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“Successful in 
house sales 
teams can bring 
in revenues two 
to four times 
their salary.”

When resources are limited, and new accounts are difficult to acquire, research 
firms may wish to examine their options for growing their business revenues.  
Given that the foundation of most research boutiques is the high quality of 
their research, it may come as a surprise when quality research does not just 
“sell itself”.  In this paper, we look at five different strategies that boutique 
independent research providers (IRPs) can use to increase their profitability 
through top-line growth.

These growth strategies include:
1. Build an in-house sales team
2. Use a sales agent
3. Join a research aggregator
4. Enter into a business development partnership
5. Maintain the status quo

The best option—or combination of options—depends on an IRP’s business 
objectives and where it is in the life cycle of its business.

Building an in-house sales team: What does it take?  

Successful in house sales teams can bring in revenues two to four times their 
salary—and sometimes more— with all profits going to the IRP’s bottom line.

To build an in-house sales team, you need the following:
• the capital to invest in salaries, databases, marketing tools, travel, and 

office overhead
• the time to hire, manage, and marshal the sales team
• the experience and know how to hire the right salespeople (and to let them 

go if things do not work out)
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In total, the capital investment for the first hire of a sales professional is 
therefore around $165,000/year, plus commissions and overhead expenses. 
This is also assuming that the salesperson will be responsible not only for direct 
sales but also for all their marketing, lead generation, invoicing, and accounts 
receivable follow-up. More mature sales teams include a marketing director (to 
assist with in bound lead generation) and a relationship manager/client service 
director (to ensure that renewal rates remain high and that all revenues are 
collected post sale), in which case much more capital would be required.

Base salary (for a junior or mid-level salesperson with 
three to five years of sell-side experience)

$80,000/year

Commissions: Variable but typically ten percent of 
gross sales

Variable

Databases (Contact Databases, Bloomberg terminal, 
E-mail Marketing Platforms, Social Media Campaigns)

$80,000/year

Travel (quarterly trips of two to three days in length; 
i.e., ten nights at a hotel, four flights, meals, etc.)

$5,000/year

Cloud CRM $1,500/year

Overhead (office space, tech support, laptop/PC, etc.) Variable
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Moreover, a significant investment of time is also required alongside the capital investment.  Building an in-house sales 
team requires the IRP’s managing director to hire (which can take between 3–6 months), to train (3–12 months), to 
manage (5–10 hours/week), and to evaluate (ongoing) their salespeople.  And this must be juggled with their primary 
responsibilities, the publication of a research product.

Founders of IRPs may wish to examine business development habits of the firms that they cover. Growing revenues 
often requires a significant capital investment upfront, and elite businesses will spend as much on sales and marketing 
as they do on product development. And this investment, when made properly, can drive revenue growth and result in 
significant returns.

However, the mindsets and experience of a successful analyst and of a successful business development professional 
are quite different. If the founding analyst of a research boutique is risk averse, and if they lack experience in direct 
sales, sales management, digital marketing and product positioning, making the large investment required to build and 
manage an in-house sales team could be more risky.

What are sales agents, and when can they be effective? 

Sales agents are generally single operators with sales experience in the financial markets. The advantages to working 
with sales agents include the following:
• advantageous commission rates
• minimal commitment requirements
• low downside risks

Perhaps the most attractive aspect of working with sales agents is their low commission rates (thirty to forty five percent 
for the first year of a sale made). This is possible because sales agents keep overhead at a minimum by working out of 
their home or a modest office. And because sales agents rely on their own network for prospecting they do not need to 
invest in pricey databases for lead generation. Likewise, their introductions tend to be more personal, so sales agents 
can avoid investing in and working with a professional marketer. And lastly, with low renewal commissions (0 to 40 
percent for subsequent years if the new client renews their subscription) sales agents have no need for back office or 
relationship management staff.  

Along with attractive commission rates, sales agents demand very little commitment from IRPs. Sales agents rarely have 
exclusivity clauses in their agreements and they do not prevent IRPs from exploring other sales initiatives.  Training the 
sales agents in the details of an IRP’s research is also not necessary as sales agents only require the bare minimum of 
knowledge required to make new introductions.
Given the minimal commitment, there is little downside risk to IRPs when working with a sales agent.  The engagement 
can end at any time so IRPs that are not satisfied can pursue other options. As the capital investment required is 
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effectively zero, this is also a great way for IRPs to avoid risk.

The challenge for sales agents generally begins once they have tapped out 
their Rolodex. Without a systematic lead generation system, sales agents 
struggle to bring in more than a few new sales for IRPs—and this is all the more 
true as time goes on.  

Also, the lack of commitment works both ways. Often times, opportunistic sales 
agents will drop IRPs for firms with more fruitful sales prospects. Likewise, sales 
agents who work for dozens of IRPs may only devote a few working days per 
quarter to each client.

Given this mutual lack of commitment, the sales agent may not take the time 
required to fully understand the nuances of the research product. This could 
lead to the agent booking time consuming marketing trips and conference calls 
with unsuitable buy-side firms that are unlikely to buy.

