between” (Clegg, 

Kornberger and Rhodes, 2004) is a social system in its own right (Seidl and Mohe, 2007), and 

therefore possesses its own communication logics and structures (Sturdy, Schwarz and Spicer, 

2006). Orlikowski (2002), like Luhmann, believes that knowledge cannot simply be transferred 

across organizations. According to him, information must first be "translated" and 

communicated in a way that the other party can understand. Therefore, the communication 

and exchange of knowledge is highly dependent on the context of the collaboration. 
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As consulting engagements are merely temporary collaborations, this particular “space 

in between” is a temporary system and both parties are aware of its impermanence. The 

ending of the engagement and, therefore, the contact system is generally agreed upon by two 

parties, either in the form of a final date or a goal that has to be reached. Due to the temporary 

nature of consulting projects, the collaboration rarely leads to a relationship where both 

parties see each other as allies. It is much more common to perceive the own social system as 

“us” and the other system as “them” (Sutter and Kieser, 2019). Especially among clients, the 

reputation of the consultants is often negative as they fear adverse effects such as worse 

working conditions or layoffs and feel monitored (Faust, 2014; Geffroy and Schulz, 2015). 

 

Under normal circumstances, consultants would stay inside the client organisation for 

a certain period and collaborate closely with the client, temporarily becoming a part of the 

company's environment (Kieser and Wellstein, 2008). However, even then, consultants would 

be unable to fully comprehend the client's internal communication (Sutter and Kieser, 2019) 

and therefore not be able to gain the same understanding of the problem as the internal staff 

(Mohe, 2005; Seidl and Mohe, 2009). Due to the changing circumstances during the pandemic, 

consultants do not have the opportunity to stay inside the client firm and are restricted to 

working remotely. The removal of personal meetings and on-site working could have possibly 

influenced the learning process of consultants, making it more difficult for them to 

comprehend the client's issues and increasing the disparity in communication. Furthermore, 

the fact that consultants are not on-site could have affected the way that the client perceives 

them. 
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According to Carlile (2004), syntactic and semantic barriers are two further examples 

of communication barriers that can occur when two organisations attempt to establish a 

common understanding. When a unit receiving new information needs to expand its lexicon 

of technical terminology in order to communicate appropriately with the unit transmitting 

new knowledge, syntactic communication barriers arise (Carlile, 2004). If the meaning of 

words, measures, or results is unclear for the receiving side during knowledge transfer, a 

semantic barrier exists, requiring the collaborators to undertake steps for creating common 

meanings (Carlile, 2004). While the existence of this issue in consulting under normal 

circumstances is long known (Sutter and Kieser, 2019), the changing collaboration dynamics 

resulting from the pandemic may have influenced the existence of these barriers. A higher 

reliance on text-based communication may have led to a removal of syntactic and semantic 

barriers, as communication is not a transient event, and the risk of a misunderstanding is more 

limited due to text-based records of the communication. While it is possible that the changing 

collaboration dynamics also led to communicative opportunities, the literature argues that in 

some cases consulting failure is attributed to technical shortcomings such as the inadequate 

usage of technical tools (Seidl and Mohe, 2007).  

 

As highlighted by the insights in this chapter, the literature finds communication 

between advisors and clients to be a highly complex undertaking. Even before pandemic 

conditions, several factors made it challenging for the two parties to collaborate. The high 

degree of change brought about by the pandemic may therefore have created some 

disruption in this collaboration, which could present challenges as well as opportunities.  
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2.5 Teleworking 

Teleworking, also known as telecommuting, virtual office and home office, is a 

relatively recent alternative to traditional working arrangements. Although there is no 

commonly agreed definition, telework may be defined as a sort of work or provision of 

services done remotely utilizing computer and telecommunication technology (Belzunegui-

Eraso and Erro-Garcés, 2020). The International Labour Organisation (2017) defines 

teleworking as: 

 

 “the use of information and communications technologies (ICT), such as smartphones, tablets, 

laptops and/or desktop computers, for work that is performed outside the employer’s 

premises”.  

 

Although the literature on teleworking often refers to working at home, any form of 

work outside the employer's physical premises is considered teleworking (Belzunegui-Eraso 

and Erro-Garcés, 2020). Teleworking is classified into three categories by the International 

Labour Organisation. These are regular home-based teleworking, where work is done from 

home at least several times a month, highly mobile teleworking, where remote work is done 

regularly in at least two different locations, and occasional teleworking, which occurs 

infrequently. 

 

While the terms telecommuting and virtual office have appeared as early as 1975 (Siha 

and Monroe, 2006), the rapid technological advancements in recent years enabled 

widespread use of teleworking (Eurofound and the International Labour Organization, 2017). 

Though technology improvements have altered the way we work, working outside of the 
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workplace is not a standard practice for most workers, according to the International Labour 

Organisation (2017). Due to many social, organizational and human factors, such as people’s 

preference to meet in person, the adoption of teleworking was considerably slower than 

expected (International Labour Organization, 2020). However, the Covid-19 pandemic 

required a rapid change in attitude towards teleworking. During the Covid-19 pandemic, 

working from home has become much more important. This is because working from home 

reduces the risk of infections by limiting the risk of infection at workplaces and on the way to 

work (Fadinger and Schymik, 2020). Therefore, teleworking became a central work-related 

protective measure in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

 

Many employees and companies experienced working from home for the first time 

during the epidemic, while others significantly increased the extent to which they worked 

from home (Belzunegui-Eraso and Erro-Garcés, 2020; International Labour Organization, 

2020). Research indicates that large companies, in particular, are planning to expand this form 

of work after the end of the epidemic compared to before (Fana, Torrejón Pérez and 

Fernández-Macías, 2020). In addition, many employees indicate that they intend to work from 

home at least occasionally in the future (International Labour Organization, 2020). According 

to De' et al. 2020, the switch to teleworking and the resulting digital surge inevitably led to 

increased bandwidth, network, software and cloud service investments. Furthermore, the 

researchers claim that as teleworking becomes more widely used and accepted; it will become 

the norm rather than the exception. 

 

As teleworking entails its own work dynamics, it brings with it several opportunities 

and risks. One of the key advantages is saving or reducing travel time to and from work. 
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(Tremblay and Thomsin, 2012). According to studies, commuting is experienced as stressful, 

especially for long-distance commuters, and is associated with health risks (Künn-Nelen, 

2016). Employees who can work from home have more time for other activities and are also 

more willing to travel long distances to work if the need arises (Arntz, Gregory and Zierahn, 

2019). This is often accompanied by an increase in time flexibility which, according to 

Delanoeije et al. and Barber et al. (2019; 2019), can improve work-life balance and reduce the 

risk of work-family conflicts. All in all, working from home is associated with a high degree of 

flexibility and freedom. However, it must be taken into account that teleworking is often only 

accessible to employees whose work is already associated with a high degree of freedom of 

decision and action or with a high degree of autonomy (Milasi, Vázquez and Fernández-

Macías, 2020). Overall, the enhanced sense of autonomy that comes with working from home 

improves job and life satisfaction, as well as employee productivity and performance, and 

lowers the risk of employee turnover (Golden, 2006; Grant, Wallace and Spurgeon, 2013). 

 

However, social relationships at work, which from an occupational science perspective 

can contribute as a means to counter stress, can be negatively affected, especially when there 

is a high level of working from home and on the move (Charalampous et al., 2019; Golden and 

Gajendran, 2019). This is also evident from the initial research on the home office during the 

Covid-19 pandemic (Shockley et al., 2020). Moreover, in addition to a dissociation of the place 

of work and place of living, teleworking may also be associated with a dissociation of time, as 

evidenced by long working hours, overtime, shortened rest periods, loss of recreational 

breaks, and availability outside of working hours and during leisure time (Ojala, Nätti and 

Anttila, 2014; Eurofound and the International Labour Organization, 2017). The limited 

monitoring capabilities might be perceived as negative for companies utilising teleworking 
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(Dutcher and Saral, 2012), as there is an increased risk of teleworkers being distracted and 

engaging in non-work related activities during their working hours (Bloom et al., 2015). 

 

Although research seems to agree that teleworking methods offer many benefits and 

opportunities and there is a high demand for teleworking among employees, there are some 

limitations to the research presented here. Many of the articles used here were written some 

time ago when teleworking methods and technologies did not match today's possibilities. 

Since there has been a great deal of investment in this area in the wake of Covid-19, as 

described above, it can be assumed that the modern teleworking environment is very 

different from the earlier environment. Therefore, the currently perceived opportunities and 

risks may differ from the ones presented. In addition, many workers have spent a considerable 

amount of time in the home office due to Covid-19, which may have changed their initial 

perceptions. Thus, it is essential to continuously analyse the attitudes and feelings towards 

teleworking, as this way of working is still new for many.  
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2.6 Conclusion 

The existing literature demonstrates management consulting's historical and modern 

impact on the business world. As a result, a comprehensive understanding of the profession 

and its characteristics must be established. The profession is especially relevant due to the 

conflicting views on its effectiveness and the rising criticism among scholars. As stated 

previously, the complicated communication dynamics and unique relationship between 

consultants and clients pose a significant risk for failures. Coupled with the pandemic-imposed 

adoption of the teleworking environment, which also entails risks, the communication 

dynamic may have experienced a significant transition. Given the scarcity of research in the 

field of consulting service virtualisation, Seifert and Nissen indicated a need for additional in-

depth research in this area (2018). The pandemic conditions and the opportunities they bring 

provide a unique opportunity to study and deepen the understanding of this profession.  



41 
 

 

3.0 Methodology 

3.1 Methods Chapter Introduction 

The main focus of the following chapter is to explore the findings identified in the 

literature on the cooperation between consultants and clients by means of a suitable 

methodological procedure. Furthermore, the selection of the methodology, the 

representation of the sample, the corresponding evaluation method as well as the 

implementation will be presented in their main features. According to Saunders et al. (2019), 

the methodology is the researcher's overall strategy to answer the proposed research 

question and achieve the objectives of the research. As presented in the introduction, the 

question this dissertation seeks to answer is the following: 

 

"How has COVID-19 affected client communication in Management Consulting at a major 

professional services firm?" 

The methodology presented in this chapter will aim to fulfil the following research objectives: 

 

Objective 1:  Identifying the main methods of communication between consultants and 

clients before the COVID-19 related teleworking measures 

Objective 2:  Assessing changes in communication between consultants and clients after 

COVID-19 related teleworking measures 

Objective 3:  Determining how the changes in communication have affected the work of 

consultants by the end of November 

Objective 4:  Identifying which methods of communication are being used within the 

teleworking environment 

Objective 5:  Determining which of the methods of communication are perceived as effective 
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Objective 6:  Assessing if consultants perceive the teleworking environment as a viable 

alternative to their traditional form of work 

 

Research Strategy 

According to  Sekaran and Bougie (2016), a strategy is a precise plan of one's actions, 

which serve to achieve a specific goal. In the context of research, a strategy is a plan for 

achieving research objectives and answering research questions. Therefore, the research 

strategy depends on the research objectives and questions, as well as on the preferences of 

the researcher and practical aspects such as available data and time frame (Sekaran and 

Bougie, 2016). 

 

The primary consideration during the strategy selection is the methodological choice 

between quantitative, qualitative and multi-method approaches. Scientific research contains 

a spectrum of different conceptual and methodological approaches. The decisive factor in 

choosing a suitable empirical method is the corresponding research interest. In general, the 

decision is made between quantitative or qualitative survey methods or the combination of 

both methods. Qualitative research describes a method in science for collecting and 

evaluating non-standardised data. It usually involves a small, non-representative sample and 

aims to gain deeper insights into their decision-making criteria and motivational structures 

(Sekaran and Bougie, 2016). 

