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The sheer volume of content—books, white papers, articles, case studies, and the like—published by
professional services firms is staggering. Every year thousands of such documents hit the market, all
vying for the attention of busy executives and attempting to demonstrate the issuer’s unique and valu-
able expertise on important business challenges—or; in other words, thought leadership.

To rise above the noise, firms must publish content that is not only of the highest quality, but that also
focuses on topics that are highly relevant to target executives. In this paper, we explore an assessment-
based approach that can help a firm identify the issues most critical to their target audience, uncover
aspects of those issues insufficiently covered by competitors, and develop content that showcases the
firm’s most relevant and differentiated experience and insights.

Deriving Greater Value from
Thought Leadership Investments

For years, leading firms have relied
upon thought leadership marketing to
play a central role in their pursuit of
growth. Through points of view,
research studies, case studies, and
other forms of content, professional
services firms strive to demonstrate
their deep and unique insights on the
nature of and solution to pressing busi-
ness problems.

The recent recession only has
heightened the importance of high-
quality thought leadership marketing programs to help-
ing services firms grow. Executives leading companies in
the wake of the recession are still being very cautious
with their money and, thus, when they do spend, they
choose professional services firms that are “safe bets”:
those with demonstrated expertise in the areas about
which they are most concerned. In other cases, compa-
nies that are still struggling to gain a solid footing in a
time of weaker demand are literally betting the existence
of the company on their choice of a consulting firm to
help them. In such a case, they’re going with the experts.
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In this paper, we explore
how services firms can use
a unique approach to help
them ensure their thought
leadership materials achieve
the dual goals of high
quality and relevance.

Consulting firms, of course,
aren’t immune from the effects of
economic conditions. Many have
tightened their marketing budgets
considerably, which makes it even
more vital that their thought lead-
ership spending results in materials
of the highest quality. Yet they're
not always succeeding. As Gartner
observed, “Thought leadership
marketing can be a powerful tool
for improved marketing suc-
cess...But because it can account
for as much as 20 percent of the
service marketing budget, much of it may be wasted.”

One way firms can minimize such waste is by being
more strategic about where they place their thought
leadership marketing bets. The key is to publish novel
and compelling content that addresses target execu-
tives’ most pressing business challenges and capitalizes
on inherent strengths or expertise the firm possesses.
This can mean either covering issues that are relevant to
target executives but for which there is a lack of pub-
lished content, or finding new insights or angles on
already well-covered topics.
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Consider, for example, a firm that has substantial
expertise on how companies can enter emerging mar-
kets successfully,and that wants to publish a major study
on the topic. The firm is rightly concerned the topic is
not only a popular one, but a broad one as well. Thus
the first question the firm should ask is, “Which aspect
of this topic should our research study target?” A quick
review of content published by competing firms would
show that many companies, academics and general busi-
ness newspapers already have published numerous
pieces on the general topic of entering emerging mar-
kets. Thus, the firm would need an innovative angle to
gain attention for its proposed study and avoid revisiting
the same issues other publications have covered. Such
an angle would help the firm avoid wasting money on
the study and squandering an opportunity to differenti-
ate its thinking and expertise from competitors.

A firm facing such a situation could benefit from what
Alterra Group calls a “thought leadership assessment.”
In our experience, such an assessment can be a valuable
tool for services firms wanting to ensure they are con-
centrating their thought leadership marketing resources
on topics and publications that will be the most likely to
provide a strong return on investment—in the form of a
higher number of sales leads, deeper conversations with
prospects and, ultimately, more sold work.

While a thought leadership assessment can take a
variety of forms, it typically has three critical steps: iden-
tifying a list of “top issues” the firm’s clients are grappling
with; narrowing that list down to a few the firm could
focus on (given its expertise and the revenue potential
of the topic); and assessing how well these topics have
been covered by competitors and other thought leaders
(Figure 1).

Figure I:
Three Critical Elements of a Thought Leadership Assessment

Identify top business issues

Nothing makes a marketing piece fail like irrelevance.
If it doesn’t address an inherent client or prospect need,
it will be quickly ignored. Thus, the first step of a
thought leadership assessment is designed to help a firm
identify the most important business issues in the minds
of the firm’s clients and prospects and thereby ensure
the firm’s content will be relevant to these targets. The
challenge is doing this as rapidly and cost-effectively as
possible while achieving accurate results. Professional
services executives—especially those on the client
“front lines”—have a good understanding of which busi-
ness issues are most important to their clients.
However, their understanding can be biased and limited,
especially if they spend most of their time with a single
company. Therefore, it can be valuable to validate con-
sulting executives’ viewpoints with some form of
research.

