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A bit of historical context will be useful in helping you understand this guide. 
Customer Success is both very old and very new. Customer Service under different 
monikers has been around for hundreds of years. Here’s how Zendesk tells the history 
of the support side of service via an infographic. Note the ongoing role technology 
has played in the evolution of Customer Service. Customer Success today is a by-
product of the rise of the Web as a business platform, and the awareness that a well-
trained, well resourced, results-oriented individual can play a critical role in producing 
customer satisfaction. 

As technology and the domain has evolved, so has the customer journey. No longer 
is the customer experience siloed by roles in different departments: Sales  > Product 
> Support > Account Management. It is now an integrated, seamless journey that 
starts on the corporate web site, flows through in-product onboarding, and interacts 
with multiple functions within a company. A successful customer journey now 
culminates in the development of a brand advocate who participates in or leads 
discussions in practitioner communities as a seasoned expert. 

Foreword
In 2015, Forbes noted that Customer Success 
was a new career field, but one that was rapidly 
growing. By 2017, CNN Money rated the job of 
Customer Success Manager as a top 25 career in 
its annual survey of best jobs in America. 
Customer Success is here to stay - it’s not only a 
viable career; it’s a desirable path with many 
growth opportunities. But what does it really 
mean for someone looking to enter the field? 
Or, if you are practitioner today, how do you 
fast-track your career? This guide is the perfect 
starting point for you. 

PAUL REEVES, VP of Cust. Success at TokBox

https://www.zendesk.com/blog/the-history-of-customer-support/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/christinecrandell/2015/07/09/2015-state-of-the-customer-success-profession/#392d81caf3d0
http://money.cnn.com/gallery/pf/2017/01/05/best-jobs-2017/25.html


3

All along this journey, there are roles for a results-oriented self-starter like you. When I 
got into Customer Service in the late 1990s, it was a siloed domain. Sure, there were 
books and professional associations for the curious, but the speed at which both 
technology and the practice are now evolving means that the latest and best 
practices are being shared in forums, email lists, and in meet ups that are happening 
daily. This living guide will get you going and be an ongoing resource as it grows. 
And one day, in the not too distant future, you may be contributing to it, leading a 
meetup, or even writing the foreword for the next edition.  

- Paul Reeves
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Over the last decade, many companies have transitioned in some form or fashion to cloud based 

services. With this evolution came the need to transform the traditional service and support industry 

beyond the break/fix, professional services, and classic high touch model. While all three serve 

important functions, they’re not enough to ensure that customers are going to be successful in this 

new age.

Business basics have not changed; when you are in business, you need the right margins to be 

successful, and customers that see value in your product. If there is no profit, there is no capital for 

reinvestment, and investors will view your company as a liability.

Customers no longer simply renew their contracts – they consider all their options, as there are 

more product and service offerings than ever before. This is especially true for SaaS products (vs. on 

premise solutions) which inhabit a market flooded with competitors itching to outperform their 

peers in service, customer experience, and price, amongst many other differentiators.

The traditional sales and service model has thrived successfully for many years, providing good 

margins and standard processes when facing any errors. Despite working for so long, standard 

offerings simply aren’t enough to capture the market anymore.

Introduction to Customer Success

Traditional Service Delivery Model
Traditional B2B Translation Service Model (Pre SaaS)

Maintenance/Support

Technical Support

Qualification Purchase Order

Sales/SE

Contract Start Contract End

Renewal Process

8 Introduction to Customer Success



With the advent of cloud based solutions, mobile apps, and web tech support, conventional 

help desks and professional services don’t hold up. Recognizing the need for high touch & 

relationship-based services, companies are investing in developing tactics for improving 

customer engagement. However, many gaps still exist. 

These gaps are neatly filled with the advent of Customer Success Managers (CSMs). CSMs 

neatly occupy the void between Sales and Support teams by following up with existing 

customers and ensuring that they are using the offering in the most productive fashion. 

While Sales teams scout for new prospects, and hone in for the kill, CS teams focus on 

retaining the customers already acquired, and expanding those accounts. In Customer 

Success, CSMs have access to the full customer profile, so they’re able to make strategic, 

proactive, & informed decisions, instead of just problem solving like Customer Service.

The Transformation

The Need to Transform Services
SaaS companies realized company relationships need to evolve to retain customers

Maintenance/Support

Technical Support

Qualification Purchase Order

Sales/SE

Contract Start Contract End

Customer Success

Onboarding

Many companies are still struggling to understand the mechanics of SaaS, let alone an 

unexplored function like Customer Success. Naturally, adding a new piece to the efficient 

service delivery model puzzle is a lot to process.  

The confusion stems from the fact that there is still a lot of grey area in the definition of 

Customer Success. Unlike the established functions of Technical Support, Professional
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Services, and Finance (amongst many others), Customer Success means different things to 

different people. An additional barrier to absorption is that the CS team is often incorrectly 

viewed as an unnecessary cost to a company, versus as an investment into the customer 

lifecycle and future expansion revenue.

