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How do you feel the consulting market has 

per formed over the past year,  and what were it s 

key drivers? 

2 0 21 wa s ge n e rall y s tro n g b ut 2 0 2 2 ha s s e e n a l ot  of 

volatil it y.  O ur clie nt s a re alm o s t exclusi vel y f ina n cial 

sp o n s o r s ,  in clu din g p ri vate e q uit y f irm s ,  s ove reig n 

wealth f un ds ,  a n d f a mil y of f ice s .  In ma ny of  th e 

re gio n s ,  we s t a r te d to s e e a s of te nin g of  th e ma rket 

b e gin nin g in th e s e co n d half  of  2 0 21 a n d goin g into 

2 0 2 2 .  In sp ea kin g to my coll ea g u e s a ro un d th e wo rl d ,  I 

b elieve this  is  als o th e c a s e gl o ball y gi ve n sup p l y c hain 

disr up tio n s ,  th e situatio n in U k rain e ,  inf latio n ,  a n d 

in c rea sin g inte re s t rate s .

In China ,  H o n g Ko n g ,  a n d s o m e S o uth E a s t A sia n 

co untrie s ,  th e re's  als o th e a d d e d d y na mic of  s to p -

s t a r t  l o ckd ow n s .  G e n e ral  p olit ic al  te n sio n s b et we e n 

th e U S a n d China a re a n ove rlay in g f a c to r a s well ,  a n d 

th e re's  n o im m e diate e n d in sig ht f o r this  tra d e wa r. 

A d ditio nall y,  th e re's  a  sig nif ic a nt a m o unt of  re g ulato r y 

risk in China n ow gi ve n th e gove rn m e nt 's  v iew s o n 

ce r t ain s e c to r s a n d h ow o p e n ,  o r n ot ,  th ey a re to 

f o reig n inve s tm e nt s .  T h e co m binatio n of  th e s e f a c to r s 

is  c reatin g a ve r y disl o c ate d ma rket .

At th e s a m e tim e ,  h oweve r,  th e a m o unt of  f un ds b ein g 

rais e d ,  a n d th e a m o unt of  c a p it al  b ein g d e p l oye d 

co ntin u e s to in c rea s e .  T his  all  a d ds up to a bit  of 

a  s tra n ge situatio n .  Ma ny of  o ur clie nt s a re awa sh 

w ith c a sh ,  a s ve r y l ow inte re s t rate s ove r th e la s t  10 

yea r s ge n e rate d a s tro n g a bilit y to d e p l oy c a p it al  yet 

th ey a re als o f a cin g a hig hl y un ce r t ain a n d volatil e 

e co n o mic ba ckdro p rig ht n ow.

Do you think the challenges you're seeing now 

are dif ferent from the challenge that COVID -19 

posed in 2020? 

I  thin k COV I D -19 wa s ,  f ir s t  a n d f o re m o s t ,  a  h ealth 

c risis  that ha d ra mif ic atio n s f o r h ow we o p e rate a n d 

exe c ute o ur wo rk a n d h ow o ur clie nt s exe c ute d eals . 

Ultimatel y,  this  turn e d into a f ina n cial  dif f ic ult y,  to o , 

exa sp e rate d by sup p l y c hain disr up tio n s .  H oweve r, 

w hil e I  a g re e that COV I D -19 d o e s have it s  t ail ,  ma ny 

e co n o mie s a re s t a r tin g to s e e th e l ig ht at  th e e n d of 

th e tun n el .  I  thin k th e c hall e n ge s we're s e ein g at  th e 

m o m e nt a re ve r y dif f e re nt f ro m th o s e p re s e nte d by 

COV I D -19.  T h e n ew n o rm we have to a djus t to n ow is 

hig h inf latio n a n d hig h inte re s t rate s .  T hat 's  a  ve r y 

un usual  p h e n o m e n o n ,  p a r tic ula rl y f o r th o s e w h o 

e nte re d th e p rof e ssio nal  wo rl d d urin g th e la s t  10 o r 1 2 

yea r s ,  a s th ey wo n' t  have p rio r ex p e rie n ce ma na gin g 

th ro u g h this  t y p e of  e co n o mic c ycl e .

