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Introduction 
 
“Denial has always been a problem,” writes Harvard Business School historian 
Richard S. Tedlow in his book, Denial: Why Business Leaders Fail to Look 
Facts in the Face-and What to Do About It. “What is different today is that 
the cost of denial has become so high. We are living in a less forgiving world 
than we once did.”  The result: firms that fail to see themselves accurately tend 
to “rust away.”  They gradually get less market share. They have fierce 
competition from larger rivals and smaller ones. Convincing yourself that things 
are better than, or different from, what they really are is never prudent, and often 
disastrous. So the key is to be ruthlessly realistic with oneself. 

How do professional service organizations look at their reality right in the face?  
There are two important but different tools: the image study (reputation study) 
and the client satisfaction study. These two mirrors are very different from 
each other in purpose, principle, and process. 

Failing to know how your clients perceive your firm is management blasphemy. 

Definitions 

Image/Reputation Study:  Charles Fombrun’s definition of corporate 
reputation has been more widely used than most. Fombrun defined corporate 
reputation as “a perceptual representation of a company’s past actions and future 
prospects that describes the firm’s overall appeal to all of its key constituents 
when compared with other leading rivals.”   
 
Client Satisfaction Study: According to BusinessNET client satisfaction 
studies measure the degree to which customer expectations of a product or 
service are met or exceeded. Corporate and individual customers may have 
widely differing reasons for purchasing a service. Any measurement of 
satisfaction will need to take into account such differences.  More and more 
companies are striving, not just for client satisfaction, but for client delight, that 
extra added value that may lead to increased customer loyalty.  
 

The study 

• A descriptive study, not a statistical analysis 
• Identifies and reports best practices 
• Conducted in late Spring 2010 
• 290 Society for Marketing Professional Services members with 

management responsibilities responded to an on-line survey 
• Excellent cross section of firm size and service offerings  
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A reputation study 
(image study) identifies 

how key users of an 
organization’s services 
compare the firm with 

other firms. 

A client satisfaction 
study identifies how 
clients evaluate your 

service as compared to 
their individual 

expectations. 

Survey Responses by  
Number of Employees 

1-20 ................................ 20% 
21-50 .............................. 27% 
51-100 ............................ 14% 
101-200 .......................... 11% 
201-400 .......................... 10% 
401-600 ............................ 7% 
Over 600 ........................ 11% 

Survey Responses by  
Primary Service 

Architecture .................. 22% 
Engineering ................... 31% 
Construction ................. 10% 
Construction Mgt ........... 9% 
Engineering/Arch ........ 4.5% 
Architecture/Eng ............ 7% 
Consulting/Other .......... 16% 
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Reputation studies  

More than two-thirds of the firms reported NO experience in the past five years 
with a reputation study.  

How are the results used? 

Strategic planning 51% 
Branding focus 40% 

Merger/Acquisition 0% 
Internal benchmarking 4.5% 

Other 4.5% 
 

Who conducts the reputation study? 

Management consultant 32% 
Internal staff 26% 

Marketing/Ad agency 23% 
Research firm 19% 

 

How is data collected?  (Multiple responses provided) 

Telephone 69% 
Email/website 40% 

Face-to-face 39% 
Paper and pencil 17% 

 

Who is surveyed?  (Multiple responses provided) 

Current clients 94% 
Past clients 79% 

Prospects 32% 
Buyer influencers 26% 

Past client-dismissed your firm 15% 
 

Approximate number of completed reputation study surveys? 

Fewer than 10 11% 
11-20 29% 
21-30 18% 
31-50 14% 

Over 50 28% 
 

How often does your firm conduct a reputation study? 

Every four years   9% 
Every three years 11% 
Every two years   2% 

Annually   7% 
As determined appropriate 71% 

 

Completed a reputation 
study (at any level within 
the firm---firm wide or by 
market sector) in the past 

five years? 
 

Yes ........ 29% 
No ......... 71% 

How valuable were the 
survey results? 

 
Exceptionally valuable .... 47% 
Useful ................................ 51% 
Disappointing ..................... 1% 
Little use ............................. 1% 

Quotes from those who 
completed the study about 
firm reputation surveys: 

 
“It is the most important key to 
understanding how the clients 

see you. It is very good if this is 
done by an outside agency.  

They will gather information 
you might not get from an 

internal study.” 
↔ 

“Survey helped us get a better, 
clearer, truer, more complete 

picture of what our clients think 
of us. It helped change/refine 

internal processes and policies.” 
↔ 

“We know where to spend 
money and resources. 

