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2019 Best-of-the-Best Professional Services Organizations
Introducing the 2019 Best-of-the-Best
Based on results from the twelfth annual Professional Services Maturity™ benchmark survey, SPI
Research has named the 2019 Best-of-the-Best professional services organizations (PSOs). SPI’s
extensive annual survey, the 2019 PS Maturity™ Benchmark, revealed top performers are far more likely
to deliver projects on-time to satisfied clients than average firms. The Best-of-the-Best delivered 88.2%
of their projects on time compared to 76.3% for average firms.
This past year, the top 18 firms out of 622 organizations who participated in the survey, outperformed
their peers and the benchmark average with not only more reference customers, but also significantly
higher profits and superior revenue and headcount growth. The Best-of-the-Best grew revenues by
14.5% compared to 9.4% for average firms.
The Best-of-the-Best excel across five critical service performance dimensions: leadership, client
relationships, human capital alignment, service execution, and finance and operations. The Best-of-theBest recognition is significant because it measures PSOs not only on bottom line financial results such as
profit margins but also on a breadth of leadership metrics to reveal exceptional, holistic performance.
Each year SPI meets with leaders from the Best-of-the-Best PSOs to gain insight into what sets them
apart and the best practices that drive their exemplary performance.
This white paper details the
best practices of the leading
service providers. It highlights
results in each of the five
Service Performance Pillars™
by comparing the Best-of-theBest to all of the other
organizations in the survey
and offers suggestions on how
to improve performance
through the use of integrated
front and back-office business
applications.

Table 1: Best-of-the-Best Performance Advantage
Top 18
Firms

All
Others

Advantage

EBITDA

26.5%

17.6%

51%

Average revenue per project (k)

$278

$145

91%

Year over year revenue growth

14.5%

9.4%

54%

Year over year PS headcount growth

11.0%

7.5%

46%

Annual revenue per employee (k)

$213

$163

31%

Reference clients

84.0%

71.3%

18%

Projects delivered on-time

88.2%

76.3%

16%

Size of PS Organization (employees)

441

635

-30%

Measurement

Source: SPI Research, March 2019

Why Maturity Matters

SPI Research believes wide support for the PS Maturity™ model is due to its holistic approach to
measuring performance. Maturity is determined through alignment and focus both within and across
functions. For example, although financial measurements are of primary importance, they are equally
weighted and correlated with leadership and sales and quality measurements to ensure organizations
improve across all dimensions, not just in terms of financial performance. However, if the organization
is profit-motivated (which most are), increasing maturity levels do show up in significant bottom-line
profit. Figure 3 highlights major key performance measurements by maturity level and should alone be
an important reason why PS executives should look deeper into using it to increase productivity and
profit.
© 2019 Service Performance Insight
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Figure 1: Professional Services Maturity™ Progression