 

On the other hand, quantitative research aims to describe behaviour and social reality 

in the form of models, correlations, and numerical data and to make them predictable. In 

quantitative research, attitudes, beliefs, orientation patterns and structures are collected in a 
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standardised way, usually in the form of large samples, in order to translate them into 

statistically processable numbers subsequently. The results of quantitative research can 

therefore be compared and contrasted in numerical values, percentages, and tables. 

 

As the data collection within this dissertation will be limited to a specific division within 

a single consultancy, further research will be needed to gain a deeper understanding of the 

subject. Therefore, having data that can be translated into numerical values is essential in 

order to ensure comparability with potential future research. While a qualitative approach 

could represent opinions, attitudes, motives, behaviours or expectations of the respondents, 

the time constraints of the consultants would not allow such a methodology in this case. Since 

quantitative data collection takes a comparatively shorter time, the use of this method is more 

appropriate for the target population in this dissertation. The high degree of standardisation 

in a quantitative approach paired with a representative sample enables the examination of a 

larger sample with little effort and low costs compared to qualitative methods and thus 

achieve research results that represent a larger population. 
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Research Approach 

Deduction and induction are the two fundamental mechanisms of scientific knowledge 

(Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). Deduction means as much as "to derive" or "to 

continue" and describes quite generally the process of deriving or logically concluding 

knowledge from specific observations or premises. It is classically associated with the 

movement from the general to the particular or from theory to empiricism (Bryman and Bell, 

2015). Induction, on the other hand, means "to bring about" or "to induce" and describes the 

reverse path, i.e. the process of designing a theory or regularity for facts or observations with 

the help of abstraction and generalisation. Classically, induction is associated with the 

direction of knowledge from the particular to the general or from empiricism to theory 

(Bryman and Bell, 2015). As the research question and the corresponding research objectives 

of this dissertation have been formed based on previous research within the areas of 

teleworking, consultant-client communication and consultant-client relationship, the 

quantitative methods used in this thesis are associated with a deductive approach (Saunders 

et al. 2016). 

 

Due to the time frame of the research process and the assumption that the targeted 

population has limited time to answer the surveys, a single data collection technique will be 

used. While a multi-method approach would likely overcome common weaknesses of a mono 

method approach and enable a richer data collection, the extensive time it would require 

would likely exceed the goodwill of the respondents. According to Saunders et al. (2019), 

quantitative research is primarily associated with experimental and survey strategies, with this 

thesis utilising the latter strategy. As discussed, survey research can be conducted through the 

use of questionnaires, structured interviews or structured observations, which all have their 
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individual benefits and limitations (Bryman and Bell, 2015; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 

2019). Considering the time constraints of the respondents and the aim to capture the 

perceptions of a representative sample, a questionnaire was the most appropriate form of 

data collection in this case. Last of all, as this thesis aims to gain an overview of how 

consultants perceive the communication-related effects of the pandemic induced teleworking 

measures by collecting data on their behaviour and satisfaction, the research design of the 

thesis is descriptive. 
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3.2 Participants 

 
The Sampling Design Process was utilised to ensure a comprehensible selection of the target 
group. 
 
 

Defining the Population 

The question of which group of people should be surveyed is highly dependent on the 

research context and the research question (Bryman and Bell, 2015). Researchers need to 

determine whether it is necessary and reasonable to survey all elements of the population 

(census) or only a part of it (sample). A complete survey is recommended if the number of 

persons in the population is "manageable", and the researcher can collect data from every 

member of the population (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). However, time and cost 

considerations often force respondents to limit themselves to a part of the population by using 

a sample. According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019), sampling is a valid alternative to 

a census when surveying the entire population is not possible or when time or budget 

constraints prevent the researcher from surveying the entire population. While a census 

removes the risk of variance, many researcher argue that the use of sampling techniques and 

the corresponding benefits of having to deal with a smaller data set can make the sampling 

process more accurate (Barnett, 2009). Samples can be drawn using probability and non-

probability sampling, with both methods having several different techniques that can be 

employed as necessary (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). 

 

The population needed to answer this dissertations research question would be the 

total number of consultants that have communicated with clients during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Such an extensive population would require the collection of massive amounts of 
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data across different countries and consulting companies. Even if research would be restricted 

to a single country, finding an exact consultant population would be a challenging undertaking 

due to the differing views regarding the occupational profile and the high dispersion within 

the market. This would make the determination of a sampling frame impracticable in this 

particular industry. Therefore, it is necessary to restrict the scope of the data collection. 

 

As the research objective of this thesis is concerned with the perceptions of 

consultants within a single consultancy operating in Germany, the target population would be 

the entire population of consultants working for that consultancy that have communicated 

with clients during the COVID-19 pandemic. According to figures provided by the consultancy, 

the total number of their active consultants is currently 3000, which would be the target 

population in this case. However, with a confidence level of 95% and a margin of error of 5%, 

a sampling frame of 3000 would require a sample size of 341. While this number represents a 

manageable data set, the organisational structure and the limited number of volunteers 

prevent the researcher from reaching such a sample size. In addition, the company's internal 

structure is highly dispersed due to a large number of different departments and locations, 

which makes it difficult to obtain a list from which a sample could be drawn.  

 

In order to avoid non-probability sampling types, the target population will therefore 

be further limited to the two particular divisions within the consultancy that have volunteered 

to participate in the research. Naturally, this will not allow for a generalisation of research 

findings on the entire population of consultants within the company, which is why the insights 

gained will be limited to the two divisions. However, as the consultants outside of the target 

population work for the same consultancy, using the same teleworking methods and utilising 
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equal work standards, the findings might still reflect their experience, although not on 

statistical grounds. 

 

Defining Population Size 

As discussed, two specific divisions within the consultancy have volunteered to take 

part in the data collection. These divisions were accessible due to a former employment 

relationship with the consultancy. The researcher has contacted several of his former 

managers working across a number of different consulting divisions. Among the managers 

contacted, two agreed to distribute a survey among colleagues on behalf of the researcher. A 

total number of 62 consultants is currently working within these divisions, and there is a high 

likelihood that a majority of these employees will participate in the survey due to the survey 

being distributed by senior managers in these divisions.  

 

Selection of Sampling Method 

With a population size of 62, a confidence level of 95% and a margin of error of 5%, 

the representative sample size would be 54. However, due to the comparatively small target 

population and the opportunity to collect data from the entire population, no sampling needs 

to be employed (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). 

 

As discussed earlier, this thesis aims to explore the Covid-19 induced teleworking 

measures and their influences on the communication between consultants and clients. 

Therefore, the survey participants must all be management consultants who were in a 

teleworking environment during the pandemic. Although some in-person work is now possible 

again due to the high vaccination rate, the teleworking model is still in use in the company 
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and was the primary collaboration method until October 2021. Therefore, the internal 

contacts were able to assure the researcher that all of the survey participants had worked in 

a teleworking environment at some point in time and had customer contact within that 

environment.  
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3.3 Materials/Apparatus 

The primary data collection in this paper will be in the form of a questionnaire. The 

questionnaire is one of the most frequently used data collection methods. It consists of a 

series of questions that are designed for the research population and the research topic and 

are the same for each participant. One of the main advantages of a survey is the possibility to 

collect direct and first-hand information from the selected target group. According to Dillman 

et al. (2014), there are three categories of data variables that can be collected using 

questionnaires, namely, factual or demographic, attitudes and opinions, and behaviours and 

events. The questionnaire in this dissertation will aim to collect data on consultants attitudes 

and opinions regarding the communicative changes with their clients as a result of the COVID-

19 pandemic. 

 

There are two common questionnaire techniques that differ in their administrative 

approach. On the one hand, a questionnaire can be self-administered. In this case, the 

questionnaire is handed out directly to the respondents, sent by mail or made available online. 

Interviewer-administered questionnaires, on the other hand, are oral questionings of the 

participants. This form of questionnaire takes place in a direct conversation or via telephone 

or video calls. Since the respondents belong to a professional group that is not easily accessible 

and has severe time constraints, the self-administered questionnaire methodology was 

chosen for this dissertation. This allows the participants to choose the time of participation 

within a specific time frame and shorten the questioning process's duration, thus encouraging 

a higher participation rate. Other advantages of the self-administered questionnaire include 

(Sekaran and Bougie, 2016): 
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• Less influence on the answers of the respondents 

• Biases concerning the presence of the researcher are eliminated 

• Higher number of respondents can be contacted and interviewed in a cost and time-

efficient manner by using software. 

 

 

Questionnaire Design Process 

The researcher based the design of the questionnaire (Appendix A) on the 

questionnaire design process of Malhotra (2006), who argues that there is no fixed scientific 

process that can guarantee an ideal questionnaire design. However, there are guidelines that 

assist the researcher in avoiding common mistakes and aid in the design process. In order to 

ensure that the questionnaire provided the required insights, the first consideration was to 

specify the information that was needed. The underlying goal of the questionnaire in this 

dissertation is to allow the researcher to answer the research objectives. Therefore questions 

needed to be formulated with the objectives in mind, and each question had to fulfil a 

purpose. More specifically, the attitudes and opinions of the respondents concerning the 

research topic needed to be captured.  

 

To capture these attitudes and opinions, the author developed multiple-choice 

questions where a select range of answers are provided by the researcher, and respondents 

are asked to select single or multiple alternatives provided. Furthermore, rating questions 

using Likert-style rating were utilised, where respondents were asked how strongly they agree 

with certain statements on a five-point rating scale. According to Schrauf and Navarro (2005), 

it makes sense to use pre-existing scales, as the likelihood that the participant is familiar with 
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the scale is high.  The question style that the researcher utilised were closed questions due to 

the faster completion and the standardisation of the answers, which facilitates data analysis 

(Bryman and Bell, 2015). 

 

The questionnaire was split into the following sections: 

 

Section A aims to identify the main methods of communication between consultants 

and clients before the COVID-19 related teleworking measures by asking a series of multiple-

choice questions. Each question seeks to determine the frequency of use of a particular 

communication method. The response options are descriptions of the frequency of use, and 

the choices are less than once a month, once a month, 1 or 2 times a week, 2 or 3 times a 

week, and every day. 

 

Section B aims to identify the main methods of communication between consultants 

and clients within teleworking environment. Furthermore, it aims to assess changes in 

communication between consultants and clients after the COVID-19 related teleworking 

measures. This section uses the same multiple-choice method that was used in section A. The 

only difference is that it aims to determine the use of communication methods after the 

teleworking measures have been implemented. This allows for a direct comparison of the 

pandemic situation to the pre-pandemic situation. 

 

Section C aims to identify which methods of communication are perceived as effective 

by the consultants. This section also uses the multiple-choice method, where multiple 
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communication methods are listed, and respondents are asked to indicate their preferred 

communication method before and after the COVID-19 related teleworking measures. 

 

Section D aims to assess the changes in communication between consultants and 

clients, determine how these changes have affected consultants work and determine if 

consultants perceive the teleworking environment as a viable alternative to their traditional 

form of work. This section contains 12 statements related to the consultants' work in a 

teleworking environment and possible resulting changes. Respondents are asked to indicate 

how strongly they agree with these statements within a five-point Likert-rating scale. 

 

In order to ensure a high participation rate and accurate data collection, various factors 

had to be taken into account. Although the self-administered survey methodology 

circumvents some forms of researcher interference and bias, the wording of the questions 

themselves can influence the participant and thus lead to biased responses (Sekaran and 

Bougie, 2016). Therefore, the questions and the choice of words must be appropriate in order 

to get an accurate insight into the attitudes and opinions of the participants. Although the 

selected target population is a group of professional service providers who all have an 

academic background, technical terms are avoided to minimise the risk of misunderstandings. 

Therefore, the term "teleworking", which is used in the literature, will be replaced by the 

common terms "distance-working" and "remote-working". As I am dealing with a group of 

consultants, the questions will include wording that is frequently used among consultants. 

