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This paper compares two fundamental approaches in organizational consulting: classical expert
consulting and systemic consulting. Based on an extensive literature review, it examines their theoretical
underpinnings, methodological differences, and practical applications. Classical expert consulting is
defined by a hierarchical structure in which external consultants diagnose problems and deliver
predefined solutions. It is particularly effective in technical or time-sensitive contexts but risks creating
organizational dependency. In contrast, systemic consulting focuses on facilitating self-reflection and
resource activation within the organization. It views problems as interconnected and dynamic, promoting
sustainable change through participative processes. While more time-consuming, it strengthens
organizational resilience and internal problem-solving capacities. Case examples illustrate the
advantages and limitations of each approach. The study concludes that both models have specific
strengths and that their effectiveness depends on the context and consulting goals. A situational or

combined application may offer the most value in addressing complex organizational challenges.
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Introduction

How can organizations be effectively supported in times of constant transformation and increasing
complexity—through the expertise of external specialists or by promoting their own problem-solving
skills? Traditional expert consulting offers a seemingly clear path by providing specialist knowledge and
ready-made solutions (Radatz, 2009). In contrast, systemic consulting takes a fundamentally different
approach by enabling organizations to develop solutions independently through self-reflection and

activated internal resources (Schiersmann & Thiel, 2014).

Organizational consulting has become increasingly important as a discipline in recent decades (Lang,
2015). It encompasses a broad spectrum of methods aimed at supporting organizations in overcoming
challenges such as restructuring, innovation processes, and market adjustments (Miller, 2017). In this
context, two defining approaches have emerged, classic expert consulting and systemic consulting.
While classic expert consulting is based on a clear hierarchical relationship between the consultant and
the organization, systemic consulting focuses on process design that involves the organization itself as

an active designer of its solutions (Hansel, 2014).

The relevance of the topic stems from the need to be able to effectively support organizations in
increasingly complex and dynamic environments. While classic expert consulting shows its strengths
especially in clearly defined, technical, or strategic issues, systemic consulting can show its advantages
especially in complex and dynamic challenges, as it promotes a high degree of adaptability and personal
responsibility within the organization. Against this background, a sound understanding of both

approaches is crucial to be able to advise organizations individually and in line with their needs.

The aim of this thesis is to analyze the two consulting approaches comparatively, to present their specific
strengths and weaknesses, and to critically reflect on their possible applications. The aim is not only to
provide a theoretical comparison, but also to highlight application perspectives through practical
examples. The central research question is: “What are the differences and similarities between systemic

consulting and classic expert consulting, and how can these approaches be used effectively in practice?”
Methodology

The examination of the research question is based on a literature review consisting of theoretical
fundamental works as well as empirical and practical studies. The methodological approach of the thesis
is based on a comparative analysis of the theoretical and methodological foundations as well as a critical
reflection on the practical applicability of both approaches. The sources were selected based on their
relevance to the research question, with a particular focus on current research results from the last 15

years. Furthermore, the practical application of both approaches is examined in case studies.
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Literature Review

The understanding of consulting in organizations has changed significantly in recent decades. While
classic models of strategic management consulting focused primarily on analytical and rational problem
solving (Bamberger & Wrona, 2012; Lang, 2015), approaches that incorporate systemic and process-
oriented perspectives have become increasingly established (Giebe, 2021; Schein, 2003; Schiersmann
& Thiel, 2014). The transition from the expert model to process-oriented and client-centered consulting
can be illustrated particularly clearly by the reception of systemic concepts (Kénig & Volmer, 2000;
Hansel, 2014). Systemic consulting understands organizations as complex, dynamic systems in which
interventions have non-linear effects and change is generated through self-organization processes (von
Schlippe & Schweitzer, 1996; Schiersmann & Thiel, 2014).

Within this paradigm, Kihl (2006, 2009) criticizes the increasing psychologization of organizations and
points to blind spots that arise from the absence of analyses of power, structure and functionality. In
addition, Joerges and Neyer (1997) emphasize in their examination of deliberative problem-solving
processes how institutional arrangements can shape strategic interactions — a perspective that has been
underrepresented in systemic consulting formats to date. Psychodynamic approaches (Lohmer, 1997)
and holistic management approaches (Hilse, 2015) also broaden the understanding of organizational

change by taking unconscious processes and organizational values into account.