Source: SPI Research, March 2019

Introducing one of this year’s Best-of-the-Best – Kinsmen Group
SPI Research annually nominates the Top 5% of survey participants as “Best-of-the-Best”
candidates. After a careful review and discussion with their lead service executives, 18 of the 30
nominees were selected to receive
Figure 2: Kinsmen Group SPIder Diagram
the “Best-of-the-Best” award in
2019.
One of the characteristics that
differentiates this year’s top
performers is the emphasis they
place on building unique, employeecentered cultures. Whether it is
parental leave for all employees or
providing employee ownership or
career opportunities regardless of
gender, these firms have built
collaborative cultures in which
continuous growth and teamwork
are prized. Their emphasis on
Source: SPI Research, March 2019
building an open and ethical work
environment manifests in low levels of attrition and high levels of employee satisfaction and referrals.
This year’s top performers are experiencing tremendous growth. A top challenge is maintaining their
esprit de corps as they grow. To ensure their cultures of continuous learning are passed down to
newcomers and the next generation of leaders, they have built strong consulting and leadership
development programs, emphasizing and supporting accountability at all levels.
© 2019 Service Performance Insight
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SPI Interview with Brian Sallade – CEO of Kinsmen
Group
Please tell us about your firm’s top accomplishments in 2018.
2018 was an extremely successful year for Kinsmen Group. We grew
our team considerably and in line with winning and delivering 30
significant projects; all of which centered around solutions to
support our customers in effective governance of their engineering
information management processes and procedures.
Customer satisfaction remained at the highest level throughout the
year; from both projects and our support services, which, in turn, allowed us to leverage customer
specific references to help drive new business.
Despite the increased workload, we also formally cemented our own processes by achieving ISO
9001:2015 certification; the scope of which covers all aspects of our business, from technical service
delivery, project management and quality assurance, to our internal human resources procedures and
policies, and more.
These successes, along with multiple marketing initiatives including speaking at industry events and
authoring thought-leadership white papers, helped, and will continue to help, drive new business.
Please tell us why your firm is a great place to work.
Our Company ethos is clear - happy, trained and rewarded employees means successful outcomes for
our customers. All our employees are valued, and we demonstrate that continuously through our
management reporting, survey and ad-hoc feedback from customers to individuals concerned, as well
as, a clear passion for the truly team-based approach that we take in everything we do. Positive
feedback, no matter how small, is actively promoted across the organization.
This team bias is paramount for a global services organization, where being in a single office is not
practical or sometimes, not possible. We invested in video conferencing during 2018, so every member
of our team can engage at any time with colleagues. Weekly stand-up sessions ensure we are all abreast
of work in progress, encourages idea sharing and offers help where needed to solve any problems
quickly and efficiently. Sometimes, it’s just good to talk.
This same team emphasis quite literally spreads outside the scope of employees as well, as we use
private social media applications to share family events, gatherings and achievements. While we might
be employees of Kinsmen Group, we are all still people with relationships, families, hobbies, interests
and personal goals. A company that cares and nurtures this fact through how it behaves is important to
us. Flexible time, adaptive working patterns, willingness to support last minute family emergencies is all
part of that for us.
Management support to all employees is available at any time, and Management is indeed actively
involved in every project; to support, guide or mentor as needed. Our Quality Management System
ensures we adopt repeatable processes throughout all projects, allowing us to avoid rework and
© 2019 Service Performance Insight
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potential lost time that can result from resource switching and onboarding, which is often a time of
stress for people.
Our 2018 annual awards ceremony held via live video link between USA, UK and a flight in Canada (yes,
one person was flying at the time!) was a huge success and just sealed the year for people as a mark of
our achievements and successes. Awards included: Customer Success Champion, Personal Progress
Award, Troubleshooting Champion, Extra Mile Award, Innovator of the Year, Future Is Bright Award and
our prestigious Project Office Special Recognition Award.
Please tell us about the top challenges your firm is facing in 2019.
As we look toward 2019, like many organizations we expect to face challenges; some existing and some
perhaps new. Maybe even some we cannot foresee quite yet.
The economy; no one can exclude this from any list of challenges and perhaps especially not through
2019. The global economy seems to bring new risks, new opportunities and surprises regularly. Changes
to world leaders, focus or de-focus on infrastructure and global oil prices are but a few changes that fall
into the risk or opportunity bracket.
As an innovator of everything we do, we strive to improve and expand our services continuously. This
means we regularly reevaluate our services and even target markets to ensure we are putting our
investments and efforts in the right place. New partnerships we have established can help enhance our
current capabilities or even help expand to new markets.
Maintaining a considerable growth rate will require continued investment in people and processes. We
are always looking for better ways to help our customers leverage their investments and extract the
most value from our services. We have developed a training program for our Kinsmen University and are
incorporating new certification requirements for different roles to ensure we continue to improve and
deliver even higher value to our customers.
This same desire to innovate and look for improvement is evident in our project delivery approach too.
Although many of our customers are still more used to executing projects using a waterfall approach, we
are often leading the way with a more agile delivery approach. Providing customers more tangible
results early, so they can accept, reject or change sooner, has always been at the forefront of our
approach regardless of project methodology, and we expect to further bolster this during 2019 with
extended agile training and methods introduced to all our team and our projects.
Finally, the continual move to cloud services and solutions, including artificial intelligence, still drives
forward. How we all interact with those services and solutions is changing too, and more rapidly than we
all think sometimes. But the whole move to online cloud-based solutions is a train that has left the
station. Organizations from industries that were for a long time perceived as dismissive of the idea of
servers and applications being hosted elsewhere and multi-tenanted, are changing. We must and will
ensure we embrace this more and more through 2019.
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Pillar Performance
The following sections highlight the results of this year’s Best-of-the-Best professional services
organizations (PSOs) and compares their results with the rest of the survey participants.

