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crisis, such as staff furloughs/layoffs, salary 
increase deferrals, expedited A/R (accounts 
receivable), recruitment freezes and/or 
limitations on non-essential spending. And 
these measures are having a positive impact, 
as the average cash in hand for a/e/c firms is 
now at 16%, compared to 7% last year.

Presenting these statistics at the webinar, 

The Environmental Financial Consulting 
Group (EFCG) sounds a warning note 

on "overoptimism" in consultancy business 
projections through the COVID crisis and 
recovery period. This is based an observation 
made at the New York-based strategic and 
finance advisory specialist’s ‘state of the 
industry’ webinar series which took place 
earlier this month.

More than 900 a/e/c (architecture/
engineering consulting/construction) 
business leaders - primarily based in North 
America but also including global industry 
representatives - were in attendance, with 
many also taking part in EFCG’s associated 
a/e/c industry outlook survey. 

The survey indicated a drop off in average 
net revenue growth from around the ~8% 
level seen annually in both 2018 and 2019 
to an expected 3% growth in 2020, before 
swiftly bouncing back to 8% again in 2021. 
ECFG commented: "While the industry is 
historically recession resilient according to 
EFCG proprietary data, it is also known for 
making overoptimistic projections. Knowing 
this, EFCG urges firms to remain conservative 
when setting budgets."

Water/wastewater, US state/municipal 
work, and US federal work are seen as stable 

EFCG warns on 'overoptimistic' industry 
projections

sectors, while infrastructure, healthcare and 
technology are expected to outperform, 
according to the survey results. The least 
attractive areas, cited by most firms, are oil 
& gas, airports/aviation, hospitality and other 
private sector client work. 

Meanwhile, less than 5% of firms surveyed 
pointed to the environmental sector as 
the area that will be hardest hit during the 
downturn, but at the same time less than 5% 
said the environmental sector would provide 
the best opportunities during and after the 
downturn.

EFCG noted that with these statistics in 
mind it is important to consider that the 
environmental sector provides services 
across many other sectors. And that this in 
itself "makes the environmental sector more 
resilient in general than some other sectors", 
but it also means that the firms who provide 
environmental services to sectors that are 
expected to be particularly hit hard will be 
more exposed.

Cost containment efforts

Most firms - more than 90% - have 
implemented various cost and cash 
management measures in response to the 

North American consulting industry survey points to five per cent growth downswing in 2020 on 
pandemic impact; only four in ten firms have fully-fledged plan for recession.

In a recession 
growth is no 
longer correlated
with success
Rebecca Zofnass, EFCG

“

“Our goal was to be ahead of the curve, not in reactive 
mode
Alex L'Heureux, WSP

https://www.efcg.com/state-of-industry-webinar
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EFCG managing partner Rebecca Zofnass 
noted that although growth and profit are 
traditionally two of the most important 
metrics for an a/e/c firm, "in recessions 
[revenue] growth is no longer correlated with 
success". Instead, she suggested the two 
most significant metrics for a/e/c firms are 
risk and profitability. 

To best advise firms on how to prepare for 
the economic downturn, EFCG has developed 
its 'EFCG Risk Index' to evaluate risk exposure, 
which is defined by several drivers correlated 
with success in previous recessions, as 
Environment Analyst detailed in a recent 
Insight Report.

"An a/e/c firm’s risk and profitability profile 
highlights how likely the firm is to survive or 
thrive during economic downturns, and what 
short- and long-term actions could be taken to 
improve performance," EFCG stated. 

One of the webinar series’ guest panellists 
Alexandre L’Heureux, CEO of WSP, shared 
his perspective that it is important to focus 
internally on being proactive in reshaping the 

business early on to emerge as a stronger 
company once the crisis is over. Finding new 
ways to utilise technology and collaboration 
tools to deliver services remotely is clearly 
fundamental for flexibility whilst limiting 
social interaction. "Our goal was to be ahead 
of the curve, and not in reactive mode," he 
said. 

Another positive take home for the industry, 
made by president and CEO of the American 
Council of Engineering Companies (ACEC) 
Linda Darr, is where talent and next generation 
recruitment is concerned given the well-
documented challenges around skills and 
now that "remote working will be part of the 
new normal".