New challenges are emerging in the context of digital transformation processes. Based on a systematic
literature review on the use of coaching apps, Giebe and Wohllebe (2025) show that the acceptance
and integration of digital tools in consulting processes must be viewed in a differentiated manner. The
tension between technological innovation, organizational culture and individual user acceptance thus
becomes a central object of investigation. This ties in with the considerations of Collins (2020), Keller
and Price (2011) and Radatz (2009), who emphasize that sustainable change can only succeed if

cultural, structural and individual aspects are addressed simultaneously.

Overall, the state of research makes it clear that successful consulting must increasingly take a multi-
perspective and context-sensitive approach. The integration of strategic, process and systems thinking
requires conscious reflection on the understanding of consulting, the understanding of roles and the

methodological repertoire.
Theoretical Foundations of Organizational Consulting

The examination of the various approaches in organizational consulting provides deep insight into the
different methods and methodologies that consultants use to support organizations in finding solutions.
While the focus on classic expert consulting emphasizes efficiency and speed in problem solving, the

systemic approach highlights the importance of personal responsibility and sustainable development.
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The following sections analyze the definitions, methodological differences, and specific objectives of
both consulting approaches to clarify their relevance in the context of organizational consulting
processes. The theoretical foundations of systemic consulting are diverse and interdisciplinary.
Concepts such as cybernetics, constructivism and social systems theory form the basis of this approach
and enable a more comprehensive analysis of organizational dynamics (Hansel, 2014). In contrast to
traditional expert consulting, which relies on discipline-specific knowledge from areas such as finance,
technology or strategy and thus achieves a high level of efficiency in defined fields of application,
systemic consulting pursues a holistic approach. Joerges and Neyer (1997) emphasize that social
systems theory is particularly well suited to revealing interdependencies within organizations and
providing deeper insights into the effects of change processes on the overall system. This systemic
perspective opens up space for reflection and understands organizations as living, self-organizing
systems characterized by complex interactions and feedback loops (Koénig & Volmer, 2000;
Schiersmann & Thiel, 2014). While classic expert consulting focuses on solving clearly defined problems
and is therefore less flexible in complex change situations, systemic consulting focuses on processes,
communication and context. In this understanding, the consultant does not assume the role of a
technical expert, but rather facilitates dialogue, initiates changes in perspective and promotes the self-
organizing capacity of the system (Hilse, 2015). This approach can be compared to the concept of
deliberative politics described by Joerges and Neyer (1997), in which strategic action is replaced by
communicative understanding processes in order to enable viable decisions to be made that take into
account a variety of perspectives. This illustrates that systemic thinking is not only applicable in the
everyday consulting work of organizations, but also in institutional control processes at the macro level.
The choice of consulting approach therefore depends largely on the specific context, the actors and the

complexity of the challenge.
Definition and Differentiation of Consulting Approaches

The definition and differentiation of consulting approaches is an essential basis for understanding and
discussing the differences between traditional expert consulting and systemic consulting. Both
approaches have characteristic features and methodological peculiarities that distinguish them from

each other and enable specific objectives and applications in organizational consulting.

Traditional expert consulting is characterized by a hierarchical relationship between the consultant and
the organization. In this model, the consultant assumes central responsibility for both diagnosing the
problem and solving it. This is reflected in a clear division of roles, in which the organization seeks
external support in the form of specialized expertise and ready-made solutions (Hansel, 2014; Kerkmann
& Staschen, 2013; Radatz, 2009). Such an approach is based on linear cause-and-effect thinking, which

is intended to deliver clear and quick results by isolating and analyzing individual factors. The underlying
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methodology of this consulting reflects the immediate expectations of organizations that seek quick and
measurable results in crisis situations or when faced with technical problems (Radatz, 2009). However,
it should be noted critically that heavy reliance on external experts can prevent the organization from
developing and implementing solutions independently in the long term. This leads to a potential lack of

sustainable problem-solving ability (Kerkmann & Staschen, 2013).

In contrast, systemic consulting represents a process-oriented approach in which the organization is
empowered to develop solutions on its own through reflection and the use of its own resources.
Problems are viewed in a multi-causal and circular manner, which takes the complexity of organizational
relationships into account to a greater extent than the linear thinking of classic expert consulting (Hansel,
2014). The focus on self-organization and resource orientation enables the organization to develop long-
term change and resilience (Schiersmann & Thiel, 2014). The dynamic nature of solution finding is
supported by specific intervention techniques such as circular questions, reframing, or paradoxical
interventions. These not only promote the ability to reflect within the system but also stimulate new
patterns of thinking and acting (von Schlippe & Schweitzer, 1996). A critical point here is that systemic
consulting may be less suitable when acute or immediately solvable problems are at the forefront, as

the process-oriented approach is more time-consuming and less direct in such cases (Kuhl, 2009).

