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Engaging global executives

Ten Megatrends in B2B Marketing 2008 is an in-depth look 
at the challenges facing marketing executives across the 
world. This paper was compiled by the Economist Intelligence 
Unit’s business development department. The insights and 
conclusions presented in this report are based on:

(1) an annual survey of providers of business - to - business 
(B2B) services;
(2) a range of interviews with B2B marketing executives;
(3) a survey of users of B2B services; and
(4) our own experience in providing B2B marketing solutions.

Who took the B2B marketing survey? 

A total of 141 executives responded to our survey. All are from 
companies that actively provide B2B services internationally. 

Completed in August 2007, the survey’s sample is relatively 
evenly distributed between executives from North America 
(32%), western Europe (30%) and Asia-Pacific (28%). It also 
includes responses from eastern Europe, Africa, Latin America 
and the Middle East. 

Nearly one-half of respondents (48%) indicate marketing as 
a primary functional role, but other well-represented titles 
include sales and business development (17%), general man-
agement (11%), corporate communications (6%) and C-level 
executives (6%). The sample is also relatively evenly split 
between Economist Group clients and non-clients. 

To gain further insights into the survey findings, the Economist 
Intelligence Unit conducted interviews with a range of market-
ing executives representing a mix of our clients and non-clients. 

Who took the B2B user survey? 

In August 2007, we conducted a survey of over 800 users of B2B 
services. Of that group, 92% are current users of our products, 
which include our publications, websites, conferences, research 
and peer groups. 

Again, the sample displays a broad geographic spread includ-
ing Asia-Pacific (32%), North America (25%), western Europe 
(18%), Latin America (12%), Middle East/Africa (8%) and 
eastern Europe (6%).

The sample also features a broad array of functions, titles and 
industries. 

The authors

The two surveys used in this report were developed and ex-
ecuted by the Economist Intelligence Unit’s Lou Celi, senior 
vice-president and publishing director, and Jeremy Eagle, 
global director of marketing. The interviews were conducted 
by Bill Millar, a frequent contributor to Economist Intelligence 
Unit research. The paper was written by Lou Celi and Bill Millar. 

Preface
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N
othing less than a revolution is taking place in 
B2B marketing. 

The art of B2B marketing itself is going through 
a radical transformation. The old way of im-

age and brand enhancement through standard advertising is 
giving way to building concrete business through intellectual 
engagement, commonly known as thought leadership. Survey 
respondents and interviewees reveal that thought leadership 
is becoming the most effective means to attract attention, dif-
ferentiate capabilities and spur customers to action. 

Even the way companies communicate thought leadership is 
changing. B2B providers are finding that the most successful 
thought leadership programmes integrate key themes across 
multiple channels and geographic regions. The ultimate goal 
is to create thought leadership programmes that are clearly 
focused, interactive, engaging and consistent. The thought 
leadership message permeates all interaction with customers, 
be it through published reports, meetings, surveys, research, 
advertising or Web 2.0 initiatives. This is what we call “360°” 
thought leadership.

These new B2B marketing practices are required to meet the 
shifting demands of the world marketplace. To drive growth, 
B2B firms need to go deeper and wider into customer organisa-
tions to find business. Not only are they targeting senior execu-
tives and key managerial functions, but they are also seeking 
out other corporate influencers in regional and local teams. 

While B2B providers continue to focus on private and public 
organisations in industrial markets, they are now adjusting 
their strategies to take advantage of enormous opportunities in 
fast-growing emerging markets, particularly in Asia. 

As the world’s premier provider of thought leadership services, 
the Economist Intelligence Unit is uniquely positioned to 
comment on these overarching themes. The following report 
presents what we view as the ten most important trends in B2B 
marketing and what they mean for your business.

Ten Megatrends in B2B Marketing 2008
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1MEgaTrEnd OnE
Thought leadership becomes a top priority

T  
raditional approaches to B2B marketing are los-
ing their impact. Today, B2B marketers are turning 
towards thought leadership as a way to differenti-
ate their products and services in an increasingly 
competitive market.

Thought leadership is fast becoming the most widely used 
B2B marketing practice. In last year’s B2B provider surveys, 
thought leadership was viewed as one of many important 
marketing techniques. However, in this year’s survey, 
thought leadership leaps ahead, ranking second only to 
building new business as a key B2B marketing objective. 
It overtakes many other traditional marketing objectives, 
such as building awareness of products and services or 
networking with senior executives. 

Similar findings are evident from our survey of over 800 
users of B2B services. Here, participants say the top three 
most effective means of marketing to their companies 
are through thought leadership-related methods. These 
include meetings, original research (including rankings or 
economic analysis), and surveys/white papers.  