Shape of recession

EFCG webinar participants were invited to 
take part in a straw poll on how they expect 
the COVID-induced recession to pan out. Half 
of the firms expect the downturn to last well 
into 2021 via a "U shape" recession, while 30% 

thought it would last until the end of 2020 
(more in line with the classic "V shape"), and 
the rest - some 20% or so - believe it could last 
all the way until 2022 or beyond in a "L shape".

With respect to which year would be the 
worst for the industry, responses were almost 
equally divided between 2020 and 2021. 
EFCG’s survey also found that only around 
four in ten a/e/c firms have a "fully developed 
plan on how to deal with the recession".

In terms of crisis management strategies, 
panellist Jesper Dalsgaard, managing director 
of Ramboll, highlighted the need to be more 
proactive and engaging with clients to help 
shore up a solid stream of work, stating: "We 
may not see an instant disruptive change 
[across the a/e/c industry], but what we 
will see is that the speed of change will 
accelerate." 

Keryn James, CEO of ERM, agreed 
with this broad assessment on effective 
communications, underlining that "speed 
trumps perfection – you must move quickly 
in a crisis". 

Speed trumps 
perfection - you 
must move quickly 
in a crisis
Keryn James, ERM

“
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How will A/E/C firms emerge from the COVID-19 recession?
EFCG research shows four principal outcomes (plus one)

Source: EFCG 
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Figure 1 : Four principal outcomes for a/e/c firms at the end of a recessionary period 
(Source: EFCG)

“Only one out of five firms have a fully-developed plan 
to face the recession
Dr Andreas Georgoulias, EFCG

https://environment-analyst.com/global/91656/efcg-conference-insight-surviving-the-make-or-break-moments
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Meanwhile, the chief exec of Jensen Hughes 
Raj Arora believes it critically important not 
to neglect longer-term strategising to make 
sure your firm is well positioned to address 
the changes in how B/D, marketing and other 
business activities will be conducted in the 
future. "Technology will play a larger role in 
our firm’s revenue mix," he confirmed.

Critical role of tech

Panellists agreed that the key to building 
resilience depends on investing in the right 
technology at the right time. EFCG technology 
practice lead Marcus Quigley advised a/e/c/
firms to "be proactive to reshape their business 
during this period" in terms of technologies to 

enhance core values and capabilities. 
Firms can choose to follow with the ‘build’, 

‘borrow’ or ‘buy’ approach to technology 
investment, he suggested. Webinar survey 
participants mainly aligned with the third 
model, with 50% saying they have chosen the 
buy in option through acquiring technologies 
or firms to build up their technology portfolios.

Guest panellist Leo Argiris, COO of Arup 
Americas, noted that building in-house 
software capabilities and teaming these 
capabilities with technical and engineering 
subject matter expertise is fundamental in 
moving technology strategies forward. But 
efficiency gained through digitisation and 
automation is just one part of the technology 
puzzle. "Automating workflows can lead to 

a more predictable deliverable and higher 
quality overall," he stated. 

Another panellist emphasised the 
importance of creating the right conditions 
for technology teams to innovate and develop 
new digital products and services through a 
strategic planning process, as well as tactical 
moves to integrate digital transformation 
expertise. "We see technology as a way to 
empower VHB," said Michael Carragher, CEO 
of VHB.

The complete webinar series can be 
accessed through the EFCG.com website.

We are delighted to have EFCG's Jessica Barclay and Andreas Georgoulias presenting at the virtual Environment Analyst Business 
Summit 2020 on 8 July, where they will be discussing the global environmental market outlook, drivers & disruptors.

