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None of us could have predic ted a year ago that applying sanitiser,  wearing face masks, 

and f inding an acceptable version of the elbow bump to greet people would have become a 

way of life.  Perhaps even fewer would have foreseen the considerable ripple ef fec t that the 

COVID -19 pandemic has had on the world of management consulting , and on f irms’ thought 

leadership in par ticular. 

We published a repor t last year on the ways in which the early months of the pandemic led 

to increased client interest in consuming content ,  and how firms’ commitment to meeting 

the thirst for prac tical advice led to the bir th of a new genre of “ac tion leadership” in the 

early days of the pandemic .  In this repor t we look at the longer-term consequences of the 

COVID crisis on thought leadership; how changes in client buying behaviour have elevated 

the impor tance of content ,  the power of good thought leadership,  and some pointers as to 

how to maximise it s potential benefit s .  

I n t r o d u c t i o n 
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A s a result of this widespread move to a more vir tual working world,  f inding “arm’s leng th” 

ways to interac t with and influence client s has become more impor tant than ever for 

consulting f irms. We conduc ted a sur vey of around 3 , 50 0 senior buyers of consulting 

globally at the end of 2020, which revealed that thought leadership is the second most 

ef fec tive method of marketing to client s,  with only f irms’ websites proving more popular, 

albeit by a small  margin .

This view of thought leadership as one of the most impor tant weapons in a f irm’s armour y 

is remarkably consistent looking at the data from a number of dif ferent angles.  Taking a 

countr y by countr y view, thought leadership ranks second in all  but three countries.  In the 

What do you think will  be the big gest challenges for your f irm in 2021? 

N ote: Based on a sur vey of 150 consulting f irms globally,  c arried out in O c tob er- D ecemb er 2020

Figure 1
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T h o u g h t  l e a d e r s h i p — y o u r  n o t - s o - s e c r e t 
w e a p o n  o f  c h o i c e
At the end of last year we carried out a sur vey of 150 consulting f irms globally,  and asked 

them what they thought their greatest challenges would be in 2021 . What emerged from this 

is that the move to remote working continues to challenge the way consulting f irms build 

relationships and sell  work, par ticularly with new client s.  Even with lockdowns easing in 

some par t s of the world,  the abilit y to walk the corridors of client of fices,  drop in for cof fee, 

or schmooze client s over a nice lunch remains of f-limit s ,  and means that consulting f irms 

are having to think of new ways of interac ting with client s,  par ticularly when it comes to 

showcasing exper tise,  demonstrating qualit y of thinking and evidencing an abilit y to innovate.
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US , adver tising ranks f irst ,  with thought leadership sit ting in third place, but in the large 

UK market ,  thought leadership as a marketing tool is pre-eminent ,  with 29 % of the client s 

we sur veyed identif ying it  as the best way of marketing to them . In China , a whopping 4 0 % 

of the senior people we sur veyed put thought leadership top of their list of choices.

What ’s also interesting is that senior people in the ver y largest companies we sur veyed—

those with revenues above $5bn—see thought leadership as the best way of marketing 

to them , ahead of both websites and adver tising. Given the out sized spending power of 

such organisations,  this is a clear endorsement for thought leadership as a potent client 

influencer.

Looking at other “arm’s leng th” oppor tunities to market to client s,  it ’s telling that 

consulting f irm websites outrank thought leadership on this list .  Used well ,  websites 

can provide a high-qualit y shop window for client s—and of course key to their success 

is undoubtedly their abilit y to showcase f irm content ,  and encourage browsing , bringing 

things right back (we strongly believe) to the value of thought leadership.  Indeed, a brief 

look at any leading f irms’ websites will  at test to the idea that they ’re now vehicles for 

thought leadership more than they ’re any thing else. 

What approach by consulting f irms is the most ef fec tive way of marketing to you?

N ote: Based on a sur vey of 3 ,4 49 senior client s globally,  c arried out in O c tob er- D ecemb er 2020

Figure 2
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O u r  s u r v e y 
In Oc tober to December 2020, we sur veyed 3 ,4 49 executives,  direc tors,  and senior 

managers globally,  all  of whom had ex tensive experience of buying from and working with 

consultant s in the past t wo years. 
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C a n  w e  h e l p  y o u  c r e a t e  b e t t e r,  m o r e 

e f f e c t i v e  t h o u g h t  l e a d e r s h i p?
Thought leadership dominates the marketing ac tivit y of most f irms and for good reason: 

Client s consistently tell  us that ,  done well ,  it ’s the best way a f irm can market it s ser vices 

to them . But far too much thought leadership isn’t done well  and may even harm a f irm’s 

chances of success.  O ur goal is to ensure that you get the maximum possible return from 

your investment in thought leadership and other forms of content .  We speak to senior 

executives—your target audience—to understand what they want to know more about ,  and 

what they expec t from thought leadership and other forms of content .  In ever y thing we 

do, we apply this lens: How could this be even more helpful to your target audience in building 

awareness ,  understanding,  and trust? 

If  you’d like to f ind out more about how we could suppor t you in this area and prioritise your 

goals ,  then please contac t zoë.stumpf@sourceglobalresearch .com .
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A b o u t  t h e  a u t h o r

Zoë Stumpf

zoë. s tumpf @sourceglobalresearch .com

Zo ë  Stumpf 

Zoë is Head of Thought Leadership at S ource. She is responsible for the development 

and use of our thought leadership methodolog y, our rankings of the thought leadership 

produced by consulting f irms, and our White Space plat form . A s well  as consuming a 

huge amount of consulting f irm content ,  Zoë spends much of her time analysing the 

views of senior executives about what they want from thought leadership via both 

inter views and sur veys. Before joining S ource, Zoë spent more than 12 years working 

as a management consultant in a variet y of roles with KPMG and Atos Consulting. She 

has also worked as an independent marketing consultant .
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–  P r o p o s i t i o n  s t r a t e g y  a n d  d e v e l o p m e n t

–  B r a n d  a n d  c l i e n t  s e n t i m e n t  a n a l y s i s

–  T h o u g h t  l e a d e r s h i p  a n d  c o n t e n t  s t r a t e g y,  d e v e l o p m e n t ,  a n d  r e v i e w
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g e t  i n  t o u c h .
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