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What is Your Firm's Reputation On The Street?  Research It.

Dennis M. Schrag, Ed.D.

You have two choices: work harder or work smarter.

For many professional service marketers, working any harder is beyond the realm of reality. There isn't enough caffeine in the world.  Working smarter is the preferred option.  The competition is intense. The number of sales opportunities in many parts of the country is shrinking.  It is often impossible to outspend the entrenched competition; but you can outwit them. Market research can help sales and marketing professionals be more effective without more caffeine.  

Market research is a term that creates nervous chills for some marketers.  Research often conjures up images of stacks of raw survey forms and finished reports the size of a grocery-store science fiction novel without the dramatic cover. The truth is, much market research is a wholesome dose of common sense combined with a reasonable investment of time and effort. The investment pays big dividends. Re-think your emotional reactions to market research. Work smarter.

There are two broad types of market research: Primary and Secondary.

Primary research collects new information from very specific, targeted sources about highly unique conditions. It is proprietary information. Primary research can be somewhat intense, a little costly, and demanding of your time. However, the payback is significant. 

Secondary research is the science of acquiring existing information and the art of using it for your firm’s benefit. Secondary research can be fast and inexpensive, often producing sales leads. For example, one bright marketing manager collects the Capital Improvement Plans for the municipalities her firm has targeted. The data is available and in most cases it is free. Some governmental units have the data on line.  The marketer’s task is to make sense of the data, sort it, and compile it into something actionable for her firm.  There are a few drawbacks in using secondary data.  The information may be old or no longer accurate. It is very easy to get too much data or data that is not specific to your firm. 

This article will provide a step-by-step approach to a conducting a perception study.  Perception studies (also known as image or reputation studies) help organizations identify their street standing. For example, you ask your clients and others to describe your firm’s reputation. Ours is a word-of-mouth business---so just what is the mouth saying about us?  Primary research can tell you. To see your firm as others see it provides a substantial advantage.

The Power of Primary Research – A Case Study in Perception 

The ten-year-old Midwest office of an ENR 100 organization was not capturing a reasonable market share. The corporate marketing manager decided to conduct a perception study to determine what the office’s competitive standing was.  The firm needed to know how the office was viewed in its 

marketplace.  What was it known for? How did the firm compare to its competitors?  How did the market view this small but professional office?

The Research Process

Here are the action steps the marketing manager used to collect the perception data.

	Action Step
	Rationale
	Notes

	Met with office manager and doer-sellers and secured their buy-in to the research.  
	Market research without the advanced commitment of key staff to use it is a waste of time.
	

	Local office staff generated a deep list of clients, lost clients, and prospects. 
	The percent of completed interviews will be small. If the research is conducted in person, by phone, or by written survey, the completion rate may be in the 10 percent to 25 percent range. The more names in each category to choose from the better. 

The list of clients, prospects, and lost clients was reasonably proportional to the office market sectors.  If 35 percent of the office revenue was from suburban municipal clients, then 35 percent of the clients, lost clients, and prospects should also come from suburban municipal types. 
	WARNING: Avoid a stacked deck scenario where the pool of potential interviewees is pre-screened for their potential positive responses. 

Limiting data collection from clients will skew the reputation perceptions. Clients know your firm best.  However, what they know about your organization may be surprising. 

Your lost clients are talking about your firm. It is helpful to find out what they are saying. 

 Prospects may or may not know your firm’s reputation. In either case you need to know how this important group perceives your firm.

	A combination of personal and telephone data collection was determined.  An 11-question script was developed that identified the key issues of the research. Some sample questions:

( What is XYZ firm best known for?

( What do your peers say about XYZ firm?

( Compared to other firms you have engaged, how does (do you think) XYZ compare in technical ability?  Service? Professionalism? Communications?


	Personal interviews are time consuming and expensive. However they allow the interviewer to read facial and body language along with the words. Telephone interviews are faster and less expensive.  The return rate on paper and pencil surveys is too low for a small study like this.

A realistic goal was to complete 30 interviews: 15 clients, 7 lost clients, 8 prospects. Four specific clients and two prospects were considered “essential targets.”  There were a total of 75 decision-makers in the initial pool.

For three key issues, the script posed the same question twice in two different ways. Using this technique increases internal reliability.    The question sequence was mixed, jumping from issue to issue. 
	Plan on four or five telephone calls before you can connect with the targeted decision maker.

Phone interviewees will typically give you 10 -12 minutes.  Face-to-face interviews should take no more than 30 minutes.  Paper and pencil surveys are more likely to be completed if they take no more than 5 minutes.

The 11-question telephone script was drafted in-house and then sent to a telemarketing firm’s writer to review and upgrade. The phone script rewrite cost less then $100.  

IMPORTANT: Classification data was included in the script. The interviewee's name, organization, position title, and years in the position were verified. (An interviewee with a short tenure in a decision-making position may not be qualified to respond to the survey. 



	Approximately one week before the interviews commenced, an executive of the firm sent a personalized, signed letter to each potential interviewee. The letter explained the nature of the research and asked for candid and full participation.
	The letter helps smooth the path for the face-to face appointment or the phone interview.  The letter increases the chances of completing the interview
	

	Face-to-face interviews and telephone interviews were conducted.
	The interviewers were people familiar with marketing professional services. 

They remained neutral when posing questions, probing for more information and recoding and verifying data.  They recognized that silence during an interview often serves as a powerful prompt for more information from the interviewee. 

Telephone interviewers hand wrote the responses on a form instead of keyboarding. They know that interviewees are inhibited when they hear keyboarding in the background.
	IMPORTANT: One of the face-to-face interviewees and two of the phone interviewees were highly trusted clients. After conducting the interview, the clients were asked to critique the interview. Were there ambiguous questions?  Did the options to some of the questions make sense? Were they comfortable in responding?  What would they change?

The script was adjusted slightly following these reactions.

	Raw data was entered into a database program (Access) for easy sorting.
	
	IMPORTANT:  Keep the responses to each question and each piece of classification data in a separate field.

	The data was sorted and analyzed for trends and commonalities. 

A healthy dose of common sense was applied.
	
	


The Results

The results were unexpected.  The reputation was not positive. It was not negative. The office did not have a reputation.  There was little agreement among the three types of interviewees (clients, past clients, and prospects) and little among interviewees within individual categories.  The study showed the office reputation reflected that of the parent corporation. (Large, international, large projects).  Since the office is in a parochial location, the lack of a local reputation was significant. 

Certainly “no” reputation is better than a negative reputation. Building a reputation is much easier than repairing one. In light of the findings, the office’s marketing and operational plans were restructured.  For example, several segmented, local-office newsletters replaced the corporate newsletters. A new “office fact sheet” was developed that listed many small but high-profile projects and clients.  Strategically, the office set a near-term goal to become a center of technical excellence in municipal transportation systems by making several key new hires.
Without the reputation study, the office would have done more of the same…and would have enjoyed little progress.  

Other Uses for the Reputation Study

Besides focusing marketing time, energy, and money to optimal advantage, reputation studies can be used in other situations.  Firms updating their strategic plans should include current reputation data in their mix of information.  In our business, reputation is everything. Never acquire or merge with another firm without completing a reputation study as part of the due-diligence process.

Summary

Primary research helps professional service firms work smarter. A reputation study that collects honest data from clients, prospects, and lost clients will help a firm focus its marketing and public relations efforts, thus saving time and money.  This type of primary research can be contracted totally or in part to marketing consultants, marketing research firms, or completed in-house. The investment in a reputation study will help marketers work smarter.
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