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Principal findings

echnology has increased the options 
available to marketers and custom-

ers of professional services alike. But what are the 
perceptions of online and offline marketing com-
munication tools? In November 2007, the Economist 
Intelligence Unit carried out a survey, sponsored by 
Google, of senior management executives in the US 
on the processes, influences and decision criteria 
they use in engaging professional services firms. The 
principle findings of the survey are as follows:
n  Professional services remain a “high-touch” 
business, where one-on-one contact with firm rep-
resentatives and recommendations from peers and 
colleagues carry significant weight in influencing the 
reputations of firms.
n  Despite the value of referential information, 
demonstrated competence and expertise in specific 
areas are the most critical factors in the selection of 
professional services firms.
n  Few executives limit their search to firms they have 
previously engaged. Rather, most cast a wide net to 
include new firms with the appropriate specialties.
n  Executives use a wide range of media to research 
professional services for their specific needs as well 
as to keep abreast of developments within their 
industry, with online sources proving particularly 
useful because of their specialised content. 
n  Despite media attention to increasing legal and 
regulatory burdens on business—heightened by 
laws such as Sarbanes-Oxley, HIPAA and others—en-
gagement of professional service firms remains 
driven primarily by internal business goals and 
reorganisations, rather than external regulatory or 
competitive pressures.

n  Executives are surprisingly unfamiliar with the 
other practice areas of professional services firms 
they have previously worked with, suggesting that 
such firms could do a better job of educating their 
clients on the breadth of their offerings.

Minding the media
The most widespread method of researching firms is 
through peers and colleagues (65%), followed by ex-
isting contacts at professional services firms (43%). 

Who took the survey?

A total of 220 executives took part in the survey, each of whom had 
engaged a firm in the areas of accounting/auditing, management 
consulting, information technology (IT) consulting or human re-
sources (HR) consulting in the past two years. Nearly 60% of survey 
respondents were C-level executives or board members, while the 
remaining respondents were senior vice-presidents, directors, busi-
ness unit or department heads, or other management. Sixty-eight 
companies represented in the survey, or almost 31%, had annual 
sales of US$1bn or more.

T Executives use a wide range of media to 
research professional services for their 
specific needs as well as to keep abreast of 
developments within their industry, with 
online sources proving particularly useful 
because of their specialised content.
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Yet the need for highly specific information on firm 
competency and expertise is highlighted by the range 
of sources used by executives when researching op-
tions for a potential engagement. All of these sources 
garnered double-digit response rates: search engine 
enquiries (38%), conferences, events and webinars 
(27%), trade magazines (25%), the websites of pro-
fessional services firms (24%), online content sites 
(13%), consumer and business magazines (12%) and 
e-mail newsletters sent by firms (10%). When asked 

how they would like professional services firms they 
work with to communicate with them in the future 
about new ideas, e-mail and newsletters were the top 
preferences of 57% of respondents, followed closely 
by contact with firm representatives (53%). 
 When executives were asked how important 
various media types are in staying abreast of infor-
mation relevant to their jobs, the need for highly 
specific information was underscored by the strong 
showing of search engines, along with conferences 
and events. Even among C-suite executives—who are 
sometimes seen to be less technical and computer-
savvy than other management executives—search 
engine queries are leading the way and rate as im-
portant or very important by nearly 64%, compared 
with 62% for all respondents. By contrast, 62% of 
the C-suite respondents say that conferences and 
events are important or very important, compared 
with 65% of the entire sample. The two were the 
highest-rated options for both the C-suite and the 
general survey population.  
 Despite media attention to increasing legal and 
regulatory burdens on business—heightened by laws 
such as Sarbanes-Oxley, HIPAA and others—engage-
ment of professional services firms remains driven 
primarily by internal business goals and reorganisa-
tions, rather than external regulatory or competitive 
pressures.

Interpersonal importance
Among the three sources most likely to influence 
their opinion of a professional services firm’s reputa-
tion, nearly three-quarters of the executives surveyed 
(74%) cite one-on-one contact with firm representa-
tives. Online information from firm websites (41%) 
is the next most frequently cited influence, followed 
by white papers and case studies (39%), conferences 
and events (30%), and online search results (21%).
 Interpersonal communication is also identified 
as a key means of researching professional services 

How important are these types of media in staying abreast of information relevant to 
your job? (Rate on a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 = Very important and 5 = Not at all important)   

Television programmes

Newspapers (eg, New York Times, Wall Street Journal, USA Today)

Consumer and business magazines (eg, Time, Newsweek, BusinessWeek, Forbes)

Trade magazines (eg, Adweek, Telephony, CFO Magazine)

Online portals (eg, Yahoo.com, MSN.com)

Online content sites (eg, CNN.com, Forbes.com, NYTimes.com)