The theoretical foundations of the two approaches also illustrate their unique characteristics. While
classic expert consulting is based on a specific theoretical foundation from disciplines such as finance,
technology, or strategy, systemic consulting integrates approaches from the fields of cybernetics,
constructivism, and autopoiesis theory. This interdisciplinarity allows systemic consulting to better
analyze and influence complex and dynamic systems (Schiersmann & Thiel, 2014; Kénig & Volmer,
2000). A central element here is the constructivist perspective, which focuses on the subjective
perception of all participants and understands the organization as a living system that can organize itself
through mutual relationships and feedback loops (Hansel, 2014). In contrast, classic expert consulting
limits its analysis to clearly defined problems, which makes it efficient but also less flexible, especially in

complex contexts.

The differences are also clearly visible in terms of methodology. Traditional experts use standardized
tools such as potential analyses and assessment centers, which enable quick and data-based solution
finding. These tools are particularly suitable for technical or plannable projects with clear objectives
(Radatz, 2009). In contrast, systemic consulting takes a less standardized, more individualized
approach. Methods such as circular questions encourage organizations to critically question their own
assumptions and perspectives, while techniques such as reframing and paradoxical interventions break
down entrenched patterns of thinking and promote creative solutions (von Schlippe & Schweitzer, 1996).

This resource- and process-oriented approach enables change processes to be more deeply anchored
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in the organization but requires a high degree of adaptability and reflective ability on the part of both the

consultants and the organization.

The objectives of both approaches reflect their respective methodological and theoretical foundations.
Classic expert consulting aims at quick and clearly defined solutions, which makes it particularly
attractive for time-critical challenges (Lang, 2015). However, this approach is less designed to enable
organizations to independently develop their problem-solving skills in the long term (Hilse, 2015). In
contrast, systemic consulting strives for sustainable development of the organization by strengthening
its ability to self-organize and solve problems internally (Schiersmann & Thiel, 2014). The dynamic goal
definition of systemic consulting allows the process to be flexibly adapted to the respective needs of the

organization but poses the challenge of measuring and communicating clear results (Lang, 2015).

The role of consultants also varies greatly between approaches. In classic expert consulting, consultants
act as knowledge authorities whose professional competence and expertise are the focus. They take
direct responsibility for the solutions, which are often appreciated in organizations with clear hierarchical
structures (Bamberger & Wrona, 2012; Collins, 2020; Keller & Price, 2011; Radatz, 2009). Systemic
consultants, on the other hand, see themselves as process facilitators who maintain neutrality and
impartiality. They are expected to recognize power processes within the organization and, if necessary,
to moderate them without intervening in a directive manner (Kuhl, 2009; Lewin, 2012; Schein, 2003;
Trebesch, 2000). This moderating role promotes the organization's initiative and self-responsibility but
is more demanding as it places high demands on the consultants' reflective and communication skills
(Hansel, 2014).

In summary, classic expert consulting and systemic consulting represent two fundamentally different
approaches to organizational consulting, each with specific advantages but also challenges. Their
theoretical and methodological differences suggest that they can be used both individually and

complementarily, depending on the organizational context.
Comparative Analysis of Classical Expert and Systemic Consulting

Traditional expert consulting is characterized by a hierarchical relationship between the consultant and
the organization, in which the consultants act as knowledge authorities. This power relationship,
characterized by an asymmetrical exchange of information, means that the organization is heavily reliant
on the expertise of the consultants when it comes to diagnosing and solving problems. Miller (2017)
emphasizes that this hierarchical structure can help enable quick and clear decision-making, especially
in highly standardized or technical areas. However, this also carries the risk that organizations will lose

their ability to solve problems independently in the long term, as they rely on external support in crisis
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situations. Similarly, this structure leaves little room for the promotion of internal learning processes,

which can impair the resilience of the organization in the long term (Hansel, 2014).

Another feature of classic expert consulting is linear cause-and-effect analysis, which enables a clear
separation between the cause of the problem and the solution. This way of thinking makes the method
particularly attractive in cases where quick and one-sided solutions are required, such as in strategy
development or technological issues (Hansel, 2014). It allows complex problems to be broken down into
manageable individual factors, which is often perceived as efficient. However, this is viewed critically, as
these linear models often cannot fully capture the dynamics and multi-causality of organizational realities
(Kuhl, 2006). Thus, interdependence and underlying systemic interactions are not considered, which

can reduce the effectiveness of the solutions developed in complex contexts.

