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MY VIEW  |  BEHAVIOUR BY BRAIN

T he world has never felt so ignorant in
a long time. The best medical profes-
sionals and healthcare experts around

the world are forced to admit that they are
still clueless on how to deal with covid-19.
With all the knowledge the human race has
accumulated so far proving useless in fight-
ing a virus, policymakers were forced to lock
the world down. The pandemic is responsi-
ble for the loss of many lives and huge eco-
nomic hardship. But this tragedy might also
be one of the best things that happened to
science in a long time.

The scientific community has been domi-
nated by a sense of positivism, an oversized
and intellectually aggressive belief that
everything closer home has been under-
stood. It was believed that except for some
esoteric questions like “what constitutes
consciousness”, or “is there water on Mars?”,
the scientific community does not have too
many major challenges. As recently as in
December 2019, The New York Times had
reported that some companies developing

ments. These firms have also acquired 
allied service units for their clients.

Tried and tested consulting models,
however, do show some vulnerability. It 
starts with the fact that consultants are 
embedded in the world as it is, not the 
world to come. It’s very difficult to offer 
advice that would disrupt your own 
leadership. One pain point for clients is 
that consultants get paid no matter 
what the outcome of their engagement 
is. Executives at big corporations have 
expressed frustration with this model.

Irrespective of the type of consulting
work that large firms do, their core 
business model is based on leverage. 
The more junior people they can staff at 
a client relative to senior people, the 
more profits they can make. This means 
that the digital-enabled productivity 
gains that have revolutionized other 
industries like banking have not been 
brought to bear in consulting. 

The kind of work a firm does deter-
mines how much leverage it is able to 
achieve. “Procedures consulting” 
means the main job-to-be-done is to 
obtain capacity and know-how to 
achieve a well-understood outcome. 
Installing an enterprise resource plan-
ning system would be an example. 
“Grey hair” consulting is all about accu-
mulated expertise. The client’s job is 
largely based on the consultant’s repu-
tation and its accumulated expertise 
(“Don’t worry about this, we won’t steer 
you wrong”). “Brains” consulting 
involves focussing the best minds on 
new-to-the-world problems.

New consulting services generally 
begin in the “brains” area, move to “grey 
hair” as firms gain experience, and 
eventually become understood so well 
that they end up in the procedures 
space. Here’s the problem for many 
consultancies: While clients may want a 
“brains” type of outcome, it’s difficult to 
get a lot of leverage out of an engage-
ment like that. And, as innovations, 
technology and sources of competitive 
advantage change faster than ever, we 
can expect the proportion of traditional 

consulting work to move more into the 
“brains” space.

What we can anticipate is that firms
able to offer specific expertise in an 
area, even if their individual consultants 
are pricey, will begin to capture some 
business that might have previously 
gone to an established firm. We will see 
some large firms engaging such individ-
ual experts on project-specific basis and 
charge clients even more, a win-win for 
experts and firms. We can also expect 
that smart firms will continue to build 
strategy capability internally to wean 
themselves away from a dependency on 
long-term consulting relationships.

The trend towards accessing assets 
rather than owning them has been dis-
ruptive in many industries today (think 
Uber, Airbnb, etc). As “brains” work 
becomes more important, and deeply 
specialized expertise is necessary, inno-
vative upstarts may credibly be able to 
offer an alternative. This will impact 
consultancy firms. Entities such as GLG 
make it possible for clients to simply buy 
a bit of a world-class expert’s time for a 
real-time conversation. Firms such as 
Toptal are creating markets for high-
end technical talent that prefers a free-
lance environment over being tied to a 
firm. Legacy companies in need of digi-
tal tools have turned to traditional con-
sultancies in droves. The results for 
many firms reflect digital disillusion-
ment more than digital success.

We anticipate a market opportunity
for an entirely different kind of consult-
ing firm, one that uses digital technolo-
gies to do traditional consulting. This is 
not very dissimilar to what upstarts such
as Dollar Shave Club did to the shaving 
and grooming industry, Wayfair and
Pepperfry did to the furniture business, 
and SoFi did to financial management.

While there will always be a market 
for high-end consulting, you can expect 
a rising number of technology-infused 
alternatives which offer a combination 
of expert “brains at scale” and more 
clearly aligned incentives to put pres-
sure on the traditional model.

