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2016 High Growth Study

BACKGROUND

This study is part of Hinge’s ongoing commitment to conducting and sharing
the most advanced research on high-growth professional services firms. This
research report is the inaugural edition of our High Growth Study, which we will
update each year with the latest data and insights. It represents the most extensive study of its kind.

The sample covered

$76 Billion
in combined

METHODOLOGY
968 firms answered an extensive survey instrument. Of this sample, 526 firms
provided the requisite three years of financial and operational data to be included
in the current high growth analysis.

revenue.

The sample was further segmented to compare firms of different sizes and
growth rates. To maximize the sensitivity of the analysis, most comparisons were
made between High-Growth and No-Growth firms.

THE SAMPLE
Firms in the sample had combined revenue of almost $76 Billion ($75.99 Billion).
We sorted the firms into four size categories shown in Table 1.
Table 1. Size Category Description
Large Firms
Mid-Sized Firms

$50 million or greater in revenue and 201 employees or more
Between $5 million and $49.9 million in revenue and between 51 and 200 employees

Small Firms

Between $1 million and $4.9 million in revenue and fewer than 50 employees

Micro Firms

Less than $1 million in revenue and fewer than 3 employees

2016 HIGH GROWTH STUDY | Research Summary

5

Except where noted, Micro firms were excluded from the remainder of the analysis and will be covered in a separate special report. The resulting sample composition of firm size is shown in Figure 1.
Figure 1. Sample Composition by Firm Size

The industry composition of the sample is shown in Figure 2.
Figure 2. Sample Composition by Firm Industry
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SECTION 1

FINANCIAL PERFORMANCE

GROWTH SEGMENTS
We divided the sample into growth segments based on a three-year compound
annual growth rate. The resulting segments and their definitions are shown in
Table 2.
Table 2. Growth Category Description

High Growth
Average Growth
No Growth

Over $1 million in revenue and had an average yearly growth rate of at least 20%
Positive growth, but was less than 20%
0% growth, or a negative yearly growth rate

The proportion of the sample represented by each of these categories is shown in
Figure 3, on the following page.
Figure 3. Sample Composition by Firm Growth
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One of the common assumptions is that smaller firms have an advantage in
achieving high-growth status. To test this assumption we calculated the percent
of the overall sample represented by each firm size. We then calculated the percent of High-Growth firms from each of the same categories.
The results, shown in Table 3, clearly illustrate that high rates of sustained growth
are found throughout the size continuum. Having said that, it appears the incidence of High-Growth firms is highest in the Small ($1-4.9 million) group.
Table 3. Proportion of Firm Sizes Among High-Growth Firms
FIRM SIZE

TOTAL SAMPLE

HIGH GROWTH

PERCENT DIFFERENCE

Micro

36.12%

32.31%

-3.81%

Small

21.29%

27.69%

6.40%

Mid-Sized

29.28%

25.38%

-3.90%

Large

13.31%

14.62%

1.31%
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GROWTH RATE
Because of the criteria used to create groups, the rate of financial growth is of
course much greater in the High-Growth group. This relationship is shown in
Figure 4.
Figure 4. Annual Growth Rate
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A more telling analysis is to look at the total amount of incremental new revenue
generated by the different segments. This is shown in Table 4.
Table 4. Total Incremental Revenue by Growth Segment

High Growth

$10.5 Billion

Average Growth

$1.4 Billion

No Growth

-$587 Million

30% of firms
generate

88% of new
growth.

Of the nearly $12 billion in new growth, $10.5 billion of it comes from HighGrowth firms. Put another way, less than 30% of firms generate over 88% of the
revenue growth.
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PROFITABILITY
Another common question is whether high growth will erode firm profitability. To
investigate this we compared the profitability of High-Growth firms to No-Growth
firms.
Figure 5. High Growth vs. No Growth Profitability
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The results are shown in Figure 5. It seems that the High-Growth firms we studied
not only grow much faster but are also 45% more profitable than their NoGrowth counterparts.
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SECTION 2

STRATEGY

High-Growth firms have some very clear differences in their strategy when compared to their No-Growth competitors.