The ready-made solutions used in classic expert consulting are based on standardized instruments such
as potential analyses and assessment centers, which Kerkmann and Staschen (2013) describe as
important components. These instruments provide a structured and data-based foundation for quickly
addressing specific problems. Their efficiency is particularly evident in cases where clearly defined goals
and measurable results are paramount. Nevertheless, their standardized nature can make them less
adaptable in dynamic and complex situations, as they often do not consider the full breadth of
organizational contexts (Miller, 2017). In this respect, the flexibility of the method is perceived as limited,

which can be particularly disadvantageous when dealing with complex or emotionally charged problems.

In contrast, systemic consulting pursues a process-oriented approach that enables organizations to
engage in self-reflection and develop individual solutions. A central aspect of this approach is the change
in perspective, which views problems not in isolation but as the result of relational and communicative
patterns (Hansel, 2014). This perspective makes it possible to identify dynamics and interactions within
the system and integrate them into the solution-finding process. Radatz (2009) emphasizes the
importance of a multi-causal and circular approach that not only addresses current challenges but also
identifies underlying causes and interactions. This often leads to sustainable solutions that are tailored
to the specific needs of the organization but require more time and resources than traditional expert

consulting.

A key advantage of systemic consulting is its ability to address complex and dynamic situations more
effectively. Methods such as circular questions, reframing, and paradoxical interventions serve to
challenge existing thought patterns and develop new perspectives (Radatz, 2009). The active
involvement of the organization in the reflection process can not only promote personal responsibility
but also increase the acceptance and sustainability of the solutions developed (Hansel, 2014). Lohmer
(1997) emphasizes that these approaches are particularly advantageous in change processes or

conflict-laden situations that require a high degree of adaptability and systemic thinking. However, in
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acute crisis situations, it becomes apparent that the time-consuming nature of systemic consulting can

limit its effectiveness, which highlights the need for flexible and context-dependent use of methods.

The roles of consultants also differ considerably between the approaches. While traditional experts take
on a directive role and bear responsibility for solutions, systemic consultants act as process facilitators
who emphasize neutrality and impartiality. This approach promotes trust and openness within the
organization but is more demanding as it requires high communicative and analytical skills (Kihl, 2006).
Radatz (2009) sees the moderating role of systemic consultants as a decisive advantage for promoting
personal responsibility and long-term problem-solving skills. In contrast, although classic experts taking
responsibility for solutions provides short-term relief for the organization, it carries the risk of reducing
the organization's independence and resilience (Hansel, 2014). This shows that the objectives of the
two approaches—rapid problem solving versus sustainable development—significantly determine the

role and requirements of the consultants.
Differentiation of Consulting Approaches

Traditional expert consulting is strongly characterized by a hierarchical relationship between the
consultant and the organization. In this model, the consultant assumes responsibility for diagnosis and

developing solutions (Kerkmann & Staschen, 2013).

Systemic consulting, on the other hand, pursues a process-oriented approach in which the organization
develops solutions on its own responsibility through reflection and the use of its own resources (von
Schlippe & Schweitzer, 1996). The focus on self-organization and resource orientation enables

sustainable change (Schiersmann & Thiel, 2014).

Ultimately, the differences between classic expert consulting and systemic consulting illustrate that both
approaches have specific strengths and weaknesses and that their effectiveness depends heavily on
the organizational context. The targeted selection of the appropriate approach enables organizations to

address their specific challenges efficiently and sustainably.

Practical Application of Consulting Approaches

Application of Classical Expert Consulting

One example of the successful use of traditional expert consulting is the restructuring of a financial
services company. An external consulting firm analyzed the financial bottlenecks and developed a
clearly defined strategy for increasing efficiency. The consulting led to rapid, measurable improvements
in operational processes, but employees were hardly involved in the change process. This led to
resistance and uncertainty, which made it difficult to implement the recommendations in the long term
(Lang, 2015).
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Application of Systemic Consulting

In contrast, a systemic consulting approach was pursued in a medium-sized manufacturing company.
The consultants accompanied the organization over several months by conducting regular workshops
with employees and creating spaces for reflection to enable them to find solutions independently. The
results showed a high level of acceptance of the changes developed, as the employees were actively
involved in the design process. Although implementation took longer, it was integrated more sustainably

into the corporate culture (Schiersmann & Thiel, 2014).

