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The Largest Research Study of its Kind

• Over 1,000 professional services firms participated 

• Over $1 trillion in combined revenues 

• Over 17 million combined full-time employees 

• Over $120 million in combined marketing budgets

More than a decade ago, Hinge set out on a mission to understand 
what drives extraordinary growth in professional services. 

This has been no easy quest. Over that span, the professional services 
industry has undergone tremendous change. Buyer behavior has 
shifted dramatically, recruiting and retaining employees is more 
difficult and rapid advances in technology have left marketing 
departments overwhelmed.  

But there is hope. Some firms have shown an incredible ability to grow 
rapidly in this environment. These high-growth firms grew 5X faster 
than their average peers. And they’re not just small- or mid-sized 
businesses, either. In this year’s High-Growth Study, we saw rapid 
growth at every level. 

By comparing your firm’s marketing practices to those of high 
performers, you can start modeling your marketing program on the 
fastest-growing firms in the world. Fasten your seat belts!

About this Study
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A Marketplace in Transition
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The future of professional services is likely to be highly competitive with 
many changes in technology and buyer behavior.
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Top 5 Threats Facing Professional Services Firms

Increased competition

Downward price pressure/commoditization

A shortage of top talent

Changes in how buyers buy your services

Rapid technological advancement

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

33.0%

34.7%

36.6%

39.7%

39.9%

When we conduct research for our clients, we begin by 
identifying the challenges facing their target audiences. 
In this study, we started the same way. We asked 
respondents to identify the biggest challenges or threats 
to their industry. 

Professional services firms see the future of the industry 
as highly competitive, with increased competition, 
greater commoditization of traditional services and a 
shortage of top talent. Also included among the top 
threats were changes in buyer behavior and rapid 
advances in technology 

Put these challenges together and you glimpse a future 
defined by change, stiff competition and a shrinking 
pool of talent. 

See the full list of threats 
Download the full report

https://university.hingemarketing.com/product/new-2019-high-growth-study/
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Achieving growth in professional services can be a 
challenge, especially in such a competitive marketplace.  

On average, professional services firms in our study 
grew by 11.1% in 2018 — an increase of more than 20% 
over 2017. 

Growth rates varied by industry, but they have increased 
overall. Businesses offering technology and software as 
a service (SaaS) have consistently grown most rapidly 
over the past four years. 

It’s encouraging to see growth on an upward trend 
again, but what factors are driving it?  

The average professional services firm studied grew by 11.1% in 2018 — a 
22% increase over the previous year.

See breakdowns by industry and size 
Download the full report

Median Annual Growth Rate of Professional Services Firms Over Time

0%

5%

10%

15%

2015 2016 2017 2018

11.1%

9.1%
10.2%10.1%

All professional services

https://university.hingemarketing.com/product/new-2019-high-growth-study/
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Government contracting presents growth opportunity… for now.
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Median Annual Growth by Level of Government Contracts

0%

3%

6%

9%

12%

15%

2015 2016 2017 2018

14.3%

11.3%

9.1%
8.3%

8.0%

10.0%

12.0% 11.8%

Sells to government buyers
Does not contract with government

Over the past four years, growth rates actually declined 
at firms that do not sell to government buyers. 

It’s hard to ignore the 2016 U.S. presidential election 
when looking at this graph. Before the election, we 
observed that firms selling exclusively to private 
companies grew faster than those that sold to 
government buyers. After 2016, that changed. Today, 
government contractors are growing more rapidly. 

If the White House election did in fact influence this 
trend, the 2020 election could also influence industry 
growth patterns. Should there be another change in 
administration, we could see these trend lines reversed.



Meet the High-Growth Firms
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High-growth firms achieved at least 20% compound annual growth.
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Professional Services Firms by Growth Category

14.7%

55.6%

29.7%

High Growth:
20%+ growth

No Growth:
0% or less growth

Average Growth:
Positive growth 
less than 20%

How do we define High-Growth firms? 
High-Growth firms are those that experienced 
20% or greater compound annual growth in 
revenue over a three-year period. 

Respondents were asked to provide gross 
revenue for 2016, 2017 and 2018.  

In this analysis, we looked only at firms that 
generated more than $1 million in annual 
revenue. 349 firms met this criteria.  