Questions will be asked in English, as some consultants are expatriates, and everyone in the 

consultancy is expected to have excellent English language skills. However, complicated 

wording will still be avoided in order to limit the risk of misunderstanding. 
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As mentioned above, the questionnaire will contain statements to which participants 

express their agreement using a Likert scale. In order to avoid bias, both positive and negative 

statements will be used. Statements will, therefore, not only be negative with regard to the 

impact of teleworking measures but also positive, which will also encourage thoroughness 

when reading the statements and thus ensure more reliable answers (Malhotra, 2006; 

Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). 

 

Another consideration in the design of the questionnaire is the time required to 

complete it. As already mentioned, the target group has severe time constraints, so it cannot 

be assumed that participants will be able to devote much time to answering the questionnaire. 

In order to achieve a high response rate, a response time between five to ten minutes is 

targeted.  

 

To ensure that the response time is appropriate and that the questions are 

understandable, the questionnaire was pretested according to Malhotra's (2006) 

recommendations. A group of 10 former consulting interns were asked to test the 

questionnaire. This group was in an internship program with the company under investigation 

at the same time as the researcher, although not exclusively in the two divisions under 

examination. The testers completed the first version of the survey (Appendix B) during a 

phone call with the researcher, which allowed for a measurement of the time required to 

answer the questionnaire and the direct communication of feedback. Based on the feedback 

collected from the pretest, several issues with the questionnaire were identified. The main 

problems were the complicated formulation of specific questions and the length of the 
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questionnaire. Although each respondent was able to complete the questionnaire in under 

ten minutes, the time required was still at the upper end of the target range of between five 

and ten minutes. Therefore, the wording of the questionnaire was edited, and the number of 

statements in section D was reduced. Although the second pretest phase was successful and 

no further sample problems were found, it should be noted that the same pretest group was 

used, which may influence the observations. 
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3.4 Procedure 

The questionnaire will be distributed through the Internet, with respondents being 

asked to participate by using a hyperlink which will give them access to the Web 

questionnaire. This hyperlink will be distributed by two managers within the organisation, 

which are the researchers' contacts within the consultancy. These managers have access to 

the internal e-mail lists, enabling them to reach every employee within their respective 

division. Since the organisation mainly uses google online services, the survey administration 

software "Google Forms" was chosen to conduct the questionnaire. Google Forms is a free 

survey administration tool that enables data collection from respondents through a 

customised survey. The information is then collected, automatically linked to a spreadsheet, 

and compiled with the information users have provided in the survey.  

 

While the use of Google Forms would likely be problematic in other companies which 

have a more careful stance towards Google Services, the cooperation between the 

consultancy and Google makes the use viable in this case (Google Workspace, no date). 

Furthermore, Google Forms is a widely used tool among the consultants of said company. 

Therefore it can be expected that the respondents will have experience in the use of the 

software, which makes the likelihood of effective data collection much higher. 

 

Due to the survey distribution by managers within the company, the researcher will 

not have direct contact with the entire research population; however, he will be a secondary 

recipient of the questionnaire invitation e-mail. The respondents will not be asked to disclose 

any information about themselves, as every recipient of the e-mail will be part of the research 

population, and the collection of personal data could discourage participation. The 
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questionnaire invitation e-mail will be provided to the managers by the researcher. This e-mail 

will present the researcher, the purpose of the questionnaire, the approximate completion 

time as well as the nature of the questions. In addition, the period in which the questionnaire 

is to be completed will be specified. Furthermore, at the beginning of the survey, a short 

introduction will explain the questionnaire and clarify its purpose. 

 

After receiving the invitation e-mail, the participants will have one week to answer the 

questionnaire. The managers have also agreed to send another reminder after three days to 

ensure high participation.  
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3.5 Ethics 

Research ethics are an essential factor in the execution of research. Ethical 

considerations must be made at every stage of research, from the formulation of the research 

topic to research design, data collection and analysis (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). 

The ethical principles in the case of business research are compliance with a code of conduct 

and expected societal norms (Sekaran and Bougie, 2016). In the following, the main ethical 

issues related to this dissertation are discussed. In doing so, the researcher is guided by 

Saunders et al. (2019) and Sekaran and Bougie's (2016) categories of ethical issues. 

 

As the questionnaire will be distributed through the Internet, the ethical issues 

concerning privacy have to be considered. Privacy is an essential principle as it is directly 

related to other ethical principles such as respect for others, prevention of harm, voluntary 

participation, informed consent, and ensuring confidentiality and anonymity (Saunders, Lewis 

and Thornhill, 2019). According to Rodham and Gavin (2006), one of the most important 

features of online research is the perceived anonymity that it provides. Anonymity has a 

disinhibiting effect on the respondents, encouraging the exchange of true attitudes and 

opinions (Rodham and Gavin, 2006). Therefore it is of vital importance that the data for this 

study is collected confidentially. While the topic area might not be perceived as sensitive, 

respondents will be asked to provide their opinions on work measures imposed by their 

employers. If employees are not assured about the anonymity of the survey, their answers 

might be affected as a result. It is therefore vital that the respondents are made aware of the 

anonymity of the survey. 
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Since the use of online data collection methods may also allow for data collection 

outside of the questionnaire, which may occur with the consent of the participants, any 

collection of data without the consent of the participants must be avoided. While Google 

Forms does allow for the collection of data beyond the survey, no data can be collected 

involuntarily. This will ensure that no data will be collected involuntarily. Participants will be 

made aware of this fact during the initial e-mail contact. 

 

An important consideration in terms of ethics is to emphasise voluntary participation. 

The targeted population contacted by the researcher via e-mail must be aware that 

participation in the data collection is in no way obligatory. At the same time, respondents 

should have the right to interrupt their participation in the questionnaire at any time and to 

withdraw from the data collection. Therefore, explicit emphasis will be placed on the 

voluntary nature of the participation during the initial contact and within the questionnaire. 

 

Another factor that needs to be considered is informing participants about the 

purposes of the survey and requesting their informed consent on using the data for analysis 

purposes. As the respondents will voluntarily provide insights and information about their 

work-life, they must be made aware of how their data will be used. This will increase the 

perceived trustworthiness and ensure that the respondents understand the purpose behind 

the data collection. Furthermore, respondents will be able to make an informed decision 

about their participation and can give their consent to the researcher for the processing of the 

data. Therefore, the contacts within the consultancy that will distribute the survey will be 

asked to forward the E-Mail that they have received. This E-Mail will contain information 

about the researcher, the purpose of the research and the anonymity of the survey. 
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Furthermore, participants are informed about the use of data before accessing the 

questionnaire and are made aware that they are giving the researcher access to the data 

provided by participating. 

 

Once the data has been collected, the researcher is also responsible for handling the 

collected data and maintaining anonymity and privacy during the analysis and reporting 

process. In addition, the researcher must strictly refrain from any alteration of the data. 
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3.6 Data Analysis 

The data analysis process is characterised by an evaluation of the collected primary or 

secondary data by the researcher. Depending on the type of data collected 

(qualitative/quantitative), the common analysis method varies. Since this dissertation used 

quantitative data collection to answer the research question, the focus here will be on 

quantitative data analysis. According to Saunders et al. (2019), the analysis of quantitative 

data ideally includes the following steps: 

 

• Preparation, input, and review of the collected data, during which the data set is 

coded, formatted, and checked for errors. 

• Selection of appropriate graphs and tables to analyse and present the data. Here 

Turkey (1977) recommends the importance of matching the analysis techniques to the 

available data. A wide range of charts such as pie charts, bar charts, or line graphs can 

be used to present the data in a visually compelling way. 

• Selection of adequate statistics to describe the collected data, where central 

tendencies, dispersions are determined and presented. 

• Selection of appropriate statistics to explore and present relationships and trends in 

the data, where potential relationships between variables are examined through 

significance testing processes. 

 

Since this dissertation used quantitative data collection to answer the research question, 

the focus here will be on quantitative data analysis. Google Forms, which is the survey 

administration tool used to conduct the questionnaire, provides some out-of-the-box data 

processing and analysis tools such as tables, graphs, and statistics, allowing for exploration, 
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presentation, and description of the main data trends. Furthermore, Google Forms allows for 

the export of the collected data, allowing further analysis of the data using different tools. 

Therefore the data collected using Google Forms will be compiled and coded by the tool itself. 

 

The questionnaire will collect two types of data, categorical data and quantifiable data. 

Categorical data contains variables with a certain number of unique values or categories.  

Usually, there is no order for the categories to which a variable can be assigned (Duignan, 

2016). In other words, the categories cannot be ordered from highest to lowest. On the other 

hand, quantifiable data can be measured numerically and analysed accordingly (Duignan, 

2016). The distinction between these two types of data is significant, as different analysis 

techniques have to be used to obtain appropriate results. 

 

This research will follow the data analysis process already presented by Saunders et al. 

(2019) and will use SPSS to analyse and present the data. First, the collected data will be 

downloaded and checked for errors. Then, the data, which is already coded due to the 

functionalities of Google Forms, will be brought into an SPSS compatible format. While manual 

data analysis would be possible, the use of SPSS data analysis software was considered 

appropriate due to the decreased risk of errors and the reduced time requirements. SPSS is a 

software used for statistical analysis of data and enables basic data management and 

extensive statistical and graphical data analysis with the most common statistical methods. 

Using SPSS functionalities, graphs and tables will be created for visual presentation of the data, 

tendencies and dispersions within the data will be determined, and relationships and trends 

within the dataset will be examined. 
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4.0 Results 

4.1 Introduction 

The following chapter focuses on the presentation of the survey results. These are to be used 

to achieve the research objectives presented in the Methodology Chapter. For the sake of 

clarity, the results will be presented in the order of the survey, with the results of Section A 

and Section B being directly compared to provide a before-and-after comparison of changes 

in the usage of the communication methodology. To better understand the following results, 

the research objectives to be answered are repeated at the beginning of each section, and the 

approach to answering them will be presented. Furthermore, the reliability test score of each 

survey section will be tested using Cronbach's alpha testing. Finally, tables and graphs will be 

utilised to illustrate the data where appropriate. 

The survey aimed to analyse the opinions and impressions of consultants within two divisions 

of a consulting firm regarding communication changes with clients in the pandemic induced 

teleworking environment. Due to the limited number of consultants within these divisions, 

the entire population of 62 consultants was to be surveyed. The survey was conducted 

between the 15th and the 20th of November 2021. Of the 62 consultants initially contacted, 56 

ultimately participated in the survey. The remainder were either absent due to illness or on 

vacation at the time of contact. However, with a population size of sixty-two, fifty-six 

responses, and a confidence level of 99%, the margin of error lies at 5%, which allows for 

reliable conclusions. Since this dissertation does not attempt to make assumptions about a 

larger population and is limited to the two divisions, no inferential statistical analysis will be 

performed. Therefore, data will be analysed purely descriptively, without inferring temporal 

or causal relationships. The primary goal is to obtain detailed information on a specific topic, 
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particularly the communication dynamics between consultants and clients in the teleworking 

environment. 
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4.2 Section A 
 

 The purpose of this section is to present the results of the questionnaires' Section A'. 

This section serves to fulfil the following research objective:   

1. Identifying the main methods of communication between consultants and clients 

before the COVID-19 related teleworking measures  

Through the data collected in this section, the researcher will attempt to identify the main 

methods of pre-pandemic communication. He will attempt to do this through targeted 

questions about the frequency of use of the primary telecommunications methodologies 

based on Samáková et al. (2017). The reliability of the data was tested using Cronbach's test 

score reliability coefficient (Appendix 1).  