 

Cl ea rl y,  th e re a re ce r t ain s e c to r s that a re s ti l l 

ex p e rie n cin g a h u ge ove rha n g f ro m COV I D -19, 

p rin cip all y,  th e s e a re av iatio n ,  to urism , a n d l eisure . 

I  thin k this  w ill  t a ke s o m e tim e to wo rk th ro u g h b ut , 

by a n d la rge ,  a  l ot  of  co n sum p tio n - dri ve n s e c to r s 

re b o un d e d ve r y s tro n gl y f ro m th e p a n d e mic ,  w h eth e r 

b e c a us e of  p e nt- up d e ma n d ,  a  p i vot towa rds o nlin e , 

o r oth e r f a c to r s .  G e n e rall y,  that a sp e c t of  COV I D -19 

e co n o mic re cove r y b e g a n a s ea rl y a s th e third q ua r te r 

of  2 0 2 0 .

H oweve r,  w hil e m o s t co untrie s a re l ea rnin g to l i ve w ith 

COV I D -19,  oth e r co untrie s in clu din g China a n d H o n g 

Ko n g a re p ur suin g s trate gie s f o c us e d o n eliminatin g 

th e v ir us .  T his  p re s e nt s ve r y dif f ic ult ,  b ut co nt aina b l e 

c hall e n ge s p a r tic ula rl y w h e n co m p a re d to all  of  th e 

oth e r f un da m e nt al  e co n o mic issu e s we a re s e ein g .  Fo r 

exa m p l e ,  we have n' t  s e e n this  l evel  of  inf latio n in ove r 

a ge n e ratio n .  Inf latio n ha s b e e n in c re dib l y b e nig n ove r 

th e la s t  10 o r 1 2 yea r s ,  w ith un usuall y l ow inte re s t 

rate s .  T h e slu g gish gl o bal  g row th a n d m o n et a r y p olic y 

s tim ulus that gove rn m e nt s have a d o p te d sin ce th e 

G FC ha s b e e n un p re ce d e nte d a n d ,  to s o m e ex te nt , 

p rol o n ge d d u e to th e o n s et of  COV I D -19.  H oweve r, 

p olic y ma ke r s w ill  n e e d to a da p t m o n et a r y p olic y in 

l ig ht of  th e n ew c hall e n ge s we a re w itn e ssin g v is-à -v is 

th e co nf lic t  in U k rain e ,  r isin g e n e rg y /  in p ut co s t s ,  a n d 

sup p l y c hain disr up tio n s .

How do you think these challenges will  impac t 

your client s and their use of consulting? 

I  thin k this  e nv iro n m e nt is  goin g to p re s e nt h u ge 

c hall e n ge s to o ur clie nt s in te rm s of  h ow th ey a ss e ss 

inve s tm e nt s .  G i ve n that th e co s t of  b o rrow in g is  n o 

l o n ge r in ex p e n si ve ,  it 's  goin g to b e f a r m o re co m p l ex 

to m o d el  ex p e c te d return s tha n it  wa s f o r la s t  10 o r 1 2 

yea r s ,  w h e n inte re s t rate s we re l ow,  a n d inf latio n wa s 

n e gligib l e .

C o m p a nie s w ill  a ls o have to wo rk o ut w h eth e r th ey 

have th e a bilit y to p a ss p rice in c rea s e s ,  w hic h a re 

alm o s t cl o s e to d o ub l e digit s ,  o nto th eir  c us to m e r s . 