Online video sites (eg, YouTube.com)

E-mail and newsletters sent by professional service firms

Professional service firm websites (eg, PwC.com, Accenture.com)

RSS feeds from any of the above publishers

Search engine inquiries (eg, Google, Yahoo!, Ask.com)

Conferences and events

1    Very important 2 3 4 5    Not at all important 6    Don’t know

8% 9% 20%

30% 27% 30% 11%

20% 25% 30% 17%

26% 34% 25% 8%

15% 1

1

47%

6%

12% 19% 31% 23% 14%

22% 26% 25% 20% 6%

4% 8% 13% 17% 54%

16% 28% 25% 21% 9%

14% 32% 21% 19% 12%

16% 24%7% 22%

33% 18%29% 9%

36% 26% 7% 2

1

4%

1

2

9%

1

6
12

25
50

100

29%

8%

12%

22%

2

Despite the value of referential 
information, demonstrated competence 
and expertise in specific areas are the 
most critical factors in the selection of 
professional services firms.
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firms. Nearly two-thirds of respondents say that 
peers and colleagues are among the three most use-
ful sources on information when researching firms. 
Existing contacts at professional services firms that 
have previously served them as clients is cited by 43% 
of respondents, followed by search engine enquiries 
(38%), both well ahead of conferences, events and 
webinars (26%), trade magazines (25%) and profes-
sional services firm websites (24%).
 
Competence and expertise are key
Highly specific information on the specialties and 
expertise of professional services firms is a key 
component of the selection process. When asked 
to name up to three qualities they consider most 
important in selecting a professional services firm, 
competence in a particular practice area and a firm’s 
understanding of their industry or business were 
the top two responses. More than two-thirds of the 
executives surveyed (68%) name specific compe-
tence among top criteria, followed by 51% who 
cite industry expertise, while 46% identify value of 
services relative to cost and 40% reputation as key 
factors. It appears therefore that respondents select 
professional services firms based on a variety of 
pragmatic factors as opposed to relying on a firm’s 
reputation alone.

Keeping an open mind 
Unsurprisingly, the executives surveyed showed a bias 
towards engaging professional services firms that they 

have worked with in the past, yet the vast majority look 
beyond their current or past providers when seeking 
new services. Only 13 respondents, or less than 6%, 
say that they usually depend on one firm for all of their 
professional services needs, and only 8% consider 
firms already familiar to them. More than 86%, how-
ever, say that they research new firms when consider-
ing a professional services engagement, including 66% 
who first consider past providers but also research new 
firms that may have relevant specialties. 
 Executives use a wide range of media to research 
professional services for their specific needs as well 
as to keep abreast of developments within their 
industry, with online sources proving particularly 
useful because of their specialised content.

Internal goals vs. external pressure 
When asked what triggered the need the last time 
they were involved in engaging a professional servic-

Which of the following sources are most likely to influence your 
opinion regarding the reputation of a professional services firm?
(Select up to three) 
 

One-on-one contact with firm representatives

Company web sites

White Papers and case studies

Conferences and events

Online search results

Online “webinars” and podcasts

Print advertising (newspapers, magazines)

E-mail and newsletters

Sponsorships (athletic, cultural)

Interactive online advertising

Airport advertising

RSS feeds

Television advertising

41%

74%

80

40

20

10

30%

21%

13%

12%

7%

6%

2%

2%

1%

7%

39%

Which of the following types of professional services purchasing 
decisions have you been involved with in the past two years? 
(Select all that apply) 
 

Information technology consulting

Management consulting

Accounting/auditing

Human resources consulting

56%

62%

70

35

17.5

9

25%

46%
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es firm, internal business goals and company changes 
were cited by three-quarters of respondents, com-
pared with only 25% who identified external regula-
tory changes (such as Sarbanes-Oxley compliance) or 
external marketplace pressures as the driving force. 
Specific business goals such as increased sales, cost 
reduction and the like are cited by 101 executives (or 
46%), followed by 63 respondents (29%) who say 
that an internal change at their company, such as a 
management change or reorganisation, was the trig-
ger for their last professional services engagement. 
 Executives are surprisingly unfamiliar with the 
other practice areas of professional services firms 
they have previously worked with, suggesting that 
such firms could do a better job of educating their 
clients on the breadth of their offerings.

More education is needed
One of the reasons that extensive research is needed 
when seeking professional services is that profes-
sional services firms do not appear to be keeping 
their clients up to date on their range of services and 
the extent of their expertise. When asked about their 
awareness of the capabilities of and information re-
ceived from their current or past providers, only 11% 
say that they are very familiar with practice areas 
outside of those they have worked with directly. Only 
13% of respondents say that they are very familiar 
with case studies and best practices from their pro-

viders, compared with only 18% who are very familiar 
with their provider’s new ideas and research.

