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Service Performance Insight

Service Performance Insight (SPI) is a global research, consulting and training organization dedicated to
helping professional service organizations (PSOs) make quantum improvements in productivity and
profit. In 2007, SPI developed the PS Maturity Model™ as a strategic planning and management
framework. Itis now the industry-leading performance improvement tool that over 50,000 service- and
project-oriented organizations use each year to chart their course to service excellence.

The core tenet of the PS Maturity Model™ is that PSOs achieve success through the optimization of five
Service Performance Pillars™:
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SERVICE PERFORMANCE PILLARS

The SPI Advantage — Research

Service Performance Insight provides clients and industry audiences with an informed and actionable
third-party perspective. Our market research and reporting help buyers and sellers of information
technology-based solutions maximize the effectiveness of solution development, selection,
deployment and use.

The SPI Advantage - Consulting and Scorecards

The PS Maturity Assessment™ benchmarks PSOs against industry peers across 165+ critical metrics,

providing a data-driven framework and roadmap to achieve Level 5 maturity within each of the Service
Performance Pillars™. In 2024, firms at Level 5 saw, on average, a 739% increase in revenue growth, a
537% boost in profit margins and a 71% improvement in billable utilization over Level 1 organizations.

To provide us with your feedback on this research, please send your comments to:

info@spiresearch.com
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All forecasts, analyses, recommendations, etc., whether delivered orally or in writing, are the opinions of SPI Research consultants and, while made in good
faith and based on the information before us at the time, should be considered and relied on as such. Client agrees to indemnify and hold harmless SPI
Research, its consultants, affiliates, employees and contractors for any claims or losses, monetary or otherwise, resulting from using strategies, programs,
counsel, or information provided to the client by SPI Research or its affiliates.
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CMap - Behind the Numbers

From Ben Edwards, VP of Consulting

Systematizing Sixth Sense and Gut-Feel

It's always fascinating seeing a torrent of benchmark data being distilled to identify trends, pains and

opportunities, some of us know to be true in our gut... but we've maybe not had the evidence to back it
up.

Consulting leaders have a knack of instinctively feeling when there's trouble-brewing in tough times,

or processes are starting to creak in better times.

Verifying and quantifying that gut-feel is very difficult - unless someone, or some thing, shines a light

on every aspect of your firm.

It becomes nearly impossible when your gut feel can't scale beyond a core team, and individual

heroes can no longer maintain control.

When gut-feel and data align, consulting leaders come into their own. You preserve the gold-dust
that enabled your firm to grow, by turning that sixth-sense into scaled processes your teams can

follow.

Quickest Wins in Your Time-Starved Firm

We've never come across anyone who isn't at least a bit intrigued in figuring out how their
consultancy can become more operationally mature... Which makes sense, given leaders in our

industry are amongst the most curious, ambitious, and solution-centric people around.

The challenge is how much (or in reality... how little) time we have left to actually run our consulting
firm. Between pipeline reviews, pitching work, winning clients, delivering great projects, building a

team, getting invoices out and cash in — time is precious.


https://www.cmap.io
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The two biggest “quick wins” highlighted in the data - the ones that will most directly propel

your revenue and margin - are:
e Solving your under-quoting pain

e Tackling over-delivery

Often these are hidden - it's not like sales missing revenue targets, or cash flow slowing
down, which are painfully obvious. But they're equally consequential, and far less easy to fix

without the right visibility.

When you establish standardized pricing methodologies, on-time delivery, scope-creep
tracking and real-time margin analysis - your firm's operational maturity goes from good-to-
great in next-to-no-time. SPI's benchmarking data in this report will help you quickly identify

the additional processes most critical to your individual firm and role.

Your Data is a Future Moat in the Age of Al

Many consulting firms are leveraging Al to build new services, deliver engagements and even source
new business. The biggest winners, however, are firms leveraging their own internal data to feed
agentic Al - helping them price work better, grow margins, reduce admin overhead and resource

projects with far greater precision.

The sooner firms systematize internal processes, the rivers of data start to flow
and Al comes into its own.

Freeing up consulting leaders' time to make truly strategic decisions across their firm.

Capturing your own data also gives you rich insight, enabling you to benchmark your performance
against peers in reviews such as SPI Research's. In competitive and unpredictable markets, your own

data may prove to be the difference between the "have's" and the "have nots" in the Al era.
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About CMap intelligence

CMap brings every part of a services firm - projects, people, finances, clients - into a single, trusted
source of truth. CMap Intelligence makes that truth active. It surfaces insights before you ask. Flags

risks before they cost money. Recommends what to quote, who to staff, and what to chase.
Enabling leaders to:

e Improve utilisation

e Protect margins

e Forecast with confidence

The result is a more predictable, profitable and scalable consulting business.