If  n ot ,  th ey 'll  have to wo rk o ut th e im p a c t of  ma rgin 

e ro sio n .  If  th ey c a n p a ss th e m o nto c us to m e r s ,  th ey 

have to thin k a b o ut th e ma c ro sp in - of f  ef f e c t s su c h a s 

w ill  wa ge inf latio n b e p ush e d up ,  in c rea sin g th eir  co s t s 

a n d c reatin g a v ir tu o us c ycl e .

How do you think these event s will  impac t 

business confidence? 

I  thin k s trate gic inve s to r s su c h a s m ulti-natio nal 

Fo r tun e 10 0 0 co m p a nie s a n d th eir  gl o bal  e q ui val e nt s 

X u o n g  L i u ,  M a n a g i n g  D i r e c t o r  &  A s i a  P r a c t i c e  L e a d e r  – 
Tr a n s a c t i o n  A d v i s o r y  G r o u p ,  A l v a r e z  &  M a r s a l
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a re goin g to b e m u c h m o re c a utio us v is-à -v is  China . 

G e n e rall y,  th e p revailin g c a utio n is  b ein g dri ve n by 

th e f a c to r s we' ve dis c uss e d ,  al o n g w ith un ce r t aint y 

ove r gove rn m e nt p olic y.  T h e re a re big q u e s tio n ma rk s 

a ro un d w h eth e r China is  goin g to b e a l it tl e bit  m o re 

inwa rd-l o o kin g a n d if  it  w ill  f o c us m u c h m o re o n it s 

ow n a bilit y to up g ra d e d o m e s tic co n sum p tio n o r 

at tra c tin g c a p it al  f ro m ove r s ea s in s tea d .

W ithin p ri vate e q uit y,  gl o bal  f un ds that have 

inve s tm e nt co m mit te e s sit tin g in th e U S o r Euro p e a re 

in th e s a m e situatio n a s th e Fo r tun e 10 0 0 co m p a nie s . 

T h ey 're goin g to have th e s a m e ' wait  a n d s e e'  v iew o n 

China .  H oweve r,  th e f a c t that th ey have l o c al  tea m s 

that m us t d e p l oy p o ols of  c a p it al  in China a n d th e 

A sia - Pa cif ic  re gio n su g ge s t s that th e c urre nt situatio n 

w ill  p ro ba b l y b e a sh o r t-te rm p o sitio n ,  rath e r tha n a 

l o n ge r-te rm v iew that China is  o ut of  b o un ds .

H oweve r,  i f  a  la rge n um b e r of  inve s to r s d e cid e to 

s t ay o n th e sid elin e s f o r a w hil e ,  I  thin k it  o p e n s up 

o p p o r tunitie s f o r re gio nal  a n d l o c al  f un ds .  th e lat te r 

of  w hic h in clu d e s l o c al  Chin e s e ge n e rate p a r tn e r s 

(" G P " ).  Pri vate e q uit y f irm s in this  c ate go r y w ill  have 

to a ss e ss w hic h s e c to r s a re s af e b et s .  Fo r exa m p l e , 

ma kin g inve s tm e nt s in co m p a nie s that a re ve r y 

c us to m e r dat a dri ve n is  ve r y dif f ic ult  r ig ht n ow, gi ve n 

w h e re gove rn m e nt re g ulatio n s a re a n d a c hall e n gin g 

IP O ma rket that in hibit s  a  natural  IP O exit .  I  thin k that 

we'll  s e e s o m e a ccel e ratio n in s e c to r s that a re m u c h 

l e ss s e n siti ve a n d m o re tra ditio nal ,  a n d w h e re th e re 

isn' t  a ny s e n siti v it y a ro un d f o reig n ow n e r ship .

We're increasingly hearing about a preference 

for local talent and local language skills in 

China's consulting market. Is this something 

you're seeing, and if  so, how is it  impac ting your 

firm? 

