
P rofessional services marketers are always looking 
for the marketing initiatives that pack the best punch
against rivals. In our just-released 2006 study, “Incre a s-
ing Marketing Effectiveness at Professional Firm s , ”
m o re than 377 senior marketing and management
respondents told us “diff e rentiation, positioning, and
branding” were their top-ranked marketing initiatives
that achieved the “best results” (out of 30 choices). 

On one level, this ranking is no surprise for all professions,
even beyond architecture, engineering, and construction:
Competitors are increasingly shrewd and sophisticated, and
clients increasingly seek to understand the critical differences
between their potential vendor choices. Professional services
firms work hard to differentiate, position, and brand them-
selves, reflecting their strong external orientation, clear focus,
and deliberate intent. So far, so good.

On another level, though, too many professional services firms
think their branding activities are working optimally. Because
these techniques are so new in the professional services firm
arsenal, it’s tempting to plow ahead full-tilt with branding.

Is your firm branding foolishly?
Watch out! Our research revealed four danger signs that
professional services firms might be fooling themselves about
the effectiveness of their differentiation, positioning, and
branding initiatives.

• Only 20% of our 377 respondents said they were
“extremely effective” in growing revenues relative
to competitors. It doesn’t take a Ph.D. in statistics to
realize there is a big disconnect: If everyone believes that
differentiation, positioning, and branding are such highly
ranked “best-results” marketing techniques, why are so few
firms calling themselves “extremely effective”? This suggests
branding is among the most highly ranked of a bunch of
ineffective marketing initiatives.

• Only a fraction of professional services firms have a
formal budget line for measuring. When asked if their

firms have a separate line item for marketing measurement,
340 survey respondents answered “no;” only 37 said, “yes.”
Nevertheless, these “yes” respondents were much more likely
to report their branding was “extremely effective” against
competitors.This made it clear that professional services
firms were guessing or kidding themselves that their branding
programs got them “best results.”

• The measurement techniques employed by many
professional services firms are not very rigorous. This
is especially true with regard to differentiation, positioning,
and branding programs. Many of the metrics applied were
subjective and debatable, not obvious, not identified with
clients, and not featuring tangible outcomes. Some firms
rushed ahead with branding activities without having first
developed agreed-upon measurement parameters.

One respondent said, “We have no formal tool for measuring
the effectiveness of our positioning/branding strategies
themselves, except by returning from an interview and saying,
‘That worked,’ or ‘That didn’t work.’ It’s an evolving target.”

• In our study, o n ly three specific measurement
techniques were ve ri fiably linked to being “ e x t r e m e ly
e f f e c t ive ” against competitors .These techniques will be
c ove red later in this art i c l e. U n f o rt u n at e ly, all the other metri c s
used by study participants had no apparent impact on incre a s i n g
c o m p e t i t i ve effective n e s s. E ven more intere s t i n g : R e s p o n d e n t s
who used “assessments of branding strat e gi e s ” to measure their
m a r keting effectiveness said they we re not “ e x t re m e ly effe c t i ve ”
ve rsus competitors.W hy is this happening? Most like ly, i t ’s
because our respondents didn’t tie their brand eva l u at i o n s
c l o s e ly enough to their clients. I n s t e a d , t h ey eva l u ated their
branding initiat i ves more peri p h e r a l ly to actual client outcomes:

1. How many media relations hits did we get last quarter?

2. How many leads did we get from that speech?

3. How many prospects do we have in the pipeline? 

Of course, there is nothing wrong with these metrics, but our
study found that these particular metrics were not correlated
with being “extremely effective” against competitors.
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Does all this mean that differentiation, positioning, and brand-
ing are not effective marketing initiatives? Not at all, but
professional services firms, which are relatively new to the
game of sophisticated branding, had better get better at
measuring their activities quickly if they really want to succeed.
The way to gain real marketplace leadership will be directly
related to the application of more sophisticated measurement
techniques. Count on it: Savvy professional services firms will
formally measure their branding strategies, and will undoubt-
edly leave their foolish counterparts behind.

OK, how do we avoid being Branding Fools?
Professional services firms that want to excel at branding
should measure it using three client metrics.

1. Growing client revenue: Did you grow revenues with your
client or not?

2. Moving the phases of a sale through a pipeline: Did you close
the sale or not?

3. Listening to the client: Did you listen to the client or not?

These three client metrics are unequivo c a l ly objective and
o bv i o u s , c l e a r ly identified with clients, and feat u re tangi bl e
o u t c o m e s.T h ey are fact-based and “ n o n - i g n o r a bl e.” The more
client metrics our respondents used, the more they said they we re
“ e x t re m e ly effective ” in growing revenues against competitors! 