Demographics
Table 2 compares the top performing PSOs to the other 604 in this year's survey. Best-of-the-Best
organizations tend to be more specialized than the average firm in the benchmark. This year’s top
performers are slightly smaller than average firms, with 441 PS employees compared to 635 for the rest.
This year’s Best-of-the-Best are characterized by high growth, profit, and high levels of client
satisfaction. Every year we find the
Table 2: Best-of-the-Best Comparison – Demographics
best firms are also the fastest
growing. On average, they grew
Key Performance Indicator (KPI)
Best
Rest
▲
year over year PS revenue by
Number of firms
18
604
14.5%; 54% more than the revenue
Size of PS organization (employees)
441
635
-30%
growth of average firms (9.4%).
Year-over-year change in PS revenue
14.5%
9.4%
54%
Year-over-year employee
headcount growth was also
Year-over-year change in PS headcount
11.0%
7.5%
46%
impressive at 11%. The Best
% of employees billable or chargeable
81.0%
72.4%
12%
maintain a much higher
Total professional services revenue (mm)
$94
$92
1%
percentage of billable employees.
Annual company revenue (mm)
$172
$231
-26%
For these fast-growing firms one of
% of PS revenue delivered by 3rd-parties
8.7%
11.8%
-26%
their top challenges is finding and
growing the talent they need to
Source: SPI Research, March 2019
sustain their dynamic growth while
maintaining a culture of excellence.

Leadership
The leading firms are highly specialized. They concentrate on specific high-growth technology or IT
segments or vertical industries. The executives of top-performing firms are seasoned professionals –
often with a track record of founding and growing multiple prior consulting organizations.
Leaders at the best firms foster a work environment that is fair and well-managed with ample rewards
and career progression. Because employees understand and share in the success of these organizations,
the atmosphere is one of collaboration and loyalty.
A recurring theme from this year’s leaders is their strong sense of community. The leaders of the top
firms are seen as visionaries within the markets they serve, they see their role as one of truly helping
improve the lives of their clients and employees. They select clients and projects because they share the
same values, whether it is a love of transformational change or desire to make a difference through
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leading edge programs. Their sense of pride and commitment comes through in the organizations they
have developed.
Leaders discussed the
Table 3: Best-of-the-Best Comparison – Leadership Pillar (1 to 5 Scale)
importance of building a
unique, employee-centric
Key Performance Indicator (KPI)
Best
Rest
▲
culture which in turn becomes
a source of differentiation. In
Ease of getting things done
4.63
3.76
23%
today’s competitive talent
Goals and measurements in alignment
4.6
3.74
23%
market establishing a strong
Well understood vision, mission and strategy
4.6
3.8
21%
reputation as a great place to
Employees have confidence in PSO's future
4.63
3.91
19%
work is paramount to building
Embraces change - nimble and flexible
4.5
3.8
18%
brand awareness. While each
leader discussed the
Innovation focused
4.4
3.74
18%
importance of client success,
Effectively communicates w/employees
4.43
3.78
17%
they also discussed the
Confidence in PS leadership
4.67
4.01
16%
importance of creating
Source: SPI Research, March 2019
engaged employees to carry
on the culture and position the firm for the future. A key area of differentiation is that top firms
significantly invest in employee development. On average, they provide 12.7 days of employee
training compared to 8.5 days for average firms.
Table 3 compares the leadership metrics of the highest performing organizations with the remainder of
the survey. The two highest differential scores are ease of getting things done and goals and
measurements in alignment with corporate strategy. Leading PSOs cultivate egalitarian, nonhierarchical, flat organizations in which all employees are vested in the success of the firm as well as
their own well-being. Their focus on innovation means they strive to continually stay ahead of the pack,
investing in new technologies and ideas long before they become mainstream. Their clarity of purpose
provides a powerful foundation for their unique cultures which support and accelerate market
differentiation, in turn leading to strong employee confidence in the future.