Customer Success is a new approach to managing customers and their experiences with 

your product from the beginning to end of a license agreement. Churn, renewal rates, active 

user stats are all “outcomes” of the customer experience, and are influenced by the actions 

taken by your Customer Success team.

Customer Engagement = Outcomes

CS Behaviors
Engagement from 

Qualified Lead

Shared Vision

Communication

Advocacy

Customer 
Engagement

Value?

ROI?

Renewal

Upsell

Churn

The challenge in justifying the need for CS teams is the reasoning that renewals are 

guaranteed, and having tech support is sufficient to ensure them. However, tech support is a 

reactive function, and even if you have a solid product and established customer 

relationships, renewals are not as guaranteed as they used to be. Tech support doesn’t track 

usage and adoption, and field teams are too busy with new sales to keep track of the old 

ones. Thus, Customer Success bridges the gap between support, sales, and professional 

services teams, attending to previously subscribed customers and assuring their continued 

business.
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Think of the investment in CS as a long term benefit. Your competitors have an edge if they 

have an established Customer Success team, as they are working full time on keeping 

current customers and setting targets to take on new prospects in your territory. Since it’s 

easier than ever for customers to move from one platform to another – they’re no longer 

tied down to your product – unless your Customer Success professionals provide the 

appropriate incentives and opportunities for growth. 

CS: Defined
Customer Success is what you do within your company to advocate for your customers in 

order to ensure that you are positioning them to get the value that they expect from your 

product or service. In other words, CS occurs when you help your customers achieve their 

desired outcomes through their interactions with your company. CS doesn’t revolve only 

around renewals, churn, upsell, cross-sell, customer happiness, Net Promoter Score (NPS), 

advocacy, good deployments, minimal support, and ease of use. All these aspects are 

important, but a more refined focus should be on CS teams to raise the bar and bring the 

right mix of value so that they can influence what customers expect. Once you understand 

how customers get value, you can then set the stage for future business growth together. 
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2. Value for the Customer

Measuring the value of a 
customer via metrics such as the 

duration of period it takes for 
successful implementation, 

growth of the program for the 
customer, and whether the value 

of product is maximized

Customer Success Goals

4. Customer Centricity

Having a prominent and effective 
Customer Success department 

will allow a pervasive, customer-
centric, mentality to develop in 
all sectors of a company, even 

those who aren’t customer-facing.

“Customer Success occurs when your clients achieve their 
business goals by using your product offering.“

1, Value for the Company

Breaking down the commercial 
value of customer relationships 

via metrics like monthly 
recurring revenue (MRR), 
bookings, referrals and 

references, etc.

3. Practice Improvement

Encouraging continuous and 
rapid improvement by investing 

in people, processes, and 
streamlined daily operations is 
essential. It’s key to get a set of 
criteria and metrics to monitor 

to keep progress on track.
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With the emergence of the subscription economy, in which products are purchased as 

services, monthly operational costs can be rationalized more easily than large capital 

expenditures, as they are amortized over a long time period, instead of charged all at once.

Software offerings like human capital management, eLearning, and sales force automation 

are almost exclusively sold via the SaaS delivery model, as their product is service based. 

Industries such as media and entertainment, publishing, and computer storage are all 

moving in the direction of adopting subscription models as well.

Customer Success management is the solution for establishing strong relationships with 

your customers, and gaining a quantifiable return on investment. By helping your customers 

realize the increased value from your product or service, they are more likely to increase the 

number of licenses they purchase, resulting in increased revenue. Most industries now 

recognize the growth potential of Customer Success, as there are over 250,000 jobs open 

for various CS roles. 

The Importance of Customer Success
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4 Reasons to Adopt Customer Success 
Management in Your Company

1Customer Success teams achieve and elevate the expectations of your 
new customers by fulfilling the promises made by your Marketing and 
Sales teams. Your customers will feel valued when they have someone 
to turn to who is willing to work with them closely to solve any issues.

2With and increasing number of your competitors applying 
Customer Success management techniques in their companies, 
they will be eager to capture your lost leads. A CS team will help 
prevent customer poaching.

3
Software can be complex. If your product has multiple use case 
scenarios, you need someone to work with your customers right 
from the start to make sure they get off on the right foot. A CS 
team provides the enduring relationship based service that 
Support teams cannot.

4
A good Customer Success process reduces churn and increases 
your revenue. This is extremely beneficial for you - a churn 
reduction of 4% can double your MMR. By bringing the customer 
focused view to the rest of the business, your CS executive 
manages both the revenue growth, and the cost effectiveness 
required to execute on customer-focused go-to-market plans. 
Without a holistic approach you are likely to have problems that 
impact your bottom line. If you aren’t seeing them now, they will 
show up with the next competitor, downturn, or market shift 
because customers demand value or they leave.
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Customer Success at the Executive Table
A strategic CS leader gives voice to the customer needs, while synthesizing and extracting 

customer inputs to improve value to your customers and your bottom line. When CS has a seat 

at the table, growth is enabled because someone is providing the customer focused “report 

card” to every other function on an ongoing basis. Your CS leader is the executive who 

ensures you maintain a customer-centric culture, and they are essential for driving results 

throughout your company by leveraging your customers to help you reach your desired 

outcomes.