 

 

Figure 1 (Cronbach's α Section A) 

 

 

Figure 2 (The main methods of communication before the pandemic related teleworking measures) 

 

Cronbach's ⍺ ⍺ N of Items

0,82 6

Face-to-Face Video-Conference Web Audio Conference Phone Call Online Chat E-Mail

1,79% 53,57% 1,79%  - 96,43%  -

21,43% 26,79% 10,71% 7,10%  -  -

1 or 2 times a week 39,29% 16,07% 25,00% 28,60% 1,79% 21,43%

25,00% 3,57% 37,50% 21,40% 1,79% 35,71%

12,50%  - 25,00% 42,90%  - 42,86%

2 or 3 times a week

Everyday

%

Less than once a month

Once a month
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Figure 3 (The main methods of communication before the pandemic related teleworking measures) 

 

When asked, "How often did you have face-to-face meetings with customers before the 

pandemic?" there was a wide distribution of responses. Only one person (1.79%) answered 

that they had such face-to-face meetings less than once a month. Twelve participants 

(21.43%) stated that they participate in face-to-face meetings once a month. However, the 

most popular option was 1 or 2 times a week, which was chosen by 22 participants (39.29%).  

The option '2 or 3 times a week' was chosen by 14 participants (25,00%), and 7 participants 

(12.50%) stated that they attended client meetings every day.   

The question "How often have you used video conferencing with clients before the 

pandemic?" was answered by a large proportion of participants with the option 'less than once 

a month', with 30 respondents (53.57%) choosing this option. Fifteen participants (26.79%) 

indicated that they used video conferencing once a month, and nine (16.07%) used this 

method of communication 1 or 2 times a week. Only 2 participants (3,57%) used video 

conferencing 2 or 3 times a week, and none of the participants reported using it every day. 

The question "How often did you use web audio conferencing with customers before the 

pandemic?" showed that this methodology was used frequently. Only one person (1.79%) 
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reported using it less than once a month. Six consultants (10.71%) indicated using this 

methodology once a month and 14 (25.00%), once or twice a week. The most popular option 

chosen by 21 participants (37.50%) was two to 'three times a week', and lastly, 14 people 

(25.00%) reported that they use web audio conferencing in communication with clients every 

day.  

Telephone calls were another communication method with a high frequency of use. When 

asked, "How often did you have telephone conversations with clients before the pandemic?" 

no participant selected the option 'less than once a month', and only four respondents (7,10%) 

indicated that they used them once a month. On the other hand, 16 respondents (28,60%) 

selected the option 'one or two times a week', and 12 (21,40%) selected 'two or three times a 

week'. Finally, the most selected usage frequency option, which 24 participants (42,90%) 

selected, was 'every day'.   

According to the results, online chats seemed to be used less frequently before the pandemic. 

When asked, "How often do you use online chats (Google Hangouts, Microsoft Teams) with 

clients before the pandemic?" almost all participants (96,43%) answered with the option less 

than once a month. No participant chose the 'once a month' option, and only two participants 

reported using online chats before the pandemic, with one using them 'once or twice a week' 

(1,79%) and the other (1,79%) using them 'two or three times a week'. None of the 

respondents reported using online chats every day before the pandemic. 

E-mail, on the other hand, was a widespread method of communicating with clients before 

the pandemic. When asked, "How often did you use e-mail messaging with clients before the 

pandemic?" none of the participants answered 'less than once a month' or 'once a month'. 

Twelve participants (21.43%) reported using e-mail 'once or twice a week' before the 

pandemic, and 20 respondents (35.71%) indicated using this methodology 'two or three times 
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a week'. As with the phone call methodology, 24 (42.90%) participants reported using e-mail 

messaging with clients every day prior to the pandemic. 

All in all, it can be determined that e-mail was the most used communication method before 

the pandemic. 78.57% of participants reported using e-mail 'two or three times a week' or 

'every day'. In second place came phone calls, which 64.30% of participants used 'two or three 

times a week' or 'every day' closely followed by web audio conferences with 62.50%. Face-to-

face meetings come in fourth place, with the majority using them 'once or twice a week' and 

only 3.75% using this method 'two or three times a week' or 'every day'. Finally, video 

conferencing and online chats were the least used methodologies, with video conferencing 

not being used by anyone daily and only 3.57% of participants using it 'two to three times a 

week'. However, a sizeable number of respondents use video conferencing once a month or 

once or twice a week. Online chats with the client, on the other hand, were used less than 

once a month by almost all respondents, and only two respondents reported using them more 

often.  
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4.3 Section B 

 The purpose of this section is to present the results of the questionnaires' Section B'. 

This section serves to fulfil the following research objectives:   

• Identifying which methods of communication are being used within the 

teleworking environment  

• Assessing changes in communication between consultants and clients after COVID-

19 related teleworking measures 

Through the data collected in this section, the researcher will attempt to identify the main 

methods of communication after COVID-19 related teleworking measures. The survey 

repeated the questions from Section A, but participants were asked to share their frequency 

of use of communication methods following the Covid-19 related teleworking measures. This 

should enable a comparison of the usage habits before and after the pandemic, which on the 

one hand will enable a comparison of the methods of communication that were used, and on 

the other hand, will allow a comparison of the changes that occurred in the communication 

between consultants and clients. The reliability of the data was again tested using Cronbach's 

test score reliability coefficient (Appendix 4). 

 

 

Figure 4 (Cronbach's α Section B) 

  

Cronbach's ⍺ ⍺ N of Items

0,63 6
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Figure 5 (The main methods of communication after the pandemic related teleworking measures) 

 

 

Figure 6 (The main methods of communication after the pandemic related teleworking measures) 

 

As expected, the frequency of face-to-face meetings with clients declined significantly after 

the pandemic and, with a few exceptions, almost came to a complete standstill. In response 

to the question "How often have you conducted face-to-face meetings with clients after the 

pandemic?", Forty-seven of the respondents (83.93%) answered "less than once a month". 

Only six of the respondents (10,71%) stated that they had used face-to-face meetings once a 

month, and three (5,36%) even had face-to-face meetings with clients once or twice a week 

during the pandemic. However, none of the respondents reported having used such meetings 

two or three times a week or even every day, which highlights the decline in the use of this 

method. 

On the other hand, video conferencing showed a considerable increase compared to pre-

pandemic usage. In response to the question "How often have you used video conferencing 

Face-to-Face Video-Conference Web Audio Conference Phone Call Online Chat E-Mail

83,93% 1,79%  -  - 73,21%  -

10,71% 21,43%  - 3,57%  -  -

1 or 2 times a week 5,36% 39,29% 12,50% 32,14% 5,36% 16,07%

 - 37,50% 44,64% 41,07% 12,50% 26,79%

 -  - 42,86% 23,21% 8,93% 57,14%

%

Less than once a month

Once a month

2 or 3 times a week

Everyday
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with clients after the pandemic?" only one participant (1.79%) answered less than once a 

month. Twelve participants (21.43%) reported using the method once a month. However, 22 

participants (39.29%) used video conferencing once or twice a week, and 21 participants 

(37.50%) used video conferencing two or three times a week. Yet, none of the participants 

reported using this method every day. 

 Web audio conferencing also had a significant increase in use during the pandemic. 

When asked, "How often have you used web audio conferencing with clients after the 

pandemic?" none of the respondents chose the options less than once a month or once a 

month. Seven respondents (12.50%) stated that they had used web audio conferencing to 

communicate with clients 1 or 2 times a week. However, most respondents chose the two 

highest frequency options, with 25 (44.64%) choosing 2 or 3 times a week and 24 (42.86%) 

choosing every day.   

 Telephone calls continued to be used, but there was a decrease in the frequency of 

their use. When asked, "How often have you had phone calls with clients after the pandemic?" 

none of the respondents answered less than once a month, and only two (3.57%) indicated 

using it once a month. Eighteen respondents (32.14%) reported using phone calls once or 

twice a week, and twenty-three (41.07%) reported using them 2 or 3 times a week. Thirteen 

(23.21%) respondents reported using phone calls with clients daily even after the pandemic. 

However, online chats do not seem to be used frequently even after the pandemic. In 

response to the question "How often have you used online chats (Google Hangouts, Microsoft 

Teams) with clients after the pandemic?", Forty-one participants (73.21%) answered that they 

use them less than once a month. No respondent indicated using this method once a month, 

and three (5,36%) reported that they use it once or twice a week. However, there were seven 
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respondents (12,50%) who used online chats with clients two to three times a week and even 

five respondents (8,93%) who used it every day. 

E-mails appeared to be a frequently used communication tool even after the pandemic. In 

response to the question "How often have you used e-mail messaging with clients after the 

pandemic?" none of the respondents answered less than once a month or once a month. Nine 

respondents (16.07%) reported using it as a communication tool with clients one or two times 

a week during the pandemic, and 15 (26.79%) reported using it two or three times a week. A 

clear majority of 32 participants (57.14%) stated that they used e-mails daily to communicate 

with clients.  

Considering the two highest frequency indications, two to three times a week and every day, 

web audio conferencing was the most used communication method after the pandemic with 

87.50%, ahead of e-mail with 83.93%. However, there was a higher number of consultants 

who used e-mail on a daily basis (57.14% compared to web audio conferencing with 42.86%). 

Thus, it can be said that these two methods were by far the most popular form of 

communication with clients within the teleworking environment. Mobile phone calls were 

behind in third place but were still used by 64.29% of the participants two or three times a 

week or every day. Video conferencing was in fourth place, but no consultant reports using it 

every day. Nevertheless, 37.50% of the respondents used them two or three times a week. 

Online chats were used by a minority of participants, with 21.43% of respondents stating they 

use them every day or 2 or 3 times a week. Unsurprisingly, by far the least used method after 

the pandemic was the face-to-face communication with clients. 
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4.4 Comparison Section A and Section B 

 

Figure 7 (%-Change of main methods of communication before and after the pandemic) 

 

A comparison of the results of Section A and Section B illustrates the far-reaching changes in 

the use of communication methods. As already mentioned and expected, face-to-face 

meetings decreased significantly as a logical consequence of teleworking measures. The 

number of consultants using this method less than once a month increased by 4600%. The 

sharpest decline was in the frequency of use 'two or three times a week' and 'every day' which 

respectively decreased by 100%. 

Video conferencing, which was not frequently used before the pandemic and only rarely 

'every week' or 'several times a week', experienced a significant increase. The number of 

consultants using video conferencing 'one or two times per week' increased by 144%, and the 

amount who indicated using it 'two or three times per week' increased by 950%. However, 

none of the respondents chose the option every day. 

Web audio conferencing which was already widely used before the pandemic experienced a 

growing rate of use during the pandemic. Every respondent indicated using it at least 'one or 

two times a week', with the option 'everyday' experiencing a growth of 71%, making web 

audio conferencing one of the two most frequently used communication methods after the 

pandemic. 
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Phone calls remained in use for a considerable number of consultants. However, they were 

not as frequently used during the pandemic, with a 46% decline among consultants that used 

them every day before the pandemic. This leads to a logical increase in selecting the 'two or 

three times a week' option by 92%.  

Online Chats have also seen a rise in usage during the pandemic. While only two consultants 

indicated using online chats before the pandemic, the number of people using chats less than 

once a month declined by 24%. These respondents shifted to the sections 'one or two times a 

week', which increased by 200%, 'two or three times a week', which increased by 600% and 

'every day', which increased by 500%. 

Lastly, E-Mails, which were already heavily used before the pandemic, saw increased use 

within the teleworking environment. The number of respondents that chose the options 'one 

or two times a week' and 'two or three times a week' decreased by 25%, respectively. Everyday 

usage of E-Mails increased by 33%.  
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4.5 Section C 

The purpose of this section is to present the results of the questionnaires' Section C'. This 

section serves to fulfil the following research objective:  

• Determining which methods of communication are perceived as effective 

 

Through the data collected in this section, the researcher will attempt to identify the changes 

in consultants' communication tool preferences. This not only gives an insight into the 

changing preferences of consultants but also allows to identify which methods of 

communication are perceived as effective, as those are likely the ones that consultants prefer 

using. The data collection was carried out through a multiple-choice question in which 

consultants were asked to indicate which form of communication they preferred. 

