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The Need For A Survey 

• High Growth Companies or “Gazelles” * comprise 
about 5% of the SME population of an economy, have 
growth rates of > 20%, conduct most of the innovation 
and have the most potential to create new high value 
jobs. 

 

• This pilot survey conducted in 2011 is designed to assist 
SME business owners and managers to compare their 
business against common traits of High Growth 
Businesses and to successfully apply this knowledge to 

drive their own businesses forwards.  
 

        * David Birch, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 1994 
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About This Report 
The Team 
 

 Axxos is a management consulting and business learning company. Its team has 
worked with hundreds of innovative, smart businesses across Australia to help 
them address challenges and to find their pathways to commercial success.  

 
 Complete the Picture Consulting is an applied business and research strategy 

company that specialises in working with innovative companies throughout 
Australia.  Axxos engaged Complete the Picture to assist with some aspects of 
survey design, host the survey and assist in the analysis of the results.  

 

 Disclaimer 

While all care and diligence has been used in producing this report, Axxos  Pty Ltd 
and Complete the Picture Consulting Pty Ltd give no warranty it is error free and 
will not be liable for any loss or damage suffered as a result of the use, directly or 
indirectly, of information in this report. 
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 The survey identified 5 key attributes of Australian High Growth SME ”Gazelles” 

1. Revenue: Gazelles focus on developing innovative new products and quickly 
market them to generate revenues achieving high growth rates (> 20%). 

2. Funding: Gazelles re-invest a significant percentage of cash flow (> 20%) into 
development of innovative products/services plus sales and marketing activities. 

3. Sources of funding: Gazelles typically use founders funds and grants early 
(revenues < $250k) and have much higher success of securing further funding 
from Angels (revenues $250k – $500k +), Venture Capital / Private Equity 
(revenues $500k +) and ongoing grant funding. 

4. Skills and Governance: Gazelles utilise formal boards and external advisors to 
fill skills gaps, typically choosing those with relevant experience who have been 
identified through trusted networks. 

5. Business Challenges: Gazelles find Market Validation (understanding/entering 
markets), Market Engagement (sales, marketing and promotion) and New 
Products (R&D and product development) to be their biggest challenges. 
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Key Findings and Considerations 



Key Survey Results 
 The key findings were based on a comparison of responses between Gazelles and Non-

gazelles.  
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Area Characteristic Gazelle Non-Gazelle 

Revenue Growth > 20% per annum 100% 0% 

Forecast growth rate > 20% per annum 100% 64% 

Maturity Average age of business (years) 6.5 14 

Investment Total in the past 2 years > $500,000 49% 28% 

Source of Funds - Cash flow 81% 65% 

Source of Funds - Founder/personal funds 79% 68% 

Source of funds - Angel investor 24% 10% 

Source of funds -Private Equity 15% 3% 

Source of funds -Grants 41% 30% 

Governance Established a formal Board 43% 23% 

Use External skills i.e. Consultants 36% 20% 

Development % revenue spent on development & marketing 35% 23% 

Product launches last 2 years 91% 68% 



SURVEY FINDINGS 
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• The following sections detail the profile of the respondents and 
the results of the survey 



Contents 
 PROFILE OF THE BUSINESSES SURVEYED 

 FACTORS AFFECTING GROWTH 

 PLANNING 

 GOVERNANCE 

 INNOVATION 

 INVESTMENT 

 FUNDING THE BUSINESS 

 LEARNING IN THE BUSINESS 

 USE OF EXTERNAL ADVICE AND SERVICES 
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PROFILE OF THE BUSINESSES 
SURVEYED 
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• Industry 
• Location  
• Age 
• Size (FTEs, Annual Sales,) 
• Historic and Forecast Growth Rates 
• Domestic vs Export Revenues 
• Gazelle vs. Non-Gazelle 



Type of Businesses By Industry 

The survey covered a wide range of industries with the largest Industry sectors being 
ITC (37%) and Manufacturing (17%) representing over 50% of respondents. Health 
and community services, Personal and other services and agriculture made up the 
next 24% with the balance spanning a wide range of industries. 
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Location of the Businesses 

 The survey covered five Australian states, (ACT, NSW, SA, QLD and VIC) and included 
metropolitan (87%) and regional (13%) businesses. 

 

This initial survey was distributed through Axxos principles and alliance partners with 
operations primarily in SA, NSW and VIC hence the high number of respondents in these 
states. 
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Age of the Businesses 

 The survey captured a range of 
companies in different stages of 
development, with ages ranging 
from start–up (0 years) through to 
well established business (over 50 
years).  