Learn how to move from spreadsheets to sustainable scale at cmap.io

. CMap intelligence

CMap.io


https://www.cmap.io/cmap-intelligence
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CHAPTER 1 - EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Boutique consulting firms across North America are at an inflection point. Growth remains possible, but it
is no longer as forgiving. Clients are being more selective, delivery tolerance is tighter and the cost of
limited operational visibility has increased. Based on benchmarking data from 373 North American
boutique IT & Management consulting firms (30-300 employees), this research examines where
operational strain emerges and the prerequisites sustaining high performance once complexity
thresholds are crossed.

The data shows that operational complexity arrives early. Across SPI’s benchmark, boutique firms
generally skew toward more operationally mature firms and see project managers oversee 5.2
concurrent projects, consultants work across 3.4 projects and nearly 48% of quarterly revenue is
committed before the quarter begins. Pipeline coverage averages 193%, making forecasting and
resourcing accuracy economically consequential well before firms reach enterprise scale.

These conditions mark what

this research describes as the Figure 1: The Spreadsheet Breaking Point

Spreadsheet Breaking Point — A

the point at which informal When the cost of not knowing becomes higher

High

than the cost of change
tools become a source of

operationalrisk rather than
ﬂ.elelllty (See Figure 1) PSA Tipping
Point
High-performing firms — 33%

of the sample — operate under

Cost

even greater pressure and Spreadsheet Breaking

outperform anyway. Compared Point
with the rest of the sample,

these firms grow professional

Low

services revenue 61% faster

and carry 39% more backlog, Simple Complex >

yet deliver 15% more projects Scale of Operations
on time with 30% fewer Source: SPI Research, February 2026
overruns. This execution

discipline produces materially stronger economics: 26% higher project margins, 25% more revenue per

billable consultant and 31% higher profit margins, despite being only ~5% larger on average.
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Key findings

¢ Complexity, not scale, breaks operating models. Multi-project delivery and forward commitments
increase coordination risk

¢ Productivity, not size, drives performance. High performers convert demand into revenue more
efficiently

¢ Margins are won in execution. High performers report 35% lower revenue leakage and 24% less
rework

¢ By the time firms reach sustained multi-project delivery, most have already adopted Professional
Services Automation (PSA). More than 80% of SPI surveyed firms with 31-100 employees use PSA

e PSAreflects economic thresholds, not guaranteed outcomes. Firms using PSA show ~12% higher
revenue per billable consultant, ~22% lower non-billable expense and ~12% higher profitability,
though PSA alone does not ensure growth

Taken together, the findings reframe operational maturity as an economic decision, not a technology
choice. Firms adopt more structured systems when the cost of not knowing — forecasting errors,
margin leakage and resourcing conflict — exceeds the cost of change. This paper adds to SPI’s
research by grounding boutique consulting performance in observable operating realities, giving leaders a
clearer view of when operational change becomes unavoidable.

© 2025 Service Performance Insight, LLC www.spiresearch.com 2
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CHAPTER 2 - SURVEY DEMOGRAPHICS

SCALE, STRUCTURE AND OPERATING REALITY

Within the 373 North American boutique consultancies represented in this benchmark, differences in firm
size matter less for what firms deliver than for how complexity accumulates as they grow. Across the
population, operational strain emerges well before firms reach traditional scale thresholds and intensifies
as growth accelerates.

Table 1: Boutique Consultancy Demographics, by Employee Size and Sector

. 5Year 31-100 101-300 IT Mgmt.
373 213 160 248 125

Surveys

Size of PS organization (employees) 123 65 200 134 102
Annual company revenue (mm) $54.6 $34.2 $81.3 $61.8 $40.2
Total professional services revenue (mm) $29.8 $20.5 $42.1 $31.3 $26.9
Year-over-year change in PS revenue 10.3% 9.3% 11.6% 11.0% 9.0%
Year-over-year change in PS headcount 8.8% 7.6% 10.3% 9.7% 6.8%
Profit% (EBITDA) 12.2% 11.4% 13.4% 11.9% 12.6%

Source: SPI Research, February 2026

As firms scale, exposure increases faster than control. Firms in the 101-300 employee range grow
professional services revenue at 11.6% year over year, compared with 9.3% among smaller firms, while
headcount expands more rapidly (10.3% vs. 7.6%). Larger firms also generate more than twice the
professional services revenue on average ($42.1Mvs. $20.5M), amplifying the financial consequences of
misalignment across sales, delivery and finance. In this context, performance depends less on individual
effort and more on the firm’s ability to coordinate decisions across functions.

Even firms in the lower size range operate in multi-project environments. Across the full sample, project
managers oversee an average of 5.2 concurrent projects, while consultants work across 3.4 projects at a
time. Pipeline coverage averages 193% and approximately 48% of quarterly revenue targets are secured
in backlog before the quarter begins. These conditions indicate that forward commitments and delivery
concurrency are already the norm, concentrating execution risk when capacity buffers are thin.

A firm’s consulting model shapes how it absorbs operational pressure. IT consulting firms tend to manage
higher delivery concurrency and are far more likely to operate with a PMO (51.9% vs. 17.1% for
management consulting), reflecting a need for more formal coordination. Management consulting firms,
while typically smaller and more bespoke, still maintain comparable pipeline coverage (187%) and
backlog levels (47.6%), indicating similar forward exposure despite different delivery mechanisms.