Because it can be tailored to a given company’s
target executives and areas of focus, dedicated primary
research often delivers the most usable insights. For
instance, one Alterra Group client annually conducts a
comprehensive survey of clients on their biggest chal-
lenges, concerns and goals. The results of this survey
help the firm set its strategies for the coming year and
guides its practices on which services they should devel-
op or focus their time on. By extension, the survey also
provides guidance for the topics on which the firm
should publish.

However, conducting such research can be both
time-consuming and expensive and, particularly for
smaller firms, may consume an inordinate amount of
marketing’s budget and time. In such cases,a good alter-
native is to perform a meta-analysis of studies, articles,
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and even conference proceedings published by leading
authorities in relevant vertical segments and functional
areas. These authorities can be publications, associa-
tions, or scholars. The key is to gather a large volume of
high-quality research focused on the top business issues
relevant to the executives who are being targeted, and
then synthesizing that research together into a “master
list” of top issues for each segment or functional area.
The biggest challenge at this stage of a thought lead-
ership assessment typically is scope. To avoid “boiling
the ocean” in what is necessarily a broad research
effort,a firm should impose clear boundaries on the his-
torical timeframe of the content being evaluated and the
number and nature of sources that will be studied.

Choose issues on which to focus

The next major step of a thought leadership assess-
ment is to identify the specific issues on which the firm
should develop intellectual capital. Scope also is a cen-
tral theme in this subsequent phase of the assessment.
The initial phase of the project typically will result in a
long list of business issues for consideration. Even for a
firm with substantial resources, such a list generally con-
tains far too many topics to cover in a meaningful (and
cost-effective) way. Thus, firms must carefully choose
the issues they address to ensure they generate the
biggest returns on their thought leadership investments.
What drives these decisions! The answer is expertise.

The right issues on which to focus are those for
which the firm’s most substantial expertise overlaps
with the issues most important to target buyers (Figure
2). There are a number of ways to arrive
at this narrower list of topics. For some
firms, a half-day session involving lead
consultants and subject matter experts

Figure 2:

competitors on the topics chosen in the second phase
of the assessment.

Such an understanding will serve two purposes. First,
it will enable the firm to pinpoint strengths and weak-
nesses in its current content, and adjust its future con-
tent development efforts accordingly. Second, it illus-
trates the extent of the competition in the areas rec-
ommended for future content development—clearly
showing which competitors are producing high-quality,
mediocre and poor content on those topics. In doing
so, a firm uncovers the “white space” in those areas—
i.e., those aspects of the recommended topics that
are not adequately being addressed by competitors
and, thus, provide the opportunity to say something
new and compelling.

For many firms, settling on a definition of some-
thing as subjective as “quality” is a significant chal-
lenge. Ultimately, quality might include such things as
the use of hard data versus opinion in pieces, breadth
and depth of coverage, or the quality of the writing.
Alterra Group bases such quality assessments on
seven specific criteria which, in our experience, make
the difference between effective and ineffective con-
tent. As shown in Figure 3, these are focus, novelty,
relevance, validity, practicality, rigor, and clarity. Using
a predetermined scale, a firm can rate any piece of
content on these seven criteria and arrive at a score
that enables the firm to “quantify quality.”

But while quality is critical, the volume and depth
of coverage on each topic of interest also must be
taken into account. A firm can do this by generating

The “Sweet Spot” for Content Development

can suffice. For others, it's necessary to
conduct a brief survey of firm experts.
Other helpful inputs can include such
things as recent sales histories (which
show the areas in which the firm has
sold work most successfully) and cur-
rent business plans (which should
reflect the areas of greatest potential
for the firm).

Assess quality and volume

The final step in the assessment
process involves understanding two crit-
ical points: the quality and quantity of
the content the firm itself has developed
and marketed in the past 12 months, as
well as the quality and quantity of the
content published by the firm’s major
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a composite score for itself and its competitors that
incorporates quality with the number of pieces each
has produced on a given topic and the nature of those
pieces: book, major study, white paper, bylined article,
etc. The underlying assumption of this step is that the
more comprehensive and substantive the piece (e.g.,
a book or research study), the more a company is
able to demonstrate the depth its expertise and
thought leadership on the topic.