P redicting the end of traditional
management consulting has been
something of a cottage industry for

a while now, but so far, this market’s 
leaders have retained their allure 
despite a shift of the ground beneath 
them. Here we are in 2020, and strategy 
consulting is still thriving, with some 
firms enjoying double-digit expansion.

A leading Indian conglomerate 
awarded its multimillion dollar strategy 
work among four competing firms, after 
18 months. This captures numerous 
undercurrents that are harbingers: New 
forms of work and terms, long decision-
making processes, transient relation-
ships, hyper competition and a dimin-
ished fascination for global marques. It 
seems like an inflection point for the 
consulting business, ripe for disruption.

Despite grim predictions, dominant
firms, like McKinsey, BCG and Bain, 
have responded with agility. Their “up 
or out” employment systems confer 
several benefits, among them the 
creation of a rich pool of alumni with 
contacts at potential clients, while 
keeping their talent young and fresh. 
Even as strategy work has declined as a 
proportion of total effort, other kinds of 
advisory activities have taken its place.

Historically, the big firms have suc-
cessfully created a flywheel—getting 
engagements that teach them a great 
deal about complex situations, then 
reusing that learning in future engage-

Business consultants face an 
inflection point of their own

Technology-enabled practices could disrupt the consultancy market just as they did other services 

A s the government works out
ways of funding a stimulus pack-
age to rescue the economy from
the ravages of covid-19, one out-
of-the-box idea seems to have
caught its attention. On Tues-

day, Mint reported that the Centre may be 
looking at raising funds from the Reserve Bank 
of India (RBI) by pledging shares in various 
public sector enterprises (PSEs). This reflects a 
welcome openness to new ideas. For meaning-
ful fiscal action, we may need as much as ₹10 
trillion in additional spending this year. This is 
far more than what our overstretched govern-
ment finances would allow, but a one-off 
booster shot still needs to be delivered. As the 
economist Ajit Ranade wrote in his column for 
this newspaper on 5 May, outlining this pro-
posal, the country has 58 PSEs listed for public 
trading with a combined market value of about 
₹10 trillion. The government could pledge 
some of its stake in Life Insurance Corporation 
of India, a tenth of which was scheduled to be 
sold off anyway. The loans so arranged could 
be repaid once economic growth is back, 
investor appetite returns and the equity can be 
put up for sale.

A hefty chunk of money could be raised 
through such a device. Since banks are flush 
with funds these days, they may be keen to join 
RBI in this exercise. However, to keep the 
complexity of it minimal and its terms favoura-
ble to the stimulus cause, it should be 
restricted to RBI and the government. This 
would allow it to be structured as a repurchase 
agreement, instead of a regular loan transac-
tion—which would have added to the Centre’s 
official debt burden, and perhaps exposed our 
sovereign credit rating to the risk of a down-

grade. Since it would be a “repo” deal of the 
kind RBI routinely runs, the interest rate on 
the money loaned this way would be very low, 
too. In general, collateralized lending by the 
central bank to the government could avoid 
many of the pitfalls of other financing options.

The central bank is reckoned to have the 
money. It could lend significant sums from its 
own cash balances, what it rakes in daily from 
banks by selling bonds at its reverse repo win-
dow. On 5 May, RBI reported over ₹8.5 trillion 
stuffed into its vaults this way, despite having 
cut its reverse repo rate recently to discourage 
this. Any credit that RBI extends to the Centre 
in excess of what it has available, though, 
would amount to monetization of the govern-
ment’s deficit, the so-called “printing of 
money”. There is no bar on this, but if resorted 
to, it must be done with due restraint. Other-
wise, we might find more liquidity sloshing 
around than the economy’s productive capac-
ity, which could prove inflationary. While the 
mechanism of a mortgage would restrain such 
excesses, it would be best if PSE-based debt is 
used to fund only a safe proportion of the ₹10 
trillion odd that’s needed. Also, the scheme 
should spell out clearly how the assets pledged 
would be disposed of by the government once 
market conditions return to normal. Not only 
must this enlargement of the Centre’s fiscal 
deficit be a strictly one-time move, the debt 
incurred should not end up rolled over on 
account of policy wobbles over disinvestment 
later on. For the plan to be unwound smoothly 
after the deal matures, we need clarity right 
now on the privatization of PSEs. If this can be 
managed, pledging shares may indeed be 
a worthwhile way to fund a sizeable part of a 
big-bang stimulus.