 

 

 The average age of 9.7 years 
reflects considerable stability. This 
can be expected to provide a good 
level of confidence about the 
validity of their responses to this 
survey. 
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Size of the Businesses  

Business size (72% ≤ 9FTE) 
describes a population which is 
largely bumping against, or below, 
the first major growth barrier after 
start-up (how to move towards the 
delegation and accountability 
required as you move beyond a 
team which can be run very 
informally.)  Consequently, many of 
the findings from this survey are 
expected to give good insights into 
the issues which make this transition 
a barrier for many companies. 

 

  A population of a further 17% 
(10-19 FTE) will give insights into 
the next major barrier for growth. 
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Size of the Businesses (cont.) 
Revenues of the businesses surveyed ranged from pre-revenue through to $10 million 
with over 80% reporting current revenues of less than $2 million. 
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Annual Growth Rates 
and Forecast Growth 

 In developing the survey, we were 
looking for high growth SMEs 
equivalent to the “gazelles”. 

 

 The historical figures (top chart) 
show about half the respondents 
falling into this category. 

 

 The forecasts (bottom chart) 
shows almost two thirds of 
respondents anticipating gazelle-type 
performance over the next 3 years. 

 

 This distribution suggests that the 
findings will give good insights into 
gazelle views and growth needs. 
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Proportion of Gazelles vs. Non-Gazelles 

 52% of respondents to the 
survey were characterised as 
gazelles i.e. > 20% growth 
p.a. in the past 3 years 

 

 The high proportion is most 
probably related to the fact 
that the databases accessed 
from Axxos principals and 
partner organisations already 
have a high proportion of 
gazelle businesses. 
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FACTORS AFFECTING GROWTH 

16 

• Drivers of Business Growth 
• Growth Challenges by Business Area 



Drivers of Business Growth 

Key Growth Drivers were internal, under the control of the company, and external where the company has little control. 

(1) Products and services (New product launch and innovation) – Internal drivers indicating the capability of the 
company to successfully identify and conduct development of innovative new products and services. 

(2) Market access (Partnerships, international and national distribution) – Internal drivers indicating the ability of the 
company to successfully understand their target market and develop sales nationally and internationally. Key to this is the 
ability to access to greater resources by establishing partnerships e.g. technical expertise, route to market channel partners. 

(3) Market type (rapidly expanding, few competitors) – External drivers highlighting the need to focus on markets that 
are, or have the potential to be, rapidly expanding and where competition is a lower barrier to entry. This is often the case in 
new markets where smaller competitors can operate prior to consolidation of the market by a few companies or the new 
entry of a larger competitor. 
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Growth Challenges Related to Management & Operations Areas & IP 

Business Management Challenges 

 “Business model” emerges as the key issue , 

closely followed by sales and market access 
(distribution) / awareness (promotion). 
Interestingly all of these challenges are related to 
market knowledge – the ability to engage with 
and validate the market to establish an 
appropriate business model is a key challenge for 
all SMEs. 

 

Operational Challenges 

 Customer relationships (Customer Support, 
Technical Support) are very important – and likely 
reflect the relatively high percentage of IT related 
businesses responding. Production and Admin, 
though seen as important, rank behind.  

 

IP Related Challenges 

 The importance of Trade Secrets is is likely 
influenced by the high proportion of IT 
respondents.  There is, however, a considerable 
focus on formal forms of IP; Patents, registered 
designs and trademarks. 
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PLANNING 
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• Formal Strategic Plans 



Use of Formal Strategic 
Plans By Businesses 

 As would be expected most 
businesses (85%) in most 
industry sectors reported 
undertaking formal strategic 
planning. 

 

 

The highest responses were 
business planning (96%) and 
general growth planning (74%)  
closely followed by Intellectual 
Property and internal market 
research.  

 

Encouragingly, a high 
percentage also reported 
conducting independent market 
research and export planning. 
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GOVERNANCE 
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• Businesses with Formal Boards 
• Businesses with Advisory Boards 



Businesses with a 
Formal Board  
 About one third of responding 
businesses had formal Boards, 
although these Boards were quite 
small (average 2.1 Directors) which 
probably reflects the earlier stage of 
development of most of the SMEs 
responding. 

 

Encouragingly 38% of companies 
with Boards have a non-executive 
director who would be expected to 
provide valuable unbiased input to the 
executive directors and management 
team. 

 

 As might be expected, nearly all 
companies undertaking formal 
planning also have a formal Board. 
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Businesses with an 
Advisory Board  
 Around one third of responding businesses 
had established Advisory Boards.  

 

 Most advisors were selected on the basis 
of being individuals already known to the 
business. 

 

 Advisors were predominantly experts from 
the industry (50%) and investors in the 
business (39%). 