 

Figure 8 (The preferred tool for client communication before the pandemic) 
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The respondents were given six predetermined options to choose from, which was the same 

selection of communication methods already used in Section A and Section B. Among the 

participants, sixteen (28.57%) reported a preference for 'face-to-face meetings' before the 

pandemic. Seventeen consultants (30.36%) chose the option 'Web Audio Conferencing', and 

fourteen (25.00%) chose 'Phone Calls'. Nine of the respondents chose e-mail, and none chose 

'Video Conferencing' or 'Online Chats' as their preferred communication method before the 

pandemic. 

 

Figure 9 (The preferred tool for client communication within the remote work environment) 

 The second question in Section C aimed to determine the communication method 

preferences of consultants within the teleworking environment. In this section, respondents 

were given five predetermined options to choose from, as 'face-to-face meetings' were not 

an option in a remote work setting. Therefore, this option was excluded. Among the 

participants, 36 (64,29%) chose the option 'Web Audio Conferencing', which was the most 

frequent selection. Fifteen consultants (26,79%) indicated that they preferred using 'Video 
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Conferencing', and three (5,36%) reported preferring phone calls when communicating with 

clients. E-Mails were selected by two respondents (3,57%), and as before, no respondent 

stated a preference for online chats as a method of communication. 

  Of course, a comparison between the two results is only possible to a limited extent 

due to the elimination of the face-to-face meeting as a response option. Nevertheless, the 

results show an apparent rise in the preference for web audio conferencing within the 

teleworking office, which shows an increase of 111.76%. Furthermore, the results show that 

video conferencing, which was not considered the most preferred communication tool by 

anyone before the pandemic, was the second most preferred option after the pandemic. 

Phone calls and e-mails consequently show a substantial decline in preference, with a loss of 

78.57% for phone calls and 77.77% for e-mails. 
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4.6 Section D 

The purpose of this section is to present the results of the questionnaires' Section D'. This 

section serves to fulfil the following research objectives:  

• Assessing changes in communication between consultants and clients after COVID-

19 related teleworking measures 

• Determining how the changes in communication have affected the work of 

consultants by the end of November 

• Assessing if consultants perceive the teleworking environment as a viable 

alternative to their traditional form of work 

Through the data collected in this section, the researcher will attempt to identify the changes 

in consultants' communication with clients within the teleworking environment, determine 

how these changes have affected the work of consultants and assess if consultants perceive 

the teleworking environment as a viable alternative to their traditional form of work. The data 

collection was executed through 12 predefined statements to which the respondents were 

asked to express their agreement on a 5-point Likert scale. The reliability of the data was again 

tested using Cronbach's test score reliability coefficient. Since both negative statements and 

positive statements were used in relation to the topic, the researcher tested the "negatively" 

formulated statements (Statements 1,2,3,4,5,7,8,9,10) and the "positively" formulated 

statements (Statements 5,6,11,12) separately (Appendix 10&11). 
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Figure 10 (Positive Statements) 

 

Figure 11 (Negative Statements) 

 

Results of Section C 

 

 

Figure 12 (Results Statements 1-6) 

 

Figure 13 (Results Statements 7-12) 

Cronbach's ⍺ ⍺ N of Items

0,72 8

Cronbach's ⍺ ⍺ N of Items

0,62 4

%

Strongly Disagree 48,21% 14,29% 30,36% 66,07% 16,07% 5,36%

Disagree 39,29% 44,64% 39,29% 26,79% 25,00% 14,29%

Neutral 5,36% 3,57% 5,36% 5,36% 7,14% 8,93%

Agree 7,14% 21,43% 19,64% 1,79% 23,21% 39,29%

Strongly Agree 0,00% 16,07% 5,36% 0,00% 28,57% 32,14%

Statement 05: 

The absence/

reduction of 

personal 

communication 

has not 

affected the 

collaboration

Statement 06: 

The success 

of the projects 

was not 

influenced by 

the remote 

working 

measures

Statement 01: 

Communication 

frequency with 

the client has 

been negatively 

affected by the 

remote working 

measures

Statement 02: 

Communication 

problems were 

more common 

in 

the remote 

work 

environment

Statement 03: 

Clients are less 

available in a 

remote work

environment

Statement 04: 

The 

communication 

content is less 

detailed in a 

remote work 

setting

%

Strongly Disagree 5,36% 0,00% 57,14% 19,64% 0,00% 5,36%

Disagree 32,14% 14,29% 26,79% 35,71% 5,36% 19,64%

Neutral 16,07% 17,86% 3,57% 12,50% 10,71% 17,86%

Agree 26,79% 32,14% 10,71% 23,21% 32,14% 33,93%

Strongly Agree 19,64% 35,71% 1,79% 8,93% 51,79% 23,21%

Statement 11: 

Remote 

working is a 

viable 

alternative to 

the traditional 

form of 

collaboration in 

management 

consulting

Statement 12: 

The remote 

work 

environment is 

preferable to 

the traditional 

work

Statement 10: 

Communication 

requires more 

time when 

working 

remotely

Statement 09: 

Collaboration 

with co-

workers is less 

efficient in a 

remote work 

environment

Statement 08: 

Establishing a 

strong 

relationship 

with the client 

is more 

challenging 

while working 

remotely

Statement 07: 

Gaining an 

understanding 

of the client 

firm is more 

challenging in a 

remote work 

environment
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The first statement within this section was, "Communication frequency with the client has 

been negatively affected by the remote working measures". 48.21% of the respondents chose 

the option 'Strongly Disagree', and 39.29% chose 'Disagree'. Only 5.36% of the participants 

chose the option 'Neutral', and 7.14% chose 'Agree'. From these results, it can be concluded 

that a total of 87.50% of the respondents, and thus a clear majority, did not perceive a 

negative relationship between the remote working measures and communication frequency. 

 For the second statement, "Communication problems were more common in the 

remote work environment", the results were unclear. Of the respondents, 14.20% chose the 

'Strongly Disagree' option, 44.64% 'Disagree', and only 3.57% chose the 'Neutral' option. 

Twenty-one-point thirty-four per cent chose to agree, and 16.07% strongly agreed with the 

statement. While the majority did not agree that communication problems were more 

common in the teleworking environment, there were still a significant number of consultants 

who believed that they were. 

 The third statement, "Clients are less available in a remote work environment", yielded 

a similar conflict in results. Thirty-point thirty-six per cent of the participants strongly 

disagreed, and 39.29% disagreed with the statement. Five-point thirty-six per cent remained 

neutral, 19.64% agreed, and 5.36% fully agreed. Again, a clear majority of respondents 

(69,64%) did not believe that client availability was negatively affected by the teleworking 

measures; however, a quarter of the respondents reported otherwise. 

The fourth statement, " The communication content is less detailed in a remote work setting", 

produced much clearer results. A clear majority of 66.07% strongly disagreed with the 

statement, and 26.79% disagreed. Five-point thirty-six per cent of the participants remained 

neutral, 1,79% agreed with the statement, and none of the respondents strongly agreed. Thus 
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there was a total sum of 92,86% of respondents that did believe that the communication detail 

was negatively affected by the remote working measures. 

The fifth statement, " The absence/ reduction of personal communication has not affected 

the collaboration", showed a clear divide among the respondents. While 16.07% strongly 

disagree, 25% disagree, 7.14% remain neutral, 23.21% agree, and 28.57% strongly agree. 

These results indicate that the experiences regarding the influence of teleworking measures 

on the collaborations vary significantly. 

The sixth statement, " The projects' success was not influenced by the remote working 

measures", achieved comparatively high approval. Five-point thirty-six per cent of 

respondents strongly disagreed with this statement, 14.29% disagreed, and 8.39% remained 

neutral. On the other hand, a majority of 39.29% agreed with the statement, and 32.14% fully 

agreed. Therefore, it can be said that 71.43% did not see any influence of the measures on the 

success of the project, and 19.46% disagreed. 

The seventh statement, "Gaining an understanding of the client firm is more challenging in a 

remote work environment," had a wide distribution of answers. While the fewest participants 

(5.36%) strongly disagreed, a considerable number of 32.14% disagreed. Furthermore, a total 

number of 16.07% chose the 'Neutral' option. However, 26.79% of the participants agreed 

with the statement, and 19.64% strongly agreed. Therefore, it can be concluded that the 

respondents' experiences vary significantly in terms of obtaining an understanding of the 

client company during remote collaboration.  

The answers to the eighth statement, "Establishing a strong relationship with the client is 

more challenging while working remotely", again showed a clearer picture. None of the 

participants chose the option strongly disagree. 14.29% of the participants disagreed with the 
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statement, and 17.86% remained neutral. However, 32.14% agreed with the statement and 

35.71% even fully agreed. As the majority of the participants expressed their agreement with 

the statement, it can be said that many of the respondents perceived building a relationship 

with clients during remote work as a challenge. However, the increased number of neutral 

votes suggests that a significant number of consultants did not experience such an impact. 

The answers to the ninth statement, "Collaboration with the co-workers is less efficient in a 

remote work environment", again showed precise results. Fifty-seven point fourteen per cent 

of the participants chose the option strongly disagree. Twenty-six point seventy-nine of the 

participants disagreed with the statement, and 3.57% remained neutral. Only 10.71% agreed 

with the statement, and 1,79% fully agreed. As a clear majority of the participants expressed 

their disagreement with the statement, it can be said that collaboration with co-workers has 

remained largely unaffected by the teleworking environment.  

For the tenth statement, "Communication requires more time when working remotely", 

19.64% of the participants answered strongly disagree, 35.71% disagreed, and 12.50% chose 

'neutral'. At the same time, 23.21% chose the agree option, and 8.93% chose the strongly 

agree option. Once again, no clear conclusion can be reached. Although 55.36% of 

respondents disagreed with the statement, there were a significant number of respondents 

who disagreed or were neutral. 

Statement number 11, "Remote working is a viable alternative to the traditional form of 

collaboration in management consulting", was not answered with "strongly disagree" by any 

respondent, and only 5.36% of participants chose to disagree. The number of consultants who 

chose "Neutral" was 10.71%, and a clear majority were positive about the statement, with 

32.14% of respondents agreeing and 51.79% strongly agreeing. Therefore, it can be concluded 
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that a large number of respondents (83.93%) consider this form of collaboration as an 

alternative to the traditional form of collaboration in consulting. 

The last statement, number 12, "The remote work environment is preferable to the traditional 

work environment", has again yielded very conflicting opinions. While only 5.36% strongly 

disagreed with the statement, a total of 19.64% disagreed. Again, the number of neutral votes 

was comparatively high at 17.86%. However, the number of positive selections was still in the 

majority, with 33.93% who agreed and 23.21% who strongly agreed. Again, however, there 

was no clear preference for the remote working environment, as there was a comparatively 

high number of neutral and negative choices. 
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5.0 Discussion 
 

5.1 Discussion of Findings 

5.1.1 Research Aim #1  

 

"Identifying the main methods of communication between consultants and clients before 
the COVID-19 related teleworking measures" 
 

As noted in the results chapter, e-mails were particularly popular among participants. 

The reason for this was likely the widespread use of this communication channel and the 

support of a wide range of devices. Generally, e-mails reach their destination within a short 

time. In addition, the possibility of using attachments to include further documents makes e-

mails a very flexible form of communication. Options for reading and confirming receipt also 

provide a certain degree of personal control. This control and the ability to schedule 

communication are advantages that other communication technologies that require direct 

communication do not provide. 