© 2025 Service Performance Insight, LLC www.spiresearch.com 3
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Table 2: PSA Demographics, by Employee Size and Sector

Key Performance Indicator (KPI) Ai:f:;e 3;;:30 12::;00 Conll-ult Cb:ﬁzjtl't

% of firms with a Commercial PSA solution* 84.9% 80.7% 89.9% 88.4% 76.6%
% of firms with PSA integrated with CRM solution 49.4% 46.3% 63.1% 54.0% 51.7%
% of firms with PSA integrated with ERP/CFM solution 60.0% 54.3% 53.7% 48.9% 60.9%

Source: SPI Research, February 2026

These dynamics are especially relevant in the current North American boutique consulting market, where
slower buying cycles and heightened scrutiny of value have raised the cost of delivery slippage. Growth
has become more conditional, placing greater emphasis on predictability, margin discipline and

executive oversight.

This demographic context reframes the performance analysis that follows. High-performing firms are not
distinguished by size or sector, but by how effectively they adapt their operating models — processes,
visibility and decision discipline —to the cumulative effects of growth, concurrency and market scrutiny

that now define boutique consulting.

*Firms that participate in SPI’s surveys tend to be slightly more operationally mature than the
broader market, as participation reflects a proactive interest in examining performance
through data. As a result, the performance differences observed throughout this research
should be interpreted as conservative indicators of operational impact rather than
exaggerated contrasts.

© 2025 Service Performance Insight, LLC www.spiresearch.com 4
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CHAPTER 3 -THE BOUTIQUE GROWTH ENVIRONMENT

MARGIN, COMPLEXITY AND THE LIMITS OF EARLY-STAGE OPERATING MODELS

Boutique consulting firms occupy an important position in the North American professional services
landscape. Their size enables agility, specialization and strong client relationships. As firms expand
beyond roughly 20-30 employees, however, the operating environment becomes more demanding.
Across SPI’s benchmark population, firms now manage an average of more than five concurrent
projects per project manager, a level of delivery concurrency that did not exist for most boutiques even
a decade ago. Higher delivery expectations and more complex staffing requirements increasingly strain
informal operating models, which were not designed to absorb this level of coordination indefinitely.

Intensifying Margin Pressures

Professional services margins are sensitive to external forces and today’s boutiques face several
compounding pressures:

o fluctuating demand requiring more precise capacity planning,

e increasing compensation costs as talent markets tighten,

e enterprise clients scrutinizing pricing, timelines and outcomes more aggressively, and
e greater financial consequences tied to scoping inaccuracies as project size increases.

SPI’s benchmarking data shows that High-Performing Organizations deliver average project margins of
45.8%, compared with 36.5% among the rest of the sample —representing a 26% margin advantage.
This gap is not explained by firm size, sector, or geography, but by differences in how efficiently and
effectively firms manage delivery, utilization and financial control.

The Nonlinear Growth of Resourcing Complexity

In the earliest stages, founders and senior leaders maintain high visibility into staffing, availability and
workload. However, this visibility erodes long before headcount reaches triple digits.

e At 25-40 employees, availability becomes ambiguous and spreadsheets begin to multiply

e At 40-70, resourcing becomes distributed and decisions rely on fragmented, often conflicting
data

o Between 70-120, spreadsheets cannot reliably track skills, demand, timelines and allocations
across the entire firm — and these are just the basics of PS business operations

Resource management shifts from a simple coordination exercise to the central determinant of
utilization, project profitability, delivery predictability and employee engagement. Without a single source
of truth, firms default to reactive decision-making that carries increasing operational costs as firms grow.

© 2025 Service Performance Insight, LLC www.spiresearch.com 5


http://www.spiresearch.com/

The Path to Operational Maturity for Boutique Consulting Firms ¢ - ¥ Service Performance Insight

[ Accelerate Service Productivity & Profit

The Boutique Growth Paradox

The paradox of boutique growth is that the operating model begins to deteriorate precisely when the firm
becomes more commercially successful. Higher demand increases project volume and complexity,
intensifying the strain on spreadsheets and manual processes. Coordination needs grow exponentially,
decision cycles slow and performance becomes harder to manage. The firm enters what we refer to as
the Spreadsheet Breaking Point — a stage where operational noise increases above the organizational
cost it would take to foundationally fix it.

Why Spreadsheets Eventually Fail as an Operating Backbone

Spreadsheets remain invaluable analytical tools throughout a firm’s life. They offer flexibility and
creativity — two qualities essential during early-stage experimentation, when delivery processes,
resourcing rules and forecasting rhythms are still evolving.