29%

43%

45%

46%

49%

49%

51%

51%

56%

63%
Building new business

Building awareness of products and services

Positioning our company as a thought leader

Networking with senior executives

Standing out from the competition

Generating leads for sales team

Reaching a high-quality audience

Improving perception of our brand in the market

Increasing press coverage

Reducing marketing costs

Source:  B2B marketing survey, August 2007 

What are your top B2B marketing objectives over the next 3 to 5 years?

These are dramatic findings. Still, they come as no surprise to 
a marketing executive from a leading information technology 
(IT) consultant. “When we talk about marketing objectives, it’s 
going to be things like building new business, finding ways to 
stand out from the competition, enhancing brand perception or 
even increasing press coverage,” she explains. 

Similarly, when marketing to sophisticated clients, it is impor-
tant to be able to demonstrate expertise and capabilities rather 
than merely claim these attributes. As the executive explains, 
“would-be clients say ‘don’t tell me you can do something; 
show me how you’ve done it or how you’ll do it.’” Vehicles such 
as meetings, white papers and surveys, the executive explains, 
are “becoming more important to us because they enable all of 
the above and more.” 

3%

8%

11%

12%

15%

19%

23%

23%

30%

35%

41%

43%

35%

Meetings / Conferences

Original research (rankings, economic analysis, etc)

Thought leadership surveys and white papers

Web advertising / Web 2.0 initiatives

Email

Article reprints and redistribution

References

Print advertising

Client service manager for your account

Face – to – face sales calls

Telesales

Direct mail marketing

Awards programmes / sporting / entertainment events

Source:  B2B user survey, August 2007 

What will be the best way for providers of B2B services
to market to you in the next 3 to 5 years?
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What will be the best way for providers of B2B services
to market to you in the next 3 to 5 years?

7

Business intelligence to support thought leadership
Our B2B user survey provides a more extensive review of the external global business information that executives would 
like to receive. Increasingly, users of B2B services want richer sources of business intelligence and convincing valida-
tion of trends. Areas of keen interest include economic analysis and forecasts, analysis of news/key developments, and 
industry-specific analysis and forecasts. 

41%

42%

47%

49%

49%

50%

50%

68%

60%

59%

57%

53%

52%

Which types of external global business information will be the most useful for your department in 
the next 3-5 years?
Economic analysis and forecasts

Industry analysis and forecasts

Analysis of news / key developments

Real-time news

Economic / financial data and forecasts

Competitive intelligence

Market size and potential for products and services

Regulations and business conditions

Political analysis and forecasts

Company analysis

Risk assessment

Financial trends and forecasts

Corporate strategy and management practices

Source:  B2B user survey, August 2007 
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The executive continues, “Over time, small or mid-sized com-
panies can grow, so it’s important to get in early to establish 
the relationship. We’re not always running at full capacity. So 
even if smaller clients are less profitable, you need them to help 
cover fixed costs.” 

It is important to note that B2B providers typically target those 
customer segments most appropriate for their products and 
services. For example, financial services tend to concentrate on 
finance or human resources executives, while IT providers often 
seek out chief information officers.

However, B2B providers are also going deeper, by moving 
beyond general management into a broader range of executive 
functions, often targeting influencers as well as decision mak-
ers.  For example, they are approaching such areas as strategy 
and business development, finance, marketing, procurement, 
operations and IT. As the same executive explains, “we ap-
proach issues that are of interest to functional or regional 
executives, but we try to place these in a context that can 
motivate the C-suite.” 

B2B firms are also reaching beyond the largest multinational 
companies and focusing on mid-sized or small organisations. 
According to a marketing executive from an IT services comp- 
any, “large companies are the most valuable potential custom-
ers, but we can’t afford to ignore the mid-size companies.” 

28%

31%

32%

36%

39%

42%

56%
General management

Finance

Strategy & business development

Procurement

Marketing and sales

Operations and production

IT

Which job functions does your organisation want to 
reach over the next 3 to 5 years?

Source:  B2B marketing survey, August 2007 

Medium (US $250m to $1B), 54%

Large (US $1B to $5B), 57%

Small (US $250m or less), 35%

Very large (US $5B or more), 58%

What size does your organisation want to reach over 
the next 3 to 5 years?

Source:  B2B marketing survey, August 2007 

2MEgaTrEnd TWO
B2B marketers go higher, deeper and wider 

T
o win business, providers of B2B products and serv- 
ices are aiming to penetrate target organisations 
fully.
 
As a general rule, B2B firms are reaching higher, by 

targeting the C-suite and other high-ranking decision makers. 
As a marketing executive from a large professional services firm 
elucidates, “our view is that it doesn’t matter how good you are 
in the trenches, if you can’t impress and engage the C-suite, 
you can’t sign the big engagements.”  “That’s why,” says the 
executive, “we put so much emphasis on--and make the level of 
investment we do in-- high-level thought leadership.”