The popularity of phone calls most likely stems from having a direct conversation with 

the client regardless of the location. Although direct communication does not allow for the 

same careful planning as, e.g. an e-mail, it still makes sense to use it, as possible queries can 

be communicated more efficiently in a conversation.  

Web audio conferencing, which was ranked third, is very similar to phone calls. 

However, unlike phone calls, it allows for the transmission of data and screen transmissions, 

which allow for more versatile applications. However, this method is not as spontaneous as 

telephone calls, as web audio conferences often have to be planned first. In addition, the 

mobile usability is largely limited, which is why the placement behind the phone call is 

reasonable. 
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Face-to-face meetings, the fourth most popular communication channel in the survey, 

are also a form of direct communication. However, they are not spatially unbound, and the 

communication is not strictly verbal. This method is more personal and allows for more 

extended conversations. Before the pandemic, it was often used for key project discussions, 

which justifies its positioning. 

Video conferences were rarely used before the pandemic. This is probably related to 

the higher use of face-to-face conversations during this period. Due to the possibility of face-

to-face meetings, video conferencing does not have any particular advantages other than the 

fact that it is not tied to a specific location. Online chats were used by almost none of the 

participants, which is most likely because other communication methods seem more 

professional. Especially in contact with clients, conventional communication channels were 

likely to be favoured. 
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5.1.2 Research Aim #2  

 

"Assessing changes in communication between consultants and clients after COVID-19 
related teleworking measures" 
 

Naturally, after the onset of the pandemic and the associated focus on remote 

working, the number of face-to-face meetings dropped dramatically. There were isolated 

reports that face-to-face meetings also took place after the pandemic, but these were 

probably participants who were necessarily on-site due to project-related circumstances. 

Video conferencing experienced a sharp increase in use after the pandemic, most likely in 

direct relation to the substantial decrease in face-to-face meetings. Video conferencing offers 

a direct alternative to traditional meetings and allows direct and personal communication 

despite the different physical locations of the participants. Therefore, the increase in video 

conferencing is a significant shift in the communication between consultants and clients. 

Another significant change can be observed when examining the communication 

channels phone calls and web audio conferencing. A significant decrease in the frequency of 

phone calls and a significant increase in the use of web audio conferencing can be observed. 

This development can be explained by the elimination of business trips and the increased work 

from home. Since one of the critical advantages of phone calls over web audio conferencing, 

higher mobility, is not relevant in the home office and web audio conferencing offers 

numerous advantages, its use in the teleworking environment appears to be more reasonable. 

Even though online chats were still not used by the majority, this communication 

channel also increased use. This could be due to the time savings offered by instant messaging. 

Furthermore, this method also enables the creation of collaborative working groups, which 

could be another reason for the increase. However, the low level of use still shows that this 

communication channel may not have been fully adopted yet. 
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The results of Section D indicate that communication frequency has not been affected 

by the teleworking environment. The reason for this is likely the technical progress of recent 

years and the associated widespread use of various communication technologies. The change 

in the communication channel usage habits of the consultants suggests that the clients have 

also used web audio and video conferencing more often after the pandemic. Therefore, the 

frequent use of these technologies may have maintained the frequency of communication. 

Regarding communication problems, there were different views among the 

participants. These differences suggest that consultants had varying experiences, and some 

experienced communication problems more often. The reason for these discrepancies were 

likely the different projects in which the participants took part. Different projects are 

characterised by different communication dynamics, and the occurrence of communication 

problems can therefore vary. These differences were possibly also the reason for the different 

opinions regarding the availability of clients in the teleworking environment. 

However, most consultants agreed on the stability of communication content and 

stated that it was not influenced by the pandemic. As already mentioned, the technical 

possibilities of the modern teleworking office allow for in-depth communication, which is 

presumably why no changes have taken place in this aspect. 

However, there were widely differing views on the time needed for communication. 

Besides the general differences between projects, the absence of spontaneous personal 

communication could be a reason for this difference. Since the consultants were no longer on-

site with the client, it was not possible to clarify queries spontaneously in a short conversation. 

Instead, conferences or telephone calls had to be organised, which tend to require more time. 
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5.1.3 Research Aim #3  

 

"Determining how the changes in communication have affected the work of consultants" 
 

The participants had conflicting views regarding the statement that teleworking has 

not influenced the collaboration. One of the main reasons for this was likely the nature of 

consulting and the participant's involvement in different projects. While a clearer majority of 

consultants reported that project success was not influenced by the remote working 

measures, a considerable number disagreed. This is likely due to the same reasons as the 

conflicting views on the changes in collaboration. 

Another area where the consultants had differing responses was gaining an 

understanding of the client. Understanding the client's situation was a reasonable challenge 

in the teleworking environment. Since new projects that took place during the pandemic did 

not allow for any face-to-face meetings and no internal view of the company outside of the 

information provided by the client, gaining a thorough understanding of the client is likely to 

be significantly more challenging. 

The main issue where most of the consultants were in agreement was establishing a 

relationship with the client. Most consultants agree that this endeavour is significantly more 

challenging within a teleworking relationship. Especially when considering the consensus in 

the literature that the relationship with the client is one of the most critical factors for success, 

the importance of this finding is evident. Since no research has been done on teleworking and 

the impact on the consultant-client relationship in consulting, the reason this issue is 

unknown. However, researchers have already theorised the potential for such a development 

(Dimitrova, 2005).  
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The respondents were also in agreement on the issue of collaborating with co-workers, 

which a majority did not perceive as an issue within the teleworking environment. As 

consultants frequently collaborate with colleagues that are located in different cities or 

countries, the teleworking setting and the communication dynamics entailed were not 

particularly new to them. Due to the extensive experience in this communicative setting, 

consultants likely did not experience issues. 
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5.1.4 Research Aim #4  

 

"Identifying which methods of communication are being used within the teleworking 
environment" 
 

As stated in the results chapter, the most frequently used communication channels in 

the teleworking environment were web audio conferencing, e-mail and phone calls. A 

decrease in the use of the latter two methods was evident in the results. Although video 

conferencing and online chats showed a lower frequency of use and online chats, in particular, 

were still used by a minority of respondents, there was nevertheless an apparent increase in 

their use. The differences were most likely due to the different communication needs that 

arise in the teleworking environment (discussed in sub-section 5.1.2). 

5.1.5 Research Aim #5  

 

"Determining which of the methods of communication were preferred before and after the 
pandemic" 
 

Before the pandemic, there was a relatively even distribution of communication 

channel usage preferences. A slight majority stated their preference for web audio 

conferencing, followed by face-to-face meetings, which were the second most popular option. 

The third most popular option was telephone calls, which a quarter of the participants 

preferred. E-mail was the fourth most popular option, and online chats and video 

conferencing were not used by any of the participants. Within the teleworking environment, 

a clear majority of the participants stated that they preferred to use web audio conferencing 

in contact with clients. The second most frequent indication was video calls, which about a 

quarter of the participants preferred. After that, there was a significant drop-off, with only a 

few participants indicating a preference for phone calls or e-mail. Again, the reason for these 
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different preferences lies in the communication needs that have arisen in the teleworking 

environment (discussed in sub-section 5.1.2). 

5.1.6 Research Aim #6  

 

"Assessing if consultants perceive the teleworking environment as a viable alternative to 
their traditional form of work" 
 

The results of Section D indicate that a majority of consultants believed that 

teleworking is a viable alternative to the traditional form of collaboration in consulting, which 

corresponds to the findings of other researchers and statements of other vocational groups 

(Eriksson and Petrosian, 2020; Shockley et al., 2020; Cygal et al., 2021). Only a few participants 

opposed this statement, and none strongly disagreed. 

Due to the far-reaching pro's and con's of the teleworking model (Felstead and 

Henseke, 2017), which were discussed in the literature review, the consultants were also 

asked about their preferred work methodology. Prior research generally showed a positive 

attitude regarding teleworking among employees (Alexander et al., 2021; Mlitz, 2021). 

However, the researchers pointed out that the working conditions in the teleworking 

environment are crucial in this respect (Felstead and Henseke, 2017; Caligiuri, 2021). The 

results of this dissertation showed that the majority of participants consider the remote work 

environment as preferable. However, a quarter of the participants disagreed, and a significant 

number remained neutral. Reasons for this could be unfavourable working conditions within 

the remote work environment such as longer working hours, lack of contact with people or 

less physical activity. 
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5.2 Strengths / Weaknesses of the research 

Like all scientific research, this dissertation has its strengths as well as its shortcomings 

and flaws, which will be discussed in the following.  

Strengths 

One of the core strengths of this dissertation is the methodological reproducibility of 

the data collection instrument. This methodology can also be applied to other sectors and 

professions with similar client dynamics. Furthermore, the results of this dissertation could 

also be interesting outside of consulting. The insights into the change in the use of 

communication channels are particularly interesting, as a clear change in usage preferences 

within the teleworking environment is evident. Although the reasons for these changes could 

only be theorised speculatively in this dissertation by using partly outdated research, the 

results could be used as a basis for determining the reasons for the changes. 

Furthermore, several other exploratory insights can be gained from the results. Among 

other things, some conflicting views were emerging from the results that highlight the main 

problem areas in communication in the teleworking environment. Especially the insight that 

establishing a relationship with the client was difficult for the consultants in the teleworking 

environment is a very interesting insight that needs more research. 

Weaknesses 

However, it must also be mentioned here that this dissertation has some weaknesses 

that should be avoided in future research. On the one hand, it must be admitted that the 

research objectives, which were very ambitious in retrospect, could only be achieved to a 

limited extent. Some of the research objectives would need a deeper analysis to achieve 

precise results. This would most likely make the use of qualitative methods unavoidable, as it 
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is challenging to explore the reasons for the changes in such complex communication 

dynamics using only quantitative data collection. Therefore, it must be stated that the findings 

and insights into the changes in communication dynamics are purely speculative and based 

on sources that are partly outdated and do not do justice to modern communication 

possibilities. Although this research was based on two divisions and it was noted that no 

attempt was made to represent a larger population of consultants, it was nevertheless claimed 

that the findings could also provide insights into potential changes in the general consulting 

market. However, it must be noted that such insights cannot be made as the differences 

between projects vary too much and lead to significant variance in a small group of 

respondents. In order to achieve representative insights into the consulting industry, many 

more respondents would be needed.  
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5.3 Conclusion 

5.3.1 Research Aim #1  

 

"Identifying the main methods of communication between consultants and clients before 
the COVID-19 related teleworking measures" 
 

The results of this dissertation show that e-mail was by far the most commonly used 

method of communication before the pandemic. This was followed by phone calls, which were 

also used frequently, and web audio conferencing, which was used less frequently than e-mail 

or phone calls but was superior to the other methods in terms of frequency of use. Therefore, 

the three main methods of communication before the pandemic were e-mails, phone calls 

and web audio conferences. 

 

5.3.2 Research Aim #2  

 

"Assessing changes in communication between consultants and clients after COVID-19 
related teleworking measures" 
 

After the pandemic, there was a significant shift in the use of communication channels 

and internet communication channels were used more frequently. It is assumed that the 

missing face-to-face conversations were replaced by video conferencing, which would explain 

the increase in the use of this communication channel. The changes in the use of 

communication channels are likely to be accompanied by significant changes in the nature of 

communication and collaboration as a whole.  

Changes in the frequency or content of communication could not be identified, as a clear 

majority of participants did not feel that these areas were negatively affected. However, 

conflicting statements were found regarding communication problems, client availability and 
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required time of communication, suggesting that participants had diverging experiences in 

these aspects. 

 

5.3.3 Research Aim #3  

 

"Determining how the changes in communication have affected the work of consultants" 
 

Although there were a significant number of opposing perspectives, most participants 

felt that gaining an understanding of the client company is much more challenging in the 

teleworking environment. Furthermore, consultants reported that establishing a solid 

relationship with the client was a more significant challenge in the remote working 

environment. Communication with co-workers in the remote work environment was not 

perceived as a problem by a clear majority of the consultants. 

