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Source has been analysing the qualit y of thought leadership for  

20 years.  In these t wo decades, an aw ful lot has changed in the world 

of consulting , and in thought leadership.  But even looking back over 

a shor ter period is instruc tive. For those who value what has gone 

before and see histor y as a source of advice for the present,  we make 

available our qualit y ratings repor t s for the past six years,  going back 

as far as the second half of 2012 .1 It ’s fascinating to reread our 2012 

2H repor t and to reflec t upon the inter vening time, a period in which 

we’ve seen firms move up and down the rankings,  driven by internal 

changes in approaches to thought leadership.

Here are four messages that stand out in our eyes:

A g r e e  w h a t  g o o d  l o o k s  l i k e — a n d 

d o n ’ t  l e t  w e a k  c o n t e n t  o u t  t h e  d o o r
Back in Februar y 2013 , in the introduc tion to our repor t ,  we wrote: 

“One [common issue] is consistenc y: Material which should never 

have seen the light of day is still  get ting published, perhaps because 

the qualit y control processes f irms have in place (and many firms 

still  have a ver y decentralised approach to the produc tion of thought 

leadership) aren’t adequate.”

We could say the same today (although I  like to think we’d choose 

shor ter sentences).  Consistenc y mat ters.  It  mat ters in terms of impac t 

on client s: If  it ’s on your website,  someone is going to f ind it .  And that 

someone is probably going to assume that ’s the best you have to of fer. 

And it mat ters in terms of our rankings: When firms have maintained 

positions at the top of our rankings,  they ’ve had processes in place 

to prevent weak thought leadership from escaping the building. For 

centralised teams, such as IBM ’s Institute for Business Value (IBV 

hereaf ter),  this is relatively easy. For large complex organisations 

with thought leadership being produced by many teams, less so. 

However, as Deloit te in the US demonstrated, it  can be done.

B e  a s p i r a t i o n a l
However, it ’s not enough to simply banish weak content .  Firms 

that we’ve seen move upwards and stay near the top have put huge 

ef for t into creating high-qualit y thought leadership.  In the past , 

we saw IBM ’s IBV (a tight centralised team) continuously driving 

improvement and the less centralised Deloit te establishing Deloit te 

Tw e n t y  y e a r s  o f  t h o u g h t 

l e a d e r s h i p  r a t i n g s

1	 White Space subscribers can access our quality ratings reports at S ource thought lea dership rep or t s .
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Universit y Press (now Deloit te Insight s) as a go-to source for high-

qualit y thought leadership.  More recently,  Accenture and Capgemini 

have both made great strides—and impressed client s and us alike—

by set ting high aspirations and investing in high-qualit y thought 

leadership.

I f  y o u  a l w a y s  d o  w h a t  y o u ’ v e  a l w a y s 

d o n e ,  y o u ’ l l  a l w a y s  g e t  w h a t  y o u ’ v e 

a l w a y s  g o t 2 
Over the past six years,  some firms have changed their approach 

ver y lit tle.  And, unsurprisingly,  these f irms have made ver y lit tle 

progress in improving the qualit y of their thought leadership.  In our 

experience, sustainable improvement seldom happens organically. 

It  requires a vision of what is possible,  and the determination to get 

there. It  requires alignment and training (no one is born knowing how 

to create great thought leadership),  carrot s (funding for the right 

ideas,  praise for those delivering great content),  and sticks (such as 

refusal to publish weak content).

B u t  d o n ’ t  f o r g e t  w h a t  g o t  y o u  t o 

w h e r e  y o u  a r e  t o d a y
A s passionate advocates for great thought leadership,  we feel 

dismayed when we hear of f irms unravelling approaches that have 

driven success.  Change is necessar y as the needs and preferences of 

consulting client s develop, but sometimes change, of ten driven by a 

change of leadership,  seems to happen without at tention to what has 

driven success in the past .  We’d encourage all  f irms that have secured 

stable positions at the top of our rankings to reflec t on what got them 

there and to build on—rather than destroy—the foundations of their 

success.

 

2	  Usually attributed to Henry Ford.
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M e t h o d o l o g y

O u r  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  t h o u g h t  l e a d e r s h i p
We include material that is intended to say something new about 

business,  technolog y, or the economy and is positioned by the f irm as 

such (e.g. ,  as thought leadership,  insight,  or research).

We do not include material that:

–– is primarily and obviously designed to sell  a par ticular consulting 

ser vice or solution or is clearly straight for ward marketing material

–– describes a single case study, except in cases where a f irm is doing 

so to illustrate a broader point it  is making about a subjec t

–– outlines the result s of a sur vey with minimal analysis ,  or

–– provides fac tual operational guidance on legislative or accounting 

changes.