Country manager, 32%

Board member, 40%

Regional manager, 28%

SVP / VP Director, 60%

C – level, 58%

Head of business unit, 55%

Head of department, 27%

Which level of executives does your organisation 
want to reach over the next 3 to 5 years?

Source:  B2B marketing survey, August 2007 
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3MEgaTrEnd ThrEE
Integrated marketing becomes the norm

B
est practice today calls for “360° marketing”—the 
Economist Intelligence Unit’s term for an inte-
grated marketing campaign across a range of 
communication channels. Whether the medium is a 
face-to-face meeting, white paper, webcast or print 

advertisement, co-ordination and consistency—fundamental 
components of 360° marketing—are essential to successful B2B 
marketing. 

Integrated marketing is no longer the exception, it is now the 
rule. Over 60% of surveyed B2B firms currently manage and 
budget their marketing activities on an integrated basis, and 
the figure will rise to 75% over the next three to five years. 

Executives see integrated, consistent thought leadership as 
the best way to reach a wide audience with the greatest impact. 
Integrated marketing requires closer co-ordination between 
channels: for example,  a B2B provider may develop a thought 
leadership theme through research, and then deliver that mes-
sage through meetings, webcasts and even print advertising. 
To ensure the highest returns on investment, these campaigns 
are typically managed globally. According to an executive from 
a consulting services firm, “regional or local pitches should in 
some way tie in with a global business image and its messages.”

The reason for the shift to integrated marketing was best 
summed up by a senior executive for a large consultancy: “If 
all of our marketing groups just go out and focus on different 
issues, not only is that inefficient in terms of spending, but, to 
the marketplace, it just sounds like noise.” 

“So instead,” continues the executive, “as a firm, we have this 
big push to continually develop and revise a single overarching 
theme that can then complement six or seven sub-themes that 
all of our marketing groups can then play to.” Overall, says the 
executive, “we execute decentrally, but conceptual decisions 
are developed centrally in collaboration.” 

To what extent does your organisation manage and budget B2B marketing activities on an integrated basis?

Now 3 to 5 years

Always or most 
of the time, 61%

Less frequently, 
39%

Always or most 
of the time, 75%

Less frequently, 
25%

Source:  B2B marketing survey, August 2007 
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360° marketing at UK Trade and Investment
A good example of a well-orchestrated 360° marketing 
initiative comes from a recent marketing programme that 
the Economist Intelligence Unit worked on with UK Trade and 
Investment (UKTI). UKTI wanted to attract foreign investment 
to the UK and believed that getting it done would require a 
marketing solution that went beyond traditional advertising. 

We collaborated with UKTI to develop a tailored global 
research and event programme enabling UKTI to connect 
with its key customers and prospects by providing them with 
relevant thought leadership. 

The components included: 
•a survey of over 1,000 C-level executives identifying corpo-
rate priorities for 2007 and beyond;
•a chief executive officer briefing paper, showcasing the 
results and insights from the survey;

•an executive summary of the research, highlighted as an 
insert within The Economist;
•a featured link from economist.com to the UKTI website where 
visitors could download the full report;  
•a breakfast meeting in London where a select group of senior 
decision makers were invited to discuss the research findings 
with Economist Intelligence Unit analysts and UKTI executives.

In the end, our 360° marketing programme for UKTI received 
press coverage from around the world. This included in-depth 
citations in The Financial Times, The Sunday Times, Los Angeles 
Times and Forbes.com. 

In short, 360° thought leadership marketing allowed UKTI to 
deliver its message in a powerful way and stand out among its 
peers.

4MEgaTrEnd fOUr
Emerging markets move to centre stage

E
merging markets are growing at almost three times 
the rate of industrial markets. By 2025, the combined 
GDP of the BRIC economies (Brazil, Russia, India and 
China) will grow to over half that of the G6 (the US, 
Japan, the UK, Germany, France and Italy)—and by 

2047 the combined GDP of  BRICs will be larger than that of the 
G6. Over 50 firms in the Global Fortune 500 are now headquar-
tered in emerging markets.

Therefore, it should come as no surprise that emerging mar-
kets are capturing the interest of B2B marketers. Our survey 
shows that B2B providers are now targeting companies based 
in emerging markets at the same frequency as those from 
industrialised countries. At 59% and 60%, respectively, this is 
a statistical dead heat. 

Over the next three to five years, B2B firms will focus more 
on Asia-Pacific than any other region. Indeed, 66% of survey 
respondents said they plan to build their business and profes-
sional exposure in this fast-growing region.  Other developing 
regions, such as eastern Europe, Latin America, Middle East and 
Africa, are also becoming more attractive to B2B marketers. 