Liaison Between Functions 

Business is full of challenging trade-offs that need to be resolved by creating strategy and 

executing on company goals. CS is an enabling part of that process and deserves a unique 

voice. When a CS team lives inside another function in the company, you have the prospect of 

delegating customer focus to a single group. Operationally it might be ok, but you are missing 

a strategic opportunity. When CS has an independent seat at the executive table, decisions 

are informed by a customer view that positively impacts all the other functions. Your CS leader 

helps Marketing segment the customer base, and brings real world competitive information to 

the Product team to help them understand actual use cases and how to differentiate.

CS helps Sales to understand which customer profiles best succeed in order to focus and 

improve revenue growth and sales productivity, and CS enables Operations and Finance to 

recognize the business processes that need to change to make your company easier to work 

with. Without an executive leader bringing the customers’ viewpoint, you may have a gap in 

your strategy, and you risk negatively impacting your own results by not delivering appropriate 

value to your customers. Your CS Executive is the customer-focused piece of the puzzle that 

helps drive your business success and revenue growth.
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A Customer-Focused View 

You are in business to make money. Besides revenue growth, you also have to consider 

profitability and what it costs to provide the expected value to your customers. By bringing 

the customer focused view to the rest of the business, your CS executive manages both the 

revenue growth, and the cost effectiveness required to execute on customer-focused go-to-

market plans. Without a holistic approach you are likely to have problems that impact your 

bottom line. If you aren’t seeing them now, they will show up with the next competitor, 

downturn, or market shift because customers demand value or they leave.

Depending on your business model, it is estimated that it is 5-10 times more expensive to 

acquire a customer than it is to retain one. By proactively focusing on Customer Success and 

putting a CS Leader at the executive table, you will get a head start towards improving both 

your customers’ and your company’s revenue and profit. It seems obvious, so why don’t 

more companies have a CS leader with a seat at the executive table? Why is it often 

challenging for CS Leaders to gain a seat at the table? 
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1. Timing of When the CS Function is Implemented in the Company 

The first reason is related to the timing of when the company adds the CS function. 

Businesses that create their CS teams early in their evolution or plan from them in their initial 

structures usually provide CS a seat at the table. Companies that add the CS function later 

in the company’s evolution might or might not have this seat. Adding a seat at the executive 

table for any function is challenge because it disrupts existing organization structure, which 

results in change and friction, and people resist change. Furthermore, when a CS function is 

added, there is a need to redistribute responsibilities which were previously handled by 

other functions. 

Renewals get moved over from the Sales team who may not want to give up that revenue 

source. Persona and customer journey management come from the Marketing team who 

may resist expanding the documented customer journeys into the post-Sales realm. 

Professional Services teams might not want to give up their deployment responsibility, while 

the Product team may not have room in the roadmap for what customers think that they 

need in a future release. All of this organizational disruption contributes to why it is a 

challenge for CS Leaders to get, take, or keep their seat at the executive table. 

2. Numbers 

Pure numbers are another reason why getting CS a seat can be challenging. The actual 

number of executives at the table, and the amount of funding available are two numbers

Why It Might Be a Challenge to Be at the Executive Table
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that have an impact on CS getting a seat. Current executives don’t want to contend with 

another voice in the mix, nor share their budget caps that are already tight. CEOs can also 

find managing an additional direct report challenging, as their time gets more spread out.

Funding is another “numbers” issue. In order to add another executive, companies have to 

make hard choices about what else NOT to spend on. Investment in product typically comes 

first, and Sales and Marketing often come next. Customer focus requires an additional 

investment on top of those three essential teams. Adding a CS function can be costly, and 

thus not always possible at a time when funding is limited or a company is bootstrapped. As 

a result, numerical concerns can add to the roadblocks in bringing on a CS executive early in 

the process, and giving them a seat at the table. Depending on the CEO’s leadership style, 

the available capital, and his or her willingness to manage the growing team, adding a CS 

Leader to the executive table doesn’t come easily. 

3. The Right Leaders in the Seats 

Our discussion also discussed the fact that in some cases, leaders who had seats at the table 

have had those seats eliminated or removed. Is it because the company doesn’t value CS as 

a function? Or are there there purely economic and financial reasons why the role is 

eliminated? Or is it something else? We discussed two common challenges that relate to 

this situation.

Consider the possibility that the wrong person was put into CS Leadership. In today’s SaaS 

world, there are some CS executives who are relatively junior for an executive role, and 

either don’t have the experience, or aren’t able to adapt quickly enough. After all, this is an 

emerging field and many companies are hiring practitioners and promoting them into 

leadership or expecting them to be strategic leaders, even though the function hasn’t been 

around long enough to establish key strategies and best practices.