But spreadsheets fail as systems of record for four reasons:
1. Fragmentation: information disperses across teams and files
2. Version control: multiple spreadsheet versions create contradictory data
3. Knowledge concentration: essential insight lives in people’s heads, not the system
4. Incomplete inputs: forecasts rely on partial or outdated data

It is not spreadsheets themselves that cause strain; it is the governance burden required to keep
spreadsheets reliable as complexity and visibility demands increase. Firms with simple offerings, low
concurrency or stable delivery rhythms may operate effectively on spreadsheets at larger sizes. Others
encounter complexity thresholds much earlier.

© 2025 Service Performance Insight, LLC www.spiresearch.com 6
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CHAPTER 4 -THE PSA TIPPING POINT

WHEN THE COST OF NOT KNOWING EXCEEDS THE COST OF CHANGE

Firms do not adopt Professional Services Automation because they reach a specific size. They adopt PSA
when the economics of the business make it irrational to not. The PSA Tipping Point occurs when the
operationalrisk created by

limited visibility for decision Figure 2: The PSA Turning Point: When PSA Becomes Necessary
making outweighs the o

investment and change When the cost of not knowing becomes higher

management required to

than the cost of change

High

implement a system designed

to deliver predictability.
PSA Tipping
Point
Two forces converge to

create this moment:

Cost

Spreadsheet Breaking

1. The rising cost of not Point

knowing

This includes margin leakage,

Low

resourcing conflicts,

' >
inaccurate forecasts, delayed Simple Complex

reporting, governance gaps Scale of Operations
and reduced leadership Source: SPI Research, February 2026
confidence. As commercial

exposure increases, the financial consequences of poor visibility grow rapidly.

2. The cost of change

This includes licensing fees, implementation effort, behavior change and the time required to define and
adopt more structured processes. For many leaders, the investment in a domain-specific platform (not
the expected CRM or ERP systems) is not trivial and must be justified through clear operational benefits.

Early in a firm’s life, the cost of change is often higher than the cost of not knowing. Spreadsheets and
informal workflows are “good enough” and the opportunity cost of inefficiency is low. But as a firm grows
—typically around the 20-50-employee range, though it varies by project complexity and delivery model -
operational strain begins to compound. Forecasts diverge, staffing missteps increase and leadership
starts to feel the financialimpact of decisions made without reliable, forward-looking data.

© 2025 Service Performance Insight, LLC www.spiresearch.com 7
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A strong red flag emerges when leaders who have never relied on data suddenly recognize that their
instinct-driven approach is no longer tenable. The stakes are high enough that operating without a data-
informed view feels risky.

While the cost of change continues to rise as a firm’s operating model becomes more complex, the cost
of not knowing does not grow at the same rate. The marginal cost of better tooling increases gradually; the
marginal cost of poor decisions increases exponentially. Firms are almost never derailed by investing in
back-office infrastructure — but bad GTM decisions frequently derail them, inaccurate demand signals,
chronic under- or over-utilization and mispriced delivery commitments.

Eventually, the curve flips: the cost of not knowing becomes greater than the cost of change.
This is the PSA Tipping Point — the moment when structured systems stop being a “nice to have” and
become the only economically rational path forward for sustaining growth demands.

External catalysts can accelerate when firms take action, ahead of the tipping point:
e Anew CFO, COO or Operations leader demanding reliable visibility
e |nvestor requirements during fundraising or acquisition preparation
¢ Asudden shift toward larger, more complex client engagements
¢ New auditrequirements
e The firm’s first major delivery failure, margin collapse or mis-scoped project

SPI data supports this progression. Although PSA adoption becomes more consistent above 100
employees and SPI data tends to attract more PSA using firms, more than 80% of surveyed firms with
31-100 employees have already adopted PSA, indicating that many firms encounter coordination limits
earlier than traditional scale thresholds would suggest.

The PSA Tipping Point reframes adoption as an economic decision rather than a technological milestone.
At this stage in a boutique consulting firm’s evolution, leadership quality still matters more than tooling -
but leadership without shared, trusted data becomes difficult to scale. PSA institutionalizes visibility,
enabling leaders to operate with confidence as complexity grows.

The Spreadsheet Breaking Point

WHEN INFORMAL MODELS BECOME OPERATIONAL RISKS
The Spreadsheet Breaking Point represents the moment when the firm’s existing operating model no
longer provides the stability required to meet its commercial obligations. While the PSA Tipping Point is an

economic threshold and is entirely optional to act on, the Breaking Point is an operational one that
becomes fact without any decision on a PSA solution being made.

© 2025 Service Performance Insight, LLC www.spiresearch.com 8
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Common indicators include:
¢ Declining confidence in resourcing and bench availability data,

Inconsistent forecasts from different teams,

e Increased delivery volatility,

e Growing frequency of overruns or rework,

e Slow or disputed month-end reporting,

¢ Widening gaps between forecasts and actuals

Leaders have described this stage as “managing through fog.” Decisions become harder not because the
business is underperforming, but because visibility and trust in the data have eroded. Firms can
continue operating beyond the Spreadsheet Breaking Point, but at increasing cost, elevated risk and
growing leadership strain. The longer this condition persists, the higher the likelihood of negative
strategic consequences.