In summary, sales agents are a good option for IRPs looking to acquire a small 
number of clients with low financial risk.

Research aggregators: A new entrant 

Research aggregators specializing in independent research recently entered 
the research selling scene. Interestingly, some of these new entrants are heavily 
funded by venture capital firms who believe that this is the new direction for 
research consumption. These aggregators join some of the more established 
companies that are dedicated to distributing sell side research and have carved 
out a small space on their platforms for IRPs.

Research aggregators offer the following advantages:
• established brand names
• low commission rates
• low commitment (IRPs must do nothing more than submit research to the 

platform) 

However, research aggregators also present the following challenges:
• There are no full-time salespeople pushing individual products (they sell the 

platform—not research—to buy side PMs).
• Despite the large number of aggregators, there is currently no market 

leader. This makes it difficult for IRPs to know which is the best one to join. 
• Aggregators seem to be adept at getting IRPs to join their platform but less 

adept at acquiring buy side eyeballs that will translate into sales.
• Publishing on a platform amid dozens of other IRPs often commodifies and 

dilutes the unique features of an IRP’s research.

As stated to us by one buy-side client: “I don’t even have time to go through 
my inbox. Why would I take the time to log into an outside platform? Even if 
I did, how would I know which one of the dozens of research suppliers I could 
trust?”

IRPs looking for a low commitment solution for their sales challenges could turn 
to aggregators to help increase awareness about their product, especially when 
used in combination with another business development strategy. 
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Business development partnerships: 1 + 1 = 5 

IRPs may choose to join forces with business development partners (BDPs).  These firms are specialized in all aspects of 
business development, including strategy, positioning, marketing, product knowledge, lead generation, direct sales, buy 
side knowledge, relationship management, client servicing, invoicing, and accounts receivable/collections. BDPs should 
be able to demonstrate the following: 

• a marketing manager with experience in B2B lead 
generation and who understands the research flow and 
mind set of the buy side investment professional

• a methodology for screening leads to ensure that only 
the best prospects are introduced to IRPs to avoid 
wasting time on poor quality meetings and conference 
calls

• the capacity to close tens to hundreds of deals on 
behalf of their IRP partners

• a systematic approach to post sale relationship 
management to ensure that buy-side clients remain 
focused on the research and invested in the sector 
of coverage thereby securing a higher renewal and 
retention rate on behalf of the IRP

• an invoicing, AR, and collections platform

These partnerships are most successful when the IRP desires significant long term growth (e.g., doubling or tripling 
a company’s profitability), but prefer to focus on the research and product production aspect of their business. By 
associating with a BDP, they receive the expertise and experience of a team that is ready to execute a strategic business 
plan to grow the IRP’s top and bottom line. And since their day to day participation is not required, MDs are free to 
concentrate on their research and financial analysis.

Beyond the attributes mentioned above, BDPs make a significant investment of capital, time, and expertise. For 
instance, they cover the $165,000+/year in salary and commissions to hire a salesperson and purchase all the necessary 
tools (databases, marketing platforms, travel expenses, overhead, etc.). BDPs may invest more if specialized marketing 
procedures are used to generate leads, or if post sale resources are invested to ensure high client retention rates.

Moreover, most BDPs do not require their research partners to make a capital investment in the venture. As such, 
the majority—if not all—of the risk is borne by BDPs, leaving the research firms with only upside. If the business 
development efforts fail, the IRP is free to leave the agreement, with the BDP covering all costs. 

Due to the considerable investment made by the BDP on behalf of the research firm, the profits are not evenly divided. 
In years one or two, the profits from the new accounts often go fully to the IRP, and the BDP records a loss. Only in years 
three and four will the partnerships be profitable for both parties (although the lion’s share of the profits always go to the 
IRP). So, while the revenue share of these partnerships may be equal, the profits pocketed favor the IRP. 

BDPs have the following disadvantages:  
• Due to the size of the investment, BDPs tend to be very selective. Investing time in a select few IRPs furthers their 

chance of success. 

• Since it is a partnership and the revenues are shared, many IRPs feel that they lose too much for each new client. 
Boutique research firms that do not realize the amount of capital or time required to close a deal may steer clear of 
BDPs, thinking that they are overpaid. 

• The salespeople at BDPs make sales look easy. Often it appears that these well dressed, smooth talking people do 
no more than pick up the phone, schedule a meeting, and send an invoice. From this perspective, in the eyes of 

• longevity and a successful track record
• an established sales channel (for an instant source of 

leads)
• a comprehensive team, including Executive, Business 

Development, Marketing, Relationship Management, 
Client Services, and Accounts Receivables 
departments

• a fully implemented CRM (customer relationship 
management) software

• a process driven, targeted approach to business 
development

• access to comprehensive databases of buy side 
professionals, including on-site Bloomberg terminal

• a proven, systematic process for generating new leads 
with prospects outside their sales channel



• IRPs are generally unaware of the size of their potential market. Financial research is a multibillion dollar business 
and, even if IRPs are only operating in a niche segment, potential revenues for most segments would be in the 
tens, if not hundreds, of millions of dollars. But the prevalent ‘scarcity mentality’ dictates that, since there are only a 
handful of new clients out there (after all, most IRPs have never secured more than a handful of clients a year), if IRPs 
split revenues on these clients, there will be nothing left. Rest assured that BDPs would not make huge investments 
with IRPs whose market potential was limited to a few clients. 