Regarding the impact of the measures on the overall success of the projects, most 

participants stated that there was no significant impact. Nevertheless, there was a 

considerable amount of contrary opinions. These conflicting views were more evident in the 

opinions regarding the impact of the lack of face-to-face communication on collaboration in 

general. 

All in all, there seem to be some aspects of everyday working life in which a majority 

of the consultants notice significant effects of teleworking measures. However, the 

statements vary considerably in many cases. 

  



96 
 

 

5.3.4 Research Aim #4  

 

"Identifying which methods of communication are being used within the teleworking 
environment" 
 

Within the teleworking environment, e-mails and web audio conferences had a high 

frequency of use. Phone calls were in third place but recorded a significant decline. Web audio 

conferences were again used more frequently than before the pandemic. Although video 

conferences were still not among the most used communication channels, the increase in 

their use was still remarkable.  Online chats had also seen a significant increase in use but 

remained largely unused in comparison.  Therefore, it can be said that in the teleworking 

environment, e-mail and web audio conferencing were mainly used, followed by phone calls 

and video conferencing. 

 

5.3.5 Research Aim #5  

 

"Determining which of the methods of communication are perceived as effective before and 
after the pandemic" 
 

Before the pandemic, respondents stated that they preferred web audio conferences, 

face-to-face meetings and phone calls. The results differed only slightly, but web audio 

conferencing was the most preferred option, face-to-face meetings the second most preferred 

option and phone calls the third-most preferred option. Thus, it can be said that these three 

communication methods were considered effective by the consultant. E-mails were also 

chosen by a significant number of participants and should therefore also be considered. 

Within the teleworking environment, there was a strong preference for web audio 

conferencing, which was chosen by a clear majority of participants. In second place were video 

conferences, which were chosen second most often. The other communication channels were 
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either not chosen by any or only very few participants. Thus, it can be said that web audio 

conferences were perceived as effective by most participants. 

5.3.6 Research Aim #6  

 

"Assessing if consultants perceive the teleworking environment as a viable alternative to 
their traditional form of work" 
 

A clear majority of respondents perceived the teleworking environment as a viable 

alternative to the traditional form of operation. However, a much smaller majority stated that 

they prefer teleworking to traditional work methods, with many respondents indicating the 

opposite or remaining neutral. 
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5.4 Applications / Implications of Research Findings 

Although much more research is needed on this topic to understand the impact of the 

teleworking environment on the communication between consultants and clients, the results 

of this dissertation could already allow for some implications. As discussed, most of the 

respondents indicated that the teleworking environment is a viable alternative to the 

traditional form of collaboration. Since remote collaboration also results in some cost benefits 

for the client, frequent use of teleworking can be expected in the future. Therefore, it is 

essential to understand the changes in dynamics. 

The change in the use of communication channels revealed by the data analysis is an 

area that offers valuable insights. The noticeable decrease in the use of traditional telephone 

calls and the significant increase in the use of web audio conferencing and video conferencing 

show that there is a different communication dynamic within the teleworking environment 

that requires the use of other tools. Coupled with the clear preference of participants for web 

audio and video conferencing, it can also be said that these tools were perceived as effective. 

Therefore, these types of tools are becoming essential within the teleworking environment. 

Therefore, consultancies should focus on using these tools as they seem superior to other 

communication channels. 

The consultants interviewed found it particularly difficult to establish a relationship 

with the client. Targeted training on how to collaborate remotely with the client and 

identifying the core problems of remote relationship-building could solve these problems and 

enable sustainable collaboration. Furthermore, consultants seem to struggle with 

understanding the client's situation. Although more research is needed to solve this problem, 

more open communication with the client could be a potential solution. 
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As there was a discrepancy in participants' responses in the areas of communication 

problems, client availability and required time of communication, the reason for this 

discrepancy should be determined. If the assumption that the different projects were the 

reason for these contradictory answers is confirmed, an interchange of experiences between 

consultants working on different projects could lead to an exchange of knowledge through 

which potential problems could be resolved.  

  Another interesting insight is that many consultants did not believe that 

working in a teleworking environment was preferable to traditional work. Many possible 

reasons are given in relation to dissatisfaction in the teleworking office in the literature. Lack 

of contact with co-workers or excessive working hours are just two of the many possible 

reasons. Therefore, companies should be aware of the employees' working conditions and 

avoid possible dissatisfaction.   
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5.5 Recommendations 

Recommendations for Industry Practice 

Based on the observations of this dissertation, a number of issues emerge that could 

be of lasting significance for the consulting industry. The clear shift in the use of 

communication methods will have a lasting impact on communication dynamics. It is 

recommended to promote the use of methods that are found to be effective and frequently 

used and to promote their use beyond the teleworking environment. Based on the 

observation that many consultants find it difficult to establish a relationship with their clients, 

it is also advisable to create an approach for relationship building in the teleworking 

environment. Targeted training could be used to prepare consultants for relationship building 

and to inform them about the challenges. Lastly, the insights of this dissertation indicate that 

a sizeable amount of consultants prefer the traditional form of work. As the literature argues 

that remote working will be utilised more frequently in the future, it is in the best interest of 

the industry to increase the appeal of teleworking. Therefore, it is recommended that 

consultancies assess the satisfaction of their employees in the teleworking environment and 

actively try to improve their working conditions. 

Recommendations for Legislation 

One reason for the increased preference for traditional working methods could be 

more difficult working conditions within the teleworking environment. The nature of 

teleworking could lead to increased working hours, as employees do not have a specific time 

at which they leave the office. Although there are already strict regulations regarding working 

hours in most developed countries, higher working hours might be common in teleworking. 

More research is needed to get an accurate picture of the working conditions in teleworking, 
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but increased penalties for disregarding working hours could lead to a reduced workload. It is 

therefore important that regulators keep an eye on these working conditions and, if 

necessary, respond with appropriate legislation to protect workers. 

Recommendations for Consultants & Clients 

Especially in the context of the common criticism of consulting mentioned in the 

bibliography, communication difficulties between consultants and clients were already a 

prominent issue before COVID-19. The increased difficulty of communication that comes with 

teleworking could lead to further problems. Consultants are therefore advised to actively 

monitor their communication with clients and eliminate difficulties if possible. Exchanging 

experiences with colleagues, for example, could provide insights into certain problem-solving 

possibilities.  

The clients of the consulting services should also be aware of the difficult conditions 

of the collaboration. As the literature repeatedly points out that a consulting engagement is a 

collaborative process, the role of the client is of utmost importance for the success of the 

project. Therefore, it should be in the best interest of the client to take an active role in the 

collaboration and to communicate openly with the consultants. As noted in the results, a 

significant number of consultants find it difficult to form a picture of the client in a remote 

work setting. This problem could likely be mitigated by active client engagement and open 

communication. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

There is a strong need for research within this area. As already mentioned, the consulting 

market is very broad. Many companies apply different working principles, use different 

communication methods and have a different working culture. This dissertation only refers to 
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two divisions of a specific company, and therefore the results are only applicable to these two 

divisions. To get a broader picture, many more studies would have to be conducted to capture 

the impressions of a more extensive set of consultants. It would be advisable to specify these 

studies and, for example, to consider individual subdivisions, projects or industries, as it has 

been found that the experiences can differ significantly from one another. 

There is also a great need for qualitative research in this area. As communication in this field 

is very complex and the job description of a consultant is very multifaceted, many factors and 

circumstances need to be taken into account. Since consulting is a social field that is difficult 

to access and research into the communication dynamics between consultants and clients is 

relatively uncharted territory, using qualitative methods would be instrumental. Interviews 

could be used to elicit a subjective view of individual consultants and thus provide a more 

accurate picture of the situation and the associated attitudes, opinions and feelings. This could 

lead to a variety of insights that are difficult to obtain through quantitative methods. These 

insights could serve as a basis for further research. 

Furthermore, the clients' perspective was deliberately left out of this dissertation, as capturing 

these perspectives was beyond the researcher's capabilities. However, the clients are an 

essential part of the collaboration, and their impressions on this topic are as relevant as those 

of the consultants. Therefore, it is recommended that the clients' views are also taken into 

account, as this could provide valuable insights into their perceptions of collaboration and the 

changes in the teleworking environment. The insights could then be directly compared with 

the findings in consulting, and a far more accurate picture of collaboration could be obtained. 
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Appendix 1: Questionnaire Information 
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Appendix 2:  Questionnaire 
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Appendix 3: Research Ethics Review Application Form 

 

Dublin Business School  

Research Ethics Review Application Form 

 

Please complete this form comprehensively and submit it as a required appendix to your Research Methods 

Dissertation Proposal. 

 

Title of Research  Covid-19 related changes to the Servicescape and their effects on client 

communication in management consulting 

  

 

Applicant Details 

• Name:  Hüseyin Sahin 

• Status:    Postgraduate student 

• Address:  Kohlenstraße 5, 44627 Herne 

• Telephone: +491729823370     

• E-mail: 10575605@mydbs.ie  

 

 

Research Supervisor (where known / appropriate) 

• Name:  / 

• Department:  / 

• Telephone: /    

• E-mail: /  

 

• Supervisor’s qualifications 

/ 

• Supervisor’s specialisations 

/ 

• Supervisor’s experience 

/ 

 

 

Ethical Guidelines 

 

All applicants MUST have read and understood the DBS guidelines before submitting an 

application. 

 

• Have you read the DBS Ethical Guidelines for Research with Human 

Participants? 

 Yes                    No            

 

• Please indicate any other ethical guidelines or codes of conduct you have 

consulted? 

/ 
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Research Proposal 

Please note: A detailed research proposal must accompany this application. 

 

Briefly outline the following information (not more than 200 words in any section).  

 

Proposed starting date and duration 

Duration of 3 months starting on the 1st of October 

 

 

Research aims and objectives  

1. Identifying the main methods of communication between consultants and clients before the  

COVID-19 related teleworking measures by the 1st of October 

2. Assessing changes in communication between consultants and clients after COVID-19 

related 

teleworking measures by the end of November 

3. Determining how the changes in communication have affected the work of consultants by  

the end of November 

4. Identifying which methods of computer-mediated communication are being used within the  

teleworking environment by the end of November 

5. Determining which of the methods of computer-mediated communication are perceived as  

effective by the end of November 

6. Assessing if consultants perceive the teleworking environment as a viable alternative to 

their  

traditional form of work by the end of November 

 

 

Rationale 

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic the traditional form of personal collaboration 

between consultants and clients wasexchanged with a digital approach to prevent the spread of 

the virus. While this development did not stop consulting engagements, it is likely that the 

nature of the collaboration has changed.  

The global consulting market has seen rapid growth over the past years, and the demand for 

consultants will likely not decline anytime soon. At the same time, teleworking is becoming 

widely 

accepted in many countries. Furthermore, the Corona related social distancing measures have 

only 

accelerated the use of teleworking in certain professions. Therefore, it is expected that a 

considerable 

number of consultants will use teleworking in the future. This leads to the question of whether 

the 

teleworking approach influenced the communication between consultants and clients. 

Due to my previous internships in consulting and my contacts in one specific firm, 

PricewaterhouseCoopers, I saw an opportunity to research the influences of the teleworking 

measures. I believe that by conducting a survey among former colleagues who have participated 

in 
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teleworking for a considerable amount of time, I could gain an insight into how they perceive 

the 

changes in communication during the pandemic. 

 

 

 

 

Research design 

As this thesis aims to gain an overview of how consumers perceive the communication related 

effects of the pandemic induced teleworking measures by collecting data on their behaviour 

and satisfaction, the research design of the thesis is descriptive. 