This is a flawed approach because of the difference between a strong practitioner who 

manages the day to day, and a strategic executive who creates the long term vision and 

makes the tough decisions. When you put a practitioner at the table, they may not fully step 

up to the job. This situation is exacerbated when the individual’s personality type is an 

empathetic helper. Helper personalities are great to work with customers, and imperative in 

the CS world, but they may tend to accommodate among peers, instead of stepping up and 

asking the hard questions that a CS leader needs to ask to ensure success. 
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4. Customer Centric Company 

The other reason that CS leaders might be losing a seat is symptomatic of a different 

challenge. Some companies simply lack a customer centric culture. All companies talk about 

having one, but actions speak louder than words. If there is not a willingness to add a 

customer focused executive, then what does that say about the priority of the “customer 

centric” culture? Why do you often see a “Head of Customer Success” when there is a VP of 

Product, Marketing, and Sales? It’s a harsh reality. Likely it says there is a lower priority, 

including less budget, less input to strategy, delayed hires, and a myriad of other symptoms 

that will lead to customer issues down the road. 

When you look at the economics of where companies actually put their resources based on 

what they spend, you often see that the real priorities are on product and customer 

acquisition, with a very small amount allocated to ensuring customers adopt and renew. 

Actions speak loudly, and this definitely contributes to why CS leaders don’t always have a 

seat at the table. 

5. When to Operationalize 

The final reason why some CS executives have challenges getting and retaining their seat at 

the table has to do with taking too strong of an operational focus too early. As is true with 

any emerging field, it’s important to get the system and process working manually and fully 

understand your customers and market space before you operationalize. Otherwise, you 

end up with systems and processes that are driving your business, instead of having your 

business needs drive your systems and processes. It also makes it harder to scale. 

Participants mentioned several examples of this including deploying CSM platforms that 

required complete overhauls after the workable processes were finally defined. It’s best if 

you can figure out your strategy and work with it before you operationalize it.
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How Do You Combat Those Challenges? 
1. Take Action 

In order to earn a seat at the table, the first thing CS leaders need to do is take action. Only 

through your actions can you guarantee the company optimally leverages customers and 

improves business results. Getting a seat at the table means taking specific actions focused 

on how to ensure positive customer advocacy, contribute to growing revenue and 

profitability, and securing renewals and upsells. CS Leaders need to do things that improve 

company results like building and executing a strategy that ensures that customers get 

quantifiable value. Building a customer centric culture to accomplish this requires action, 

and it is the job of the CS Executive to lead that effort.

2. Be Strategic 

When taking actions, leaders also need to be strategic. If you aren’t acting strategically, then 

you risk the CS function failing unintentionally. Ask the hard questions that will push your 

company to stand up for the customer. For example: Are we selling to the customers who 

will get value from our product/services? Have we invested enough in customer requested 

product enhancements to ensure minimal churn? Are we measuring our cost to retain a 

customer? Advocating for the customer in the overall company strategy is another way to 

ensure you add value, both to your customers and to the company. This is not the time to sit 

back, observe, and see what happens. 

3. Build Relationships 

Another key to getting a seat at the table is to build strong internal relationships. You need 

to work well with your peers in Sales, Marketing, Finance and Product. CS touches many 

other functions, and you are in the best position to influence decisions by conveying the 

customer voice. Figure out how to add value, and don’t fall into the trap of only raising 

issues. Of course, there are problems that can trace their root cause to other functions, but 

constantly raising them won’t win you friends or influence. You need the support of these 

other organizations to advance the CS function, and contribute to the company’s overall 

health. Focusing only on raising issues will only garner you the reputation of being negative. 

Instead, focus your relationships on listening to other’s challenges, and identifying some 

things that work well or areas where CS can contribute and then reinforce these “wins”.
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Once the relationship is strong, introduce the problems in a form of constructive criticism – 

with suggestions for how to approach things differently. Provide regular data-driven report 

cards to the other departments so that you increase the visibility about how particular 

actions impact customers and how that results in impacts to revenue, renewals/churn, and 

upsell. Correlate the customer satisfaction data with the revenue. It isn’t easy, but it’s worth it 

to keep communicating the customer voice and promote the value being added.

4. Find the Operational Balance 

Sometime CS Executives can get in their own way. Ask yourself if you are properly focused 

on the things you need to do to ensure your company is adding the right value to your 

customers. It’s sometimes challenging to find the balance between tactical or operational 

tasks and strategic responsibilities. Are you being proactive or are you spending most of 

your time being reactive? Figuring out where to spend your time is required to create your 

desired business results.

With any leadership role, there are always operational responsibilities. If you don’t manage 

to spend enough time on strategy, operations will easily consume all of your time. Don’t fall 

into this comfort zone. Block out the time you need to spend on strategic activities or you 

risk not being effective. No one else is going to do this work, so you need to make it a 

priority. What are some of the strategic things to focus on? Put in place processes to collect 

the data you need for business decisions will that drive revenue and profitability. Define and 

track your metrics and measures and understand the data. Evaluate the best way to 

segment your customers. Align compensation to make sure the right behaviors are being 

emphasized. Don’t get entrenched in fighting the day to day battles and escalations at the 

cost of being a strategic contributor. Once you find the balance you will be on the path to 

getting your seat at the table. 