A worthy way to fund 
a big-bang stimulus

The Centre could pledge some of the shares it owns in various companies to RBI as a device 
to raise a chunk of the money it needs for a fiscal package. It’s an idea worthy of adoption
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been able to disseminate all manner of
unfounded opinions. Covid-19, however, has
brought real experts back to centre-stage.
Actual evidence and scientific research mat-
ters again and expertise has regained
respect. So, the post-covid world will hope-
fully be a bit more receptive to the opinions
of experts and less dismissive of worst-case
scenarios on issues like global warming.

The Great Lockdown might have another
benefit too. The bubonic plague forced Isaac
Newton to take a break from his hectic
schedules in the laboratory. As legend has it,
with nothing else to do, and while lying is his
garden, he pondered the effect of gravity.
Innovative ideas pop up only when we step
out of our usual workspaces. Covid-19 has
forced a lot of people to take a break from
their daily routines. Many a new idea would
have cropped up in the brains of young peo-
ple during this lockdown too. These ideas
should help create a new world.

In these times of efficient search engines,
the world has come to believe that answers
are more relevant than questions. But years
later, when the world sits down to evaluate
the discoveries that the covid pandemic gave
us, one would surely have to admit that ques-
tions are bigger than answers. Ignorance is
more relevant than knowledge.

fore. Deep-learning algorithms have been
used to interpret radiology images within
seconds without burdening radiology teams.
Other artificial intelligence (AI) tools have
been used to interpret huge volumes of data
pouring in, aiding forecasts for a future
course of action. AI-based developments like

universal language models
can teach themselves to
understand written and
spoken languages by ana-
lysing old books, Wikipedia
articles and other digital
text. This could help scien-
tists as they try to assimilate
and make sense of all that’s
known about this virus.

An overwhelming sense
of ignorance that has
enveloped the world has
had another salutary effect.
As Tom Nichols warned in
his book The Death Of

Expertise: The Campaign Against Established
Knowledge And Why It Matters, never have so
many people had so much access to so much
knowledge and yet have been so resistant to
learning anything, rejecting the advice of
experts. In recent times, anyone with a
smartphone and a social media account has

stop the spread of this pandemic. The long-
term focus will be to ensure that another
health scare never stops the world in its
tracks again. No other event in recent
human history has forced so much intelli-
gence to come together. This should expand
the horizons of science.

To guide all forces of
enquiry in the right direc-
tion, we must ask the right
questions. Wrong ques-
tions can derail the scien-
tific process. When the
bubonic plague began in
Europe in the 14th century,
the initial question that was
asked was, “Why is this
happening to the human
race?” Religious authori-
ties stepped in to answer
that. Their verdict was that
God was angry with the
sinful ways of humans. It
took a long time to reframe the question to:
“What is causing this problem?” This new
question helped scientists like Louis Pasteur
work in the appropriate direction.

Today’s pandemic has not only brought
the best of medical professionals together, it
has also brought other knowledge to the

new versions of short-duration-use drugs or
antibiotics were haemorrhaging money and
going out of business, as compared to com-
panies making medicines for chronic condi-
tions like diabetes or rheumatoid arthritis.
The assumption that there were no signifi-
cant health problems to solve seemed to be
slowly causing intellectual atrophy among
healthcare professionals. The covid-19 pan-
demic has forced complacent scientists out
of their slumber.

According to Stuart Firestein, professor at
Columbia University, ignorance—not
knowledge—is  the true engine of science. In
his book Ignorance: How It Drives Science, he
mentions that puzzling over thorny ques-
tions or inexplicable data is what gets
researchers into labs early and keeps them
there late. At the Second International Con-
gress of Mathematicians held in Paris in
1900, David Hilbert outlined 23 crucial
problems for mathematicians to solve dur-
ing the century. A century later, only 10 of
those 23 problems had been solved to major-
ity satisfaction. Today, the field remains
energized by those questions.

Covid-19 has raised many questions
around treatments, vaccines, testing, con-
tact tracing, policies and more. The immedi-
ate focus is on finding a cure and a vaccine to

The boost that coronavirus has given the cause of science 
BIJU DOMINIC

It is ignorance 
that yields 

knowledge 
and we have 

suddenly 
discovered how 

little we know
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