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Success and Failure in Professional Projects:
The nature, contours and limits of consulting professionalism 
Abstract

This paper offers an analysis of the professional project that was pursued by the Institute of Management Consultants (IMC) on behalf of its members. The paper builds upon Sturdy’s (2011) call to develop empirically-grounded accounts of the ways and means of consulting. In addition it responds to the analysis of the Association of Project Management (APM) developed by Hodgson et al. (2015), which invited further comparative study of professional projects. Drawing upon archive data, we develop a comparative analysis that considers four key themes: 1) the professionalization strategies developed by the IMC and the APM; 2) jurisdictional issues and shifts in the fields of consulting and project management; 3) the structure of credentials developed for practitioners in both arenas; and 4) the attitudes and actions of key stakeholders shaping policy in the APM and the IMC. The paper examines the contrasting fortunes of the APM and the IMC yet observes similarities in working practices across these apparently distinctive settings. Reflecting upon this comparison, we consider the nature, contours and limits of consulting professionalism and conclude with the suggestion that, within the analysis of professional projects, conventional conceptualisations of ‘success’ and ‘failure’ should be considered as ‘impostors’. 
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1. Introduction
While welcoming an increase in the number of studies concerned with expert occupations, Paton et al. (2013) nonetheless complain that recent contributions to this field have been overly pessimistic because they assume that practitioners are now unlikely to secure public recognition of their professional status. By contrast, Paton and his colleagues argue that modern forms of ‘expert labour’ (2013: 227) can and, indeed, have successfully professionalized. Examining the case of ‘project management’, they argue that the Association of Project Management (APM), which recently acquired a Royal Charter, engaged in a deliberate, if negotiated, strategy that successfully secured a professional status for this form of work and a professional identity for its practitioners. Yet Paton et al. (2013) warn us that, in conducting these negotiations, the APM brokered a ‘captured’ form of professionalism (see Evetts, 2015a; 2015b) which, unlike that enjoyed by medical practitioners (and others taken to be members of the learned or traditional professions), has been subordinated to ‘corporate concerns’.
Highlighting the need for further research, Hodgson et al. (2015) offer a supplementary account of the professionalization of project management. This supplementary analysis, as we shall see, adds colour and texture to the concept of ‘corporate capture’ (see also Blomgren and Waks, 2015; Postma et al., 2015) while arguing that future research should ‘look in detail at other examples of new professionalization projects such as management consultancy…to look for similarities and departure points with the strategies successfully deployed by project management’ (Hodgson et al., 2015: 757).
Our paper responds to this invitation. It has two core aims. First and most obviously we offer a comparative analysis of the ‘dynamics affecting the process of professionalization’ (Hodgson et al., 2015: 748) within the fields of project management and management consultancy. Second, and no less significantly, our paper responds to Sturdy’s (2011) warning that our knowledge of the ways and means of consulting has been framed by studies that are speculative. Indeed, Sturdy cautions that studies of management consultancy are often unreliable because they lack an empirical base that is sensitive to matters historical and contextual. Mindful of these concerns, we offer an account of the Institute of Management Consultants (IMC)
 and its professional project, which is designed a) to complement the account of project management developed by Hodgson et al. (2015) and b) to provide the historical-empirical and comparative form of analysis that Sturdy (2011) suggests is needed to come to terms with ‘consultancy’s consequences’. 
Our analysis of the IMC builds upon the work of Hodgson et al (2015) but it also differs from it in two key respects. First, we offer an archival study whereas our contemporaries offer a case study built primarily on interview data. Second, our analysis is concerned with a series of processes and events which, unlike that rendered by Hodgson et al., did not culminate in the award of a Royal Charter. Indeed, as we shall see, attempts to secure public recognition of management consultancy’s professionalism led, ultimately, to the closure of the IMC. Yet where others might seek to explain the experience of the IMC as a professional project that foundered upon consultancy’s fragmented knowledge base (see Alvesson and Johansson, 2002; Engwall and Kipping, 2013; Kitay and Wright, 2007), we protest that it is unhelpful to frame professional projects in a binary manner. We will argue, therefore, that simple calculations of ‘success’ and ‘failure’ tend to indulge an essentialist account of expert labour that neglects the dynamic complexities shaping the experience of work within such contexts. 
Accordingly, our paper is structured as follows. In section two, we begin with analytical reflections on the nature of consulting and on the contours of professional working. The field of academic inquiry concerned with professional projects remains dynamic. Yet it is fettered by analytical preferences which continue to assert that it is possible to differentiate between real forms of professional working and other, lesser, occupational forms deemed to be either prior to or opposed to proper professional conduct. Mindful of Sturdy’s (2011) concerns, section two will build upon the works of Evetts (2003; 2011; 2015a; 2015b; 2016) and in so doing will challenge the representations of consulting that circulate in this arena. 
In section three we will introduce the IMC and offer a more detailed account of the method that underpins our inquiry. Responding to the analytical priorities developed by Hodgson et al. (2015), section three will confirm the themes that structure our analysis of consulting professionalism. In section four, we will build upon the analysis developed in section two by offering a comparative account of the nature, contours and limitations of professionalism in the field of consulting. Finally, section five will offer a brief concluding discussion. 