In this study, we compare these firms against 
No-Growth firms to maximize the sensitivity of 
the analysis.
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High-growth firms grew nearly 5X faster than average.
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Professional Services Firm  
Median Growth Rate by Growth Category

-10%

-0%

10%
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No Growth Average Growth High Growth

41.5%

8.4%

-3.0%

This segment of the market grew nearly 5X faster than 
the average firm. 

By studying how these companies think and act 
differently, we can determine what drives their 
increased revenue.
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High-growth firms and no-growth firms are very similar in size.
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In our analysis, we removed firms that generate less 
than $1 million in revenue to focus on the growth 
characteristics of larger professional services firms. 

Interestingly, we found that both the high- and no-
growth firm samples were very similar in size, as 
illustrated in this chart.

Professional Services Firm Size by Growth Category

0%

25%

50%

75%

100%

High Growth No Growth

16.0%14.7%

40.0%40.2%

44.0%45.1%

$1 million - $4.9 million
$5 million to $49.9 million
$50 million or more



5 Hallmarks of  
High-Growth Firms
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1. Differentiation is the top marketing priority of high-growth firms.

 16

If a professional services firm can separate its business 
from the competition it can win more business and 
avoid competing on price.  

Of course, differentiation is easier said than done. 
High-growth firms appear to be successful in setting 
their businesses apart, and nearly 60% identified it as 
their top marketing priority. 

Top 5 Marketing Priorities of High-
Growth Firms

Differentiating our firm from competitors

Choosing the right marketing mix

Developing a content marketing plan

Modernizing/re-designing our website

Improving the performance of our website

0% 15% 30% 45% 60%

34%

35.9%

43.7%

44.7%

59.2%

High-Growth

Get the full list of marketing priorities 
Download the full report

Uncover your firm’s true differentiators. To get started, 
conduct research on your target clients to understand 
why they choose you over similar firms.

Put this data into practice

https://university.hingemarketing.com/product/new-2019-high-growth-study/


In the past year, Hinge helped many professional 
services firms across multiple industries uncover 
their differentiators. Our approach to 
differentiation always starts with market research. 

By gathering the perspectives of clients, 
prospective clients, influencers, referral sources 
and key internal stakeholders, we were able to 
unearth differentiators that were true, relevant to 
their audiences and provable. 

This data also helps clarify brand messages, 
improving the perceived value and relevance of a 
firm’s services. 

Learn more about differentiation strategy.

Using Research to Find Differentiators

Research in Action

https://hingemarketing.com/landing-pages/request-a-free-research-consultation


2019 High Growth Study: Executive Summary   |

2. High-growth firms invest more in marketing
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Marketing is an investment of both time and money, 
and high-growth firms understand this.  

When we analyzed marketing budgets, we found the 
high-growth cohort had a median marketing budget of 
5% of annual revenues. Both average- and no-growth 
firms had median marketing budgets of 3%.  

See marketing budget benchmarks by size, industry and growth 
Download the full report

Median Marketing Budget by Growth Category

0%

2%

4%

6%

8%

10%

No Growth Average Growth High Growth

5%

3%3%

To optimize your marketing budget, research the best 
channels to reach your target clients. Also, find out 
what others in your industry spend on marketing to be 
sure you aren’t under-investing.

Put this data into practice

https://university.hingemarketing.com/product/new-2019-high-growth-study/
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3. High-growth firms enjoy a skills advantage with their subject-matter experts.
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Business Development Skill Ratings of Firm 
Subject-Matter Experts (% 9 or 10)

Networking face-to-face

Putting together slide presentations

Interviewing other subject matter experts

Speaking on webinars or podcasts

Writing short articles or blog posts

Writing technical articles or white papers

Networking on social media

0% 15% 30% 45% 60%

13.6%

16.7%

18.9%

18.7%

19.5%

30.0%

38.2%

20.7%

27.4%

32.8%

33.8%

34.3%

47.9%

50.9%

High-Growth
No Growth

High-growth firms often have highly skilled subject-matter 
experts on staff.  We asked respondents to rate their firm’s 
subject-matter experts on a range of key business 
development skills. This chart depicts respondents who gave 
ratings of 9 or 10. 

Experts within high-growth firms are viewed as being highly 
skilled at speaking, writing and networking. 

Learn more about what high-growth firms do differently 
Download the full report

Develop an in-house program to increase the skills of 
your subject-matter experts. At Hinge, we call these 
high-profile individuals “Visible Experts®.”