 

This is encouraging as external advisors, 
particularly independent industry experts , 
can be of great use to rapidly growing 
companies as they can bring technical 
credibility to a technology and/or deep 
market knowledge and contacts.  
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INNOVATION 
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• Role of Innovation 
• Revenue from Innovative Products & Services 
• Greatest Challenges in Bringing Innovation to Market 



Role of Innovation in 
Businesses 

 Almost all of the businesses 
(97%) reported a focus on 
developing and marketing 
innovative products or using 
innovative business models. This 
is consistent with the reported 
Gazelle-nature of at least half the 
respondents. 

 

77% of the businesses had 
launched between 1-5 innovation-
based products in the last three 
years confirming the focus on  
converting innovative ideas into 
market-based products. 
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Revenue from Innovative 
Products and Services 

 The importance of investing in 
innovation is clearly shown 
opposite where 39% businesses 
generated > 76% of revenue 
from the sale of innovation-based 
products.  

 

 60% of businesses reported 
spending 20% or more of their 
annual revenue on developing 
and marketing innovative 
products.  
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% of Sales Revenue 

Estimated Spent on 

Developing and/or 

Marketing New 

Products or Services 

Per Year

% of Total Responses 

Where Investment in 

Innovation Occurs & 

New Products Developed 

in Last 3 Years

(N=58)

Less than 20% 24%

20-39% 31%

40-59% 16%

60-79% 3%

80% or more 10%

Incorrectly specified 16%

Total 100%



Greatest Challenges Businesses Face When Bringing 
Innovation to Market 

 The greatest challenges identified are 

1. The Market : Market validation (understanding/entering markets) and engaging with the 
market (sales, marketing and promotion) 

2. Product Development : Research and development of new innovations and final product 
development. 
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INVESTMENT 
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• Past and Estimated Future Investment 
• Relationship between Investment and Future Sales 
• Relationship between Investment and Sales of Innovative New 

Products 



Relationship Between Investment and Future Sales 

 The impact of investment over last two years is clear with a pattern of an increasing 
population of businesses achieving growth rates of ≥20% pa as investment increased with 
investment being a precondition for high growth. 

 

 The estimated impact of future investment shows a similar sales growth pattern.  29 



Relationship Between Investment and Sales of 
Innovative New Products and Services 

 There is a clear pattern of the number of businesses achieving >50% of revenue from 
innovative products as investment in the businesses increases; revenue increases from 33% 
for investments of ≤$199k to 67% for investments of $1.0 - $2.5m. With one exception, all 
businesses have received some investment in the past 3 years. 

 

 The forecast figures show a similar pattern. 30 Return to Contents 



FUNDING THE BUSINESS 
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• Awareness of Use of Government Growth or Innovation Support Services 
• Grants or Programs Applied for or Awarded 
• Types of Grants or Support Programs Applied for or Awarded 
• Application Success Rates 
• Sources of Finance Used by Business 
• Profile of Businesses Seeking to Invest Further in their Businesses 
• Expected sources of funding 



Awareness or Use of Government 
Growth and Innovation Support 
Services 

The percentage of businesses 
unaware of or not using government 
support services (45%) is high. This is 
concerning as SMEs may be missing 
opportunities for government support, 
both advice and funding. 

 

 The spread of the services also 
reflects low levels of awareness. For 
instance, only 10% (ie; 4 SMEs) 
reported an awareness of the R&D Tax 
Concession. Yet a high proportion of 
companies reported investing in 
innovation – some of which, at least, 
may have been eligible for the R&D 
Tax Concession Scheme which is an 
entitlement program.  
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Federal government services that 

respondents were aware of that 

may be able to assist them with 

business with advice, grants or 

other services

% of Total Number of 

respondents that were 

aware of Government 

support

(N=41)

Commercialisation Australia 15%

AusIndustry 12%

AusTrade 12%

EMDG 10%

R&D Tax Concession 10%

ATS 5%

Comet 5%

Enterprise Connect 5%

Innovation Australia 5%



Grants and Support Programs Businesses 
Apply for and/or are Awarded 
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 73% of businesses applying for 
grants or program entry reported 
success. This suggests that 
barriers to achievement are not 
unnecessarily high. 

 

 There is a range of reasons 
reported for not applying for 
grants. Broadly they reflect a lack 
of awareness of relevant grants 
and a perception that applying for 
grants is too timely and costly to 
prepare. 



Types of Grants and Support Programs Businesses Apply for 
and/or are Awarded 
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 As expected the most applied-for grants were the entitlement grants, the R&D Tax 
Concession and Export Market Development Grant (EMDG). Given the high rate of 
innovation being conducted by respondents it is interesting to note that only 60% 
applied for R&D Tax Concession and 36% EMDG. 