2. Corporate and Hybrid Professionalization

Management consultants plainly constitute an occupational elite. They are highly educated, well paid, and play a prominent role in public life and in the public imagination. But are they professional in habit and outlook (Adams, 2014; Noordegraaf, 2011)? And, perhaps more importantly, are such claims to professional identity and practice recognised as legitimate (see Paton et al., 2015)? 
McKenna’s (2006; 2007) response to this line of inquiry is reasonably pro consulting. He suggests that management consultants are presently embarked upon a journey to full professionalism and so may be considered a quasi-professional grouping. Kipping (2011) is altogether less enamoured. He suggests that the ante-professionalism vaunted by McKenna is hollow, an image-spectacle that obscures the extent to which corporate concerns dominate working practices. Echoing this sentiment, Svensson (2006) suggests that management consultants are ‘pseduo-professionals’. Alvesson and Johansson (2002) take a harder line still. Management consultants are, they argue, straightforwardly ‘anti-professional’. 
Evetts (2003; 2011; 2015a; 2015b; 2016), however, is frustrated by such claims and counter-claims. Echoing Sturdy (2011), she suggests that many of those who have developed entrenched positions on the essence of professional work, and on the prospects for professional projects more generally, either misunderstand or misrepresent the objects of their inquiry. In an attempt to break the stalemate that so often develops in trench warfare, Evetts invites us to reconsider the analytical preferences that shape academic scholarship on expert labour. Reviewing the sociological literature on professional working and the more recent ‘organizational’ contributions to this arena (see also Suddaby and Viale, 2001), she argues that debate on the problems and processes of expert labour varies according to the extent to which the protagonists proceed from a concern with ‘(the) professions’, ‘professionalization’ or ‘professionalism’.

Professions 
The body of writing gathered under the label of ‘professions’ is diverse. Yet it is unified by a desire to identify the key characteristics of that specialist sub-strata of employees and independent practitioners whose training, skills and socialisation has proved sufficient to carve out and maintain a privileged position, both at work and in society more generally. Evetts notes that this branch of scholarly endeavour dates back to the 1950s and was, at the outset, characterised by attempts to delineate those key traits that separate ‘the professions’ from other lesser occupations (see Carr-Saunders and Wilson, 1933; Parsons, 1954; Durkheim, 1957; MacDonald, 1995). Highlighting the significance of this elite, Parsons (1954), who did much to shape orientations on ‘the professions’, suggested that these practitioners acted as the custodians of socially important knowledge and, in so doing, brought stability to societies struggling to deal with change. 
In the 1970s, the account outlined by Parsons (1954) was challenged by a perspective which suggested that, far from acting as societal custodians, ‘the professions’ had acted as self-serving monopolists (Johnson, 1972). Evetts (2003; 2011; 2015a; 2015b; 2016) has been critical of attempts to name (and acclaim) a limited sub-set of occupational groups as the professions. Yet her position is slightly unusual. She suggests that the standard and oft-repeated critique of Parsons (1954) is unfair because it fails to acknowledge that he, in fact, recognised the important roles that trust, dependence and ethics play in constructing professional privilege. In addition, Evetts complains that critics of Parsons fail to concede the extent to which he recognised the manner that institutions and broader obligations regulate normal market relations, whether altruistic or monopolistic (see also Friedson, 1970). It is worth observing, however, that despite this willingness to temper the critiques of Parsonian functionalism, Evetts sides with those such as Abbott (1991: 1) who warn us that to proceed from an a priori definition of the essence of the professions is ‘not to start at all’. 

Professionalization
The second body of writing concerned with ‘professionalization’ openly rejects any attempt to define professionals according to the possession of key traits. Instead, this body of writing considers the on-going projects that have allowed a few key occupations to capture professional jurisdictions (Abbott, 1988; 1991; Devine et al., 2000). Commenting upon the processes that seek to enclose specific areas of knowledge and expertise, Noordegraaf (2011) observes that professionalization projects are, in truth, rather more complex and altogether more integrated than previously acknowledged. Specifically, he argues that claims to a professional standing depend upon the mobilization of cognitive, normative and symbolic resources. 
Evetts (2015a; 2015b) is broadly sympathetic to this discourse of professionalization but raises three important objections. First, she suggests that accounts of professionalization tend to indulge an idealized reading of professional projects, namely that professionals are independent practitioners who cannot hope to accommodate broader organizational concerns and logics. This assumption, of course, overlooks the extent to which those engaged in professional projects are employees (see Alvesson and Johansson, 2002; Muzio et al., 2011; Hodgson et al., 2015) who have, for some time, happily worked within and between seemingly oppositional organizing logics (Suddaby and Viale, 2011). Second, Evetts (2016) suggests that accounts of professionalization tend towards teleology because they indulge the presumption that all (apparently) ‘proto-professional’ groupings may be located on a common evolutionary path towards a model of professional working that has been defined, at least implicitly, with reference to the traditional professions of law and medicine. Finally, Evetts suggests that contemporary accounts of professionalization are nostalgic for a past that was, in truth, available only to a very few practitioners. Thus she argues that, while law and medicine are generally taken to constitute both the benchmark and the embarkation point for projects of professionalization, the experience of these practitioners is so exceptional that the professionalizing efforts of almost any other contemporary group will pale in comparison and will be labelled, inevitably, as ‘failures’. 