Of these three, the most important metric for com-
petitively effective branding is the third: listening to
clients. “Oh, sure,” the majority of marketers would say, “we
do a lot of listening to clients!” But let’s not be foolish.We’re
not talking here about garden-variety client satisfaction surveys
or client perception interviews. Most professional services
marketers think about listening as another marketing activity
that, if it’s employed at all, is used prior to the development 
of the strategies. Most marketers have yet to consider “listening
to clients” a rigorous measurement activity, one that seeks to
evaluate competitive effectiveness on an ongoing basis, using
meaningful and results-oriented metrics.

Let’s review again the characteristics of the client metrics 
cited above:

1. unequivocally objective and obvious

2. clearly identified with clients

3. tangible outcomes

4. fact based

5. “non-ignorable.”

Ask yourself:When you conduct client and marketplace
research related to your differentiation, positioning, and
branding strategies, do your listening activities have
these characteristics? 

Evolve your listening techniques
Marketers also should be prepared to evolve and manage their
client listening instruments, so that branding assessments can
continue to mature and become more nuanced as the brand
itself matures. For example:

• Change your client satisfaction surveys. If you’re using
the same one you used three years ago, you’re missing out on
valuable brand-related information.

• A dd more motivational research techniques.T h e re are
n u m e rous we l l - re s p e c t e d , q u a l i t at i ve, m o t i vational re s e a r ch
t e chniques that reveal a client’s underlying buying cri t e ria and
attraction to or avoidance of certain brand at t ri bu t e s. If yo u ’re
not using some of these re s e a r ch tech n i q u e s , yo u ’re missing
out on va l u a ble brand-re l ated inform at i o n .

• Track the perceptions of your differentiation,
positioning, and branding strategies over time. If
you’ve only evaluated your clients’ perceptions about brands
once, and especially if it was more than a year ago, you’re
missing out on valuable brand-related information.

• Add competitive intelligence to your client listening
measurements and assess how their branding activities are
perceived versus yours. If you are not regularly listening to
your clients about their interactions with and perceptions of
your competitors, you’re missing out on valuable brand-
related information.

• Improve your targeting and segmenting skills, and
develop listening metrics for each. If your firm is not
targeting and segmenting for future marketplace opportu-
nities, you’re likely missing out on valuable business shifts,
especially as it relates to optimal branding strategies.

…continued on page 25

“Most marketers have yet 
to consider listening to clients
a rigorous measurement
activity...”



June 2006 | 25

my turn
…continued from page 17

For example, i m a gine that your firm wants to publicize the
completion of a multi-million dollar facility it designed on behalf
of a medical center. I t ’s a good bet that business publ i c ations will
focus on how the new facility will attract more patients and
revenue to the hospital.A r chitectural publ i c ations will like ly
focus on the design team and the project specific at i o n s. L o c a l
n ew s p a p e rs and television stations might want to re p o rt on how
the new facility will benefit the neighborhood in which it’s
l o c at e d . H e a l t h c a re publ i c ations might cover the ways in which
the facility meets the medical needs of 21st century pat i e n t s.

Good public relations professionals are intimately familiar with
the different media sectors, so they can tailor their pitches with
minimum resources and time.The result is that, whatever the
focus of the stories the pitches generate, your core message
(e.g., that your firm designed a new facility) gets across.

3. Handy marketing collateral. Got a front-page story in
your number-one target publication? Order some reprints and
add them to your marketing kit. Select quotes from the story
and add them to your marketing copy, or put them on your
web site. Again, this is credible copy, and it’s cheap:The
journalist did the writing; you simply supplied the idea and
background information.

C ave at : T h e re is one important shortcoming of publ i c
re l at i o n s :You will have less control—sometimes mu ch less
c o n t rol—than you will ever have in adve rt i s i n g.You must decide
whether the benefits outweigh the disadvantages for yo u .

In general, however, the credibility that public relations
provides, along with the additional benefits described earlier,
necessitates its inclusion in any comprehensive marketing
campaign. Costs are comparatively small, yet returns can be
high. If you implement your public relations program in an
organized and carefully thought-out fashion, then you, too,
can achieve a competitive advantage.
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Professional services firms have indeed benefited from their
differentiation, positioning, and branding strategies.We offer
our kudos to all marketers and their professional colleagues
who have added elements of business rigor to these activities,
and our assurance that all professional services firms—just like
yours—will become increasingly astute about their branding
initiatives. Until recently, most firms were simply feeling their
way in the dark about how to “do branding better.” But now, for
the first time, we have a verified link between the act of
measuring and the achievement of competitive success.

The study,“Increasing Marketing Effectiveness in Professional Service
Firms,” was conducted in conjunction with Larry Bodine Marketing.
For more information on the benchmarking portion of the study, you
may download a subset at www.marketplacemasters.com/downloads/-
2006_study_results_benchmarking.pdf.To purchase a copy of 
the study and accompanying case studies, go to www.expertisemar-
keting.com/marketing_study_results.html.
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