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In a winner-takes-most world, a few companies are vastly outperforming 
their peers. But what are they doing differently? We surveyed more than 2,000 
respondents in the US, UK, Germany, and Australia1 to find out, quantifying 
the effect of more than 40 areas of management practice and company invest-
ment—including leadership foresight; investment in business and operating 
model transformation; the use of technology, including cloud, advanced ana-
lytics, and application program interfaces (APIs); and other factors. Separately 
and in combination, these factors enable leading companies to capture a perfor-
mance premium—the combined effect of profit margin and revenue growth, in 
industry-adjusted terms—worth more than 13 times that of their industry peers.

The nonlinear shape of this distribution curve illustrates how compa-
nies that develop beyond a threshold level of evolution achieve what we’re 
calling “quadratic performance” (see the chart on the next page). If your  
company isn’t among this top 20%, chances are you’re leaving considerable  
value on the table (see “What we did—and why,” pages 4–5). 

To arrive in that top-performance quintile, quadratic companies make mutu-
ally reinforcing investments in their business, operating, and technology mod-
els, which in turn drive performance factors such as innovation, speed-to-mar-
ket, and flexibility. All the while, they are lowering friction, or what economists 
call “transaction costs”—the time and resources needed to do business inside 
the organization and as companies engage and interact with external parties. 
These interactions occur on two interrelated dimensions:
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Business ecosystems. As technology disruption blurs industry and supply 
chain boundaries, lower transaction costs boost leading companies’ ability to 
participate in business ecosystems. And participate they do: top-quintile com-
panies are more than twice as likely as lagging companies to get most (at least 
60%) of their revenues from ecosystems, according to our research. By contrast, 
companies with high transaction costs (or what the author Cass Sunstein calls 
“sludge”) often struggle to make the most of the valuable, cross-company data 
flows that ecosystems generate.

Service partnerships. Leading companies are also more likely to turn to ser-
vice partners, or managed services, for at least three reasons. First, to help close 
their capability gaps by accessing technology expertise and global pools of talent 
(although companies can also close capability gaps through M&A); second, to 
minimize capital costs; and third, to support sharper strategic focus on their com-
petitively differentiating activities. There is, of course, a cost to using any third- 
party service—not just the fees charged but the cost of interactions across 

The benefits of being a quadratic company 

*Performance premium is the combined effect of profit margin and revenue growth in industry-adjusted terms.

Source: PwC Global Advisory survey

When PwC overlaid survey respondents’ relative degree of adherence to a set of management practices atop a separate perfor-

mance measure that combined profit margin and revenue growth, in industry-adjusted terms, we found that companies in the top 

quintile vastly outperformed all others.
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company boundaries. By lowering their transaction costs, leading companies 
address capability gaps through their service partner relationships at a lower 
expense than their lesser-performing peers.

The graphic on page 6 helps visualize the dynamics of this larger system in 
which leading companies participate in business ecosystems and engage ser-
vice partners to set in motion beneficial data flows, privileged insights, and 

What we did—and why

To better understand what’s behind top performance we needed to 
define performance. For purposes of this research, we used two  
measures: profit margin and revenue growth. Using both measures  
allowed us to account for important differences in how companies 
grow profits. 

Meanwhile, we also needed to account for the fact that some in-
dustries are growing faster than others. We did this by factoring into 
the analysis both the industry median profit margins and the industry 
median growth rates. This allowed us to level the playing field and 
make respondent-by-respondent (as a proxy for company-by- 
company) comparisons. In all cases, the time frame for our analysis 
was the respondents’ last fiscal year.

The result was a so-called performance premium—or the com-
bined effect of profit margin and revenue growth in industry-adjusted 
terms—which we calculated for each of the 2,006 respondents to our 
survey.

Next—and separately—we constructed an index from the survey 
results associated with the 40 areas of management practice and 
company investment that we’d set out to study: for instance, leader-
ship characteristics; investment in business and operating model 

(continues on next page)
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the combined customer value propositions that help span traditional industry 
boundaries more seamlessly.

A granular view 
Our research doesn’t just describe the dynamics of a larger system; it also pro-
vides a more granular perspective on success, revealing a series of 40 interre-
lated practices, initiatives, and investment areas that roll up to 11 action items 
shown in the wheel graphic on page 7. At one level, these elements may look 

transformation; the use of technology; and the use of service partner-
ships, or managed services. Dividing the index into quintiles showed 
us the degree to which the respondents’ companies were following 
the 40 practices themselves.