Put this data into practice

https://university.hingemarketing.com/product/new-2019-high-growth-study/


Hinge helped an India-based international law firm 
raise the visibility of more than 15 attorneys with 
specialized subject-matter expertise. 

Each attorney underwent a detailed assessment, 
which allowed us to develop a customized, guided 
Visible Expert® program to build upon their talents, 
strengthen their self confidence and generate new 
visibility and business opportunities. 

The results have been significant. Many participants — 
some of whom have never spoken publicly before —
were invited to speak at events around the globe. A 
practice area was recognized by a major law journal as 
a leader in its field. A government agency reached out 
to their experts to help develop new regulations. And 
their expertise attracted multiple new clients.  

Learn more about Visible Experts. 

Building Visible Experts® in a Global Law Firm

Research in Action

https://hingemarketing.com/programs-services/visible-expert
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4. High-growth firms were more likely to leverage M&A

M&A Activity by Growth Category

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

High-Growth No Growth

22.5%

37.6%

Leveraged M&A as part of their growth strategy

More and more, professional services firms are pursuing 
mergers and acquisitions as a primary growth strategy. 
Nearly 38% of high-growth firms grew via M&A in 2018, 
compared to less than 23% of no-growth firms — a 67% 
difference. 

While there are many benefits of growing through M&A, it 
can present new, complex marketing and operational 
challenges.

Learn more about M&A in professional services 
Download the full report

Consider M&A as part of your growth strategy. And if 
you do pursue a merger or acquisition, don’t let it dilute 
your brand differentiation.

Put this data into practice

https://university.hingemarketing.com/product/new-2019-high-growth-study/


Hinge works with many global, national and regional firms that grow 
by strategically acquiring smaller firms. These firm face a common 
set of challenges:  

• They need to understand the brand strength of the firms they 
acquire to help them decide how to integrate the new company. 

• They need to understand external brand perceptions to uncover 
common ground and unify internal teams. 

• They need to develop a repeatable strategy that can be applied 
to future acquisitions. 

In each case, we started with brand equity research, which allowed 
us to quantify the strength of the acquired brand and uncover 
potential synergies and areas of conflict. We used these insights to 
develop integration and branding strategies for future mergers.

Addressing M&A Branding Challenges

Research in Action

Learn more about branding strategy 

https://hingemarketing.com/programs-services/services/branding-services
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5. High-growth firms target clients on both digital and traditional channels

 23
Get the full list of techniques 
Download the full report

Top 5 digital & content marketing techniques 
used

Email marketing campaigns

Keyword research/SEO

Blogging

Social media marketing

Case studies

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

32%

42.7%

43.7%

43.7%

50.5%

High-Growth

Top 5 traditional marketing techniques used

Networking at targeted events

Sponsoring conferences or events

Speaking at targeted events

Branded marketing collateral

Providing assessments/consultations

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

35.9%

49.5%

51.5%

51.5%

52.4%

High-Growth

We noticed that the average marketing mix of high-growth 
professional services firms is balanced, with half focused on 
traditional channels such as speaking engagements and networking 
events, and the other half focused on digital channels such as SEO 
and social media. As a result, high-growth firms are able to reach 
their target clients in all the right places. 

However, there is more to achieving high growth than having a 
balanced marketing mix. If a marketing message doesn’t resonate 
with target clients, or if shared content isn’t providing any value, it 
doesn’t matter what or how many channels you use. You have to get 
the message right first, then you have to amplify it on the channels 
your target clients actually use.

Research your clients to find out which channels will actually reach them. 
Be sure you ask about all of the most popular channels in this study.

Put this data into practice

https://university.hingemarketing.com/product/new-2019-high-growth-study/


About the Sample
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Professional services of all sizes were represented in the sample

Large
14.0%

Mid-Size
28.3%

Small Firms
20.0%

Micro Firms
37.7%

Size Category Description

Micro Firm Less than $1M annual revenue

Small Firm Revenues between $1M-$4.9M

Mid-Size Revenues between $5M-$49.9M

Large Revenues exceeding $50M

A total of 1,005 respondents participated in the 
study. 579 provided the requisite financial data to 
be included in growth and size analyses. 

