Senior executives launch specialised boutique advisory firm to challenge traditional consultancies
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In the evolving landscape of professional services, a new trend is taking shape as senior executives from established firms strike out to create specialised boutiques that aim to offer more personalised and conflict-free consultancy to private equity clients. This emerging model is exemplified by the recently founded Unity Advisory, which has positioned itself as a nimble alternative to the traditional powerhouses of accountancy and consulting.
Unity Advisory's leadership team brings significant pedigree, with Marissa Thomas, who recently missed out on a senior partner role at PwC UK, taking a key role, alongside Steve Varley, the former head of EY UK until 2020. The firm has secured up to $300 million in funding from Warburg Pincus, a private equity investor increasingly active in professional services, signalling strong financial backing for this boutique venture.
The strategy involves a three-step approach: recruiting top talent from major firms, raising substantial capital, and distinguishing themselves by eschewing the audit function to avoid conflicts of interest. Unity Advisory promises clients more direct engagement with senior experts rather than reliance on lower-ranked consultants. This hands-on approach is intended to enhance service quality and client trust.
This model draws inspiration from boutique investment banks such as Centerview Partners, Evercore, and Lazard, which have demonstrated impressive competitive performance against large banks. For instance, Evercore, founded by former Lehman Brothers and US Treasury official Roger Altman, reportedly completed more M&A deals than Barclays last year, according to Dealogic data. The boutiques' success in attracting high-margin work underscores a growing appetite among clients for firms that offer deep expertise without the bureaucratic complexity of large institutions.
The professional services sector, particularly the Big Four accounting firms, has been marred by scandals in recent years, offering an opening for boutiques to capitalise on reputational challenges while deploying different ownership and incentive structures. Unlike the traditional partnership models that may discourage long-term investment by current partners focused on maintaining existing revenue streams, boutiques have the potential to innovate in service delivery, client selection, staffing, and fee arrangements. Some are experimenting with pricing models that tie fees to the value generated by a project, although such approaches remain complex and have yet to yield widespread success.
Employees also find boutique firms appealing due to their promise of reduced administrative burdens and closer involvement in meaningful client work. This organisational agility is increasingly valuable in an environment where artificial intelligence is automating routine tasks and transforming consultancy workflows. However, competition is intensifying not only among consultancies but also from private equity firms and other entities equipped to enact operational changes within client companies.
The Financial Times highlights Unity Advisory's emergence as part of a broader trend in professional services, where smaller, well-capitalised firms leverage senior talent and client-focused approaches to challenge the dominance of traditional giants. This development reflects shifting dynamics in client preferences, technological change, and capital flows within the industry.
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