Professionalism   

The third body of writing outlined by Evetts represents a reaction to the limitations that emerge when (the) professions are examined and professionalization pursued. Thus the body of work concerned with professionalism rejects the pursuit of traits and the evolutionary teleology that, like Banquo’s ghost, haunts the professionalization literature. Instead, it seeks to explore the complex and variable manner in which claims to professionalism are sought and maintained. This body of work, in contrast to those outlined above, does not assume that professions may be identified in abstract. Nor does it assume that the path taken by lawyers and doctors offers the one true route to a professional identity. Instead, analyses of ‘professionalism’ choose to examine the ways in which a combination of occupational values and broader discursive issues act within organizational ‘fields’ (Suddaby and Greenwood, 2001; Suddaby and Viale, 2011; Muzio at al., 2013) to shape day-to-day working relationships and broader obligations. 
Contemporary organizational contributions to the debate on professional working often contrast occupational professionalism – that form of working founded upon the collegial regulation of expert labour – with ‘organizational’ or ‘corporate’ professionalism (Muzio et al., 2011; Paton et al., 2013). At one level, the contrast between professionalism from within and from above usefully illustrates the variability of professional projects. Yet such stark comparisons tend to neglect the extent to which projects of professionalism operate endogenously to produce hybrid outcomes (Suddaby and Viale, 2011).
Hybridized Professionalism
In an attempt to develop an analytical approach that appreciates hybridity, Hodgson et al., (2015: 746) promote forms of research that can recognise ‘the work required to balance and reconcile competing logics of professionalism and the competing interests of stakeholders’. Taking this as a cue to re-evaluate the concept of professionalization from above, which featured in the analysis of Paton et al., (2013), Hodgson and his colleagues argue that any tendency towards what has previously been labelled ‘corporate professionalization’ needs to be located within Reed’s (1996) three-fold typology of expert labour. Thus Reed suggests that 1) ‘collegial professions’ – the independent practitioners notable inter alia for self-regulation, restrictive practices, collective mobility and, of course, collegiality – have been joined by 2) ‘organizational professions’ – which have colonized key positions within large-scale bureaucracies by promising to solve technical problems for their employers – and 3) ‘knowledge workers’ who, lacking the more conventional market protections afforded to their professional cousins, have embraced ‘marketization’ by identifying new fashions and tailoring these to the needs of their clients. Building upon this typology, Hodgson et al. (2015) suggest that what has been labelled ‘corporate professionalization’ cannot be viewed as an end-point with clearly understood boundaries and parameters. Nor, given its vagueness, can it be considered truly generalizable. Instead, the authors argue that the concept of ‘corporate professionalization’ should be regarded as an ‘heuristic’ (2015: 748) that brings together the ‘organizational professionals’ and ‘knowledge workers’ identified by Reed (1996). For Hodgson et al. (2015), therefore, the contemporary experience of expert labour is not to be interpreted as a simple, or general, shift from a collegial to a corporate logic of organization. Instead, the authors observe that the professionalization of project management has been marked ‘by the ability [of the APM]…opportunistically [to] draw on and recombine elements of these distinctive logics to create a hybrid form of professionalism’ (2015: 746). 

To secure this account of project management’s professional project, Hodgson et al. base their analysis upon an discussion of field dynamics (see Muzio, Brock and Suddaby, 2013). Furthermore they group their empirical analysis around four topic areas: 1) the philosophy underpinning the APM’s professionalization strategy and the historical evolution of the field of project management; 2) attempts to carve out and to maintain a jurisdiction for the skills of project managers; 3) the structure of the credentials developed for practitioners; and 4) the APM’s key stakeholders. 
The topics selected for analysis by Hodgson and his colleagues, as we shall see, have a direct influence upon our account of consulting professionalism. Yet before we can embark upon our comparative analysis, we must first pause to consider the site of our investigation and the method that underpins our inquiry. 
3. Method

Research on the professional aspirations of management consultants in the UK has typically turned to the Management Consultancies Association (MCA) for empirical material (Kipping, 2011; Kipping and Kirkpatrick, 2013; Kipping and Saint-Martin, 2005; Sturdy, 2011). Few studies, however, have acknowledged the role played by the IMC and fewer still have sought to situate this historically and/ or comparatively. Given this neglect, we offer an account of the professional project pursued by the Institute of Management Consultants.