For the purposes of our analysis, we broke 
respondents down into four size categories:
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The study deliberately oversampled larger firms to draw accurate 
conclusions.
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Number of Full-Time Employees Compared to US Census Data

0%

16%

32%

48%

64%

80%

0–4 5–9 10–19 20–99 100–499 500+
0.4%0.9%

5.2%7.1%
12.8%

73.6%

13.0%
16.6%

24.9%

11.5%8.8%

25.3%

2019 High-Growth Study Sample
US Census Data - Professional Services Firms 

To prove that growth can happen at any size, we 
deliberately oversampled larger firms so we could 
draw accurate conclusions about firms of all sizes. 

This chart illustrates the sample compared to 2015 
US Census data of professional services firms.  
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Professional services of all types were represented in the sample.

 27

Human Resources/Staffing
3.2%
Legal
4.5%

Marketing/Communications
11%

Software/Technology
13.0%

Architecture, Engineering & Construction
13.1% Accounting & Financial Services

24.7%

Consulting
30.7%

Professional services comprise a wide 
variety of industries. However, they 
tend to approach marketing in a similar 
way because buyers across these 
industries exhibit similar behavioral 
patterns. 

In the study, we asked respondents to 
identify the different types of services 
they offer. This chart shows the 
proportion of service types represented 
in the sample.
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Nearly one-third of the sample experienced a merger or  
acquisition in 2018.

We asked respondents to identify how much 
of their annual revenue could be attributed to 
mergers or acquisitions within the past 12 
months.  

This chart shows the proportion of 
respondents doing more than $1 million 
annually that have gone through a merger or 
acquisition in the past 12 months.

M&A Activity in Professional Services

Active in M&A
31.3%

No M&A activity
68.7%
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Professional services firms had varying levels of involvement in government 
contracting

In the study, we asked respondents to identify 
the proportion of their annual gross revenue 
generated from government contracts. 

This chart shows responses categorized into 
four buckets:

Proportion of Business Generated from 
Government Contracts

11.2%

9.4%

36.2%

43.2% Do not contract with government buyers
1% - 24% of business is government contracts
25% - 49% of business is government contracts
50% or more of business is government contracts



Final Thoughts
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Final Thoughts

Extraordinary growth can be achieved by any type or size of professional services 
firm. Even in a highly competitive marketplace, there is a cohort of businesses 
that grew by at least 20% annually over the past three years. 

Marketing is more than the sum of its parts, and the firms that grow the fastest 
understand this. They take a strategic approach to marketing by focusing on what 
makes them different, exposing their experts to new audiences, selecting the 
channels actually used by their target clients and putting in the effort required to 
execute on this strategy. 

We believe there are salient lessons in this data to help firms that find today’s 
marketplace a challenge. Often, High-Growth firms make starkly different choices.  

And now you can, too. 

How to Learn More 
This research is made available to the 
professional services community. 

If you would like to participate in future 
studies and gain free access to detailed 
results, analysis and advice, please contact 
us at research@hingemarketing.com. 

To learn more about Hinge’s branding and 
marketing services, please contact us at 
info@hingemarketing.com or call us at  
703 391 8870.

mailto:research@hingemarketing.com
mailto:info@hingemarketing.com
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Branded Marketing Collateral All branded materials intended to support marketing and business 
development (e.g., brochures, giveaways, service descriptions, etc.).

Case Studies Documenting (through writing or video) an experience in which a 
firm solved a particular problem or produced a specific value.

Cold Call Campaigns Calling prospective client organizations with intentions to market or 
sell a service. 

Conducting and Publishing 
Original Research Publishing original research as premium content.

Digital Product/Service 
Demonstrations

Demonstrating how a prospect can use a product or service, usually 
done via digital meeting.

Digital Ads (Pay-Per-Click,  
Banner Ads, etc.)

Advertisements in purchased space online (e.g., PPC, banner ads, 
etc.).

Downloadable,  
Gated Content

Creating and sharing a premium piece of content (e.g., guide, book, 
report, etc.). May involve giving information — like an email address 
in exchange for the content.

Email Marketing Campaigns Using email to send educational or marketing messages to a target 
audience.

Interviewing on Podcasts  
or Radio

Appearing on a radio program or podcast to give an interview and 
share thought leadership.

Keyword Research/ 
Search Engine Optimization

Maximizing website visitors by researching keywords, understanding 
and leveraging search engine algorithm tendencies.