T h e f a c t is  that f irm s l ike o ur s a n d o ur co m p etito r s 

have to l o c alis e ,  o r  we wo n' t  b e rel eva nt to th e 

clie nt s we s e r ve in China .  We m us t have ex p e r tis e 

a n d IP that is  l o c all y d evel o p e d .  We n e e d th e a bilit y 

to co nve r s e s ea ml e ssl y in th e l o c al  la n g ua ge .  A n d 

we have to d e m o n s trate a n a bilit y to b ridge th e 

dif f e re n ce b et we e n inte rnatio nal  b e s t p ra c tice s a n d a n 

un d e r s t a n din g of  th e l o c al  re g ulato r y e nv iro n m e nt a n d 

b usin e ss c us to m s .  H oweve r,  this  n e e ds l o n g p re date d 

c ha n ge s in gove rn m e nt p olic y.  O ur f irm ha s b e e n 

rea c tin g to it  f o r eve n l o n ge r tha n I ' ve b e e n a ro un d 

by hirin g l o c al  t al e nt a n d in c rea sin g o ur ge o g ra p hic al 

f o otp rint in th e re gio n .

W hil e th e re cl ea rl y w ill  b e a p ref e re n ce f o r l o c al 

t al e nt ,  I  d o n' t  thin k th e re w ill  n e ce ss a ril y b e a 

dis tin c tio n ma d e b et we e n w h eth e r yo u're a f o reig n 

e nte rp ris e o r a l o c al  Chin e s e e nte rp ris e .  I  have n' t 

s e e n that a s a key f a c to r in clie nt s'  s el e c tio n p ro ce ss . 

A & M 's a bilit y to b l e n d inte rnatio nal  b e s t p ra c tice s 

w ith it s  intric ate l o c al  k n ow l e dge of  China a n d S o uth 

E a s t A sia ha s b e n ef ite d o ur re gio nal  a n d inte rnatio nal 

clie nt s .

To what ex tent are you seeing the push towards 

nearshoring in manufac turing impac ting 

consulting demand? 

I  thin k sup p l y c hain disr up tio n s a re weig hin g ve r y 

h eav il y o n co m p a nie s that ma n u f a c ture in A sia .  A 

disp ro p o r tio natel y hig h a m o unt of  ma n u f a c turin g 

o cc ur s in this  re gio n b e c a us e of  wa ge a rbitra ge 

a n d l owe r ge n e ral  co s t s .  S up p l y c hain disr up tio n s 

a re im p a c tin g h ow o ur clie nt s v iew th e sup p l y 

c hain ro b us tn e ss of  th e co m p a nie s in w hic h th ey 're 

inve s tin g .  We' ve ce r t ainl y s e e n co m p a nie s that a re 

s e r v icin g th e U S o r Euro p ea n ma rket s l o o k at  m u c h 

cl o s e r to h o m e alte rnati ve s ,  s o th ey have a;  Pla n B ' 

f o r l o c al  sup p lie r s w ithin th eir  l o c al  ma rket s .  A s a 

gl o bal  f irm this  s ce na rio d o e s n ot p re clu d e us f ro m 

o p p o r tunitie s a n d we a re a b l e to s e r v ice clie nt s 

re g a rdl e ss of  w h e re th e a ss et is  p hy sic all y p la ce d .  Fo r 

small e r b o utiq u e s that o p e rate in A sia this  c urre nt 

d y na mic may b e m o re c hall e n gin g ,  p a r tic ula rl y i f 

re s tric tio n s we re s til l  l imitin g th eir  a bilit y to travel 

b et we e n a n d to oth e r ma rket s .

The political situation in Hong Kong remains 

challenging, with firms telling us last year that 

some client s were shif ting operations out of the 

region—t ypically to Singapore. Are you seeing 

this trend develop, and what impac t do you think 

it might have? 