Following the suggestion of Suddaby and Greenwood (2009: 178) that institutional change is ‘best studied with historical methods’ (original emphasis), our analysis of the IMC draws upon documentation a) lodged at The Modern Records Centre (University of Warwick), b) held within the private collection of a former IMC President, and c) stored by the UK National Archives. The documents held by the Modern Records Centre cover the period from 1962 to 1992 and include policy statements, annual reports and discussion papers as well as minutes from a variety of committees. The private collection, loaned to the second named author for a period of two months, contains a similarly extensive collection of documentation but spans the period from 2001 to 2006. Documents obtained from the National Archives include written correspondence between the IMC, the Board of Trade, the Privy Council and the Prime Minister’s Office, covering the period from 1962 to 1976. Taken as a whole, the materials reviewed span five decades and, despite gaps and omissions (see Ventresca and Mohr, 2002), usefully support our attempts a) to comprehend the IMC, b) to locate its professional project within an account of field dynamics, and c) to offer a comparison with the experience of the APM. To facilitate these aims we re-examined archival materials employed in an earlier analysis of the IMC (Butler and Collins, 2016). As we conducted this re-view, we looked for, and paid special attention to, key movements and moments in the professional project launched by the Institute. We were especially interested in those traces of speech that signalled tensions within and beyond the IMC. In addition, we were keen to explore those issues on which the Institute was obliged either to reverse its plans or to seek accommodations that would facilitate a negotiated settlement. In contrast to our earlier work, we drew heavily upon materials stored within the National Archives. These materials, not previously discussed, offer new insights into the field of consulting and the professional project launched by the IMC. In particular, they highlight the frustrations experienced by the Board of Trade and the Privy Council. Indeed, as we shall see, these materials suggest that the IMC failed, first, to recognise the foundational work necessary to underpin a professional identity and then, as it began to come to terms with the expectations of the Privy Council, for example, failed to form the coalition necessary to sustain its preferred outcomes. 

The following section will build upon this archival analysis and in so doing will situate our account of the IMC within the analytical parameters selected by Hodgson and his colleagues. Thus section four will offer a) a comparison of the professionalization strategies employed by the APM and the IMC; b) an analysis of jurisdictional issues and shifts in the fields of project management and consulting; c) a consideration of the structure of credentials developed for practitioners in both fields; and d) reflections on the attitudes and actions of key stakeholders shaping policy in both the APM and the IMC.  
4. The APM, the IMC and their professional projects 
a) The professionalization strategies of the APM and the IMC    

The APM was formed in 1972 by a network of practitioners. These practitioners were brought together by a shared commitment to a particular project management methodology. Allegiance to this common methodology has persisted over time and has arguably sustained the APM. Indeed, Hodgson et al. (2015: 751) note that in 1991 the Association was able to publish a ‘Body of Knowledge’ which, in spelling out key project management skills in ‘planning, budgeting and risk management’, provided the platform for an examination process that would allow practitioners to demonstrate their skills in project management and to achieve a formal public recognition of their capabilities as project managers. 
The APM has developed four schemes designed to provide formal, public, recognition of competence in the skills of project management: one which is available to individual practitioners and three additional accreditation schemes which are open to its organizational members. These additional schemes are: 1) Corporate Accreditation where the APM assesses (and, where appropriate, approves) an organization’s professional development provision for its staff; (2) Training and Development Accreditation where independent training providers have their materials mapped against APM standards; and (3) Academic Accreditation where universities have their programmes and modules mapped against APM standards. Hodgson et al. (2015: 751) observe that the skills and practices set down in the ‘Body of Knowledge’ have become ‘the de facto quality standard for project management practice with companies in, for example, the oil and gas, defence and construction sectors now finding it necessary to possess APM approval of systems and staff to allow entry to the supply chain’. 
Commenting upon the strategy employed by the APM, Hodgson et al. (2015: 751) note that, in its attempt to secure a professional identity for its practitioners, the Association was drawn ‘inevitably’ to a traditional collegial model of professionalism. In keeping with this model of professionalism, the APM set out to persuade the Privy Council (which in Britain advises on the award of Royal Charters) that it had a) developed a set of core cognitive mechanisms deemed necessary for competent practice in Project Management and b) that it was, as the representative body for practitioners in this arena, able to exercise effective control over these mechanisms. 
Doubtless the APM’s ‘Body of Knowledge’ and the success of the examination and accreditation processes, erected on this platform, have done much to advance the APM’s claims to professionalism. But a professional project depends upon more than an isolated set of cognitive mechanisms. Homeopaths, for example, utilize and abide by a shared set of cognitive mechanisms but are not considered likely candidates for a Royal Charter (see Goldacre, 2009). Commenting on the processes associated with the advance of professional projects, Noordegraaf (2011: 469), as we noted earlier, observes that these endeavours must mobilize normative and symbolic ‘mechanisms’ together with the more obvious cognitive mechanisms associated with professional examinations. Teasing out the manner in which these mechanisms interact to structure work, legitimise occupational spaces and regulate working practices, Suddaby and Viale (2011: 425-6) note that professional projects ‘reflect a spatially and temporally contingent negotiation between various institutions’ in a field that is, nowadays, increasingly shaped by large organizations. Later we will consider how such large organizations have shaped the professional project of the IMC and the manner in which the actions and interactions of these bodies may temper the future prospects of the APM. For the moment, however, it is sufficient to note that the APM’s successful application to the Privy Council stressed, not only the Association’s control over the cognitive mechanisms of project management, but also the constitution of these skills and their related practices as a public good. 