5. Evangelize 

Another way to ensure that CS thrives is to evangelize the amazing work done by CS and 

the outcomes that result from this work. Your data is key here. It’s important to make sure 

that this value is well understood both internally across functions and in the broader 

business community. As you are building your relationships internally, make sure you 

illustrate CS contributions with relevant data and examples. Use storytelling to promote how 

you and your team contribute to other staff throughout the organization. Part of a successful
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CS function is advocating the importance of a customer centric philosophy. It is up to you 

be the voice and cheerleader for the rest of the company and to draw the connections 

between the CS work and the valuable results.  

You might also consider getting involved in the broader CS ecosystem. There are a number 

of meet-ups, conferences, web sites and communities to join, and it’s always helpful to your 

career to have a strong peer network. CS is an emerging function and it’s a great time to get 

involved. You can evangelize CS and the importance of a customer-centric philosophy 

outside your company. This is necessary to the long term sustainability of the CS Function. If 

you teach your team and your customers to advocate for the importance of CS, you will be 

ensuring that a customer centric CS function becomes a stable part of every business 

organization. If you are going to lead in this emerging field, it is your responsibility to get 

involved. 

6. Show Up and Take Your Seat 

In order to get a seat at the table, CS Leaders need to show up, take action, be strategic, 

build relationships, and balance strategy with operational responsibilities. CS Leaders also 

need to evangelize our emerging field. There is a lot to do. Is this what you are doing 

today?

During our event, Lincoln noted that more than half of the CS executives in the room were 

hanging out in the back of the audience, and only a few sat in the front row. Is this showing 

up as a leader? Or are many CS Leaders today taking a more passive wait and see 

approach? One of the strengths of a CS Leader is the ability to listen and accommodate 

another person’s needs. Empathy is important, but it needs to be balanced with 

assertiveness to push the CS agenda forward.

Are you sitting back or are you pushing forward? Evaluate your team and how things are 

going. Are they being proactive enough? If not, figure out a way to carve out some time for 

that. Also think about what it means if you are a first time CS leader or if you have limited 

executive experience. Ask for help, join a community, get a mentor, watch how other 

executives work and learn. It is up to you to figure out how to best step up to your executive 

leadership role. You can’t rely on sitting back. The future of CS depends on you and getting 

a seat at the table is only the first step in the journey.
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Chapter 1: Exercise 
Exercise 1 – Executive Vision 

Schedule one-on-one time with the senior leaders in your organization to discuss their ideas 

about Customer Success. You should include executives from the Sales, Marketing, Product, 

Engineering, Operations and C-Suite. Ask: 

1. What does Customer Success mean to our organization? 

2. In the area of Customer Success, what is and is not working well right now? 

3. What do you see as the 3 most important goals for Customer Success? 

If the answers you receive are consistent, you should be able to quickly establish a strategy 

for your team. If there is a significant difference between answers, bring the group together 

to clarify the vision for Customer Success, and develop an initial set of goals. 

Exercise 2 – Customer Feedback 

Set up calls or meetings with a cross-section of your customers. Choose customers in 

different segments, stages of their customer lifecycle and industries. Ideally you want to talk 

to at least 25-50 customers, depending on the size of your customer base. Ask: 

1. What kind of services do you hope to receive from your Customer Success Manager? 

2. What do you like about the service you have received from us so far? 

3. Where do we need to improve? 

Compile the feedback you receive, and use it to inform your team strategy, goals, customer 

touch points and processes. 

Hint: Don’t try to turn this into a survey – you won’t get the same depth or quality of 

answers.

The exercises at the end of each chapter are prepared by  
Kristen Hayer, CEO & Founder of The Success League. 

© 2017 The Success League, LLC

http://www.thesuccessleague.io
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Customer Success Management is the active management of customer relationships toward 

their desired outcome. 

Customer Success Managers (CSMs) proactively help customers reach their goal. They 

encourage customers to renew their subscription, and upgrade their contract. There might 

be a confusion between CSMs, Account Managers, and Customer Support Managers, but 

you can take a look at the table below to see their differences. 

Customer Success Management

Customer Success Managers Account Managers

Proactive in their approach Reactive in their approach

Regarded as the trusted advisor within 
the company with a holistic view of the 
customers

Manage escalations and renewals

Relationship oriented Financially driven

Customer Success Managers Customer Support Managers

Concerned with customer lifetime 
value

Reactive in their approach

Help customers achieve their desired 
outcomes

Manage individual tickets

Monitor tickets and keep track of 
customer performance

Day to day support

Defined



The Do’s and Don’ts of Customer Success

Just as listening to your spouse is important for a strong marriage, listening to your 

customer is central to building a strong business relationship. What seems like an obvious 

solution is actually often overlooked in both cases. As a CSM, misunderstanding or 

diminishing your customer’s issues can quickly aggravate them and break your client’s trust.

An good fix is to try making the experience more personalized. Instead of using the 

conversation to promote your product, listen their concerns and give them information that 

pertains to their specific situation. Take notes during the conversation. Your customer will be 

pleasantly surprised when you show that you’ve remembered details about them and bring 

it up in a later conversation.