“We have to recognise, our regional offices can often have a 
very different perspective than ours,” says a European-based 
executive from a global consulting firm. “So sometimes it can 
be hard to find a common message or to even get on the same 
page.” Nonetheless, says the executive, “emerging markets are 
becoming a key focus.” In fact, says the executive, “that’s going 
to be the focus of our next [thought leadership programme].” 

Although B2B providers see the benefit of penetrating emerg-
ing markets, some are uncertain of how best to proceed. 
Sometimes, an integrated marketing strategy may be difficult 
to implement in emerging markets, where a localised approach 
may be more effective. 

44%

51%

55%

56%

61%

30%

Where will you build your business and professional exposure 
in the next 3 to 5 years?

Americas

Western Europe

Asia - Pacific

Africa

Central and Eastern Europe

Middle East

Source:  B2B marketing survey, August 2007 
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5MEgaTrEnd fIvE
Knowledge management comes of age 

O
ur user survey shows that companies today are hard 
at work installing sophisticated global business 
intelligence systems. These systems entail greater 
integration of both internal and external informa-
tion sources, simplified user interfaces and greater 

use of customised information.  

As these systems evolve, B2B providers will need to rethink 
not only their products and services, but also their marketing. 
Thought leadership will become more effective when delivered 
through a variety of channels tailored to the preferences of ex-
ecutives and the requirements of business intelligence systems.

So which media are providers of B2B products and services us-
ing to accomplish their marketing goals? And which media are 
preferred by users of B2B services? 

One area where there is complete agreement is meetings—which 
is ranked as the most valuable channel by both providers and 
users. Both providers and users also agree on the least valu-
able means: print advertising. Both say this standby form of 
traditional marketing is losing its appeal.  

 Provider                  User
                  ranking                                               ranking  
 

                                                 meetings                                     
                                     surveys / white papers                   
                                      web tools/advertising      
                                        original research                             

 print advertising    

B2B marketers need to select the right platform to reinforce 
their message in today’s knowledge economy. From print to PDF, 
live meetings to webcasts, surveys to advisory panels, white pa-
pers to rankings—flexibility and innovation are keys to success. 

1
2
3
4
5

1
3
4
2
5

In your view, what changes will your organisation make to how 
it receives and shares external information in the next 3 to 5 years?

29%

32%

34%

34%

35%

40%

41%

43%

56%

65%
Greater integration of external and internal business intelligence systems

Greater use of customised information / research

Simplified user interface and search facility

Direct feeds of information into networks

Greater use of third-party data, extranets

Improved usage reports and greater transparency

Simplified permissioning

Greater use of video conferencing / virtual meetings

Giving users access via mobile devices

Greater use of Web 2.0 applications

Source:  B2B user survey, August 2007 

How would you like to receive global business information 
in the next 3 to 5 years?

28%

30%

32%

32%

37%

44%

46%

70%
Electronic delivery through a website

Custom research tailored to specific needs

Data feeds to models / databases

Peer interchange at meetings and conferences

Peer interchange through the Internet

Electronic delivery into internal system / intranet

Printed publications

Personal briefings by external business analysts

Source:  B2B user survey, August 2007 

How would you like to receive global business information 
in the next 3 to 5 years?

28%

30%

32%

32%

37%

44%

46%

70%
Electronic delivery through a website

Custom research tailored to specific needs

Data feeds to models / databases

Peer interchange at meetings and conferences

Peer interchange through the Internet

Electronic delivery into internal system / intranet

Printed publications

Personal briefings by external business analysts

Source:  B2B user survey, August 2007 
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360º thought leadership

CLIENT

Custom research and briefings
• Management surveys
• Executive interviews
• Advisory boards

Publishing services
• White papers
• Custom websites
• Articles and newsletters
• Business rankings

Conferences and events

• Advisory forums

• Business roundtables
• Government roundtables

Executive programmes
• Corporate network by region
• Functional executive groups

E-media
• Content-rich advertising
• Website sponsorship
• Webcasts and podcasts
• Microsites

The Economist Intelligence Unit: your 360° thought leadership partner

Engaging global executives

B
y teaming up with the Economist Intelligence Unit, 
you can position your organisation at the forefront 
of debate on today’s critical management, industry 
and geopolitical issues. Our approach to thought 
leadership will not only help you develop ground-

breaking research, but it will also enable you to deliver this 
research through a full range of channels, from white papers 
and web initiatives to business roundtables and intimate peer 
groups. And through our close affiliation with The Economist, we 
can help you reach millions of executives.