Client Relationships
The independent IT and management consultancies depend on their regional practice leaders to be the
chief rainmakers in their region or domain. Although practice leaders are charged with developing a
book of business, they are also goaled with personal billability targets to underscore the important role
they play in client success. Independent Best-of-the-Best firms expect their practice leaders to be
consultants first, able to truly add value to client relationships. Repeat business and referrals are the
primary source of new business, a strong testimony to superlative client relationships and results. Their
percentage of reference clients is 84% compared to only 71% for average firms.
The embedded PSOs primarily rely on the product sales force. They have forged a strong partnership
with product sales and have built sales tools and service packages to guide and shape consulting
engagements. These service packages enable the product sales force to position and quote services,
© 2019 Service Performance Insight
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leading to higher product and service attach rates.
Table 4: Best-of-the-Best Comparison – Client Relationships Pillar
PS is regarded as a significant
and growing source of top-line
Key Performance Indicator (KPI)
Best
Rest
▲
company revenue, not a
necessary evil. In many cases,
Deal pipeline relative to qtr. bookings forecast
290%
175%
65%
their lead services executive is
Annual number of active clients
2,166
1,328
63%
also responsible for global
Bid-to-Win ratio (per 10 bids)
5.97
4.86
23%
support, professional services
% Revenue from new logo clients
35.8%
29.5%
21%
and account management
Percentage of referenceable clients
84.0%
71.3%
18%
with the title of Chief
Customer Success officer,
Service sales effectiveness
3.9
3.51
11%
acknowledging the important
Solution development effectiveness
3.9
3.62
8%
role services plays in ensuring
Service marketing effectiveness
3.5
3.24
8%
client success. A relatively
Average service discount given
6.3%
6.7%
6%
new set of metrics has
Sales cycle (days: qualified lead to contract sign.)
97
88
-9%
emerged for embedded PS,
focused on customer
Source: SPI Research, March 2019
adoption. The cloud PSOs
measure not only the number of licenses, seats and recurring revenue but also the depth of client
adoption and engagement by building dashboards and scorecards which depict client usage, adoption
and churn.

Survey results revealed the percentage of revenue from new clients was 35.8% for Best-of-the-Best
firms compared to 29.5% for average organizations. New client expansion is a key ingredient of their
high growth and profitability. Leaders give higher marks for sales, marketing and solution development
effectiveness. Interviews revealed leaders do not have the schism between sales and service delivery
which is so apparent in many PSOs. Sales and delivery collaboration produced higher win ratios, larger
sales pipelines and more reference customers.

Human Capital Alignment
Talent is a primary focus and hot topic for all service firms. In an increasingly competitive talent market,
top performing firms are becoming laser-focused on their employment brand. Organizations are
embracing technology to help reinvent the workplace with knowledge-sharing, team-building,
transparency and collaboration at the core of their continuous learning cultures.
Table 5 compares Human Capital Alignment pillar key performance indicators between the Best and the
rest. The table shows employees receive higher levels of training investment; they are more likely to
understand and take advantage of career advancement opportunities; and more of them would
recommend their firm as a great place to work.
Billable utilization targets of the best firms average 75% or higher compared to 70% for average firms.
This means top performing consultants bill 100 more hours per year than those at average firms.

© 2019 Service Performance Insight
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Their employees are paid more plus they receive a host of additional benefits including investments in
giving back to their communities; generous healthcare and parental leave policies; flexible work
schedules; health and wellness programs; significant investments in employee training and career
development and a consistent focus on fun, team-building, collaboration and communication.
Top performing firms place a premium on high quality recruiting and on-boarding programs resulting in
faster recruiting and ramping
Table 5: Best-of-the-Best Comparison – Human Capital Alignment Pillar
times combined with higher
billable utilization. They hire
Key Performance Indicator (KPI)
Best
Rest
▲
“A” players. They invest a lot
Guaranteed annual training days / employee
12.67
8.62
47%
in them and expect a lot from
Well-understood career path (1 to 5 scale)
4.1
3.23
27%
them.
Recommend company to friends/family (1 to 5)