Do: Listen to Your customer

In the same manner, Customer Success managers should also exercise their brain to make 

sure they aren’t getting complacent with their customers. The optimal way to go to the 

mental gym is to learn something new about your customer or their business every time you 

speak with them. All you have to do is this: either spend a little time researching the 

company online, or ask lots of questions! People always like to talk about themselves. This 

brings us to the next ‘do’

Do: Stay Sharp! 
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Don’t: Forget To Draw The Line & Know When To Stop 
It can be tempting to answer emails at any time of the day, especially if you are engaging in 

an online support function. However, for your own best interest, take time to step back and 

disconnect. You don’t want to get burnt out answering emails all day long because it will 

show in your interactions with the customer. You need time to relax in order to begin each 

day with a fresh start.

Furthermore, if you always hand-hold your customer through every difficulty with your 

product, they’ll never learn how to problem-solve by themselves. As the saying goes, As the 

saying goes, if you give a man a fish, you feed him for a day; teach a man to fish, and you 

feed him for a lifetime.In order to increase your mutual productivities, promote self-service 

by creating a comprehensive knowledge base so clients can fix their own issues. Help 

videos, documentation, and how-tos go a long way towards empowering your customers 

and freeing you up to work on more critical achievements.
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Don’t: Be Reactive 
Instead, be proactive. Keeping up with the customer and their experience helps you tackle 

problems before they arise. As a CSM, understanding the difference between Customer 

Success and Customer Support is vital. Customer Support helps consumers after they reach 

out to the company to voice a concern. In fact, most customers don’t report when they are 

having issues with a product, before they’re already halfway out the door and into the arms 

of your competitor.

Customer Success is a preemptive solution that detects and solves issues even before they 

are reported. It is your responsibility as a CSM to reach out to the customer on a regular 

basis and find out if they are experiencing difficulties with your product. If a customer ever 

gives feedback to your company, always make sure to have a follow up call or email 

exchange to let the customer know that their opinion was heard. When your customer feels 

valued they are more likely to become a loyal member.
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Investing in technology that takes your business out of the stone ages is always a good idea. 

The only issue is, how do you afford the extra expense? The key is convince the keeper of 

the purse strings that it is worth their while. Show them the bottom line gets affected by 

speeding up the effectiveness of your CSMs. Since 80% of your revenue will come from your 

existing customers, it’s in their best interest to arm you with all the tools for success. By 

saving up for the big purchases, you’ll be sure not to waste the money on a frivolous 

expense, and you’ll appreciate product and the difference it makes.

Do: Invest

Do: Name Drop Like It’s Going Out of Style 
After you endeavor to learn about their business, you have to show off your knowledge. If 

you make the effort to learn about them, but they don’t know that you have, your pain will 

be in vain. The first step to achieving this objective is to note down your research and what 

they tell you in their customer profile. That way, you’ll never be in danger of forgetting it, 

and it will be easily accessible to review and subsequently “name-drop” it in your next 

meeting. That way, your customers will know you listen to them. 

Do: Interact With Customers Through Their Preferred Medium  
       of Communication 
Many clients often go to social media to voice their issues and concerns. If you decide to 

schedule a call or email in response to their complaints, chances are the customer would 

have already decided to look elsewhere to find a solution. More often than not, this means 

turning to your competitors.

Staying active and present in the channels that your customers frequently use will help you 

deliver a fast Customer Success experience that adheres to your customer’s preferred 

network. In fact, several social media platforms such as LinkedIn and Facebook are coming 

out with group features so you can communicate smoothly with all your customers within 

their chosen environment. 
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Don’t: Make Promises You Cannot Keep

If you tell a customer that an order will be on time, it had better be there by that time. If you 

cannot give a guarantee, then do not make that promise to the customer. It is better to say 

it will be there by Friday, and deliver a few days early, than disappoint the customer.

Most businesses over promise to give their customers a false-sense of confidence that they 

are working at an efficient rate. Adversely, not following through on a deadline that you had 

promised the client is even worse than delivering it slowly, but on time.

Broken promises result in your credibility deteriorating over time. Always be truthful about 

how much you can accomplish. On the flip side, under promising and over delivering is a 

sure-fire way to exceed your client’s expectations. Understate how much you will accomplish 

and make it a point to do a few more tasks than what you originally stated.  

Do: Answer Every Complaint 
The aim of your job is to answer any of queries in order to help your customers experience 

maximum product value. No matter the topic and the tone used, whether it is a complaint 

or compliment, answer each and every message you get. It is the least you can do since 

they have taken the effort to reach out and provide feedback.