High-Growth firms
TARGET CLIENTS

are

75% more

likely to be highly

While there is no clear pattern in the number of industries High-Growth firms
target, there is a strong pattern of pursuing niche or highly specialized services.
Figure 6 shows that High-Growth firms are 75% more likely to have a highly
specialized practice.

specialized.

Figure 6. Highly Specialized Firms
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There is also a tendency for High-Growth firms to target larger clients. As figure
7 illustrates, they are less likely to target smaller clients (under $10 million in
revenue) and more likely to go after both categories of larger prospects.
Figure 7. Target Client Size
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RESEARCH
One of the most interesting findings from earlier research described how firms
that do systematic, structured research on their target clients tend to grow faster.
This finding was replicated in this study.
As Figure 8 shows, High-Growth firms were over 2X more likely to conduct research on their target client audience as their No-Growth peers. A special report
on the value of research is also forthcoming.
60
Figure 8. Research Frequency
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DIFFERENTIATION
Why does a prospective client choose one firm over another? More often than
not, the chosen firm has stronger differentiators. Think of your differentiators as
your competitive advantage.
High-Growth firms tend to have about 20% more differentiators, and these differentiators have little in common with those cited by No-Growth firms. Table 5
shows the top five differentiators most favored by No-Growth firms. Top differentiators favored by High-Growth firms are shown in Table 6.
Table 5. Top 5 Differentiators Most Favored
by No-Growth Firms

Table 6. Top 5 Differentiators Most Favored
by High-Growth Firms

Our commitment to results

Our marketing/ business
development approach

Where we are located

Our culture

Awards we've received

Our business model

Our reputation

Our use of technology

The specialized services we offer

The quality of our people

Importantly, the differentiators favored by High-Growth firms are also twice as
likely to be easier to prove and more relevant to potential clients.
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SECTION 3

MARKETING

If growth is related to strategy, are there identifiable differences in the way HighGrowth firms market their services? This section tries to answer that question.

MARKETING INVESTMENT
Marketing investment includes both money and time. It competes with billable
client work for attention. In short, there is no such thing as “free” marketing.

There is no such
thing as

To capture both forms of investment we used the concept of effort. Effort ratings
take into account both time and money invested in a technique.

“free”

marketing.

When viewed in this light, the total investment in all marketing activities is
slightly less for High-Growth firms than their No-Growth peers. Figure 9 shows
this relationship.
Figure 9. Total Marketing Effort
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Similarly, both groups employ the same number of marketing techniques (13)
on average. These are divided between traditional (7 techniques) and digital (6
techniques).
However, how they invest that effort is notably different.
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MARKETING TECHNIQUE USAGE
High-Growth firms put 23% less effort into traditional marketing techniques.
They also put a greater (13%) investment into digital marketing approaches. This
relationship is illustrated in Figure 10.
Figure 10. Traditional vs. Digital Marketing Effort
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Of the traditional marketing techniques in our study, there were only two in which
High-Growth firms invested more effort:
•

Phone marketing

•

Direct mail

Interestingly, both of these techniques share the characteristic of being very
targeted.
When it comes to how digital techniques are used, the picture is very different.
Here High-Growth firms use more of every technique, with the sole exception of
email marketing. Here the No-Growth group holds a small advantage.

High-Growth firms
put

23% less

effort into traditional
marketing.

The top five digital techniques most favored by the High-Growth group include:
•

Marketing Video

•

Blogging

•

Guest Blogging

•

Search Engine Optimization (SEO)

•

Social Media
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MEASURING MARKETING EFFECTIVENESS
High-Growth firms also track 33% more metrics to monitor their marketing effectiveness. Figure 11 illustrates this relationship.
Figure 11. Average Number of Metrics Used to Measure Marketing Effectiveness
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No-Growth firms tend to focus on bottom-line metrics such as number of new
clients acquired and revenue growth. In contrast, High-Growth firms track a much
wider group of variables spanning the entire marketing pipeline. Table 7 lists the
metrics this group is more likely to track.
Table 7. Metrics Most Often Tracked by High-Growth Firms