We value our partnerships with clients, and offer complete 
sponsorship and advertising programmes that are flexible, 
high profile and—above all—effective in delivering return on 
investment (ROI). Our reputation for authoritative research and 
our unparalleled brand guarantees keen interest from global 
opinion-leaders and the worldwide media.

Objective views from a world renowned brand
Established in 1946, we have been providing business research 
and advisory services to global executives for over 60 years. Our 
extensive global reach and unfettered independence make us 
a trusted and valuable resource for international companies, 
financial institutions and government agencies.

Unrivalled editorial capabilities
We employ top business writers, researchers and economists. 
Our team of 130 full-time analysts and economists have a deep 
understanding of politics, economics, risk, industry and man-
agement issues. They are supported by a global network of 650 
contributors on the ground in 200 countries. 

a track record in thought leadership
For over 20 years we have partnered with the world’s most 
reputable B2B providers to produce successful thought leader-
ship programmes. Our clients include many of the world’s top 
professional services, technology and financial services compa-
nies, as well as key government agencies. We have created more 
thought leadership programmes on a diverse range of business 
topics than any other research or media firm.

Unique access to senior executives
Our clients comprise over 5,000 organisations worldwide, with 
many managers at the top of their fields. Over 1.5m business 
executives use our websites. Thousands of executives attend 
our 250 conferences and meetings throughout the world each 
year. Even more read our white papers and research, which we 
distribute directly, or through our many online partners like 
Bloomberg, LexisNexis and Thomson. We maintain a research 
panel of over 30,000 executives globally. We also draw on The 
Economist Group’s unique global database of 6m past and cur-
rent clients, which includes all subscribers to The Economist.
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Choosing A Provider: The Economist Intelligence Unit

T       
he Economist Intelligence Unit’s B2B provider and 
user surveys provide comparisons on the quality and 
value of various providers of conference, research, 
publishing and thought leadership services. Against 
virtually any 

measure, the Economist 
Intelligence Unit achieves 
consistently high marks. 

For example, asked about 
the quality and value of 
our overall product line, 
40% of survey respon-
dents say we rank better 
than the competition—a 
figure that rises to 64% 
for our surveys and white 
papers and to 46% for our 
conferences and meetings. 

Similarly, we get high marks for our performance against a 
broad range of sponsor objectives. For example, in terms of 
reaching a high-quality audience, 61% say we rank better than 
the competition. The 
same is true for network-
ing with senior execu-
tives (56%), positioning 
their companies as a 
thought leader (52%) 
and improving brand 
perception (46%). 

.

How does the Economist Intelligence Unit compare in achieving the following objectives? 

Reaching a high-quality audience                                    61%

Networking with senior executives                                  56%

Positioning clients as thought leaders                           52%

Improving brand perception                                             46%

Obtaining press coverage                                                   40% 

Better
 than the 

competition

How does the Economist Intelligence Unit compare in quality and value?

Better
than the 
competition

Overall product line           40%  

Surveys and white papers                                              64%

Conferences and meetings                                             46%

Web advertising and sponsorship                                25%

Web 2.0 initiatives                                                           25% 

.
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6MEgaTrEnd SIX
The second coming of the web 

E
-media is fast-becoming an essential ingredient in 
B2B marketing. Today, meetings, thought leader-
ship campaigns and website advertising are the top 
three marketing avenues most valued by B2B provid-
ers. Web 2.0, meanwhile, occupies a distant seventh 

place. However, over the next three to five years, the interest 
in Web 2.0 will grow by over 100% and surge into fourth place, 
comfortably ahead of rankings/economic analysis and print 
advertising. 

B2B providers are pursuing e-media for a variety of reasons. 
Web 2.0 initiatives, such as webcasts, microsites and blogs, 
enable B2B marketers to reach wider audiences at relatively low 
cost. In addition, digital channels can be interactive, giving an 
organisation the opportunity to build an executive community 
and collaborate with its target market. And finally, thanks to 
availability of web metrics, it is easy to track the overall effec-
tiveness of e-media marketing campaigns. 

“Web 2.0  initiatives,” another executive from a computer 
service company adds, “are a very exciting and very cost effec-
tive means of communicating with the marketplace. RSS feeds, 
micrositing, blogging, webcasts, live interaction—it is all in its 
infancy. But, within the next five years”, says the executive, 
“this will all be an integral if not driving component of interact-
ing with customers and prospects.” 

It is no wonder that executives interviewed for this report are 
excited by the possibilities offered by the Internet. “There’s a 
great deal we’ve already done on the Web, but a great deal more 
we intend to do,” enthused a marketing executive from a major 
consulting company. 