© The Environmental Financial Consulting Group, LLC. All Rights Reserved. 
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• Client operated design 
automation

• Remote plant management 
• Automated compliance 

reporting

What it Means to “Build Resilience In”: EFCG Technology Framework
EFCG’s Technology Framework identifies four circles - or phases - of technology to help a firm recognize the type of 
company it wants to be and where and how to invest 

Tech-enabled Consulting

Client-side Automation

Tech Sold to Clients

Foundational
Tech to make a firm more 
efficient or effective internally

Tech to improve the value 
proposition to clients

Tech sold to replace client 
capabilities

Tech sold to increase client 
capabilities

Figure 2: EFCG Technology Framework (Source: EFCG)

In terms of 
technology be 
proactive to reshape 
your business 
during this period
 Marcus Quigley, EFCG

“

ANDREAS GEORGOULIAS
Director of Risk Management 
Environmental Financial Consulting Group (EFCG)

Andreas focuses on EFCG’s international work streams. Prior to 
joining EFCG he worked as a consultant, was a Director at the Zofnass 
Program for Sustainable Infrastructure and a member of the faculty 
at Harvard University. He has advised architecture, engineering and 
construction firms around the world, and collaborated extensively 
with International Finance Institutions such as the World Bank and the 
InterAmerican Development Bank. Before joining Harvard, Andreas 
was on the Project Finance unit of Unicredit Markets and Investment 
Banking and worked on airport construction with Hochtief AG. Andreas 
studied risk management processes of engineering firms for his PhD at 
Harvard and holds a professional diploma in Architecture Engineering 
from the Technical University of Athens.

JESSICA ZOFNASS BARCLAY
Managing Partner
Environmental Financial Consulting Group (EFCG)

Jessica leads the firm’s M&A team, working with clients on ownership 
transitions, recapitalizations, inorganic growth strategies, and preparing 
firms for a sale.

Prior to joining EFCG, Jessica spent a decade in finance working with 
institutions, family offices, and private equity firms through her roles at 
Goldman Sachs, J.P. Morgan, and Black Creek Group.

Jessica received her MBA with Distinction from the Tuck School of 
Business at Dartmouth, where she was named an Edward Tuck Scholar, 
and graduated with Honors from Harvard University, where she rowed 
for the Women’s Varsity Crew Team for four years.

https://www.efcg.com
https://www.business-summit.environment-analyst.com
https://www.business-summit.environment-analyst.com
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ENVIRONMENT ANALYST 
BUSINESS SUMMIT 2020

LEADING THE TRANSITION
June - July

• Reviewing the State of the Global Environmental Consulting 
Market and Outlook 
 
Environment Analyst and EFCG share their latest findings on the global 
environmental consultancy services market dynamics; leading players, 
M&A trends, sector specific insight, regional hot spots, emerging trends, 
opportunities, and risks including the impact of COVID-19. 
 
Liz Trew, Co-Founder and Research & Editorial Director, Environment Analyst 
Andreas Georgoulias, Director of Risk Management, EFCG 
Jessica Barclay, Managing Partner, EFCG 

• The Industry Response 
 
Industry panellists will then offer their perspective on current and future 
market outlook and the business response, sharing insight into how their 
companies are responding to different threats and opportunities. 
 
Dr Hisham Mahmoud, Global President & CEO, Golder Associates 
Peter Skinner, Chief Operating Officer, SLR  
Stuart McLachlan, Chief Executive, Anthesis Consulting Group 
Michael Charge, CEO, Senversa 

• Strategies for Taking the Lead on the Climate Change, ESG  
& Net Zero Agenda  
 
Our expert panel will discuss their perspectives on leading the transition  
to net zero, mainstreaming ESG, and also how this fits with the drive to 
‘build back better’ post-COVID. 
 
John Chubb, CEO, Consulting UK and Ireland, RPS 
Beth Burks, ESG Associate Director, S&P Global Ratings 
Paul Munday, Associate Director, Climate Adaptation & Resilience,  
S&P Global Ratings

At a glance

Virtual conference

30 June - 15 July

For sponsorship enquires: 
Tel: +44 (0) 1225 667 508

Who should attend?

Senior environmental  
and sustainability 
consulting executives 
(CEOs, MDs, E&S Leads/
Directors), those within 
other environmental 
management and  
service firms, as well as 
business leaders and 
investors in the wider 
green economy

£     Prices start from £350. 
        Discounts available for  
        Corporate Members.

This year’s Environment Analyst Business Summit is a large virtual event, consisting of online expert 
talks, virtual panel discussions and digital networking. The event will take place over five main sessions 
including expert presentations and debate focused on:


