
The Collective Client Voice

Clients  short-listing professional services  firms  have a marked tendency to choose from among “the usual suspects”. While 
this  roster has  been both whittled and altered in recent years, the practice of short-listing remains founded in “if they are 
not known industry leaders  and we select them and they screw up, we’re dead.” On the other hand: “if they are recog-
nized industry leaders and we select them, and they screw up, who can blame us?” 

Sending out a Request for Proposal to usual suspects is therefore a pretty comforting option.

Today’s  usual suspects  are Accenture, BearingPoint, Capgemini, CSC, Deloitte, EDS, Hewlett Packard, and IBM BCS 
who have been recently joined by rapidly-growing India-based firms  such as Infosys, Cognizant, Wipro, and TCS. In en-
terprise software arenas, the consulting wings of SAP, Oracle, PeopleSoft, and Siebel are also usual suspects. All of these 
firms  profess  to be leaders  in various aspects  of service delivery, be it timely delivery, ROI, knowledge transfer, technical 
acumen, or just plain friendliness. While there is  forcibly some truth to this  in that someone really must be the leader in 
each of these areas, finding out who it is  has  not been possible because no deep and reliable input from the field has  ever 
been assembled.  

In order to help clients  determine which firms  really are the leaders in their markets, Performance Monitor LLC has  gath-
ered detailed input from the clients of these firms  and others  across  six service lines  (SAP, Oracle, and PeopleSoft systems 
integration, CRM systems  integration, application development & maintenance (ADM), and application outsourcing 
(AO). Altogether, there is  input from 4,286 clients  relating to 50 separate service lines, an average of eighty-seven clients 
for each service practice. This data



While this  is  promising news, it is  also, by itself, misleading, since each service provider had higher or lower ratings de-
pending upon project type, budget, industry group, and client size. When it comes  to services  such as  these, one size does 
not fit all.

           

As can be seen above, the top SAP systems integrator for each of the project types  outperforms  the group average by a 
substantial margin. Furthermore, no one firm is the leader for all project types. 

What clients  are telling us  is that no one or two firms  are the absolute leaders  in all aspects  of service delivery. In fact, 
every service practice is  shown to have both demonstrable strengths  and weaknesses. Some are better at initial software 
implementations  than at upgrades. Some handle large-budget projects  quite well but stumble over small-budget projects. 
Some exhibit a tendency toward hidden costs and others tend to over-engineer software thus rendering systems  difficult to 
use or maintain.

While performance scores  are of great interest, field performance must be assessed from a variety of other important an-
gles.

Toward that end, respondents also noted the types and frequency of problems  they experienced in the course of their pro-
jects. As  is  evident in figure 3, CRM projects  are the most challenging in this  regard with both the highest incidence of 
“troubled” projects (5 or more problems reported) and the lowest percentage of  problem-free projects.
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Performance Scores by Project Type
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Figure 2: Performance Scores by Project Type
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Figure 3:  Problem Levels by Market



Nearly one third of the clients  of Application Outsourcing (AO) providers  cite no problems, an even higher measure than 
clients of  Application Development & Maintenance (ADM).

Clients  choosing a service provider will necessarily be focused on completing an engagement on time and on budget. 
While these aspects are certainly important, meeting those targets without attaining goals will be an empty result.

Clients  report goal attainment in terms  of whether or not their service provider exceeded their expectations, met their ex-
pectations, or fell short of their expectations. The results reflected in Figure 4 reveal that clients  have been fairly well 
served in this regard, though you might put a circle around the 21% of  CRM clients whose goals have not been met. 

The focus of course is  to at least meet your goals. The news  that you have fallen short of your goals, even with the help of 
a “prestigious” firm, will not sit well with your senior management. In that light, clients  report that only some service pro-
viders perform well for all targeted goals while most reflect variable performance in this regard. 

Some goals  are more difficult to attain than others. This  research reveals, for example, that for Application Outsourcing, 
the most difficult goal is reducing IT costs, where nearly one in five clients falls short of  expectations.
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Goal Attainment by Market
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Figure 4:  Goal Attainment by Market
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Figure 5:  Application Outsourcing Goal Attainment



What service providers like even more than gathering in a new client is  the retention of an existing client for more work 
and these results  suggest they are doing a fair job of earning a repeat performance. We asked all respondents  planning an-
other engagement within the coming twenty-four months  what consideration they would give to their service provider. 
Figure 6, below, reveals  the percentage that will not shortlist them (i.e. no consideration), will shortlist them, and will out-
right retain them.

Note that clients  of Application Outsourcing (AO) service providers  have the highest rate of “will shortlist” and, by conse-
quence, the lowest rate of “will retain”. This  may be a measure of this service line’s  continuing maturity both in terms  of 
service provider capability and client acceptance.

It is  probable that an incumbent services  firm will win at least half of the jobs  for which they are shortlisted, so if you add 
half the “will consider/shortlist” percentage to the “will retain” percentage, average retention across  the six practice areas 
is in the neighborhood of  72%. 

While 72% retention seems pretty good, it is important to understand why clients  retain their service provider for a subse-
quent engagement. As can be seen in figure 7, clients  of CRM service providers  do not necessarily retain them because of 
good field performance. 
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Figure 6:   Future Consideration by Market
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A Few Good Men and More Best Practices

Beyond the assessment of the actual field performance of leading service providers, clients  provide a wealth of best prac-
tices. For example, we find that across  1,773 ERP projects (SAP, Oracle, and PeopleSoft) results  varied according to the fee 
model that was used. One of the most striking findings  is  that clients  who engaged their systems  integrator via “value-
based” billing had the highest level of  goal attainment.   

Because clients  and their service providers need to concentrate upon gaining benefit from an engagement, we isolated the 
impact of engagement problems  upon goal attainment. In the chart below, the numbers  reflect the average ranking of im-
pact across  14 problems. Thus we find quality service provider staff (“a few good men”) is  the most critical issue with an 
average ranking of between second and third on the list. It is  closely followed by problems related to a provider’s  method-
ology and tools and their ability to properly leverage them. 
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Goals Studied Overall Fixed Fee Time & Expenses Mixed fee Value Based

Number of  Respondents (differs by goal) 1773 539 477 717 84

Streamline Financial Mgmt/Performance 35% 34% L 36% 37% 52% H

Improve Business Process 36% 34% L 35% 38% 49% H

Reduce Other Business Costs 28% 29% 32% 25%L 47% H

Consolidate or Replace IT Systems 34% 33% L 36% 33% 46% H

Meet Regulatory Requirements 30% 31% 34% 28% L 45% H

Increase Revenue 28% 31% 28% 26% L 45% H

Reduce Production Costs 29% 29% 33% 27% L  44% H

Reduce Supplier Costs 29% 30% 33% 27% L 41% H

Implement Scalable, Adaptable Systems 32% 35% 33% 31% L 36% H

Reduce IT Costs 29% 31% 32% 28% L 34% H

ERP Goals Exceeded by Pricing Method

H = Highest   L = Lowest

Figure 8: ERP Goals Exceeded by Pricing Method
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In regard to the four problems  that relate to a service provider’s  methodology and tools, clients  in the ERP space have 
shown an unwise negligence when choosing their systems integrator. As  can be seen below, they give scant attention to 
methodology and tools  when compared to clients  of the other service areas, which may well be contributing to an erosion 
of  goal attainment.   
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Percent citing as differentiator 24.3% 10.9% 18.9% 20.0%

Rank amongst differentiators 1 17 6 5

Figure 9: Impact of Problems on Goal Attainment

Figure 10: Strong Methodology and Tools
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These problems are all related 
to a provider’s methodologies 
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Vertical and technology exper-
tise are also critical



When clients  are assessing potential service providers, they should be aware of the issues  that will truly impact their goal 
attainment and those that will be of lesser import. In that light, note that two issues which often seem of huge import dur-
ing the selection process  (costs  and culture) do not, in fact, have all that much impact on goal attainment. One immediate 
example is  derived from our research on ADM service providers which includes  four India-based firms (Cognizant, Info-
sys, TCS, and Wipro), all of which receive a high citation of the problem “cultural/geographic differences  caused issues”. 
This problem citation has almost no effect upon goal attainment in their regard.

One other key finding of our research is  that client behavior tends  to change after a service provider selection has been 
made. In essence, the rules  of marriage do not follow the rules  of courtship. For example, clients  choosing their CRM sys-
tems  integrators do not rate timely delivery as  a key differentiator, but that element leaps  to top-of-mind once a CRM en-
gagement begins.

While we do not believe that holding their CRM systems  integrator to a stop-watch is  a good practice, clients are appar-
ently doing so.

The lesson here is  that the service provider selection process  needs  to be focused more upon performance and capability 
than upon market messaging, culture, and cost.
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Comparison of Rankings - Differentiators and Importance of Criteria

Differentiators Rank Importance of  Criteria Rank Difference

Commitment to desired timeframe 12 Timely Delivery 2 10

Superior personnel 8 Project Delivery 1 7

End-user training capabilities 9 End-User Training 6 3

Vertical Industry Experience 11 Industry Focus 9 2

Knowledge transfer capability 6 Knowledge Transfer 4 2

Compelling Delivery Model 10 Delivery Model 10 0

CRM Techncal/Product Capabilities 2 CRM Technical/Product Knowledge 3 -1

Performance Measurement Capabilities 2 Measurement 7 -2

Strong Methodology and Tools 1 Methodology and Tools 5 -4

Span/Flexibility of  Service Offering 7 Agility 11 -4

Commitment to Partner with Us 3 Adherence to Vision 8 -5

Strong Partner Network 4 Partnering 12 -8

Figure 11: Differentiators and Importance of Criteria



They Are All Leaders and They Are All Trailers. It Depends Upon the Track

Since there are no firms that are leaders  in all aspects  of service delivery and since clients’ individual needs  are varied, it 
would be misleading to provide over-all rankings  for each of these service lines. If you want to shortlist amongst the usual 
suspects, it may be instructive to know that they all have Olympian results as well as an Achilles heel or two. 

Here is just a sampling of Olympian results.

A client contemplating an initial SAP implementation with a budget exceeding $50M will find that the 

clients say that IBM BCS, Accenture, and CSC have all done well. 

For SAP extended applications  and optimization projects, we find Deloitte, Hewlett Packard, and SAP 

Consulting have led the pack. 

A risk-averse client will find that IBM BCS has  the highest percentage of problem-free projects  in the 
SAP arena.

A client considering BearingPoint for an Oracle project will find that their performance is  enhanced 
when they partner with Oracle Consulting. 

Clients  seeking an ADM firm for existing application enhancement will find that Cognizant receives 

the highest performance score in this area. For new application development, Hewlett Packard’s  per-
formance score leads the pack. 

When evaluating firms  who provide solid transition to application development and maintenance serv-
ices, clients will be pointed to Infosys.

A client seeking timely delivery for CRM projects will find that most providers  are challenged in this 

regard but Accenture scores well at this, as does IBM BCS.

If deploying CRM to drive an over-all business  strategy is  a goal, Capgemini should be given consid-

eration due to its  record for exceeding client expectations  in this  regard while IBM BCS should be con-
sidered due its record for not falling short of  expectations.

For Application Outsourcing (AO), Deloitte has  by far the lowest incidence of clients  citing “deficient 

process, scope, and/or resource management”. 

Also for AO, far fewer clients  cite SAP for the problems  “did not effectively manage partners” than for 

the other AO providers.  

As for the Achilles  heels, it is  crucial to note that a service provider’s  “performance weaknesses”, as  revealed by client in-
put, are correctable. For example, a service provider with strong performance scores  and a solid goal attainment record for 
the type of project envisioned may also have a high citation of troublesome engagement problems. Forewarned is  fore-
armed and our clients can engage prospective service providers with the requisite cautions to forestall such problems.
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Refining Your Short List 

We have often heard clients  say “They are all alike”, meaning that the usual suspects  are not differentiated. We agree that, 
from the outside, they often seem to be very alike as their value propositions tend to blur one into the other:  

Word/Phrase
 
 
 Service Providers’ Intention
Client-focused	 	 	 We are active listeners and will work with you to provide results
Industry specialized	 	 We understand your business 
Dedicated staff	 	 	 We work hard
Experience
 
 
 We’ve been around the block

Rapid	 	 	 	 Our experience and methods cut to the chase
Solutions 	 	 	 Not just software
ROI	 	 	 	 Our services pay for themselves
End to end	 	 	 All solutions are covered
 
What it comes  to is  this:  when clients  short-list the usual suspects, they may be 
shortlisting the wrong ones  and may well be assessing them according to the 
wrong criteria. Provider reputation is  helpful as  a defensive mechanism but it 
is  unreliable as  a pointer to who can truly fill the bill. Performance matters 
and the performance record for all of the usual suspects, while generally good, 
reveals slippery patches when a large number of  their clients weigh in.

If you rely on reference clients, remember this:  all leading service providers  have hundreds  of engagements  per year and 
can easily put you in touch with three or four clients  who were happy with their work. Further, the team that a prospective 
service provider proposes  may well have had nothing whatsoever to do with the reference clients  they are offering. You 
have to go deeper.

Outside of the intelligence that Performance Monitor can offer, here a few tangible ideas  for assessing who you should 
shortlist for your IT services engagement:

1. What depth of  experience do they have in your industry?
2. How relevant and effective are the tools and methods that they can deploy? 
3. What breadth of  services can they offer in support of  the precise mission you have in mind?
4. How closely can they focus on your precise needs?

The reason it is so difficult to short-list and select a services  provider is  that services  are people-oriented and thus presumed 
to be less  measurable than hardware, software, middleware or the national debt. Our deep data refutes  that argument and 
reveals that the usual suspects are very differentiated when it comes to performance in the field.

We have no quarrel with the strategy of short-listing from amongst the usual suspects. They earn that moniker because 
they are industry leaders. That is  a much safer option than taking a flyer on a trio of dark horses. Just be sure that you are 
short-listing those most suited to your needs. Otherwise, the subsequent selection may well be on a firm that “seems  to” fit 
rather than one that “clearly fits”.   

Michael Doane is  Chief Intelligence Officer of Performance Monitor LLC, the leading provider of fact-based research 
and advisory focused on monitoring the field performance of  professional services firm
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About Performance Monitor
Performance Monitor is  the leading independent research firm focused solely on the professional services industry, moni-
toring client experiences  with the leading professional services  firms. Performance Monitor offers a unique combination of 
quantitative performance research and expert advisory based on years  of market experience.  The collective voice of cli-
ents can be used by organizations to improve shortlisting and selection decisions. 

About this Research

This research focuses on services  related to Enterprise Applications, specifically ERP, CRM, Application Development and 
Maintenance, and Application Outsourcing.  In total, Performance Monitor has  detailed performance assessments  of the 
seventeen leading service providers  that are based on more than 4,200 interviews with client organizations.  Performance 
Monitor provides other complimentary research reports that can be found at www.performancemonitor.net.
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