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Introduction
Long live the long report
T h e COVID pan demic continues to alter th e ranking s pic ture . A flurr y of p ublishing
a c tivit y on th e par t of f irms that have only o cc asionally ap p eare d in th e ranking s le d to
on e of our big ges t ever ranking s tables in 2020 , featuring 24 f irms . T hat ex tra ordinar y
b urs t of a c tivit y has n ow ease d of f for som e , an d in H1 2021 , we are ba ck to a m ore usual
coh or t of 20 p ublish ers . T his has in evitably change d th e shap e of th e ranking s table ,
mainly in th e lower half.
H owever, th e pan demic is n ot th e only fa c tor at play h ere . Clearly, som e f irms are m oving
away from p ublishing th e longer-form rep or t s that we assess in th e qualit y rating s to
fo cus on sh or t-form content . T his is p erhaps un ders tan dable in a world in which so many
comp eting forces are f ighting for at tention , b ut f irms sh ould n ot b e to o has t y to fo cus
p rin cipally on m ore sna ckable content . We c arrie d out a sur vey in Jun e an d July 2021 of
10 0 b uyers of p rofessional ser vices in th e US an d UK , an d th e result s were def initive:
Long-form rep or t s are s till favoure d by client s an d rank only b ehin d webinars in terms
of th eir p op ularit y. It ’s a situation we continue to m onitor—th ere is , af ter all, n o p oint in
having a rating s rep or t de dic ate d to a format that en d users have n o interes t in , which
would b e th e ultimate in a c a demic exercises . B ut in 2021 , th e long-form rep or t remains as
relevant as ever.

Figure 1
How do you tend to consume thought leadership produced by professional ser vices firms?
Please selec t the t wo format s you use most

Webinar

34%

Rep or t (four pages or m ore)

32%

Single-page ar ticle

28%

Blog p os t

25%

Infographic

19%

V ideo

19%

Po dc as t

17%

PowerPoint-s t yle presentation

16%

B o ok

10%
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Methodology
Our definition of thought leadership
We include material that is intended to say something new about business, technolog y,
or the economy, and is positioned by the firm as such (e.g., 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 firm is doing so to illustrate a
broader point it is making about a subjec t;

- outlines the results 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 firm’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 firms themselves when they decree some material to be
“thought leadership” and other material (although it fits our criteria) as something other
than thought leadership. In order to be fair to all firms, 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
conjunc tion 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.

Formats
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 standalone
videos. In order to ensure that we look at substantive material, our focus is on material that
exceeds 2,50 0 words in length.
Where content is presented in multiple ways, we always aim to score the optimum format or
mix of formats.
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Sampling
We review a random sample of each consulting firm’s thought leadership based on
a minimum of 20% of output or 10 pieces, whichever is the greater. For those firms
producing more than 150 pieces of thought leadership in the six-month period, we cap
our reviews at 3 0.

Firms included
The primar y driver for inclusion in our list is the size of firm. However, some large
firms produce little thought leadership, and some smaller firms 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 latter 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:
BearingPoint (last appeared H1 2018), Booz Allen (H2 2018), DXC Technolog y (F Y 2020),
L . E. K . (H2 2019), Grant Thornton (F Y 2020), Mercer (H2 2015), Nor th Highland (F Y
2020), PA Consulting (H2 2018), and TC S (F Y 2020).
Please do let us know of any firms we are not analysing that you believe merit inclusion.

Our quality criteria
Our criteria are based on primar y research with senior executives in large organisations
that assesses the fac tors that drive individuals to pick up a piece of content; to read past
the first paragraph and beyond; to have confidence in the value of 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 here.
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