W hil e th e wo rl d ha s o p e n e d up to H o n g Ko n g a n d it s 

re sid e nt s ,  H o n g Ko n g s til l  ha s a q ua si  ‘ze ro - COV I D ’ 

s trate g y that re q uire s yo u to q ua ra ntin e f o r s eve n 

day s up o n return f ro m travel  o ut sid e th e re gio n .  T hat 

ma ke s travellin g f ro m H o n g Ko n g f airl y p ro hibiti ve .  I 

thin k this  is  o n e of  th e f a c to r s dri v in g th e exo d us f ro m 

H o n g Ko n g to S in g a p o re ,  p a r tic ula rl y f o r th e ex-p at 

co m m unit y w ith o ut p e rma n e nt ro ot s in H o n g Ko n g .

We're not seeing this in our b usiness .  H owever, some 

of our client s'  b usinesses are reloc ating some of their 

employees to Singap ore b ec ause it 's easier to op erate 

there from a travel an d COVID -19 p olic y p ersp ec tive. 

A& M 's Singap ore an d S outh Eas t A sia teams c an ser vice 

these client s with the same of fering an d op erational 

approach as we do from H ong Kong or China .

Having said that ,  we want to balance b et ween what 

we have in S outh Eas t A sia an d G reater China , which 

includes our mainlan d China an d H ong Kong of f ices .  A s 

a result ,  we're not moving p eople from one loc ation to 

another,  b ut rather growing b oth . In the las t 12 months 

or so,  we have inves ted signif ic antly in the region . 
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We've op ened of f ices in Aus tralia ,  In donesia ,  V ietnam 

an d Malaysia ,  an d have really increased the size of our 

team in Singap ore. We've also expan ded in H ong Kong 

an d China . We're b uilding out our entire A sian b usiness 

in resp onse to the fac t that we see s trong opp or tunit y 

in the region , not withs tan ding macroeconomic 

hea dwin ds an d geop olitic al tensions .

How do you think the new Five-Year Plan is going 

to impac t consulting demand? 

Fo r us ,  th e Pa r t y C o n g re ss is  ve r y m u c h a n in dic ato r of 

w h e re gove rn m e nt p olic y is  h ea din g a n d w hat s e c to r s 

th ey wa nt to e n co ura ge .  O ur clie nt s p ay a l ot  of 

at te ntio n to this  a s well .  O ve r th e la s t  10 to 1 5 yea r s 

this  ha s im p a c te d d e ma n d in th e s e c to r s o ur clie nt s 

wa nt to d e p l oy c a p it al  co rrelatin g cl o s el y w ith th e 

F i ve -Yea r Pla n .

If  ce r t ain s e c to r s a re goin g to re cei ve m u c h m o re 

e n co ura ge m e nt f ro m th e gove rn m e nt ,  I  susp e c t th e re 

w ill  b e a m u c h s tro n ge r c a p it al  f l ow to th o s e s e c to r s . 

W hat 's  im p o r t a nt to o ur clie nt s w ill  have a k n o ck-

o n ef f e c t f o r us ,  s o we n e e d to e n sure we have th e 

c a p a bilit y a n d ba n d w idth in s e c to r-rel eva nt s e r v ice s 

to m e et that in c rea s e in d e ma n d .

Clie nt s ge n e rall y c h o o s e th e b e s t tea m f o r th eir  n e e ds . 

We s t ay up to date w ith d evel o p m e nt s to e n sure o ur 

c re d e ntials  mirro r th eir  p la n s ,  th us ma kin g it  m o re 

l ikel y to get that ma n date .  Clie nt s s el e c t a d v is o r s 

in th e s a m e way th ey a ss e ss t a rget co m p a nie s .  T h ey 

l o o k at  dif f e re ntiatio n ,  th e uniq u e s ell in g p ro p o sitio n , 

a n d w hat ma ke s yo u b et te r tha n th e co m p etitio n . 

U n d e r s t a n din g this  th o u g ht p ro ce ss a n d e n surin g 

that we have a co m p ellin g a n s we r to ea c h of  th e s e key 

q u e s tio n s is  f un da m e nt al  to o ur su cce ss .