Reaching the Spreadsheet Breaking Point often precedes the PSA Tipping Point. The former creates
operational pressure; the latter reflects the point at which firms determine that the investment
required to restore visibility has become economically tolerable.

© 2025 Service Performance Insight, LLC www.spiresearch.com 9
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CHAPTER 5 - PHASE ZERO PLANNING

PREPARING FOR SUCCESSFUL PSA ADOPTION

Phase Zero planning refers to the structured readiness work required before PSA implementation. It is not
a stage of pain or dysfunction; it is a deliberate preparation period that ensures PSA delivers measurable
value.

Firms that skip this planning often experience slow adoption, unnecessary complexity or underutilized
functionality. Those who complete it achieve faster time-to-value and more stable outcomes.

Phase Zero planning focuses on four main areas:

1. Data Readiness

Firms organize the essential foundations of operational data: role levelling and skills mapping, project
structures, margin baselines, fill in the blanks on historical delivery data and monitor time-tracking
expectations are being met. PSA amplifies whatever data it receives; Phase Zero ensures the data is
clean, consistent and useful.

2. Process Readiness

Processes do not need to be perfect, but they should be defined. This includes delivery methodology,
governance rhythms, time and expense practices, financial oversight and resourcing workflows. Clear
processes enable PSA to support the business rather than impose rigidity on ambiguity.

3. Role Readiness

As firms grow, new operational roles emerge. Phase Zero aligns these roles — COO/Director of Ops,
CFO/FC, PMs/PMO lead, Resource Manager — around responsibilities, decision rights and the ways PSA
will support their work.

4. Outcome Readiness

Leaders must agree on the outcomes they expect: higher visibility, improved forecasting, better margin
control, faster reporting, reduced operational risk. Without alignment, PSA could feel like a big overhead;
with alignment, it becomes the backbone of predictable operations.

Phase Zero planning is the bridge between informal, spreadsheet-based operations and the structured
operating model required for scale. The system overlay, when implemented, enables everything to work.

© 2025 Service Performance Insight, LLC www.spiresearch.com 10
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CHAPTER 6 - PSA ADOPTION AS A GRADUATED JOURNEY

BUILDING VISIBILITY AND CONTROL AS COMPLEXITY INCREASES

A common misconception is that PSA must be implemented all at once, with all its bells and whistles. In
reality, the most successful boutique firms adopt

PSA progressively, aligned with their maturity, Figure 3: Three Levels of PSA Adoption

complexity and readiness.

While SPI outlines three levels of PSA in this section, Lite Time entry
Expense entry

Project setup

standard. They are included to illustrate differences Foundational . hroject financials (planned
system of record

these should not be interpreted as an industry

in adoption depth that are possible (Figure 3). vs. actual)
Resource assignment
1. “PSA Lite” removes resourcing Basic utilization reporting
ambiguity
This phase replaces the most fragile spreadsheets c
with essential PSA capabilities: time and expense ore Capacity planning

Resource demand forecasting
. " Project margin management
; ; icihili ; ; ; Predictability &
financial visibility and simple forecasting. For firms governanci Revenue recognition
between 20-60 employees, PSA Lite is often the most Backlog and pipeline visibility
ERP / billing integration

capture, basic resource management, project

effective starting point, reducing risk without
introducing unnecessary complexity.

2. “Core PSA” creates forecast

AdVCI nced Scenario modeling / what-if

credibility planning
Portfolio financial management
With improved data quality and stable workflows, Portfolio & Multi-entity / multi-currency
firms expand into capacity planning, margin enter{ari\_ste support
) ) complexity 1 i
governance, integrated forecasting and deeper CRM mtegra“gn : .
Business intelligence integration
alignment with financial systems. Predictability Advanced analytics &

becomes embedded in operational rhythms. dashboards

3. “Advanced PSA” enables scenario- Source: SPI Research, February 2026
based leadership decisions

Larger or more complex firms may later adopt advanced features such as scenario modelling, multi-entity
workflows, core system integrations — particularly with CRM, Bl integrations or sophisticated project
financials. Crucially, firms should not begin here; maturity should drive complexity, not the reverse.

This staged adoption model allows spreadsheets to remain where they are strongest: as creative tools for
modelling, analysis and exploration — while PSA becomes the single source of truth for operational data.

© 2025 Service Performance Insight, LLC www.spiresearch.com 11
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CHAPTER 7 - EVIDENCE FROM SPI