The company has already partnered with media companies on 
such activities as microsites and webcasts. However, accord-
ing to the executive, “I don’t believe we’ve even scratched the 
surface of what will be achieved online over the next five years.” 
In particular, she explains, “we want to find and mine ways of 
creating interactive communities.” 

28%

33%

42%

45%

47%

47%

48%

49%

50%

53%

12%

21%

38%

33%

30%

35%

27%

34%

38%

35%

Extranets

Wikis

Audio or video podcasts

Content syndication

Interactive forums

Blogs

Audio or video webcasts

Video conferencing

Mobile devices

Microsites

Source:  B2B marketing survey, August 2007 

Now 3 to 5 years

Which of the following Web 2.0 and e-media techniques do you use?
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In particular, Web 2.0 creates an opportunity to listen to and 
learn from customers and prospects. “It’s not just marketing, 
but two-way interaction,” says the executive. “That’s something 
we intend to explore and utilise in a big way.” 

Still, problems remain. As a professional services executive 
explains, “We can’t go the blog route just yet because of the 
risks. Say one of our tax consultants creates a blog and then 
some company applies what they’ve read there and it becomes 
challenged by authorities. We could have liability. ”Overall, 
though”, says the executive, “we know Web 2.0 is an oppor-
tunity for us and our customers that we’re not yet exploiting 
as well as we could. So, like everything else we’re doing, it’s a 
work in progress.” 

How important will the following Web 2.0 formats be for receiving analysis in the 
next 3 to 5 years?  Rate on a scale of 1 to 5 where 1= Very important, 5= Not important

23%

16%

14%

23%

22%

31%

30%

25%

28%

26%

25%

26%

32%

28%

28%

13%

16%

19%

12%

14%

9%

10%

9%

10%

13%

Audio or video podcasts (streaming or downloadable audio / video files of interviews / commentary)

Interactive forums (online interactive communities)

Blogs (commentary on a particular subject with ability to leave comments in an interactive forum)

Audio or video webcasts (audio or video paired with a presentation to simulate a meeting)

Wikis (a collaborative website which can be directly edited by anyone with access)

1 2 3 4 5

Source:  B2B user survey, August 2007 

7MEgaTrEnd SEvEn
a new conference model  

B
oth providers and users of B2B services agree that 
meetings and conferences are the most effective 
marketing technique. So the challenge is determin-
ing how best to package thought leadership within 
a meetings and conferences format, and it is this 

question that is shaking up the conference business. 

A numbers of B2B firms are moving away from a traditional 
sponsorship model to an approach where their brand and 
thought leadership message can be more closely associated 
with an event. In this way, they can improve their return on 
investment from meetings.

So is not surprising that B2B companies cited sponsoring 
events tied to research or white papers (37% of respondents) or 
concentrating on sole-sponsorship events where the organisa-
tion can obtain a higher profile (36% of respondents). In this 
latter case, explains one marketing executive, B2B marketers 
“don’t want to be seen sponsoring ‘me too’ meetings,” but 
instead “want to carve out a thought leadership position of 
their own”.  

5%

10%

17%

18%

18%

21%

30%

34%

40%

44%

45%

46%

60%
Meetings / Conferences

Original research (rankings, economic analysis, etc)

Thought leadership surveys and white papers

Web advertising / Web 2.0 initiatives

Email

Article reprints and redistribution

References

Print advertising

Client service manager for your account

Face – to – face sales calls

Awards programmes / sporting / entertainment events

Telesales

Direct mail marketing

Source:  B2B user survey, August 2007 

What is the best way for providers of B2B services (such as publishers, accounting firms,
consultants) to market to you now?
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 The executive says his company has in fact said “yes” to more 
than one sponsorship proposal as a means of preventing com-
petition from grabbing the showcase. 

However, as important as meetings are to his group’s market-
ing, they are only as effective as the quality of the program-
ming. For this reason, says the executive, his company invests 
frequently in sponsored research. Such sponsorships, “generate 
thought capital” says the executive. That’s useful “whether it’s 
an industry event, a meeting where we’re the sponsor, or where 
we’re putting it on ourselves. We showcase the studies we’re 
doing with groups like the Economist Intelligence Unit.” 

As for meeting themes, over the next three to five years, 62% 
of meeting participants say they are likely to attend events that 
focus on specific trends in their own industry. Executives also 
plan to attend forecasting meetings (52%), meetings that focus 
on critical management issues (43%), functional meetings (e.g. 
finance or marketing -- 41%), country-focused meetings (41%). 
Finally, 35% say they are likely to attend an event that brings 
government leaders and business executives together.  Our sur-
vey of B2B providers shows that their conference plans address 
their customer needs, although “forecasting events” are often 
overlooked. 