Furthermore, the most efficient way to reduce the number of complaints you receive is to 

not do something that warrants one! Seems simple enough, but in the Service, Sales, and 

Customer Success sectors, complaining is part of daily operations. The best way to reduce 

any griping is to actively survey your customers. Ask for feedback at every opportunity, in 

person, over the phone, even via email and note the issues down. By fixing every complaint, 

or at least making an ongoing effort to improve and streamline services, the number of 

problems will decrease. You will find that you spend less time putting out fires, and 

customers spend more time feeling satisfied knowing that things are looking up.
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Don’t: Over-Engage With Your Customer 
While routine check-ups are key to understanding your customer’s needs, over-engaging 

with your customers will quickly irritate them. Respect that your customers have other 

commitments or priorities, and find the right balance to keep in contact. Avoid having the 

same exact conversation every time you contact them.

Monotonous conversations will make your customers question the importance of your calls. 

Change up your line of questioning, and make sure to follow up on their previous issues. 

Variety will keep your customer interested. Finding the perfect median to keep in touch with 

your customers will mutually benefit both parties.

Do: Create a Customer Profile 
When your company starts to pick up speed and gain many accounts, it’s important that 

you’re able to swiftly assess each customers’ business and know how to proceed with their 

personalized onboarding process. Customization is easier to do if you pre-segment your 

customer base into the related cohorts. For example, if a new customer comes from a 

particular industry, you can customize the onboarding process to emphasize the features 

they are more likely to appreciate. Customer profiles help you take the guesswork out of 

your account maintenance and is guaranteed to allow you perform better in less time. 

Extra: Throw In A Bonus, If You Can!

It is always a good idea to go the extra mile, and show some love to your customers. For 

instance, when someone pre-pays for 12 months at once, throw in the 13th month free as a 

surprise. Your customers will love it! 



31 Customer Success Management

Traits That Make a Great CSM
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1. Analytical Awareness 

Oftentimes, the dialogue around Customer Success emphasizes becoming a trusted advisor 

to the customer, and as a result, interpersonal skills are held in high regard. However, 

equally essential to winning the trust of a customer is showing them you have an in-depth 

understanding of their use cases via convincing metrics and data. Having a solid handle on 

their data and how it correlates to the customer’s business objectives helps CSMs become 

qualified to fill the role of the trusted advisor. Great CS professionals leverage KPIs to 

provide their customers with visibility of progress against business objectives.

2. Proactiveness 

Proactiveness is an essential attribute for every CSM. If you’re always behind the curve and 

handling issues once they’ve already become a problem, you’re performing the role of 

Customer Service, not one of a CSM. It’s especially important to proactively reach out to 

customers about training, guidance, and assistance needed. Everybody appreciates a 

helping hand now and again, especially if it is provided without prompting from them. If 

you’re available before the customer even knows they need you, customers will be 

impressed with how well you anticipate their needs.

3. Enthusiasm 

CSMs need inherent enthusiasm, and a positive outlook that is infectious and irrepressible 

when times get tough. It’s often said that life is 90% how you react to it, and a great CSM
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embodies this wholly. Times will get tough, people will get frustrated, and CSMs are on the 

frontline of every battle. They have to be able to keep going even when products fail, and 

stakeholders leave your clients. CSMs must have the grit to turn these challenges into 

triumphs, and keep a positive attitude, regardless of the circumstances. Not only will this 

help CSMs do their job exceptionally well, but it will also uplift their entire team. 

4. Communication Skills & Emotional Intelligence 

CSMs interact with customers on a daily basis, so they have to have a reserve of emotional 

bandwidth to rely on to get them through each day. They have to be able to read situations 

adeptly and know what is required just based off intuition. In order to do this effectively, 

they will also need high EQ capabilities, as well as exceptional communication skills to 

converse in the method each customer prefers. Even more critical is the ability to 

communicate with groups within their own company, as CSMs often find themselves 

collaborating with other teams. In all of these cross-functional interactions, it is critical that a 

CSM be able to handle and manage the inevitable conflict that WILL arise from different 

priorities from different groups. Being the Customer advocate will take some diplomacy to 

negotiate, and you will have to lobby for your customers interests, while not forgetting that 

you work directly for your employer, and must represent and support those interests as well.

5. Being a Team Player 

Customer Success is a team sport. You won’t have answers to most of the questions that 

come your way. You will be dealing with new crises all the time, so you will need support 

from your peers within your team, as well as externally within the company. CSMs often 

need help from Product, Engineering, Sales, Marketing, and Customer Service, so in order 

to leverage the expertise from all aspects of your company, build relationships with 

members of each sector. Some of the most important relationships are with the support 

team, and the product team, where you will be consistently seeking help and input to 

answer important questions for your customer. Always seek to understand their positions as 

well, as they have their priorities and drivers. Always try to help them where you can. A 

“help each other” relationship will pay dividends when you most need them.
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6. Strategic Vision 

Not every issue is important. Besides, the 80/20 rule is definitely applicable here. Therefore, 

it is vital that the CS professional be able to strategize in real time and prioritize customer 

issues accurately. 

7. Domain Expertise 

This varies by company, but the ability to deeply understand the intricacies of a customer’s 

business problem and how your technology / solution solves that business problem is of 

paramount importance. You can’t fulfill any of the characteristics listed above, if you don’t 

have the industry knowledge to back it up. People can see through an act if you are 

pretending, so it’s much easier to do the research and make sure you know all about what 

your customer needs from your offering. It is often hard to find a person with deep domain 

expertise AND all of the skills mentioned above; a top-notch CSM that has this combination 

of skills is positioned to be a rock-star in their organization. 