Finally, we linked the respondents’ position on the index to the per-
formance premium we’d calculated earlier—essentially revealing the 
performance premium associated with various degrees of adherence 
to the management initiatives and practices. 

The resulting shape of the distribution was decidedly nonlinear, 
which led us to name the performers in the top quintile “quadratic 
companies.” What are the benefits of achieving this title? Quadratic 
companies earned an average performance premium of 44% in their 
last fiscal year. By contrast, the next-best performers (those in the 
fourth quintile) earned just 9%.

To put it another way, consider the performance of two hypotheti-
cal competitors. Both start with revenues of $100. After one year,  
the quadratic company would have $44 of profit over what would  
have been earned if the company had achieved the industry medians  
for profit margin and revenue growth. By contrast, the fourth- 
quintile company would have earned just $9 of profit over those  
industry medians. 
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familiar. But top-performing, quadratic companies put this formula into play in 
two differentiating ways.

First, they approach each of these initiative and investment areas more com-
prehensively, meaning they pursue them beyond a threshold level of maturity or 
evolution. For instance, they don’t just migrate certain aspects of the business to 
cloud; they move entirely to cloud-native technologies.

Second, they approach this formula in the combinatorial fashion necessary to 
set positive feedback loops in motion. For instance, winning companies are more 
than seven times as likely to invest in service partnerships to close capability 
gaps and keep pace with technology advancements—which in turn allows them 
to focus on what they do best. The reinforcing effects of investments in service 
partnerships (to enable strategic focus) contribute to financial outperformance, 
which frees up more money to, among other things, continue investing in their 
areas of differentiating advantage while leaving service partners to do the rest. 

Increased flows of payments, talent, expertise, 
and insights create positive feedback loops

Source: PwC Global Advisory survey
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Getting there from here
Top executives can start by mapping which quintile they’re in, an analysis that 
will also help reveal areas in which they might be lagging the leaders. Most ex-
ecutives will find that strategic focus is required. Leading companies are 23% 
more likely than other companies to indicate they concentrate only on the dis-
tinctive activities that drive performance. They are also 21% more likely to 

The three-part formula to become
a quadratic company
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1 Business model–ready 

Frequently innovate digitally enabled business 

models to respond to shifting external environments

2 Performance-focused 

Become faster-to-market, more flexible, and 

more innovative

3 Ecosystem-driven

Participate in ecosystems to gain access to value 

through new data, insights, customers, and markets

  

 Upgrade your operating model
4 Transaction-efficient

Reduce the time and resources needed to do business 

both inside and outside the organization

5 Boundary-permeable 

Create service partnerships to close operating-model 

capability gaps

6 Cloud-native

Modernize across the back-, middle-, and front-office for 

improved employee and customer experiences

7 API-first

Support connectivity, integration, and value creation, inside 

and out

8 Decision-smart

Leverage data science and advanced analytics to improve 

consequential decision-making
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Eleven factors, taken together, explain how top-

performing companies transform, operate, and grow.

  

 Keep transforming
9 Leadership-fueled

Recognize and respond to transformative threats and 

opportunities across a broad business landscape

10 Laser-focused

Target the distinctive activities that drive competitive advantage

11 Totally committed

Prioritize and invest in top-to-bottom, end-to-end 

transformation

Source: PwC Global Advisory survey
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engage service partners to tackle less distinctive activities and thus free up re-
sources for more differentiating ones. 

Divestitures are another way to support strategic focus. As companies sort 
out what’s core to their competitive differentiation, they may look to divest non-
core assets and thereby free up resources. Whether they’re freeing financial and 
human capital through the use of service partners or divestitures or some com-
bination of both, though, companies will need a dynamic allocation approach to 
make sure those resources are put to more productive uses.  

But top executives should also take a hard look at their own leadership ap-
proach. Quadratic companies are nearly 50% more likely than other companies 
to have leaders who recognize and act on the threats and opportunities that 
emerge from business ecosystems, service partnerships, and new technology. 
Upping your leadership game may require greater tech literacy and a willing-
ness to make tough investment decisions in service of spurring transformation. 

Our research suggests that top-to-bottom, end-to-end transformation will be 
necessary—at least for those areas you’ve yet to transform. It’s about not just 
your business model, but the operating and technology models that enable it—
and extending across the back, middle, and front offices of your organization. 

Companies that transform—and keep transforming, by putting their re-
sources against opportunities and threats—are most likely to join leaders cap-
turing the spoils in a winner-takes-most world.

Note 
1. The 2,006 respondents were director level or higher at companies  
with median revenues of US$650 million.
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