Next, says the executive, although “me-too” meetings are gen-
erally avoided, there are times when it makes sense to opt for a 
pre-packaged programme. “If it’s an area where you aren’t well-
known or in the case where you’re looking to make a big splash 
in a hurry, or a case where you don’t want your competition to 
grab the limelight, it can be worth the investment.” 

A good illustration of the above ideas comes from a senior 
marketing executive at a computer services company. According 
to the executive, “Conferences and meetings are an absolutely 
critical component of our marketing.” In practice, though, the 
company executes what could be thought of as a portfolio ap-
proach to meetings and conferences. 

For example, a primary strategy is to link an event to the 
company’s own proprietary thought leadership. As the execu-
tive explains, “if there’s a piece of sponsored research or a white 
paper, it can make sense to work with the partnering organisa-
tion to put on a related event—the incremental investment can 
pay off in added exposure.” 

35%

41%

41%

43%

52%

62%

Industry meetings (review specific industry trends)

Country meetings (focusing on a specific country)

Forecasting meetings (focusing on economic and business trends)

Critical management issues (focusing on topical issues such as compliance or sustainability)

Functional meetings (executives from a single function, such as marketing or finance)

Government meetings (government leaders and executives brought together)

Which types of external meetings are you likely to attend in the next 3 to 5 years?

Source:  B2B user survey, August 2007 

“Where we have a good idea of who we want to attract to a 
live meeting and what sort of event it has to be to garner 
their interest, increasingly, we’re doing it ourselves,” says 
the executive. That said, such events tend to be small (fewer 
than a dozen executives) and relatively short. As the executive 
explains, “that’s a lot of breakfast meetings, half- or full-day 
meetings or even webcasts—which are great because they 
become useful content on our website.” 

Another emerging trend is for B2B providers to produce their 
own events while relying on media partners for content and 
related services. In this model, the same marketing executive 
explains, the sponsors maintain greater control, but still gain 
access to specialised capabilities. For example, says the execu-
tive, “the media partner can provide everything from survey 
findings and forecasts to speakers or branding.” So in effect, 
the media partner adds value not only in terms of logistics, but 
especially in terms of quality, objectivity and thus credibility. 

11%

27%

36%

37%

38%

52%
We will produce more of our own meetings, drawing on media partners where necessary

We will focus on events where we can be the sole sponsor to ensure access to delegates

We will avoid sponsorship and focus on speaker engagements

We will focus on events tied to research or white papers

We will partner more on multi-sponsor events to reduce costs

We will not use, or will decrease our use of meetings, to reach executives

Which statements regarding conference sponsorship will be true in 3 to 5 years?

Source:  B2B marketing survey, August 2007 
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8MEgaTrEnd EIghT
The growing influence of advertising agencies 

I
n line with the shift towards integrated marketing, B2B 
executives say they also see an expanding role for adver-
tising agencies and public relations (PR) firms. Survey 
participants see the influence of advertising agencies 
and PR firms reaching into the areas of thought leader-

ship surveys, white papers and Web 2.0. The goal is to bring 
general advertising and communications in synch with B2B 
thought leadership efforts.

Such evolution is a natural extension for PR firms and advertis-
ing agencies. As the prominence of print advertising wanes and 
the desire for integrated marketing grows, PR firms and adver-
tising agencies are anxious to expand their influence and capa-
bility into thought leadership programmes. But do advertising 
and PR executives have the management practice expertise 
and intellectual firepower to help create sophisticated thought 
leadership campaigns? 

In the minds of B2B marketing executives, not yet.  These ex-
ecutives believe that advertising and PR firms are at the “foot-
hills” of a steep learning curve when it comes to understanding 
thought leadership. So for now, their role is supporting not 
leading. As a marketing executive from a large professional 
services company said: “it’s up to us, to our regional teams and 
our core executive leadership to create the intellectual prop-
erty and thought leadership necessary to create value for our 
clients.” The role of the advertising agency, says the executive, 
“is to enhance, complement and promote those initiatives, not 
drive their formation.”

39%

46%

47%

29%

24%

22%

35%

33%

How influential are advertising agencies in developing B2B approaches?

Website advertising and sponsorship

Meetings / conferences

Thought leadership surveys and white papers

Web 2.0

Source:  B2B marketing survey, August 2007 

Now 3 to 5 years
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9MEgaTrEnd nInE
B2B purchasing decisions become more complex  

A
s integrated marketing becomes institutionalised, 
advertising agencies join the fray and ROI pressures 
build, decision-making processes for B2B marketers 
will grow exponentially more complicated.  