4.83

4.39

10%

Several firms invest over 90
Employee billable utilization
74.5%
69.4%
7%
days in teaching new hires
Days for a new hire to become productive
59
57.4
-3%
both the industry and
technology. This strategy,
Employee annual attrition - voluntary
8.8%
8.5%
-4%
although initially expensive,
Days to recruit and hire for standard positions
65
59.6
-9%
results in qualified consultants
Employee annual attrition - involuntary
6.2%
5.4%
-15%
who hit the ground running
Annual fully loaded cost per consultant (k)
$140
$121
-16%
after their on-boarding
Source: SPI Research, March 2019
program has been completed.
Several firms are starting
specialized programs to attract and groom the next generation of female consultants. In an industry
dominated by males, savvy firms realize the vast potential from attracting and growing a diverse
workforce.
Just finding talent is not enough. This year’s Best-of-the-Best firms focused on ramping and employee
training to develop a qualified workforce. With young millennial consultants, continuous learning is a
prerequisite which means top firms understand employee career and knowledge aspirations and ensure
top performers are assigned to the projects, clients and geographies they are most interested in. Some
create rotational assignments to give their employees greater exposure to other technologies and
clients. Several of the smaller firms are 100% virtual – in other words, they don’t invest in expensive
facilities but keep morale high with in-person weekly and quarterly meetings to enhance communication
and team-building.

Service Execution
Table 6 compares service execution metrics between the Best-of-the-Best organizations and the
remainder. High quality service execution is what really sets top performing PSOs apart. They tend to
be highly disciplined in all facets of service execution. The table points out the leaders deliver larger
projects with superior project and subcontractor margins. When they do have overruns, they do a better
job of minimizing them through project governance and change orders. They deliver projects with
© 2019 Service Performance Insight
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quality and integrity and are
far more likely to use a
standardized delivery
methodology which results in

Table 6: Best-of-the-Best Comparison – Service Execution Pillar
Key Performance Indicator (KPI)
Average revenue per project (k)

Best

Rest

▲

$278

$145

91%

more projects delivered ontime, fewer project overruns
and fewer project
cancellations. Because most of
them rely on a commercial
PSA application they are able
to staff projects faster. The
Best firms deploy the best
consultants and effectively use
PSA to exceed client
expectations, making all facets
of their projects more
profitable.

Project margin for fixed price projects

50.5%

33.4%

51%

Project margin for time & materials projects

50.0%

34.0%

47%

Average project margin — subs, offshore

34.7%

25.1%

38%

Average project overrun

5.4%

8.8%

38%

Average project staff (people)

5.08

4.31

18%

88.2%

76.3%

16%

1.8%

2.1%

14%

72.7%

65.7%

11%

Average project staffing time (days)

8.28

9.18

10%

Average project duration (months)

6.08

5.69

7%

Concurrent projects managed by PM

5.92

6.04

-2%

Leaders focus on all aspects of
quality service delivery, with
higher marks for resource
management, estimating;
change control processes and
knowledge management
processes.

Number of projects delivered per year

554

890

-38%

Because the leaders rely on a
PSA application, they can build
and reinforce project delivery
standards which result in
precision execution and high
levels of quality, productivity
and profitability. They credit
their PSA with improving
resource, project
management, time and
expense capture and billing,
leading to higher levels of
billable utilization and on-time
project completion. This
year’s Best-of-the-Best were
uniform in their commitment
© 2019 Service Performance Insight

Projects delivered on-time
Projects canceled
Use a standardized delivery methodology

Source: SPI Research, March 2019

Table 7: Best-of-the-Best Comparison – Finance & Operations Pillar
Key Performance Indicator (KPI)

Best

Rest

▲

EBITDA

26.5%

17.6%

51%

Quarterly revenue target in backlog

57.8%

43.8%

32%

Annual revenue per employee (k)

$213

$163

31%

Executive real-time wide visibility

4.43

3.5

27%

Annual revenue per billable consultant (k)