The IMC was established in 1962 with the explicit intention of seeking a professional status for consultancy and a professional identity for its practitioners. Commenting upon such professional aspirations, recent contributions to research in this arena (Blomgren and Waks, 2015; Hodgson et al., 2015; Postma at al., 2015) have rejected categorical or simplistic a priori definitions of professional ‘success’, preferring instead to locate professional projects within a complex and contested discursive regime. Such discursive accounts of professional working suggest that professional projects depend upon the ability of those who represent particular occupational groups to persuade employers, the state and practitioners themselves that their claims to a professional standing are legitimate and sustainable in the teeth of opposition from other occupations and/or representative bodies. In an attempt to secure this trilateral endorsement of its professional standing, the IMC, like the Association of Project Management, chose a rather conventional strategy – namely, it sought to acquire a Royal Charter. 
Archival analysis demonstrates that, from an early stage in the development of the IMC, the President of the Institute recognized the central role that cognitive mechanisms play in professional projects. It is equally clear, however, that those who founded the Institute recognised the significance of the symbolic markers of professionalism. Thus the President of the IMC, speaking in 1971, reminded his members that Royal Charters are ‘a great honour and [are] thereby indicative of high reputation’ (Policy Statement by Council, 1971). Building upon this narrative, the IMC members’ journal (published the following year) observed that a Charter would confer legitimacy on the activities of the Institute and would offer ‘legal protection for the term “management consultant”’ (IMC members’ journal, December 1972: 19). This protection, it was noted, would enable the IMC to control entry to and conduct within the field of consulting.
Yet to secure this symbolically significant token, the IMC recognised that it first needed to establish control over the cognitive mechanisms of consulting. Securing control over these mechanisms, however, has been an ongoing problem for the Institute. Indeed, materials lodged in the National Archives (LAB 10/1776) suggest that, in its haste to secure a professional identity for its practitioners, the IMC may have mishandled its dealings with the Privy Council. Certainly, the documents available to us demonstrate that the Institute and the Privy Council disagreed fundamentally about the nature and function of Royal Charters. Thus in a letter to the Prime Minister’s Office (dated January 27th 1972), Sir Godfrey Agnew of the Privy Council Office commented on the IMC’s professional aspirations and observed: ‘A Royal Charter should be the apex and not the foundation of the professional pyramid’. Confirming this opinion in a letter to the Prime Minister’s Office (dated February 24th 1972), N.E. Leigh of the Privy Council added:
It is evident that by any normal standards the Institute has not been in existence long enough to justify the grant of a Charter. A body of this sort would only be considered for the grant of a Charter on the basis that it reached the stage when it could be properly regarded as a professional Institute…The Institute is only now preparing to become an examining body and therefore none of the present members can be said to be qualified in the strict professional sense. In the ordinary way, we would wish to satisfy ourselves that the examinations were of a professional standard and that at least half the membership was qualified by examination; in this particular case, several years would need to elapse before we could make an evaluation.
Attempting to run before it could walk seems to have been a persistent failing of the IMC. Thus it is worth noting that the Board of Trade had earlier voiced similar concerns when it required the IMC to become incorporated under the Companies Act 1948 as a limited liability company. Conceding that the Board of Trade retained the capacity to confer a license that would grant the right of incorporation without use of the word ‘Limited’, the Secretary to the Board wrote to the Ministry of Labour in April 1962 to suggest that the IMC’s request to dispense with the ‘Limited’ suffix was, at best, ‘premature’ because the body in question had not been able to establish that it was, in truth, an Institute with aims and objectives beyond that of an ordinary commercial or trading organization. 
In 1969, the IMC attempted to dispense with the suffix that had been attached to its incorporation. Yet it was once again rebuffed. Explaining the Board of Trade’s reasoning, A.W. Howitt, in a Presidential address delivered to the IMC on April 18th 1969, confided that the IMC had been unable to convince the relevant authorities that it operated strict entry conditions based on examinations designed to test and delineate a distinctive body of disciplinary knowledge.
While recognizing the difficulties associated with defining a cognitive base for consulting, therefore, the IMC plainly understood that its claims to constitute an Institute, and its desire to secure a legitimate professional identity for its practitioners, would require the development of an entry examination (Policy Statement by Council, 1971). The IMC had initially resolved to introduce qualifying exams in 1973 (Report by the President, 4th April 1972). However these early plans came to nothing and not returned to until 1977. Following trial runs in 1978 and 1979, the IMC council decided that new members entering the Institute from May 1980 would be obliged to take a written examination (IMC members’ journal, January 1977; May 1978; November 1978; February 1979; June 1979). The examinations which had been piloted in 1977 tested candidates on 1) the environment and practice of management consultancy 2) business appraisal and the implementation of change and 3) the application of specialist skills (Institute of Management Consultants – Associated Membership Examination: Monday October 24th 1977). The exam papers prepared for November 1980 were similar. They recognized, for example, the need for specialist knowledge over and above the broad transferable skills of consulting. Yet the papers prepared for candidates in 1980 chose to examine consultants primarily on their chosen specialism, with their competence in the more generalized practice of consulting to management being subject to separate and subsidiary consideration (Annual Report of Council, 1980). 