Conclusion
In keeping abreast of developments within their 
industry and when conducting research on profes-
sional services for their specific needs, executives 
often find online outlets and other specialised 
sources particularly useful. In fact, the survey shows 
that information on highly specific competency and 
industry expertise drives the evaluation and selec-
tion process of professional services firms. And the 
findings suggest that such firms could do a better 
job of educating the marketplace, in particular by 

communicating with their existing clients about 
other practice areas, relevant case studies and best 
practices fostered by their services. 
 Bolstering and integrating communication and in-
formation resources across multiple channels—from 
offline interpersonal contacts to print and online 
media—appear to present a significant opportunity 
for the professional services industry.

Executives are surprisingly unfamiliar 
with the other practice areas of profes-
sional services firms they have previously 
worked with, suggesting that such firms 
could do a better job of educating their 
clients on the breadth of their offerings.

The last time you were involved in the decision to engage a 
professional services firm, what triggered the need to do so?

Internal change in my company 
(eg, reorganisation, strategic 
change, management change)   
29%

External regulatory change 
(eg, Sarbanes-Oxley compliance)   
13%

External marketplace pressure 
(eg, response to competition, 
response to channel partner 
need)  13%

Specific business goal 
(eg, sales increase, operational 
cost reduction)  46%
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Appendix: Survey results 
In November 2007, the Economist Intelligence Unit carried out a survey of 220 senior management executives in 
the US on the processes, influences and decision criteria they use in engaging professional services firms. Please 
note that not all answers add up to 100% because of rounding or multiple answers to some questions.

In your view, what qualities do you consider most important 
when selecting a professional services firm? (Select up to three) 
 

Competence in a particular practice area

Understanding of your industry or business

Value of service relative to cost

Reputation

Ability to complete the project in timely manner

Up to date on trends, insights and information

Global presence or international capabilities

Personal relationships between your company and the firm’s employees or partners

Other

51%

68%

70

35

17.5

9

40%

25%

18%

17%

12%

1%

46%

Which of the following types of professional services purchasing 
decisions have you been involved with in the past two years? 
(Select all that apply) 
 

Information technology (IT) consulting

Management consulting

Accounting/auditing

Human resources (HR) consulting

56%

62%

70

35

17.5

9

25%

46%

How important are these types of media in staying abreast of information relevant to 
your job? (Rate on a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 = Very important and 5 = Not at all important)   

Television programmes

Newspapers (eg, New York Times, Wall Street Journal, USA Today)

Consumer and business magazines (eg, Time, Newsweek, BusinessWeek, Forbes)

Trade magazines (eg, Adweek, Telephony, CFO Magazine)

Online portals (eg, Yahoo.com, MSN.com)

Online content sites (eg, CNN.com, Forbes.com, NYTimes.com)

Online video sites (eg, YouTube.com)

E-mail and newsletters sent by professional service firms

Professional service firm websites (eg, PwC.com, Accenture.com)

RSS feeds from any of the above publishers

Search engine inquiries (eg, Google, Yahoo!, Ask.com)

Conferences and events

1    Very important 2 3 4 5    Not at all important 6    Don’t know

8% 9% 20%

30% 27% 30% 11%

20% 25% 30% 17%

26% 34% 25% 8%

15% 1

1

47%

6%

12% 19% 31% 23% 14%

22% 26% 25% 20% 6%

4% 8% 13% 17% 54%

16% 28% 25% 21% 9%

14% 32% 21% 19% 12%

16% 24%7% 22%

33% 18%29% 9%

36% 26% 7% 2

1

4%

1

2

9%

1

6
12

25
50

100

29%

8%

12%

22%

2

Which of the following sources are most likely to influence your 
opinion regarding the reputation of a professional services firm?
(Select up to three) 
 

One-on-one contact with firm representatives

Company web sites

White Papers and case studies

Conferences and events

Online search results

Online “webinars” and podcasts

Print advertising (newspapers, magazines)

E-mail and newsletters

Sponsorships (athletic, cultural)

Interactive online advertising

Airport advertising

RSS feeds

Television advertising

41%

74%

80

40

20

10

30%

21%

13%

12%

7%

6%

2%

2%

1%

7%

39%
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The last time you were involved in the decision to engage a 
professional services firm, what triggered the need to do so?

Internal change in my company 
(eg, reorganisation, strategic 
change, management change)   
29%

External regulatory change 
(eg, Sarbanes-Oxley compliance)   
13%

External marketplace pressure 
(eg, response to competition, 
response to channel partner 
need)  13%

Specific business goal 
(eg, sales increase, operational 
cost reduction)  46%

Which of the following statements best describes the set 
of firms you consider after making the decision to engage 
a professional services firm?