To be sure, decision-making is not clear-cut in large global B2B 
firms—particularly consultancies, accounting firms and tech-
nology firms—which are often organised on a matrix basis with 
ever-changing authority lines. The provider survey reflects the 
organisational quagmire. In most cases, respondents believe 
decision-making authority resides with corporate management. 
Still, a significant portion pointed to regional and country man-
agers, while for 24% such decisions are made jointly. 

B2B firms appreciate the value of co-ordinating global bud-
gets. Not only does global co-ordination reduce marketing 
costs, it can improve the quality of service. However, even as 
many organisations move towards a global account model, a 
number of B2B firms are bucking the trend. For example, one 
major computer services client is encouraging its business 
units to become more entrepreneurial in an effort to tailor its 
services to specific needs. Indeed an executive for the company 
acknowledges that individual business units are being given 
greater freedom to customise their regional and local market-
ing programmes and messages. “There is still central market-
ing management, guidance and support,” he explains, “but 
autonomy at the local level is growing.” 

The complexity extends into functional roles. Decision making 
is also widely distributed among various titles of executives 
within organisations. Although marketing managers are the 
most frequently cited, decision rights also reside with a wide 
range of executives--from senior management and heads of 
business lines to directors of communication and public rela-
tions.

Where is the decision to buy B2B marketing and 
research services made in your organisation?

A joint decision, 24%

Corporate management, 62%

Regional management, 31%

Country management, 29%

Source:  B2B marketing survey, August 2007 

Where is the decision to buy B2B marketing and 
research services made in your organisation?

6%

10%

15%

16%

34%

65%

69%
Marketing

Line of business

Senior management

Research

PR

Thought leadership

Advertising agency

Source:  B2B marketing survey, August 2007 
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10MEgaTrEnd TEn
The rOI obsession

B
2B marketing departments are facing increasing 
pressure to justify their expenditure and sometimes 
their very existence. The promise of intangible or 
uncertain returns is unacceptable to hard-headed 
executives, particularly in accounting, law and other 

professional service firms. To cope, marketing is forming close 
partnerships with sales and engaging in field sales marketing 
that can be shown to deliver concrete bottom line results. 

Only 39% of executives today say they closely measure the ROI 
of their marketing spending. But in three to five years, the 
figures will more than double, to a staggering 89%. In line with 
this trend, B2B executives are developing systems to quantify 
the ROI of thought leadership—from measuring click-through 
rates on the Web to the number of sales leads and closed deals.

This is a trend that truly resonates with the marketplace. As one 
marketing director elaborates, “it’s no longer enough merely 
justifying the ROI of a campaign.” Increasingly, he insists, “you 
have to justify the ROI of the whole marketing function.” In es-
sence, marketing executives are developing an ROI obsession.

That is not to say that B2B organisations are ready to abandon 
brand building and strategic initiatives. As an executive for 
a leading professional services company explains, “there’s 
always going to be a substantial element of marketing where 
the returns are intangible or indiscernible.” 

Still, she continues, “there are many pieces we can measure 
and where we’re facing greater pressure to do so and to 
perform.” Moreover, she adds, there are many ways where 
measurement can improve. For example, “if we organise a 
meeting, we can track the number of attendees, the number of 
sales leads and sales calls. Or if we sponsor a white paper, we 
can track how many times we’re quoted in the press, how many 
executives request a copy of the report, does it lead to speak-
ing engagements or meetings with target executives.”

Ultimately, says the executive, “we may not be able to attribute 
all of the revenue that is derived from a thought leadership 
sponsorship programme or a print promotion, but we can get 
some good readings and that can help us with future choices 
relating to how we market ourselves.” 

How closely will you measure ROI?

Now

Less Closely, 61%

Closely, 39%

3 to 5 years

Closely, 79%

Less closely, 21%

Source:  B2B marketing survey, August 2007 
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Conclusion   

A
ll of the megatrends in this year’s survey show that  
B2B providers are caught up in the fierce competi-
tion of a knowledge economy and a changing world 
market. 

In such a challenging environment, B2B firms are finding 
that thought leadership—delivered through meetings, white 
papers, surveys, customised research and the web—is vital for 
differentiating their services and winning new business. Our 
study shows that thought leadership is most effective when 
integrated across channels and locations. The Internet, in 
particular,  is opening up a new valuable medium for thought 
leadership.   

To drive growth, B2B executives will go deeper into customer 
organisations, both by function and geographic region. Emerg-
ing markets--and the growing number of multinationals based 
there--present a huge new opportunity.  As they extend their 
marketing programmes into new areas, B2B companies will be-
come even more rigorous in measuring ROI and ensuring their 
marketing budgets are well spent.

It is a fast-moving, but exciting time in B2B marketing. 

The Economist Intelligence Unit hopes this paper has given you 
valuable insights into the latest B2B marketing practices and 
trends. We welcome any feedback.
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