Previously we were guessing at 
what services clients valued. 

Now we know.” 
↔ 

“Perception is their reality.” 
↔ 

“It identified several perceived 
gaps in our client service, 

which prompted the 
development of specific 

training.” 
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Client satisfaction studies  

What are the goals of the client satisfaction survey program?   
(Multiple responses provided) 

Retain clients 90% 
Benchmark service delivery ability 83% 

Benchmark technical delivery 
ability 78% 

Collect testimony for marketing 72% 
Evaluate project managers 63% 

Evaluate project team members 65% 
Identify project problems early 63% 

 

How do you collect the information? (Multiple responses provided) 

Face-to-face 47% 
Internet 44% 

Telephone 44% 
Paper and pencil 35% 

 

What was the response rate? 

Less than 10% responded 4% 
10-20% responded 15% 
20-30% responded 7% 
30-40% responded 10% 
40-50% responded 6% 
50-60% responded 7% 
60-70% responded 4% 
70-80% responded 9% 
80-90% responded 13% 

90-100% responded 25% 
 

Who within your organization has PRIMARY responsibility for managing 
the client satisfaction survey process? 
 

Marketing staff 59% 
Technical management staff 1% 

Project management staff 11% 
Executive staff 29% 

 

We asked the following person(s) within the client organization to assess us: 
(Multiple responses provided) 

 
Client’s project manager 83% 

Client’s contracting officer 25% 
Client’s financial officer 14% 

We ask the client who should 
complete the survey 32% 

Do you have a formalized 
process to collect client 

satisfaction data? 
 

Yes ........ 72% 
No ......... 28% 

What information do you 
seek from your clients? 

(Multiple responses 
provided) 

Project communications . 93% 
Professionalism of staff ... 93% 
Timeliness ........................ 91% 
Technical quality ............. 90% 
Clarity-documents ........... 80% 
Efficiency.......................... 80% 

We seek client assessment 
information: 

 
At project completion ..... 85% 
At 25% completion .......... 12% 
At 50% completion .......... 33%  
As needed ......................... 32% 

 

(Multiple responses provided) 

Is data compiled over time 
and analyzed for trends? 

 
Yes ........ 66% 
No ......... 34% 
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Completed client assessment information is returned to: 

Marketing staff 43% 
Executive staff 43% 

Project manager  8% 
Technical staff  0% 

Third party consultant  6% 
 

Internally, who receives the collected information from the survey?  
(Multiple responses provided) 

Corporate management 70% 
Marketing 69% 

Project manager 58% 
Project manager’s supervisor 50% 

Regional/Senior manager 38% 
 

How do you handle clients that have a multitude of small projects? 

• One survey per year for all projects 
• By individual project 
• By the client’s project managers 
• Bundle projects 
• Only use the survey on larger projects 
• We select a project from many, to survey 

 

We use the compiled data for the following functions:   
(Multiple responses provided) 

Project management improvement 91% 
Project team improvement 73% 

Staff performance management 60% 
Marketing/branding 67% 
Source of testimony 66% 

Proposals/interviews 45% 
Staff training 40% 

 

During the survey process, we ask clients if we can use their comments in 
our marketing. 

• Yes ...... 66% 
• No ....... 34% 

How valuable are client 
satisfaction results to your 

firm? 
 

Exceptionally valuable .... 51% 
Useful ................................ 44% 
Disappointing ..................... 4% 
Little use ............................. 1% 

Quotes from those who 
completed the study about 
client satisfaction surveys: 

 
“Don’t tell anyone, but I can’t 
gather the internal support to 

conduct either image studies or 
client satisfaction surveys into 

our organization.” 
↔ 

“Paper surveys are best.  
Email surveys are dead.” 

↔ 
“Highly recommended.” 

↔ 
“We hold BD people 

responsible for the number of 
completed surveys.” 

↔ 
“We found out about project 

problems. We had no idea those 
problems existed. We were able 
to do damage control early on. 
Likewise we can relay to the 
project team the great things 

clients tell us.”  
↔ 

Our one-time shot was an eye 
opener for our management 

team. They began to realize the 
significance and what 

collecting this data could do for 
us in the long run.” 

Special thanks to: 
Mark DellaPietra, SMPS 

Frank Lippert, FSMPS, CPSM 
Nancy Usrey, FSMPS, CPSM 

↔ 
For assistance with your firm’s strategic planning,  

reputation study and/or client satisfaction study, contact  
Dennis Schrag at 866-351-6510 