In 1988, the IMC was finally able to persuade the Board of Trade’s successor, the Department of Trade and Industry, that it was properly-speaking an Institute and as a result was allowed to drop the word ‘Limited’ from its articles of incorporation (Institute of Management Consultants, President’s Statement of Report and Accounts, 1988). Yet others – consulting practitioners included – have been altogether less enamoured of the IMC’s suggestion that it represents a professional discipline with clearly articulated cognitive, normative and symbolic mechanisms. In meetings and in member publications, for example, key office-holders within the Institute conceded that despite their best efforts many consulting practitioners continued think of themselves as members of an industry rather than as professional practitioners (see IMC Journal: Journal of the Institute of Management Consultants, No6, June 1972; Minutes of the Meeting of the Council of the Institute of Management Consultancy, 21st November 2001). More worryingly, the IMC acknowledged that those consultants who considered themselves to be ‘professional’ tended to retain this conviction because they held qualifications from other more established disciplines (The Institute of Management Consultants News Letter, No 11 February 1968; Whither IMC? 1983). This fragmentation of consulting knowledge highlights broader jurisdictional concerns issues that, as we shall see, have shaped the conduct of both the APM and the IMC.
b) Jurisdictional issues

Hodgson et al. (2015) suggest that the key jurisdictional issue facing the Association of Project Management relates to tensions that arise due to geography. Thus they observe that the APM is, thanks in part to the restrictions placed upon it by the International Project Management Association (IPMA), an association hemmed in by national territorial restrictions whereas the field within which project management is practiced is increasingly shaped by the concerns of large transnational firms. Modern management consultants also operate in a field shaped by the interests and orientations of very large international professional service firms. Yet, as we will see, the IMC faced more familiar (see Abbott, 1988) and, indeed, more local jurisdictional pressures that acted to limit its ambitions and orientations. 
We saw that the IMC piloted formal written entry examinations in the late 1970s as it attempted to improve both membership levels and its wider legitimacy (IMC annual report, 1980; letter from the IMC Secretary, 1980). By 1982, however, the Institute had been forced to admit that the entrance examination had failed to achieve its stated goals (IMC annual report, 1982: 2). Reflecting upon this disappointing outcome the IMC produced an internal review – published under the title Whither IMC?. This report highlighted the manner in which jurisdictional issues had derailed the Institute’s plans. It observed that many of the consultants active in the field located their professional identities within jurisdictions regulated by other competitor organizations such as the British Computer Society (Whither IMC?, 1983). This situation led the Executive Committee of the IMC to reconsider the Institute’s membership strategy (Report of Council Proceedings, 1983; IMC annual report, 1984) and culminated in a decision to substitute an interview for the written Associate’s examination. Throwing his weight behind this change, Council member John Goddard, in a letter to the President of the IMC (dated July 19th 1982), observed ‘we must reconsider the means by which experienced men who have for many years provided their own livelihood out of consultancy can join the IMC without the apparent indignity of having to sit exams alongside newcomers to the profession’.
The Executive Committee recognized that this change in policy risked devaluing membership because it would make entry-level membership easier to attain, both for old hands and new entrants. Weighing what amounted to a quantity-quality dilemma, however, the IMC chose to believe that its new qualifying mechanism would boost membership while advancing its control over the cognitive and symbolic mechanisms of consulting (Report of Council Proceedings, 1983). We will consider the structure of these new credentials and the result of the IMC’s gamble in our next sub-section. 
c) The structure of credentials
Hodgson and his colleagues suggest that the APM’s professionalization project has been both distinctive and innovative. The Association of Project Management is, of course, one of only a handful of managerial sub-disciplines to have achieved the award of a Royal Charter. It is in this regard plainly distinctive. But the APM’s approach is also remarkable because its success ‘has been largely effected without significant engagement with universities’ (Hodgson et al., 2015: 753). 
The tactics employed by the APM are, Hodgson et al. (2015) suggest, also innovative. The authors observe that the APM has shifted from ‘input- to output-based measures, with a greater emphasis on practice, experience and, importantly, value delivered to client or employer’ (2015: 754). A central plank of the innovation outlined by Hodgson and his colleagues relates to a) the development of a hierarchy of professional qualifications and b) the formal delegation of accreditation to employers. This delegation of accreditation, however, mirrors our experience of the IMC, suggesting that the strategic posture of the APM is perhaps less innovative than Hodgson et al. propose. Indeed, our review of the IMC’s archives demonstrates that the Institute, like the Association of Project Management, responded to the field-level transformations shaping the consulting field (namely the entry of new large-scale providers) by implementing institutional changes that granted membership to the organizations employing consultants and by developing membership schemes that, in effect, conceded that subordinate nature of consulting’s claims to professionalism (Briefing Paper, 2002; Position Paper, 2002). Thus it is worth observing that the Certified Practice (CP) scheme developed by the IMC delegated responsibility for the affirmation of practitioner skills to employers via their in-house development and training programmes and, in so doing, removed the IMC from the day-to-day regulation of consulting knowledge and practice. Furthermore, the parallel development of the competency-based Certified Management Consultant (CMC) qualification recognized that individual practitioners were, in the first instance, likely to identify with an alternative – and competing – set of cultural and technical resources. 