Marketing Partnerships with 
Other Organizations

A mutually beneficial marketing relationship between a firm and 
another organization (e.g., co-branded educational events).

Marketing Video Creating professional quality video to market a firm (e.g., overviews, 
testimonials, speaking videos, etc.).

Networking at Targeted 
Conferences, Trade Shows  

and Events

Attending specific conferences, trade shows, or other networking 
events for marketing or business development.

Networking on Social Media Connecting and engaging with a target audience on social networking 
platforms.

Nurturing Prospects Through 
Phone Calls

Building on existing dialogue or interest from a prospect through 
phone calls.

Presenting in Webinars Developing and presenting live or pre-recorded educational material 
to an online audience.

Promoting Thought Leadership  
on Social Media

Using social networking platforms to promote original thought 
leadership.

Appendix - Marketing Technique Descriptions



2019 High Growth Study: Executive Summary   |  34

Appendix - Marketing Technique Descriptions

Providing Assessments  
and/or Consultations

Meeting with a prospective client for a consultation or an assessment 
of their current state to determine how a firm can add value.

Public Relations 
(Earned Media)

Leveraging news and media outlets to bring public awareness to 
major developments within the firm.

Publishing Guest Blogs on 
External Publications

Securing placement for a written blog post on an outside blog or 
other publication.

Publishing Written Blog Posts  
on Your Website

Writing short articles to be published on the blog section of a firm's 
website.

Pursuing Industry Award 
Opportunities

Applying for, winning, and showcasing awards won by a firm.

Speaking at Targeted  
Conferences or Events

A subject matter expert speaking at an event on a topic relevant to 
the target audience.

Sponsoring Conferences  
or Events

Providing money or other value in exchange for branded visibility at 
an event.

Video Blogging Producing short video segments to be published on a dedicated 
section of a firm's website.



About Hinge



2019 High Growth Study: Executive Summary   |  36

About Hinge

Hinge is the research-based branding and 
marketing firm for professional services.  

Our ongoing research into high-growth 
firms is changing the way firms go to 
market. Our services include everything a 
firm needs to become a market leader—
from research and strategy to award-
winning visual brands and marketing 
implementation. 

www.hingemarketing.com

http://www.hingemarketing.com
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How Hinge Can Help

Visible Expert® Program 
Designed to help individuals cultivate an authoritative online presence in 
their area of expertise, the Visible Expert® Program delivers the tools and 
strategy required to build personal reputation and visibility in the 
marketplace. Based on extensive research, the Visible Expert® Program 
helps experts become recognized industry leaders. 

Visible Firm® Program 
Designed to deliver more referrals, higher profits and faster growth, the 
Visible Firm® Program will build a powerful marketing platform to engage 
your audiences and build your visibility. Based on the most extensive 
research into high-growth firms ever conducted, the Visible Firm® 
Program will ground your marketing in science and leverage your firm’s 
expertise to draw in the right audiences. 

High Performance Website Program 
The High Performance Website Program makes your website into a  
lead generating machine — bundling a beautiful new site with a suite  
of powerful online tools. Designed from the ground up to attract the  
right visitors from search engines, a high performance site will reach  
new audiences in new markets, incite engagement and expand your 
bottom line.  

Branding Program 
Our Branding Program is designed to carry your firm’s reputation 
confidently into the marketplace and equip you with a suite of powerful 
branding tools. Founded on extensive research, our branding strategies 
increase your firm’s credibility and visibility in your industry. More than a 
visual branding program, we will set your marketing strategy, differentiate 
your firm and provide clear, compelling messages for each of your target 
audiences.

For more information, call 703 391 8870 or email us at info@hingemarketing.com.

https://hingemarketing.com/programs-services/visible-expert
https://hingemarketing.com/programs-services/visible-firm
https://hingemarketing.com/programs-services/high-performance-website
https://hingemarketing.com/programs-services/branding
mailto:info@hingemarketing.com
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About Hinge Research Institute

The Hinge Research Institute is a division of Hinge 
dedicated to studying high-growth professional 
services firms and their clients. We collect data and 
analyze marketplace trends to discover why some 
firms grow much faster than average while often 
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: 

Lee W. Frederiksen, Ph.D. 
Research Director 
lfrederiksen@hingemarketing.com 
703 391 8870

http://www.hingemarketing.com/library
mailto:lfrederiksen@hingemarketing.com