Are you seeing growing interest in the ESG 

space, and if  so, how do you think that will 

translate into consulting demand? 

A s f a r ba ck a s I  c a n re c all ,  E S G ha s b e e n w id el y 

dis c uss e d .  We're h ea rin g eve n m o re a b o ut it  to day 

tha n we eve r have b ef o re ,  s o it  is  cl ea rl y g ainin g 

m o m e ntum . B ut th e re's  s ti l l  a  q u e s tio n a b o ut w h eth e r 

it  tra n slate s into s o m ethin g eve n m o re t a n gib l e tha n it 

is  to day,  th e re by re q uirin g f irm s l ike o ur s to re sp o n d 

by f ur th e r s tre n g th e nin g o ur E S G d u e dil ige n ce a n d 

p o s t- d eal  c a p a bilit ie s .

We s et up a n E S G - d e dic ate d tea m t wo yea r s a go that is 

re sp o n din g to clie nt d e ma n d .  H oweve r,  h ow im p o r t a nt 

E S G b e co m e s f o r o ur clie nt ba s e d e p e n ds o n h ow 

m u c h p re ssure l imite d p a r tn e r s p ut o n G P s to e n sure 

that E S G is  a  key f o c us in th eir  inve s tm e nt c rite ria 

a n d d u e dil ige n ce .  T hat w ill  b e th e f un da m e nt al  sp a rk 

that ig nite s E S G 's t a ke of f.  I  thin k it  w ill  b e dri ve n by 

p ub lic  o p inio n ,  climate c ha n ge ,  di ve r sit y,  a n d in clusio n . 

W h e n s o m ethin g is  hig h o n th e p olitic al  a ge n da ,  that 's 

a  ref l e c tio n of  th e p ub lic  co n s cie n ce ,  a n d is  th e n hig hl y 

rel eva nt gi ve n that th e s e p o ols of  c a p it al  a re la rgel y 

d e ri ve d th ro u g h p e n sio n a n d e n d ow m e nt f un ds .

How has the shif t to remote and hybrid working 

impac ted how you operate as a f irm? 

Wo rkin g f ro m h o m e ha s ce r t ainl y im p a c te d h ow we 

o p e rate day-to - day.  I  thin k p e o p l e have realis e d that 

th e re a re ef f icie n c y g ain s to b e ma d e by n ot b ein g 

in th e of f ice f i ve day s a we e k .  G i ve n that we' ve ha d 

wo rkin g f ro m h o m e ma n date d o n us f o r th e b e s t p a r t 

of  t wo yea r s ,  this  l i f e s t y l e c h oice ha s als o t a ke n a 

s tro n ge r h ol d in th e ge n e ral  wo rk f o rce .  I  thin k it 's 

goin g to b e ve r y ha rd to shif t  ba ck to in of f ice f ull-tim e 

a n d that a hy b rid m o d el  w ill  b e co m e th e n o rm .

H oweve r,  it 's  reall y im p o r t a nt f o r co n sultin g f irm s 

to get th e rig ht bala n ce .  We hire a l ot  of  p e o p l e w h o 

have jus t  co m e o ut of  uni ve r sit y o r w h o a re t wo o r 

th re e yea r s into th eir  c a re e r.  It 's  c ritic al  that th o s e of 

us w h o have b e e n in co n sultin g f o r l o n ge r sha re o ur 

l ea rnin g s a n d ex p e rie n ce s .  T his  is  p a r tic ula rl y tr u e f o r 

s of t  skil ls .  We n e e d to e n sure that s o cial  a n d te c h nic al 

exe c utio n skil ls  of  th e n ex t ge n e ratio n of  l ea d e r s wo n' t 

b e l imite d o r im p aire d .  It 's  reall y im p o r t a nt f o r l ea d e r s 

to un d e r s t a n d this  a n d e n sure we have a s y s te m in 

p la ce that gi ve s p e o p l e th e rig ht bala n ce .
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