These examples illustrate the respective strengths and weaknesses of the approaches and show that

their choice depends heavily on the organizational context.
Summary and Discussion

The aim of this paper was to analyze the differences and similarities between classic expert consulting
and systemic consulting and to identify the respective strengths and weaknesses of both approaches in
the context of organizational consulting. The starting point was the research question of how these two
consulting approaches can be characterized and used effectively in practice. By comprehensively
examining the theoretical foundations, methodological approaches, and objectives of both forms of
consulting, this question could be answered and the respective relevance of the approaches under

different organizational conditions could be highlighted.

First, it became clear that the two consulting approaches are based on different theoretical foundations.
Classic expert consulting is strongly influenced by technical specialization and focuses on quickly
implementable and clearly defined solutions. This approach is particularly suitable for acute or technical
problems where efficiency and quick results are paramount. However, this often goes hand in hand with
the organization's dependence on external experts, which can limit its independence in problem solving
in the long term. Systemic consulting, on the other hand, focuses on the organization as a living, dynamic
system and pursues a process-oriented approach that promotes self-organization and the use of internal
resources. This approach is particularly suitable for supporting long-term resilience and sustainable
change within organizations. However, it has also been critically noted that the time-consuming and
open nature of the systemic approach can be less effective when short-term and clearly measurable

results are required.

The detailed comparative analysis showed that both approaches not only use different methodological
tools but also pursue varying objectives. While classic expert consulting achieves a high level of
efficiency in defined and plannable projects through standardized tools such as potential analyses,
systemic consulting uses flexible and situationally adapted methods such as circular questions or

reframing to understand complex interactions within organizations and open new perspectives. This
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methodological flexibility allows systemic consulting to better address complex and dynamic situations,
but places high demands on the reflective abilities and personal responsibility of those involved. In
comparison, classic expert consulting offers a clearer structure and short-term relief but often neglects

the promotion of internal learning processes and long-term problem-solving skills.

As highlighted, the role of consultants was identified as a key difference between the two approaches.
In traditional expert consulting, consultants act as knowledge authorities who take responsibility for
diagnoses and finding solutions. This hierarchical relationship enables quick and efficient decisions but
can force the organization into a passive role. In contrast, systemic consultants see themselves as
process facilitators who maintain neutrality and impartiality and guide the organization to take
responsibility for the problem-solving process itself. This moderating role requires high communication
and analytical skills but enables the developed solutions to be more deeply anchored and promotes the

independence and resilience of the organization in the long term.

By linking existing theoretical models and empirical findings on organizational consulting, the work was
able to provide a comprehensive overview of the two approaches and present their respective
advantages and disadvantages in a differentiated manner. The comparison not only highlighted the
importance of the organizational context for choosing the appropriate consulting approach but also
showed that a complementary application of the approaches could be useful in certain situations.
Organizations can thus benefit from the efficiency and goal orientation of classic expert consulting as

well as from the process-oriented and sustainable perspective of systemic consulting.

Both consulting approaches have specific advantages and disadvantages. While classic expert
consulting impresses with clear structures and quick problem solutions, it carries the risk that
organizations will become dependent on external knowledge in the long term (Hilse, 2015). Systemic
consulting promotes personal responsibility and sustainable development but can be too slow in acute
crisis situations (Kuhl, 2009).

A key challenge of traditional expert consulting is the risk that the organization will not fully accept the
solutions, as they are imposed from outside. Systemic consulting, on the other hand, requires a high

degree of initiative on the part of the organization, which is not feasible in every context.
Conclusion and Further Research Options

In conclusion, it can be said that the work not only contributes to the theoretical foundation of
organizational consulting but also offers practical recommendations for action. The situation-appropriate
application of the two consulting approaches enables organizations to overcome their challenges in a
targeted manner, while at the same time initiating long-term development processes. From the author's

point of view, the present research can sharpen the understanding of the complexity of consulting
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processes and the role of consultants in organizations. It thus underlines the importance of critical
reflection and a differentiated choice of methods in the consulting process to promote both short-term

results and sustainable development.

At the same time, some gaps in the research can be identified for future research. Although the article
emphasizes the advantages of systemic consulting, there is a lack of robust empirical studies that prove
their effectiveness in quantitative terms. Future research could enable systematic comparisons of the
consulting successes of both approaches through controlled field studies. Furthermore, the success of
both consulting approaches is discussed mainly from an organizational perspective. Future studies
should differentiate how employees, managers and external stakeholders subjectively perceive the
success of consulting. Finally, the requirements for consulting roles are described but not empirically
investigated. Another research gap exists in the analysis of which skills systemic versus classical

counsellors need and how these differ in training and practice.
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