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There are big advantages to hiring a small company. So says The Jonah Group, an 83-person Toronto-

based firm of software engineers. With an impressive 25 custom software projects currently under 

contract in Canada and the U.S., business is humming along nicely for the 13-year-old company.  

 

“We design and build websites, high-performance software applications and intelligent data warehouses 

for enterprise clients that are under pressure to evolve,” says Jeremy Chan, a principal of the company 

along with Drew Atkins and Glenn Archer. Its clients are primarily in the financial services, health care 

and automotive fields. 

 

But despite an impressive record of ongoing success, Jonah has been unable to consistently land major 

new-client acquisitions in the $300,000-plus range.  

 

“We’re struggling to gain the confidence of the really big companies,” says Chan. “We can handle the 

most complex software projects of any size, but we don’t have lobbyists walking the halls of power.” 

 

There’s no question that the company has the lowest project failure rate of its industry competitors; a 

full 100 percent of Jonah’s projects have made it into production, compared to the 2010 industry 

average of 82 percent, .as reported by The Standish Group, an American IT market research firm.  

 

During this same period, Jonah’s budget overruns and time overruns were an equally remarkable 13 

percent and 6 percent respectively, compared to industry averages of 189 percent and 222 percent. 

 

But companies tendering contracts are under enormous pressure to succeed, save money and outpace 

their competitors, and this often leads them to hedge their bets and sign on with a tier-one top dog, like 

IBM, Accenture, CGI, BearingPoint or Deloitte.  

 



“We’ve heard countless times, off the record, that people would have liked to work with us,” says Chan. 

“But many companies take a cover-your-ass approach and hire a larger, better-known consulting 

house—despite the fact that we regularly outperform them.”  

 

Robert Simon, the senior managing partner with BDC Venture Capital’s IT Fund, says that Jonah’s 

dilemma is common to companies of all sizes, but it’s more acute in Canada where there are fewer 

potential big customers and they tend to be more conservative than their American counterparts.  

 

“There’s no magic bullet,” he says. “You have to keep grinding and building a customer base until you 

meet a tipping point where your reputation is sufficient enough to land big customers.” 

 

While Jonah may be struggling to win new large contracts—the Obamacare insurance marketplace 

project would have been a dream win, says Chan, noting that his company didn’t bid on the project—it 

is projecting healthy revenues of $8.5 million for 2013. Over its lifespan, it has done about $30 million of 

business with Blue Care Network of Michigan, $20 million with Detroit-based RouteOne LLC and $10 

million with CIBC. H&R Block Canada, Canada Pension Plan Investment Board and Algorithmics are also 

clients, and Jonah often has multiple projects running simultaneously or consecutively within one 

company. 

 

Chan admits that marketing isn’t a company strength and that The Jonah Group relies solely on its 

website, reputation and client referrals to build the business.  

 

“Selling consulting is a trust sell, especially when you don’t have a name that’s highly recognizable,” says 

Chan. “In our business, the pitch is never about a tangible differentiator, as it would be if we were selling 

a product, so any kind of brand recognition messaging would sound just like the generic pitches of our 

competitors.”  

 

Price is another stumbling block for the firm.  

 

Jonah’s senior architects bill at a modest $125–$150 per hour compared to its larger competitors’ $200–

$250. However, some of these same competitors send work offshore where wages are 60–70 percent 



lower per hour, says Chan, which significantly lowers the cost of their services. Jonah experimented with 

this offshore outsourcing and found the quality of the work unacceptable, he says. 

 

Major firms can get creative with their deals, too. IBM, for example, has been known to wave its fees for 

certain high-profile projects if the client agrees to buy IBM hardware as part of the agreement, says 

Chan. 

 

To counter these marketing and pricing issues, Jonah fires back by playing up its personalized 

relationships, its management capabilities and its proprietary tools.  

 

“We pick and choose among the various software methodology best practices—like Scrum, Extreme 

Programming and Rational Unified Process— while larger companies generally adopt just one, which can 

lead to project thrash and inefficiency,” Chan says. “Our project-management tracking tool gives 

stakeholders, including clients, access to real-time budget and projected completion data.”  

 

Still, the Jonah Group is on track for continued success. But boosting its revenues would let it make 

forays into building the product space and increase its capabilities in all departments. 

 

“Our long term goal is to drive brand recognition to the point where we are the trusted partner of 

choice for business-critical software solutions,” says Chan. “It would be an incredible win if the value of 

our brand grew to match the strength of our engineering capabilities and allowed us to attract the most 

innovative and exciting projects to our shop.” 
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