 

Methods of data collection 

A mono method quantitative approach using a survey will be employed. Data will be 

collected through a cross-sectional questionnaire. 

 

 

Research sample 

Two specific divisions within the consultancy have volunteered to take part in the data 

collection. These divisions were accessible due to a former employment relationship with the 

consultancy. A total number of 60 consultants is currently working within these divisions, and 

there is a high likelihood that a majority of these employees will participate in the survey. 

Furthermore each of these 60 consultants will be asked to identify additional candidates 

outside of the two divisions. Therefore the sampling technique that will be used is the 

volunteer sampling technique. First the initial sample of 60 consultants will be contacted 

using self-selection sampling and then snowball sampling will be utilised in order to reach 

more potential respondents. The initial sample size therefore consists of the 60 consultants 

that are going to be contacted initially, however it is likely that the actual number of 

respondents will be beyond 60. 

 

Nature of any proposed pilot study 

/ 
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Methods of data analysis 

 

Google Forms will be used to collect data. This web application offers out of the box data 

processing and analysis tools such as tables, graphs and statistics which will allow for a 

exploration, presentation and description of the main data trends. If further analysis is 

required, other data analysis tools such as Microsof Excel will be used. 

 

Ethical Issues and Risk 

 

Please identify any ethical issues which will arise and how you will address them. 

As my questionnaire will be distributed through the Internet, the ethical issues with respect to 

privacy have to be considered. According to Rodham and Gavin (2006), one of the most 

important features of online research is the perceived anonymity that it provides. Anonymity 

has a disinhibiting effect on the respondents, which encourages the exchange of true attitudes 

and opinions (Rodham and Gavin 2006). 

Therefore it is of vital importance that the data for this study is collected confidentially. While 

the topic area might not be perceived as sensitive, respondents will be asked to provide their 

opinions on work measures imposed by their employers. If employees are not assured about 

the anonymity of the survey, their answers might be affected as a result. It is therefore 

important, that the respondents are made aware of the anonymity of the survey. Furthermore 

any attempt of data collection beyond the survey, such as the use of links which provide 

further data on the respondent, will need to be communicated directly. While Google Forms 

allows for the collection of data on the respondents, these features can be disabled during the 

design of the survey. This will ensure that no data will be collected outside of the survey. 

 

Another factor that needs to be considered is informing participants about the purposes of the 

survey. As the respondents will voluntarily provide insights and information about their work 

life, it is important that they have been made aware of how their data will be used. This might 

increase the perceived trustworthiness and ensure that the respondents understand the purpose 

behind the data collection. Therefore, the contacts within the consultancy that will distribute 

the survey, will be asked to forward the E-Mail that they have received. This E-Mail will 

contain information about the researcher, the purpose of the research and the anonymity of the 

survey.  

 

 

 

Please indicate any risk of harm or distress to participants. 

Participants will not be harmed or distressed during the data collection 

 

 

Please indicate how you will address this risk (e.g. debriefing procedures, etc). 

Participants will not be harmed or distressed during the data collection 
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Research Participants 

Do the participants belong to any of the following vulnerable groups? Please tick all 

those involved. 

 

• Children;            

• The very elderly;           

• People with an intellectual or learning disability       

• Other groups who might not understand the research and consent process;   

• Individuals or groups receiving help through the voluntary sector;     

• Those in a subordinate position to the researchers such as employees;   

• Other vulnerable groups          

 

Please specify the participant group 

Participants do not belong to any of the vulnerable groups. 

 

 

How will the research participants in this study be selected, approached and recruited? 

These research participants are voluntary participants which were accessible due to a former 

employment relationship with the consultancy. Two managers within the consultancy have 

stated that they would assist my research efforts by distributing the survey within their 

respective divisions. These initial respondents will furthermore be encouraged to contact 

additional respondents outside of the two divisions. 

 

 

 

What inclusion or exclusion criteria will be used?  

As the research deals with consultants working for a specific consultancy, all participants 

have to be consultants that have worked for the consultancy during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

How will participants be informed of the nature of study and participation? 

Participants will receive an E-mail which will contain information about the nature of the 

study and the participation. This E-mail will be forwarded to them by their managers who 

have access to the E-Mail lists of their divisions. 

 

 

What procedures will be used to document the participants’ consent to participate? 

Before starting the Questionnaire, consultants will be asked for their consent to participate. 

They will only be able to participate if they have given their consent. 

If vulnerable groups are participating, what special arrangements will be made to deal 

with issues of informed consent/assent? 
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No vulnerable groups will participate. 

 

Please include copies of any information letters and consent forms with the application. 

 

Researchers  working with children must complete the statutory declaration in the appendices 

as well as the declaration below. 

 

 

Anonymity/Confidentiality/Data Protection 

Please indicate the form in which the data will be collected. 

 Identified   Potentially Identifiable    De-Identified 

 

What arrangements are in place to ensure that the identity of participants is protected? 

The Google Forms web application will be set up in a way that no data will be collected 

outside of the survey responses. Participants will be made aware of this fact. 

 

 

Please indicate any recording devices being used to collect data (e.g. audio/video). 

No recording devices will be used in the survey 

 

 

Please describe the procedures by for securing specific permission for the use of these 

recording devices in advance. 

No recording devices will be used in the survey 
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Please indicate the form in which the data will be stored. 

 Identified   Potentially Identifiable    De-Identified 

 

Who will have responsibility for the data generated by the research? 

The researcher will have full responsibility for the data generated by the research 

 

 

Please describe the procedures of the storage and destruction of data. 

The data will be stored on google cloud. No sensitive data will be stored, only responses 

provided by the respondents will be stored. Participants will be made aware of the fact that 

their data will be stored until the research process will be completed. 

 

Once the research has been completed, the data will be deleted. 

 

 

 

Dissemination and Reporting 

 

Please describe how the participants will be informed of dissemination and reporting 

(e.g. submission for examination, reporting, publications, presentations)? 

Participants will be informed of dissemination and reporting in the E-Mail invitation.  

 

 

 

If any dissemination entails the use of audio, video and/or photographic records 

(including direct quotes), please describe how participants will be informed of this in 

advance. 

No dissemination entails the use of audio, video or photographic records 
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Declaration  

(please print out and sign) 

 

We confirm that we have read the DBS Ethical Guidelines for Research with Human 

Participants, and agree to abide by them in conducting this research. We also confirm that the 

information provided on this form is correct and accurate. 

 

Signature of Applicant   ________________________________ 

 Date   15/08/2021     

 

(where appropriate) 

Signature of Supervisor    _______________________________ 

 Date      /      /    

 

Declaration by Head of School 

 

 

I have read the application form and agree that the study described is suitable for 

exemption from ethical review. 

 

Signature of Head of School  ________________________________ 

 Date       /      /     

 

Applications will not be considered for review until the application is signed by the Applicant, 

the Supervisor and the Head of School. 
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Appendix 4: Gantt Chart 

 

 

Activity

Week Number 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

Chapter 1: Introduction (Complete) 

Writing the Introduction 

Chapter 2: Literature Review (In Progress)  

Research on the Topic 

Writing the Literature Review 

Chapter 3: Methods  

Research on the Topic (Questionnaire Design) 

Writing the Methodology 

Data Collection  

Formulating Questions 

Completing Survey 

Collecting Data 

Chapter 4: Results/ Presentation of Findings  

Analysing Data 

Make Data Presentable 

Present Results 

Chapter 5: Discussion  

Interpreting Data  

Answering Research Questions  

Writing the Discussion  

Finalising Dissertation 

Finalising Dissertation 

 = Complete ! = In progress
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Appendix 5: Research Logbook 

 
 

 

Month Week Actions

1

The goal of week one was the finalisation of the first chapter. I was able to reuse some of my 

prior work from the Research Methods Proposal; however, I had to revise some parts in light 

of the feedback I have received. Especially the "Context for Research" and "Limitations to the 

research" subsections were too short and did not meet the requirements of the dissertation. 

Therefore, I tried to expand on these parts, but it took more time than planned as I was not 

satisfied with my first attempts. I also struggled with the "Contribution of the Research" 

subsection and therefore did not meet my goal of finalising the first chapter within week 1.

2

The goal of week two was to start working on the Literature Review chapter. As I took more 

time than expected with my first chapter, I had to dedicate some time to finalise it. Once I 

was done with my Introduction, I started doing more research on my topic. I was able to 

locate a good number of sources that will be useful in creating my Literature Review. Once I 

completed my reading, I started to conceptualise the layout of my Literature Review.

3

The goal of week three was the finalisation of the literature review chapter. While I 

identified a large number of articles in prior weeks, connecting the dots and forming a 

convincing and easily comprehensible literature review proved to be a challenge. I was 

constantly forced to make changes and had to go back and forth between paragraphs and 

chapters because I was not satisfied with the final product. In addition, due to a lack of 

sources, I was forced to drop the servicescape aspect of my thesis. The constant revision and 

the attempt to find sources to supplement the servicescape approach cost me time, which is 

why I did not achieve the goal of finishing the literature review in week 3.

4

Since I did not reach my goal in week 3, I had to sacrifice two days to complete and finalise 

the second chapter. The aim of this week was to research, plan and start the methodology 

chapter. In examining the criticisms of my dissertation proposal, I found that the use of the 

sampling design process was recommended. However, while trying to determine my sample 

using the sampling design process I failed to determine an appropriate population. As I 

wanted to check back with my supervisor, I decided to deal with the other parts of the 

methodology chapter in the meantime. My focus was on the survey design using the 

recommended article by Malhotra.
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Month Week Actions

5

The goal of week five was the finalisation of the methodology chapter. By redefining my 

target population, I was able to fix the problem in week 4 and now had the goal of 

completing my survey and filling in the remaining gaps within the chapter. The Research 

Methods proposal and the accompanying feedback were a great help. I tried to utilise more 

sources, especially with regard to the methodology, and thus eliminate the overreliance on a 

single research methodology source that had been identified earlier.

6

The goal of week six was to formulate survey questions and complete the questionnaire 

design. I was already able to formulate some questions in week five, however I had to 

reformulate and adapt the questions as well as the structure a few times in order to feel 

confident in the questionnaire. After compiling a first version, I decided to pretest it 

according to Malhotra's recommendations. First, however, I had to identify and contact a 

group of appropriate pretesters. I decided to do the pretesting with the help of former intern 

colleagues I met during my internships. I had a short phone call with each of them and asked 

them to fill out the questionnaire and give me feedback. I used this feedback to create a 

second version which I also had tested by the same group.

7
Week 7 was entirely devoted to primary data collection and after I sent out the tested 

questionnaire I spent the week learning SPSS to be able to analyse the data in the next step.

8

Week 8 was dedicated to data analysis and proved to be a challenge. First, I had to convert 

the raw data into a format that could be used by SPSS, which was quite easy. The data 

analysis by SPSS was also relatively uncomplicated, but it took me some time to complete 

the Cronbach's Alpha testing. After the analysis, I created graphs to visualise the data.
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9

In week 9, the aim was to formulate the data analysis and present it in a continuous text with 

graphs. The text had to be revised a few times because the legibility was difficult due to the 

many numbers.

10

Week 10 was devoted to the discussion chapter and turned out to be the most difficult 

chapter, as I constantly made changes and did not achieve a satisfactory result. In this 

chapter, I realised that my research objectives were very ambitious and the multitude of 

insights made it difficult for me to create a fully comprehensive and easily understandable 

chapter. I tried to keep the results as simple as possible and avoid repetition as much as 

possible.

11
Week 11 was mainly dedicated to the implementation of the feedback received so far, which 

required several changes.

12

Week 12 was mainly devoted to revision and the document was put into a legible and 

standardised format. The spelling was checked and the references checked. In addition, the 

abstract and the dissertation poster were prepared.
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