• Client acquisition sometimes occurs quickly, putting a strain on an IRP’s back office, client service, and relationship 
management functions. Sharing some or all of these duties with BDPs alleviates this strain and allows IRPs to focus 
on their research product.

 
BDPs have the following advantages:
• The IRP can leave the investment risk and headache of business development in the hands of a qualified, proven 

expert. 

• IRPs can remain focused on their key competency: producing a high quality research product. 

• The capital required by IRPs is zero and the time, minimal. 

• BDPs carry the full risk of the partnership, while research firms have only upside.  In fact, of the five strategies 
presented in this paper, a BDP partnership offers the most attractive risk/reward scenario. 

• The specialized expertise of BDPs combined with the specialized product and research expertise of IRPs can create a 
1 + 1 = 5 scenario. In other words, together, they can generate much more revenue than alone. Even after a revenue 
share, the profitability of business development partnerships far outweighs the potential of sales agents, research 
aggregators, or maintaining the status quo. 

• IRPs can reinvest profits in new product development or other initiatives to further the growth and stability of the 
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“A BDP 
partnership 
offers the 
most attractive 
risk/reward 
scenario.”

IRPs, BDPs are indeed overpaid.  What is misunderstood, however, is that each sale requires knocking on countless 
doors, executing multiple marketing campaigns to uncover prospects, and reaching out to contacts 10, 20, or 30 
times to initiate a relationship with a buy side PM. Weeks, if not months, of work go into securing each prospect, 
and dozens of prospects are studied and filtered out before quality leads are presented to IRPs. This time and 
capital investment is fully borne by BDPs. While BDPs are rewarded handsomely when sales are made, it is also 
compensation for the weeks of work mining prospects that did not close; a cost which is not paid by IRPs. 

research firm.  Moreover, by working with their business development 
partner, they will learn sales and marketing techniques that they could 
“bring in house” should they choose to establish an in house salesforce at 
a later date. 

Maintaining the status quo: “Sometimes, by doing nothing, the 
problem will just . . . go away.”  - Buddhist proverb 

Many IRPs want to grow revenues, yet their aversion to risk keeps them from 
doing anything.

They tell themselves, “Next year will be better than this one, or the one 
before that,” believing that the phone will suddenly start to ring with incoming 
prospects. There is a sense from many IRPs that, “If we just keep producing 
the highest quality research product, sooner or later the market will find us 
and reward us.” This thinking is just plain wrong. There may be products that 
sell themselves, but research that targets over-solicited institutional buy-side 
professionals is certainly not one of them.
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prospects that are left.” 

This is interesting because, if these MDs were speaking with the CEOs of the companies they cover, the IRPs would most 
likely be quite exasperated with management if they were told: “We can’t do business development ourselves—we don’t 
have the expertise. However, we found a partner who can help us expand but we refuse to enter into the partnership 
because we don’t want to share revenue. As a result, we have no way to increase our profitability.” 

Maintaining the status quo, while comfortable, can have a serious detrimental impact on the growth of boutique IRPs.

What is the best business development option for boutique IRPs?  

The answer to this question depends on each IRP’s financial goals and objectives. IRPs that are content with their current 
revenue and simply want to slow attrition rates (i.e., replace the two or three clients that cancel each year with two or 
three new ones), a combination of the sales agent/research aggregator strategies would be an excellent choice. With 
minimal risk and minimal downside, the IRP’s financial objectives should be attained.

However, IRPs seeking sustained or long term growth for the purposes of facilitating a future legacy transition or selling 
the company outright should seriously consider either a business development partnership or building an in house sales 
team. Again, it may be best to combine the two strategies to mitigate risk. For instance, by beginning with a BDP, IRPs 
can place the risk of the venture on an outside partner. IRPs could then reinvest profits in their own salesperson. A BDP 
may even be willing to act as a consultant as IRPs build their internal team, allowing the research firm to leverage their 
partner’s business development, sales, and marketing expertise. In the end, an internal sales team could prove to be very 
profitable and lucrative for the IRP.

“It takes money to make money” 

Business development is expensive. IRPs that choose to commit to significant long term revenue growth must invest 
significant time and capital. Cheaper options exist, including maintaining the status quo, but returns on these strategies 
tend to correspond to the size of the investment. Investing heavily in business development is the only true path to 
financial growth for IRPs. After all, an IRP is a business like any other:  to maximize growth, a world class product requires 
a world class marketing and business development strategy.

IRPs also maintain the status quo for fear of sharing revenues. Indeed, they would rather keep everything from their two, 
three, or four sales than have a revenue share from ten to twenty new clients (even if the latter is vastly more profitable). 
Again, this is partly due to misconceptions about their market size. “There can’t be twenty more clients out there, and 
there certainly aren’t twenty more after that. It’s best that I keep all the revenues to myself from the remaining few 
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