Brand awareness
Website traffic
Social media engagement
Lead generation
Conversion rate

This additional tracking puts firms in a better position to know what works and
what doesn’t. This means they are equipped to make course adjustments and fix
problems as they arise.
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MARKETING TECHNIQUE IMPACT
On a macro level, the High-Growth firms are getting a 23% greater impact from
their marketing investment. Remember that they are actually investing slightly
less than their No-Growth competitors.
High-Growth firms invest 23% less effort in traditional marketing techniques, but
they enjoy 11% greater impact than their No-Growth counterparts. The traditional
techniques they favor most are shown in Table 8.
On the digital front, High-Growth firms invest 13% more effort, but they are experiencing a whopping 35% greater impact. The digital marketing techniques they
favor most are shown in Table 9.
Table 8. Traditional Techniques Favored by
High-Growth Firms

Table 9. Digital Techniques Favored by
High-Growth Firms

Marketing collateral

Online advertising

Phone marketing

Social media

Direct mail

Marketing video

Speaking engagements

SEO

Partnership marketing

Blogging

Conferences/ tradeshows

Email marketing
Website
Premium content
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RETURN ON EFFORT
A final analysis cuts across both traditional and digital marketing approaches. We
wanted to determine which techniques provided the greatest return on the effort
invested.
The results of this analysis are shown in Table 10. These techniques are not
necessarily the easiest to do, nor do they necessarily have the greatest impact on
a firm. Rather, they are the techniques that produce the greatest impact for the
level of effort they require.
Table 10. Marketing Techniques With Greatest Return on Effort

Speaking engagements
Webinars
Guest blogging
Direct mail
Online advertising
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CONCLUSION

This study reinforces some important results from our previous research and provides a new window into the performance of High-Growth professional services
firms. We know that they grow faster and are more profitable. Now we have a
better understanding of how they do it.
In particular, High-Growth firms have a more distinct, focused strategy. They use
more research and analysis to understand the nuances of their target markets and
fine-tune their marketing programs.
Their marketing is more balanced than their No-Growth counterparts. They get
superior results from both traditional and—especially—digital techniques.
With this broad array of competitive advantages, High-Growth firms dominate
their respective marketplaces. Follow their lead and you can too.

HOW TO LEARN MORE
This research summary is made available as a public service to the professional
services community. We provide more detailed results and analysis to Hinge
clients and research participants. They are not available for purchase.
To participate in new studies and gain free access to detailed results, analysis and
advice, please contact us at info@hingemarketing.com.
To learn more about Hinge’s branding and marketing services, please contact us
info@hingemarketing.com or call us at 703-391-8870.
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HOW CAN HINGE
HELP YOU?

Hinge is a leading branding and marketing firm for professional services.
Our original research on high-growth firms and professional services buyers
helps clients grow faster and be more profitable.
We provide a complete suite of services, including research and strategy,
brand development, comprehensive online marketing programs, awardwinning creative, content marketing, and lead-generating websites. We
work with firms around the world with a special focus on architecture,
engineering, construction, accounting, technology, management consulting
and legal services.
Like to keep it simple? Check out our comprehensive marketing programs:
•

Visible Firm® Program

•

Branding Program

•

High Performance Websites

•

Visible Expert® Program
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To find out how Hinge can
help your professional services firm experience faster
growth, contact us!
Hinge
1851 Alexander Bell Drive
Suite 350
Reston, VA 20191
703 391 8870
info@hingemarketing.com
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ABOUT HINGE
RESEARCH INSTITUTE

The Hinge Research Institute is a division of Hinge dedicated to studying highgrowth professional services firms and their clients. We collect data and analyze
marketplace trends to discover why some firms grow much faster than average
while spending less on marketing. Our mission is to share this knowledge so that
every professional services firm can prosper.
We invite you to explore our full library of research reports, books, and other
publications at: www.hingemarketing.com/library
For more information about the Hinge Research Institute, please contact:
Research Director
Lee W. Frederiksen, Ph.D.
lfrederiksen@hingemarketing.com
703 391 8870
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