I usually depend on one firm for all of 
my professional services needs   5%

I only consider firms with which 
I am already familiar   8%

I first consider firms I have 
worked with previously but also 
conduct research on new firms 
that may specialise in the type 
of work I am seeking  67%

I usually begin by researching 
firms that best meet my needs 
rather than considering firms 
I already know  20%

When researching which firms have offerings or competencies 
in a particular area of need, which of the following sources
do you find most useful? (Select up to three) 
 

Peers and colleagues

Existing contacts at professional service firms that have previously 
served me as a client

Search engine enquiries (eg, Google, Yahoo!, Ask.com)

Conferences, events and webinars

Trade magazines (eg, Consulting Magazine, CFO Magazine)

Professional service firm websites (eg, PwC.com, Accenture.com)

Online content sites (eg, Consulting.com, Forbes.com)

Consumer and business magazines (eg, Time, Newsweek, BusinessWeek, Forbes)

New business contacts at a professional service firm

E-mail and newsletters sent by professional service firms

RSS feeds from any of the above publishers

Other

43%

65%

70

35

17.5

9-

27%

25%

24%

13%

12%

10%

4%

1%

10%

38%

When you contact a professional services firm with which you 
have not previously worked, how do you find the appropriate 
person? (Select up to three) 
 

Peers and colleagues

Telephone call to the firm

Conferences, events and webinars

Search engine enquiries (eg, Google, Yahoo! Ask.com)

Professional service firm websites (eg, PwC.com, Accenture.come)

Online communities/Social networking (eg, Facebook, LinkedIn)

Online content sites (eg, Consulting.com, Forbes.com)

E-mail and newsletters sent by professional service firms

Trade magazines

RSS feeds from any of the above publishers

Other

I do not engage in this step

57%

70%

70

35

17.5

9-

27%

25%

11%

11%

10%

3%

1%

2%

4%

27%
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Among the professional services firms that you work with on a regular basis, how 
aware are you of their capabilities in following areas? (Rate on a scale of 1 to 5 
where 1 = Very familiar and 5 = Not at all familiar)   

General scope of services offered

Practice areas outside of those I have worked with directly

Expertise and services for my particular industry

New ideas and research

Case studies and best practices

1    Very familiar 2 3 4 5    Not at all familiar 6    Don’t know

39% 41% 17%

10% 32% 36% 15%

44% 37% 16% 2

17% 38% 29% 11%

3% 1

23%

13% 34% 30% 13% 6% 4%

1

6
12

25
50

100

4%

How would you prefer that the professional services firms you 
work with communicate with you in the future about new ideas, 
services and practice areas? (Select up to three) 
 

E-mail and newsletters

One-on-one contact with firm representatives

White Papers and case studies

Company web sites

Conferences and events

Online “webinars” and podcasts

Online search results

Television advertising

Interactive online advertising

RSS feeds

Sponsorships (athletic, cultural)

Airport advertising

53%

57%

80

40

20

10

29%

28%

25%

15%

5%

5%

4%

2%

5%

35%

In which country are you personally based?

United States of America
100%

What is your primary industry?

Financial services

IT and technology

Healthcare, pharmaceuticals and biotechnology

Manufacturing

Construction and real estate

Telecommunications

Government/Public sector

Consumer goods

Entertainment, media and publishing

Transportation, travel and tourism

Education

Chemicals

Logistics and distribution

Retailing

Energy and natural resources

Aerospace/defence

Automotive

Agriculture and agribusiness

15%

22%

30

15

7.5

3.75

9%

5%

5%

5%

4%

4%

3%

3%

2%

2%

1%

1%

3%

3%

4%

10%
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Which of the following best describes your title?

Board member

CEO/president/managing director

CFO/treasurer/comptroller

CIO/technology director

Other C-level executive

SVP/VP/director

Head of business unit

Head of department

Manager

Other

36%

5%

40

20

10

5

6%

6%

15%

6%

8%

5%

8%

5%

What is your main functional role?

General management

Strategy and business development

Finance

IT

Marketing and sales

Operations and production

R&D

Information and research

Risk

Human resources

Customer service

Legal

Other

17%

24%

30

15

7.5

4

11%

8%

6%

5%

3%

3%

2%

2%

1%

3%

13%

What are your company's annual global revenues in US dollars?

US$500m or less  56%

US$1bn to US$1bn   13%

US$500m to US$5bn   12%

US$5bn to US$10bn   5%

US$10bn or more   13%



While every effort has been taken to verify 
the accuracy of this information, neither The 
Economist Intelligence Unit Ltd. nor the sponsor 
of this report can accept any responsibility 
or liability for reliance by any person on this 
report or any of the information, opinions or 
conclusions set out in the report.
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