WHAT HIGH-PERFORMING BOUTIQUE FIRMS DO DIFFERENTLY

Across the last five years (2020-2024) of
SPI benchmarking, a consistent pattern

emerges: the highest-performing Key Performance Indicator (KPI) mmm

boutique consulting firms do not simply

Table 3: High-Performing Boutique Consultancies vs the Rest

] ) Survey % 33.2% @ 66.8%

execute marginally better versions of

. . Size of PS organization (employees 127 121 5%
the same operating model used by their g (employees) ’
peers. They operate under materially Year-over-year change in PS revenue 13.8% 8.6% 61%
different commercial and operational Year-over-year change in PS headcount 12.1% 7.0% 73%
conditions —and have adapted their % of total employees’ billable / chargeable 78.7% @ 74.8% 5%
processes, governance and visibility Profit% (EBITDA) 14.0% 10.6% 31%

accordingly.
Source: SPI Research, February 2026

This chapter examines those

differences directly, using a

comparison between High-Performing Table 4: Client Relationships - HPOs vs Rest

Organizations (HPOs) — defined as the Key Performance Indicator (KPI) mmm

top third of firms by performance
% of revenue from new clients 27% 24% 14%

outcomes — and the remaining two-

L . 0 0 0
thirds of the sample. The analysis Deal pipeline / quarterly bookings forecast  217.8% 177.5%  23%

focuses on observable behaviors and Percentage of bids won 55.0% 47.5% 16%
operating characteristics and what Backlog beginning the quarter 57.7% 41.6% 39%
those imply about the operational Source: SPI Research, February 2026

journey required to sustain high
performance as complexity increases.

ngh performance Isnota Table 5: Talent - HPOs vs Rest
function of size
Key Performance Indicator (KPI) mmm
A common assumption is that top- Employee annual attrition - voluntary 9.9%  9.2% 7%
performing firms are simply larger or Employee annual attrition - involuntary 5.6% 5.8% 3%
better resourced. The data does not . o
Employee billable utilization 79.1%  72.9% 9%

support this view. Average professional
. . S : SPIR h, Feb 2026
services headcount among HPOs is 127 ource: STIResearch, rebruary

employees, compared with 121 employees across the rest of the sample (+5%). This marginal gap makes
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it clear that scale alone does not explain performance. The separation emerges not from headcount, but
from how firms operate as complexity grows.

High performers operate in a more demanding commercial environment

The most pronounced differences between HPOs and the rest appear upstream, in growth dynamics and
commercial commitments. High-performing firms grow faster and commit earlier.

Year-over-year professional services revenue growth among HPOs averages 13.8%, compared with 8.6%
for the rest of the sample (+61%).

Headcount growth follows a similar Table 6: Service Execution + Finance & Ops - HPOs vs Rest
pattern at 12.1% versus 7.0% (+73%).
. - . Key Performance Indicator (KPI mmm
This combination of rapid revenue ey Performance Indicator (KPI)
expansion and accelerated hiring Use a standardized delivery methodology 71.8% 63.6% 13%
materially increases operational Projects delivered on time 86.5% 75.2% 15%
strain. Firms must onboard talent, Project overrun 6.8% 9.7% 30%
allocate work and protect margins Project margin 45.8% 36.5%  26%
simultaneously, often while deliver .
y y Ann. revenue per billable consultant (k) $267 $214 25%
models and governance structures
. . Percent of annual revenue target achieved 96.8% 88.3% 10%
are still evolving.
Percent of annual margin target achieved 94.7% 84.9% 12%
Commercial exposure is also Revenue leakage 31%  4.7% 35%

meaningfully higher. Pipeline ) . o
. % of inv. redone due to error/client rejections = 1.5%  1.9% 24%
coverage among high performers

averages 217.8%, compared with Executive real-time wide visibility 3.86 3.46 12%
177.5% for other firms (+23%). They Profit% (EBITDA) 14.0% | 10.6% | 31%
enter quarters with 57.7% of revenue Source: SPI Research, February 2026

already secured in backlog, versus
41.6% elsewhere (+39%). Bid-win rates are higher as well, at 55.0% compared with 47.5% (+16%).

Taken together, these indicators show that HPOs are not simply winning more work; they are committing
to more future work earlier. This extends planning horizons, increases project concurrency and raises the
financial consequences of forecasting and resourcing errors. High performers are operating under greater
forward-looking complexity, not less and their success depends on their ability to manage that complexity
without losing control.

Absorbing complexity without sacrificing delivery or margin

Despite higher growth rates and deeper commercial commitments, high-performing firms consistently
outperform peers in delivery execution and financial control.
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On-time project delivery averages 86.5% among HPOs, compared with 75.2% (+15%). Project overruns
occur at a rate of 6.8% among high performers, versus 9.7% elsewhere (-30%). As project volume and
concurrency increase, maintaining delivery predictability becomes increasingly difficult. High performers
demonstrate that it is possible — but only with tighter coordination and stronger governance.

Process discipline plays a visible role. 71.8% of HPOs report using a standardized delivery methodology,
compared with 63.6% (+13%). This important maturity shift is about reducing variance across projects
and teams as scale increases, rather than sticking rigidly to one approach.

The downstream effects are evident in utilization and productivity. High performers achieved billable
utilization of 79.1%, compared with 72.9% (+9%), while maintaining a slightly higher proportion of billable
staff. These differences compound materially across dozens or hundreds of consultants over a year.

Revenue productivity reflects this compounding effect. Annual revenue per billable consultant averages
$267k among HPOs, compared with $214k (+25%). These indicate a fundamentally more efficient
operating model — one that converts demand into revenue with less friction, rework and idle capacity.