However, what seems per fec tly clear on paper can at times be less 

clear when applied in prac tice.  The first challenging boundar y to 

manage is material around guidance on legislative or accounting 

changes. On this one, we do our utmost to separate fac tual guidance 

(which shouldn’t be included) from material that brings the f irm’s 

experience and perspec tive to add value to the reader (and so should 

be added to our list).

A second challenge is generated by f irms themselves when they decree 

some material to be “thought leadership” and other material (although 

it f it s our criteria) as “something other than thought leadership”. 

In order to be fair to all  f irms, we take the intelligent reader’s 

perspec tive: If  they would view this in the same light as other “thought 

leadership”,  then we do too.

The third and final area we of ten find ourselves debating is around 

material produced in conjunction with outside bodies. On this one, 

if the intelligent reader would assume the consulting firm is the key 

driving force behind the piece, then we do too, and we add it to the list .

F o r m a t s
We include material that the reader would perceive as thought 

leadership—this may be a traditional PDF, an online report, or material 

presented through an interactive site. In order to compare like with like, 

we exclude blogs and blog-like material as well as stand-alone videos.

Where content is presented in multiple ways, we always aim to score 

the optimum format or mix of format s.
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S a m p l i n g
We review a random sample of each consulting f irm’s thought 

leadership based on a minimum of 20 % of output or 10 pieces, 

whichever is the greater.  For those f irms producing more than 150 

pieces of thought leadership in the six-month period, we cap our 

reviews at 3 0.

F i r m s  i n c l u d e d
The primar y driver for inclusion in our list is size of f irm . However, 

some large f irms produce lit tle thought leadership and some smaller 

f irms produce a significant amount of high-qualit y content .  The 

former we exclude from our process (although we keep a close eye on 

output),  and the lat ter we consider including if  we see a persistent 

commitment to thought leadership.

The following firms have appeared in our rankings at some point but 

have been previously excluded and not reinstated due to a scarcit y of 

relevant content: Aon (formerly Aon Hewit t) (last appeared 2016 H1), 

Booz Allen (2015 H2),  C SC (2015 H1) then DXC Technolog y (2018 

H1),  Infosys (2016 H2),  and Mercer (2015 H2).

Historically,  we reviewed content from Hay Group and then Korn 

Ferr y Hay Group from 2016 H1 . This f irm now appears as Korn Ferr y. 

BearingPoint did not publish enough substantial pieces to be included 

in this ranking , but we expec t the f irm to be included in the future.

Please do let us know of any f irms that we are not analysing which you 

believe merit inclusion .

O u r  q u a l i t y  c r i t e r i a
Our criteria are based on research with senior executives in large 

organisations and assess the fac tors that drive individuals to pick up a 

piece of content; to read past the f irst paragraph and beyond; to have 

confidence in what they have read; and to take ac tion based on what 

they have absorbed.

Each piece is rated individually against a series of 15 questions.  For 

each criterion, the piece of content receives a score bet ween 1 and 5; 

this generates a total score for each piece of bet ween 4 and 20.

Full  details ,  including information about how each question is scored, 

can be found on White Space: Our qualit y ratings methodolog y.
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Wo u l d  y o u  l i k e  t o  e x p l o r e 

t h e  f i n d i n g s  o f  t h i s  r e p o r t  i n 

m o r e  d e t a i l ? 

We can help you consider what our f indings mean specifically for your 

f irm . We run webinars and small  group discussions based on in-depth 

analysis of our qualit y ratings and our knowledge and experience 

of thought leadership.  Questions we of ten help our client s answer 

include:

–– Are we maximising returns on our thought leadership investment?

–– Where are the big gest oppor tunities for increasing the impac t of 

our thought leadership?

–– What can we learn from the best—and the worst—of our content?

–– What can we learn from our competitors’  content?

–– Where and how can we innovate ef fec tively?

–– What do the result s sug gest about our ways of working on thought 

leadership?

C a n  w e  h e l p  y o u  a s s e s s  t h e  q u a l i t y 

o f  i n d i v i d u a l  p u b l i c a t i o n s ?
Underpinned by our qualit y criteria and benchmarking data,  we 

provide feedback on individual pieces of content .  This can be carried 

out pre publication, in which case we will  also make sug gestions 

about what can be improved before your deadline. Client s use our 

post-publication feedback to train creators of thought leadership,  to 

identif y oppor tunities,  and to track progress.

To find out more, or simply to request a quote, please contac t  

hayley.urquhar t@sourceglobalresearch .com .
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