The IMC had hoped, of course, that the development of its CP and CMC qualifications would help to attract new members to the Institute. Yet neither practitioners nor their employers, it seems, could be persuaded of the utility of these qualifications. Reflecting upon this outcome, the IMC observed that the CMC qualification, in particular, had failed to take root because the larger consulting organizations had developed their own internal training systems. Indeed, correspondence within the Institute demonstrates that IMC had become aware that these large professional service firms had taken steps to establish themselves as ‘brands’ with company-specific attributes (CMC Review, 2002) and were, consequently, unwilling to pass the responsibility for what was now, in effect, brand management to a third party. Our next sub-section will pursue this issue as we consider the stakeholder interests shaping the APM and the IMC.
d) The key stakeholders
Hodgson et al. (2015) suggest that the APM extended its membership base by carefully cultivating corporate patronage. The IMC, like the APM, also sought to cultivate the interests of employers but, in the absence of a shared commitment to a common cognitive base, has struggled to convince those who own and manage the larger consulting organizations that it actually remains worthy of patronage. The absence of a common cognitive base has plainly done little to advance the cause of the IMC, but it would be a mistake to view this as the primary explanation for the demise of the Institute. Instead, we suggest that a major part of the narrative that usefully explains the nature, contours and limits of consulting professionalism rests with an understanding of a) the inner problems that beset the IMC during the late 1970s and early 1980s and b) the broader dynamics that, during this latter decade, altered the field of consulting and, in so doing, rendered moot the strategic developments that the advocates for change within the IMC hoped might reverse the decline in its membership. 
The (inner) managerial and organizational problems that developed within the IMC are perhaps best captured in correspondence between the IMC’s President, Geoffrey Buss, and John Goddard (a Council member) that followed the Council meeting held on 1st December 1981. In this exchange of letters, Goddard complains to Buss (who would soon be replaced by A.B. Woodhead) that the Institute had been failed by its Hon. Treasurer (Adrien Petit). In an attempt to precipitate the removal of this individual from his post, Goddard made four complaints. First, he argued that Petit (his former mentor) had presided over a shortfall in income and had, furthermore, refused to take steps to address this problem. Second, he complained that Petit had mismanaged the computerization of the IMC’s records. Third, he alleged that Petit had embarked upon an investment strategy which, despite a 50% rise in the valuation of the key stock indices, had caused the value of the Institute’s portfolio to decline by some 20%. Finally, Goddard observed that relations between Petit and Alex Morley-Smith (the General Secretary) had become so strained that the IMC was no longer capable of functioning in the interests of its members.
Turning his attention to the governing Council itself, Goddard claimed that the dysfunctions evident in the relationship between Morley-Smith and Petit were compounded by significant problems at the level of the governing body. Yet where the relationship between Morley-Smith was marred by animosity, the relationships between council members were, Goddard suggested, marked by listlessness. Accounting for this assertion, Goddard noted the changing scale of the Council: ‘[O]riginally it consisted of sixteen representatives of large firms that set up the Institute…But this has grown to the full thirty – or rather an unconstitutional thirty-one [it had not been recognised that the addition of a co-opted member would breach the maximum limit of thirty] – which is much too large a body for anything other than the maintenance of the status quo’. This tendency to maintain a steady-as-she-goes approach despite evidence of the need for urgent change, Goddard observed, was caused by an ‘inbuilt lethargy which can be attributed to the relatively large number of members who have passed the Chair and have no further ambitions in the Institute itself’. 
In an attempt to overcome this lethargy, Goddard suggested a change in the Council’s recruitment policy. In future, he argued, the IMC should not seek to recruit Council members from among the ‘top management’ of consultancy organizations but should instead seek recruits from ‘rising senior consultants who would expect a period of service on the IMC to precede top management in their own firm’. Unfortunately, this attempt to galvanize the IMC was overtaken by broader changes in the field of consulting that, during the 1980s, saw the entry of large accountancy firms who were now tendering advisory and consulting services beyond their normal and traditional jurisdictions (Stevens, 1991). Within a decade these accounting firms had been joined by IT providers who, like their cousins in the domain of accounting, had also chosen to add consulting to their portfolio of services (Kipping, 2002). These structural shifts in the field and the regulatory changes associated with the Sarbanes-Oxley legislation, (which obliged accountancy firms to divest their consulting divisions), impacted the IMC on two levels. First, employees within the larger firms were no longer encouraged by their employers to seek IMC membership. Second, the executives steering the newly independent consulting organizations had little real interest in sustaining the Institute and were, moreover, disinclined to cede responsibility for the maintenance of either the cognitive or normative mechanisms that shape working practices in the field of consulting to a third party. Recognizing the diminishing membership base of the Institute and its increasingly precarious financial position, the IMC reluctantly outlined plans to integrate with another organization (Council minutes, May 2003; September, 2003; November, 2003). After prolonged deliberations, it was decided that the IMC should become a part of the much larger Chartered Management Institute (CMI). This merger, however, meant that the Institute could no longer function as a fully autonomous association. Following provisions detailed in its Memorandum and Articles of Association, therefore, the IMC was, in effect, dissolved as a member organization (Options for the Future, 2003). 