Success Rate of Grant and Support Applications 

 The highest success rate identified was with the entitlement grants, R&D Tax 
Concession and EMDG as well as Enterprise Connect merit-based grants.  

 

 The remaining programs are all merit-based where applications are judged on 
merit by the granting body. 
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Sources of Finance Used By Businesses 

 The majority of funding came from Founders/Directors, retained profits, debt and grants.  

 However, around 20% of businesses used angel funding and 10% other private equity.  
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Profile of Businesses That Intend 
to Further Invest in Their Business  

 Almost all (89%) the 
businesses intended to 
invest further in their 
businesses. This is implicit 
in the development of 
further innovative products 
and services and getting 
these to market. 

 

 93-95% of High Growth 
businesses expecting future 
growth at ≥20% pa 
intended to invest in their 
business in the next 2 
years.   
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Expected Source of Funding For Future Investment In Their Business 

 Expected funding forecasts show a reduction in founders personal funds to an increased expectation of 
Angel funding (25% vs 20%), venture capital and private equity funding as well as from cash flows.  

 Interestingly the expectation of government grant funding was significantly lower. 
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LEARNING IN THE BUSINESS 

39 

• Participation Level and Types of Learning 
• Influencing Factors 
• Willingness to Spend on Training 



Participation Level and Types 
of Ongoing Learning  

 Almost half (48%) of respondents 
said they did not undertake 
learning activities. 

 

 Most respondents that did 
participate in vocational learning 
had been involved in group based 
workshops with a high number 
(63%) accessing government and 
industry body programs and 55% 
used on-line learning .  

 

 Interestingly only 30% attended 
university courses which may 
indicate a preference for applied 
learning programs over more 
traditional theory based learning. 
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Influencing Factors When Considering Ongoing Learning 

 The two clear preferences for ongoing learning are 1:1 Mentoring (77%) and 
Group Workshops with other participants (68%). This is probably related to the 
ability to focus on areas relevant to their business and new learnings resulting 
from interaction with other like minded individuals.  

 

 However, almost 50% also considered On-line Learning Very Important or 
Important. 
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Very 

Important
Important

Modelrately 

Important

Of Little 

Importance
Unimportant

On-line learning 24% 24% 30% 16% 5% 100% 37

Group workshops with 

other participants
33% 35% 20% 10% 3% 100% 40

Group workshops with 

participants only from a 

single company

30% 30% 16% 8% 16% 100% 37

One-to-one mentoring 36% 41% 15% 5% 3% 100% 39

Factors important 

when considering 

learning programs

Level of Importance

Total
Number of 

Responses



Willingness to Spend on Training 

 Over half the companies using training were prepared to spend between $1,000 – 
2,500 per person.  
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Amount willing to spend 

per person on learning 

programs for management 

or self

% of Total Respondents 

that Used Training 

(N=39)

Up to $500 18%

Up to $1000 28%

Up to $2,500 28%

Up to $5,000 15%

Over $5,000 10%

Total 100%



USE OF EXTERNAL ADVICE AND 
SERVICES 

43 

• Use of External Advice by Businesses 
• Profile of Businesses that Sought External Advice 
• Type of Advisers Used and their Identification  
• External Advisor Fees 



Use of External Advice By 
Businesses 
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 93% of the businesses used external 
advisers. 

 

 While this would be expected for 
accounting/tax and legal support, the high 
use for IP support was very encouraging 
given the level of investment in innovation. 

 

 More than half the companies also used 
support for Business planning, Sales & 
Marketing and obtaining government 
grants. 

 

Only 31% sought external advice for fund 
raising which is surprising considering the 
importance of new investment to High 
Growth companies. 

 

 



How Businesses Identified External Advisors 

 Identification of External Advisers depended very heavily on referrals in networks 
inhabited by the businesses.   
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Important Skills and Experience in External Advisors 
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 Purchase of consulting services was strongly affected by the relevant direct 
experience a provider can has and can bring to the organisation, access to general 
business experience was less important.  
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External Advisor Fees 
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 In broad terms, businesses expect to pay $125-300 per hour depending on the service. 

1. Accounting, IP advice, and corporate advice ranked top, followed by management team 
development, investment advice, and general business mentoring.  

2. The lowest average rates paid were for operational advice, sales & distribution advice, 
marketing, and network development.  Return to Contents 
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For more information contact 
Axxos Pty Ltd 

(02) 9410 2025 

John Hemphill 

 john.hemphill@axxos.com.au 

or  
Hugo LeMessurier  

hugo.lemessurier@axxos.com.au  
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