$251

$203

24%

% of billable work is written off

2.2%

2.9%

24%

Revenue leakage

3.4%

4.4%

22%

Percent of annual margin target achieved

100.0%

89.7%

11%

Percent of annual revenue target achieved

100.3%

93.3%

7%

45.3

46.4

2%

Quarterly non-billable expense per employee

$1,900

$1,586

-20%

% of inv. redone due to error/client rejections

3.1%

2.2%

-41%

Days sales outstanding (DSO)

Source: SPI Research, March 2019
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to developing standardized methodologies. In addition to repeatable processes and templates, they are
focused on measuring quality and client satisfaction. Most estimates, proposals and changes go through
a rigorous evaluation to ensure proper risk management and margin analysis.

Finance and Operations
The leaders enter each quarter with considerably more revenue in backlog (57.8%), which creates
greater financial stability and predictability. The Best-of-the-Best can be characterized as running a
very tight financial ship as they are appropriately metrics driven and have real-time visibility into all
facets of the business.
The Best-of-the-Best make money on every aspect of the business with 31% more revenue per
employee and 24% more revenue per consultant. If they must write-off work, they make sure to keep
write-offs and revenue leakage to a minimum. Top performers plan their work and work their plan
with 100% achievement of their annual revenue and margin targets. They run a well-planned and
predictable business as they use integrated front and back office business applications to gain a 360degree view of prospects, projects, people and revenue.

The Best-of-the-Best PSOs Use and Integrate PS Applications
All of this year’s top
Table 8: Best-of-the-Best Comparison – Business Applications
performers have deployed a
commercial finance and
Solution
Best
Rest
Delta
accounting solution which is
Corporate financial management solution (CFM)
100.0%
95.0%
5%
partially integrated with their
PSA application for billing and
Satisfaction with financial solution
4.27
3.82
12%
revenue recognition. Table 8
Commercial CRM solution
86.2%
83.4%
3%
depicts the level of
Satisfaction with CRM solution
4.33
4.01
8%
commercial business
Commercial PSA
96.4%
75.2%
28%
application use and
Satisfaction with PSA solution
4.36
3.82
14%
integration for top performing
PSA is integrated with CFM
57.4%
56.9%
1%
organizations versus the rest.
In all dominant business
Level of CRM and PSA Integration
55.2%
49.6%
11%
applications categories, top
Commercial HCM solution
80.0%
60.1%
33%
performers invest more in
Satisfaction with HCM solution
3.84
3.63
6%
business applications and do a
HCM is integrated with CFM
34.8%
32.0%
9%
better job of integrating them.
Source: SPI Research, March 2019
Because they use these
applications to run the
business, they are much more satisfied with their application infrastructure.
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Best-of-the-Best Conclusions
Each year it is inspiring to meet with leaders of the Best-of-the-Best organizations. They are justifiably
proud of the unique Professional Services organizations they have built, but their pride is focused on
their employees and client results, not on themselves. An area that sets the leaders apart is their indepth knowledge of their markets and solutions. They understand and have visibility to all aspects of
the business.
More than average firms, they are truly passionate about building an exceptional organization, not just
for today, but for decades to come. They are willing to honestly look at themselves and the business
and make changes to ensure they continue to be the premium firm. Their sterling reputation for
delivering high quality results is a key ingredient in their success as most often new business comes from
referrals.
A few of this year’s Best-of-the-Best have been winners’ year-after-year, both throughout the great
recession and now again when the consulting market is hot. The independents have aligned themselves
with the latest and greatest technologies. They are constantly reinventing themselves to ensure they
are on the cutting edge of the best technology solutions for their markets. The leaders of the embedded
PSOs have a seat at the executive table – PS is seen as a critical element of the business and a major
source of revenue, profit and client product adoption.
Excellence is within the grasp of all PS organizations – but it takes hard work, determination and
constant vigilance. SPI Research finds it gratifying that leading organizations rely on the PS Maturity™
benchmark to guide their investments and performance. “You get what you measure” so reference the
superlative results of this year’s Best-of-the-Best to build your own organizations for the future!
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