Financial control further differentiates strong operators. Project margins average 45.8% among high
performers, compared with 36.5% (+26%). Margin target achievement is also stronger at 94.7% versus
84.9% (+12%). Revenue leakage is materially lower (3.1% vs. 4.7%, -35%), as is rework due to errors or
client rejections (1.5% vs. 1.9%, —-24%).

The cumulative effect is reflected in profitability. High performers report average profit margins of 14.0%,
compared with 10.6% (+31%). Importantly, this profitability is achieved despite higher employee growth
rates and greater delivery complexity, underscoring that high performance is not the result of
conservative operating models.

Visibility as an operating capability

One of the most consistent differentiators between high performers and the rest is executive visibility.
High-Performing Organizations report higher executive real-time, firm-wide visibility scores (3.86 vs. 3.46,
+12%). This is not simply a reporting artifact. Across SPI research, Leadership — one of the five Service
Performance Pillars — consistently shows the strongest correlation with overall firm performance. In that
context, increased visibility reflects leadership confidence in the data used to make decisions around
staffing, pricing, forecasting and investment, rather than reliance on intuition or fragmented information.

As firms grow, this confidence becomes increasingly difficult to sustain without structured processes,
shared data definitions and consistent operating rhythms. Visibility, in this context, functions as an
operating capability rather than a reporting feature.
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Where PSA fits —and where it does not

The comparison between firms with and without PSA provides important context, but it must be
interpreted carefully.

Firms using PSA generate higher Table 7: Firms using Commercial PSA Solution vs those without
revenue per billable consultant, T A UEI] mmm
averaging $240k compared with

$215k for firms without PSA (~12% Surveys 02 e

higher). Project margins are also Size of PS organization (employees) 127 99 28%
significantly stronger among PSA Annual company revenue (mm) $57.7 $28.9 99%
firms, averaging ~40% compared Total professional services revenue (mm) ~ $30.8  $23.3  32%

with roughly 36% for non-PSA firms
(11-12% higher). Executive real-
time, firm-wide visibility scores are
higher as well (3.69 vs. 3.26, roughly

Profit% (EBITDA) 12.3% 11.7% 12%

Source: SPI Research, February 2026

13% higher). Table 8: Client Relationships + Talent KPIs (with & w/out PSA)
However, the data does not support
a simplistic causal conclusion. PSA Key Performance Indicator (KPI)
adoption alone does not Has a.dc?cumented methodoFogyfor 53.9% 39.1%  38%
automatically improve growth or quantifying value added to clients
profitability. Instead, the data shows Deal pipeline / quarterly bookings forecast 194% 181% 7%
a meaningful linkage: firms that have Percentage of bids won 51.0% 46.7% 9%
reached the level of operational Percentage of the quarterly revenue target

. 487% 449% 8%
scale to adopt PSA also tend to in backlog
exhibit stronger financial and Billable Utilization 75.5% 73.3% 3%
operating performance, including Billable hours on-site 384 542 -29%

higher EBITDA (12.3% vs. 11.7%, a
~12% relative uplift).

Billable hours off-site 1,138 1,070 6%

Source: SPI Research, February 2026
Some non-PSA firms perform well,
typically where delivery models are simpler or growth is more controlled. The evidence suggests that PSA
does not create high performance in and of itself. Rather, it appears most often in firms that have crossed
a complexity threshold where informal coordination becomes unreliable and the cost of limited visibility
rises sharply.
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Implications for boutique consulting leaders

The data does not suggest

that every firm needs PSA Table 9: Service Execution + Finance & Ops KPIs (with & w/out PSA)
immediately. It does
suggest that firms Key Performance Indicator (KPI)
experiencing the patterns No. of projects a project manager manages at a time 5.43 4.30 26%
observed among high . i

] No. of projects a consultant works on at a time 3.43 3.30 4%
performers —rapid growth,

. Fi ject t office (PM 14%
strong backlog, high irm uses a project management office (PMO) 41.3% 36.3% )
utilization pressure and Project margin for time & materials projects 39.8% 346% 15%
increasing margin exposure Project margin for fixed price projects 40.3% 36.0% 12%
—will eventually require Project margin — subs, offshore 33.4% 26.1% 28%
more structured operational Annual revenue per billable consultant (k) $240  $215 11%
foundations. Quarterly non-billable expense per employee $1,452 $1,855 22%
The relevant question is not Executive real-time wide visibility 3.69 3206 13%

whether h|gh-perform|ng Source: SPI Research, February 2026
firms use PSA, but how long

a firm can continue coordinating a growing, increasingly complex business without a reliable system of
record. That question sits at the center of the Spreadsheet Breaking Point and the PSA Tipping Point

explored earlier in this paper.