Yet it would be wrong to suggest that the Institute’s final closure and its failure to obtain a Royal Charter represent either a continuing ante-professionalism (McKenna, 2006; 2007) or the final triumph of the forces of anti-professionalism (see Alvesson and Johansson, 2002) in the field of management consulting. Despite the absence of collegial regulation and collective mobility, and despite the misgivings of the Privy Council, the conduct of management consultants remains ‘professional’ insofar as it is framed by a discursive regime that, while constituted within the workplace, nonetheless a) calls upon normative ideals of conduct and is b) bounded by notions of trust, ethics and accountability (see Evetts, 2015a; 2015b). In this regard, and as Hodgson et al. (2015) demonstrate, what requires elaboration is not the presence or absence of (consulting) professionalism, nor is it the transition from a collegial to a captured corporate form of professional working. What does require elaboration is the nature, contours and limitations of the practices enacted in the name of that discursive formation which goes by the name of ‘professional working’. We will turn to this issue in the concluding section. 
5. Discussion 
Analyses of consulting and its consequences tend to proceed from a priori assumptions as to the nature of real professionalism. We have attempted to produce an analysis of consulting professionalism that avoids such limitations by offering an account that is historical in nature and comparative in character. Paying close attention to field dynamics in consulting has enabled us to produce a portrait of the IMC that neither caricatures consulting nor reduces its professional prospects to an either/or logic. Thus we have sought to acknowledge the flexible and endogenous nature of professional projects. This approach has allowed us to trace changes in the field of consulting and the negotiations between stakeholders that, in seeking to accommodate these developments, acted ultimately to derail the grand scheme of the IMC. 
Noting that other others operating within the parameters of current knowledge would be inclined to view the closure of the IMC as the final throws of a failed professional project, we have attempted to demonstrate that the work undertaken by consultants is performed within a context framed by expectations and obligations that are variously collegial and corporate, mutual yet enforced. More concretely, our research demonstrates that the work undertaken by consultants is shaped by and remains dependent upon the professional mechanisms identified by Noordegraaf (2011) – the key problem for the IMC being, of course, that the work of consultants is conditioned by the jurisdictional claims of other professional constituencies and, perhaps more importantly, by the strategic concerns of those who managed the larger consulting firms that entered the field in the 1980s. 

Building upon this historical analysis, we have located a hybrid appreciation of the ways and means of consulting professionalism within a comparative account of the professional project management developed by the APM. Thus we have attempted to weigh the points of similarity that unite, and the points of departure that separate, the experience of the IMC from that of the APM. The most obvious of these departure points relates to the APM’s Royal Charter and the success of its Body of Knowledge. These attributes are, of course, not entirely unrelated. Indeed, it is apparent that the presence of a common methodology for project management and the adoption of this framework as the de facto industry standard have, together, done much to advance the standing of the APM as the professional body for UK-based practitioners of project management. Within this comparative analysis, we have also highlighted the manner in which the IMC’s own mismanagement and its broader misapprehensions acted to undermine its strategic intent. We have, furthermore, acknowledged the significance of changing competitive conditions within the consulting field. These changing conditions, we have argued, obliged principals to secure disciplinary control over their employees while advancing and safeguarding the branded identities of their consultancies. Significantly, this obligation enabled the development of a defensive hybridized professionalism that locates ‘professional’ ethics, ‘professional’ accountability and ‘professional’ responsibility within a nexus that denied the IMC any meaningful say in the day-to-day management of the normative, symbolic and cognitive mechanisms that shape the conduct of management consultants. The paradox here is that, despite the possession of a Royal Charter, much the same set of conditions appears to hold for those who work under the auspices of the Association of Project Management. In this respect, Rudyard Kipling may have been correct in his suggestion (that when the time comes to review progress in the pursuit of professionalism) ‘success’ and ‘failure’ should both be treated as impostors. 
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� The Institute of Management Consultants, Limited (IMC) was formed in 1962 under the Companies Act 1948.  This body has twice been renamed. It became the Institute of Management Consultancy in 1998 and in 2011 announced that henceforth it would be known as the Institute of Consulting. Our analysis spans the period from 1962 to 2006 and so encompasses the first change in nomenclature that was instituted in 1998. In an attempt to reduce the burden on readers and the potential for confusion we will refer either to the ‘Institute’ or the ‘IMC’ throughout our paper.  
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