It is essential to tie all of these elements together
into one inclusive viewpoint that drives decisions for
the firm. Figure 4 shows one such hypothetical treat-
ment. The company in question had determined that
developing deeper customer insights was a key priority
for its retailer clients. By systematically assessing the
thought leadership materials of its competitive set on
this topic, it was able to determine that while many
competitors had, in fact, published related content,
much of that content was of low quality. Furthermore,
many of its competitors had not published extensively
on the topic, and thus had not “staked a claim” as an
authority. Thus, the firm determined that a real oppor-
tunity existed to create a series of in-depth, research-
based pieces on the topic that would enable it to draw
a clear distinction between itself and its competitors in
target executives’ eyes.

Figure 3:
Seven Criteria for Evaluating Thought Leadership Materials

By creating such a view for all of the topics it’s
considering as focus areas, firms can make clear, fact-
based determinations about which should receive pri-
ority status.

Yet the best content in the world will fail to deliver
its full business value without effective marketing to help
it reach target executives. That’s why a firm must sup-
port its content development with an equally compre-
hensive marketing strategy that helps it create aware-
ness for the firm's content among a broad range of tar-
get buyers; generate relationships with a smaller group
of prospects through more intimate interactions; and
create customers by convincing buyers the firm has the
appropriate skills, expertise and service offerings to
solve the problem at hand.

The Right Time for a Thought Leadership
Assessment

There are a number of situations in which a thought
leadership assessment can be beneficial. One of the
most common is new market entry, whether it involves
the launch of a new product or service offering, the
debut of a new or refocused practice, or the re-posi-
tioning of the entire firm to take advantage of new
opportunities. In these cases, a thought leadership
assessment can help firms determine how to position

What Is It?

How To Achieve It

Focus

Having a single, fundamental
message

Create a theme statement and
structure for the argument

Novelty Being unique, breaking new ground

Conduct literature searches on
topic to ascertain its ubiquity

need (case for action)

Meeting a critical and specific market

Gather trend and anecdotal data,
conduct broad surveys, and
analyze examples

Supported by case examples, trend
data, and other evidence to prove
that the cure works

Validity

Do case study interviews
and write-ups of dlient work
and other best-practice companies
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that sets down the message,
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and client executives
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and concepts that are easy to
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Making a clear argument, with words
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Figure 4:

Exposure/lmpact of Content Produced by a Firm and Its Competitors (illustrative only)

Topic: Developing deeper consumer insights
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their offering relative to the competition, as well as sup-
port it with relevant, differentiated content that demon-
strates compelling value to target executives.

The rapid emergence of a new, critical issue also can
spur firms to perform an assessment. Whether the
onset (or aftermath) of the recession, the implementa-
tion of new industry standards, or the use of an innova-
tive technology, such emergent issues generally are
accompanied by widespread anxiety and confusion
among companies over how the developments will
affect them. In such anxiety and confusion are rich
opportunities for professional services firms to educate
and guide their prospects and clients. A thought leader-
ship assessment can help ensure that relevant expertise
is focused on the aspects of the issue least understood
by executives or most likely to have a significant impact
on clients (or both)—and subsequently position the firm
early as an expert in a field offering great revenue
growth potential. Firms that are successful will establish
themselves as the “expert of choice” and be in a better
position to capitalize on the market as clients begin
seeking a consulting partner to help them respond to
the development.

Social media is a great example. Companies every-
where are struggling to figure out how to most effec-

tively incorporate this new channel into their operations
and are looking for firms that can help. That's why
Amazon currently offers nearly 145,000 books with
“social media” in their title, and why organizations from
ad agencies to “marketing gurus” to consulting firms are
rushing to get their insights on social media into the
marketplace. Those with the best ideas, marketed most
effectively, ultimately will benefit the most.

The emergence of new competitors or rapid changes
to the competitive environment also can lead profes-
sional services firms to perform a thought leadership
assessment. In particular,as some areas of IT consulting
and business process outsourcing become increasingly
competitive and commoditized, incumbent firms can
boost their positive differentiation from lower-cost
competitors by demonstrating their deep understanding
of the business problems facing clients and prospects.
Conversely, low-cost competitors that sell primarily on
price can use a thought leadership assessment to guide
content development efforts that will help them secure
a more valuable and differentiated market position.