High-performing boutique consulting firms are not defined by size or tools, but by their ability to manage
greater operational load with discipline and performance visibility. They grow faster, commit earlier,
deliver more reliably, protect margin more effectively and operate with less waste. PSA appears in the
data not as a silver bullet, but as a common response once firms recognize that their informal operating
models no longer scale.
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CHAPTER 8 - CONCLUSION

SCALING WITH CONFIDENCE THROUGH OPERATIONAL MATURITY

Boutique consulting firms do not fail because they grow too fast. They struggle when growth outpaces
their operating model’s ability to coordinate people, projects and financial commitments with
confidence.

The evidence in this research shows that as firms grow, complexity increases non-linearly. Delivery
concurrency rises, forecasts extend further into the future and more revenue is committed earlier in the
cycle —with high-performing firms carrying nearly 40% more backlog at the start of each quarter than
their peers. Under these conditions, spreadsheets and informal workflows become harder to govern, not
because they are flawed tools, but because the burden of keeping them accurate grows faster than
leadership capacity to maintain them.

High-performing firms face the same pressures as their peers — often more so — but they adapt earlier.
They invest in visibility, standardization and decision discipline that allow them to absorb complexity
without sacrificing pace, margin or delivery reliability. In the data, this translates into materially higher
project margins (over 25% higher on average), stronger revenue productivity per consultant and
meaningfully better profitability outcomes. Their advantage is not size, sector or tooling alone. It is the
ability to make coordinated decisions with confidence and speed as stakes rise.

This is why the Spreadsheet Breaking Point and the PSA Tipping Point matter. The former describes the
operational moment when informal models become a source of risk. The latter reframes PSA adoption as
a rational economic response that varies by company rather than a forced upgrade decision point. Firms
that have crossed this threshold and adopted PSA tend to exhibit stronger financial performance,
including approximately 12% higher EBITDA on average, not because PSA creates performance in
isolation, but because it supports the operating discipline required to sustain it. Firms that act
deliberately — through Phase Zero planning and staged adoption — shift operational strain into a
foundation for predictable growth.

The central question for boutique consulting leaders is how long the firm can continue to operate
effectively without reliable, forward-looking visibility as commitments deepen and tolerance for
error narrows.

The firms that scale with confidence are not those with the most advanced tools. They are the ones that
recognize when their business has changed - and evolve their operating model to match it. That,
ultimately, is the path to sustainable scale in today’s North American consulting market.
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Appendix 2: Related Service Performance Insight Research

SPI Research has produced several publications for services-driven organizations that include:

< 2025 The Impact of Al on Professional Services (December2025) This essential study shows
where Al is actually moving the needle in PSOs and ESOs - the top use cases leaders today
prioritize, how high performers select and scale Al pilots and the data-driven truth behind which
firms are progressing and which are still stuck in a superficial hype cycle. Built from in-depth
surveys from 146 PSOs and ESOs worldwide.

<@ 2025 Service Productization Benchmark (October2025) The 2025 Service Productization
Benchmark, based on responses from more than 100 services organizations, delivers the
industry’s first data-driven view of how productized services improve scalability, margin and
delivery consistency. The report maps productization maturity across firms and offers clear
guidance on how organizations can package, standardize and operationalize their expertise for
more predictable growth.

< The Structural Divide - Why Sales & PS Clash and the Strategies to Fix it (September2025)
The Structural Divide: Why Sales and PS Clash analyzes why Sales and Professional Services often
work at cross-purposes and how this misalignment erodes margin and delivery predictability.
Based on SPI’s research into sales-to-delivery friction points, the report outlines the structural,
incentive and process gaps that create conflict — and provides practical actions leaders can take.

@ 2025 Professional Services Maturity Benchmark™ (February 2025) With participation from over
403 Professional Services organizations, the 2025 Professional Services Maturity™ Benchmark
provides the industry’s most comprehensive performance view across Leadership, Client
Relationships, Talent, Service Execution and Finance & Operations. Now in its 18th year, the
benchmark highlights the operational drivers that differentiate high-performing firms and offers a
clear path for organizations seeking measurable productivity and profitability gains.

< 2024 Project-based Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) (May 2024) The 50-page report
provides data-based guidance for professional services executives with 29 informative graphics
and tables supporting strategic initiatives to improve organizational performance by implementing
Project-based ERP solutions. Data was taken from 2,898 firms over the past five years.

< 2022 Professional Services Automation End-user Survey (September 2022) SPI Research’s
2022 PSA End-User Survey captures insights from 88 billable organizations using Professional
Services Automation solutions. Conducted independently with no vendor input, the study explores
why firms select PSA, which capabilities matter most and how users perceive value. It examines
both pre- and post-deployment performance, user satisfaction across core modules and real-
world adoption patterns, supported by 44 quantitative and qualitative figures and tables.

Information on these and any other SPI Research publications can be found at www.spiresearch.com or
by e-mail at info@spiresearch.com.
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Service Performance Insight (SPI Research) is a global research, consulting and training organization dedicated to helping professional
service organizations (PSOs) make quantum improvements in productivity and profit. In 2007, SPI developed the PS Maturity Model™ as a
strategic planning and management framework. It is now the industry-leading performance improvement tool used by over 50,000 service
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