This was the very challenge faced by an Alterra
Group client that had only recently entered the U.S. and
European IT outsourcing markets. While the firm had
grown rapidly though high-quality, low-cost work, its
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incumbent rivals had effectively readjusted their rates in
response. At the same time, clients had made a percep-
tible shift toward valuing deep industry and functional
knowledge over the lowest available cost.

To address these changes in the marketplace, the
company approached Alterra Group for help shifting its
market position from a low-cost tech-
nology implementer to a business
process improvement firm. At the
heart of this shift would be new, dis-
tinctive intellectual capital that com-
municated the company’s expertise to
clients and prospects. Alterra Group
used a thought leadership assessment
to lay the foundation for this new con-
tent. Our team conducted research
to identify the most relevant business
issues, studied the firm’s body of work
and business strategy to narrow this
list down to those issues within the
firm’s “sweet spot,” assessed the qual-
ity of the firm’s existing intellectual
capital as well as that of the competition, provided a
detailed content development plan, and developed a
multi-channel marketing program for the new content.

Thought leadership assessments can be valuable for
professional services firms with tight marketing budgets
and limited resources—especially boutique consultan-
cies with a narrow market focus. With only a small num-
ber of content experts (who also are billable full time),
less money to work with, and few or no internal mar-
keting resources, such firms must be extremely mindful
of where they spend their time and money. In essence,
they have no room for error: A white paper that’s only
relevant to a few companies or a book that says nothing
truly new about a topic will not only squander the
money spent on those efforts, but also will leave the firm
with no resources to allocate to something that could
have had a significant impact on sales. An effective
assessment can help such firms weed out the lower-
quality, less relevant content and develop a more
focused portfolio of material that aligns closely with the
firm’s differentiated capabilities and its target executives’
top concerns—and, thus, has the highest potential to
generate a positive return for the firm.

Given the dynamic nature of the industries served by
professional services firms, some choose to perform
assessments on an ongoing basis. To make this as man-
ageable and affordable as possible, firms may focus their
recurring assessments on the specific topic areas or sub-
sets of target executives that are most important to
their growth strategies.
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Thought leadership
assessments can be valuable
for professional services
firms with tight marketing
budgets and limited
resources—especially
boutique consultancies
with a narrow
market focus.

Conclusion

Clearly, not all professional services firms can be
thought leaders on all topics. Yet, judging by the content
being published by services firms, too many are pursuing
thought leadership status on too many topics. Without
a competitive edge driven by uncommon insights, their
investments are unlikely to result in
compelling content and, ultimately,
substantial attention from execu-
tives.

The solution, then, is focus. To
break through the cluttered market-
place for expertise, companies must
identify the topics that provide them
with the most promising opportuni-
ties. This, in turn, means balancing
the firm’s capabilities with market
demand and what competitors are
saying—as Christine Adams, manag-
ing vice president at Gartner, has
averred. “External intelligence on
competitive activity is critical [to
creating effective content],” she noted, “as is a good
understanding of what is already being done in your
company and why"

In Alterra Group’s experience, one of the best ways
to achieve such an understanding is a systematic, com-
prehensive thought leadership assessment. Such an
assessment must encompass the identification of issues
relevant to target executives, the appraisal of the quality
and volume of the firm’s existing material and that of its
competitors, and the development of concrete, detailed
plans to develop differentiated content and put it in the
hands of target executives.

Such an assessment, done correctly, can help profes-
sional services firms make the most of their investments
in thought leadership by publishing high-quality, relevant
content that generates lasting differentiation and robust
demand. A
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Alterra Group helps professional services organizations raise awareness of and create demand for their services among
key target audiences. We do this via three principal services: developing unique points of view, articulating those points
of view in a variety of publications, and building powerful marketing campaigns around the content in those publications
to get points of view in the hands of current and prospective clients. We have applied our approach to thought leadership
marketing in a diverse group of professional services firms, including leading global outsourcing and systems integration
companies, influential trade associations, midsize consulting and strategic advisory firms, boutique consultancies, and
independent consultants and authors.
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