8. Empathy 

Customer communication can sometimes be spotty and hard to interpret. There is often a 

gap between what the customer asks for and what they need. An empathetic Customer 

Success representative understands her customers’ needs and acts as the customer's’ voice 

within the organization.

9. Excellent Communication Skills 

Excellent communication skills are an essential tool in every CS professional’s repertoire. To 

be effective, customer communication has to be timely, appropriate and delivered through 

the right medium.

10. A Commitment to Excellence 

In his book, Good to Great, Jim Collins analyzed over a thousand successful companies, and 

did a deep dive on the eleven companies that were outstanding. In each of these eleven 

companies, Jim found there was no miracle moment, instead, it was commitment to 

excellence over a long time. We can take the same approach in Customer Success, as no 

one is the perfect CSM when they start the role. However, if you encourage your team to 

develop the above attributes, you’re on your way to to creating a great CS organization.
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To say that a Customer Success Manager’s (CSM) schedule is busy is an understatement. As 
a CSM, you have a lot on your plate. Having to balance inbound calls and emails, reaching 
out to customers to check on usage patterns, meeting with product and development 
teams, and answering customers’ questions about the newest feature of the product, and 
much more can be a lot to handle. Even so, just when you think you’ve checked off 
everything on your to-do list, you receive a call from a customer in the midst of a crisis. 

 A CSM’s job is a juggling act. In the midst of all the daily action, it can seem impossible to 
prioritize and manage your time well, especially when you’re reacting to events, instead of 
proactively setting a schedule. However, it doesn’t need to be that way. Here are four tips 
for you to effectively manage your time better as a CSM. 

1. Check Your Inbox Twice a Day 

There is a lot of unpredictability related to our email inboxes. Each new email represents an 
additional task to be completed, and there’s no certainty on when you’re going to get a new 
one. On top of your endless to-do-list and the number of unread emails increasing every 
minute, it can get very overwhelming. 

The solution? Process your emails twice a day. Check it when you get into the office, then 
check it again after lunch. 

You might wonder, wouldn’t that mean customers will have to wait a really long time before 
you get back to them? What if it’s an emergency? Well, by processing emails twice a day, it 
only gives customers a maximum 4-hour wait time. If it’s an emergency, they can always call 
you directly. The reality is that constantly checking your email prevents you from actually 
getting any work done. Think about it: if you’re always ready to drop what you’re doing to 
respond to an urgent email, you’ll never reach the end of your to-do-list. 

Processing your emails twice a day ensures that you pay enough attention to your 
customers, and at the same time, clears up your schedule so that you can focus on other 
non-email related tasks. 

When going through your email, ensure that you do so in reverse chronological order, 
starting with the most recent item in your inbox. This is contrary to your natural instinct to go 
from bottom up, because surely someone who emailed you earlier deserves a quicker 
response. However, if you respond to that email that you received at 1pm by 1:30pm, you

Effective Time Management
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are really impressing that client. Furthermore, from the customer’s perspective, there isn’t 

much of a difference between getting a response in three hours versus one in three and half 

hours. 

2. Learn to Prioritize 

In Stephen Covey’s book entitled, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, he shares a 

concept called ‘Urgent vs. Important’. The idea is that there is a clear distinction between 

what is important and what is urgent, though often these terms are used interchangeably. 

Urgent tasks are tasks that have to be dealt with immediately, while important tasks are tasks 

that contribute to a long-term goal. There is a spectrum for this, as tasks don’t always fall on 

one side or the other, and sometimes they can be both or neither. Here is chart from the 

book that might help you figure out where each task falls.

You tackle the items in Quadrant I quickly so that you can focus the bulk of time on 

Quadrant II, activities that will help you achieve goals. Try to minimize items in Quadrant III 

and IV. When you start prioritizing your tasks well, you will start to notice that you cut away 

things that waste your time so that you can focus on the things that matter.

Quadrant I - Important & Urgent 

• Crises, pressing problems, deadline-
driven projects

Quadrant II - Important, Not Urgent 

• Prevention, relationship - building, 
recognizing new opportunities, 
planning

Quadrant III - Urgent, Not Important 

• Interruptions, some calls and emails, 
some meetings

Quadrant IV - Neither  

• Trivia, busywork, time-wasters  

Urgent vs. Important

Customer Success Management
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3. Plan Ahead 

Take a couple of minutes at the end of every day to review the schedule for the next day. 

Each work day can be unpredictable, different from the one before and the one after. The 

last thing you want is to get derailed, just to realize that your entire day just went in putting 

out fires and not actually completing any other tasks. Planning your day ahead of time will 

help you stay focused on the things that are most important. 

Some items to include when planning out your day are tasks like customer outreach. This 

can easily be swept under the carpet when you have to also have to juggle inbound 

customer inquiries and scheduled meetings. However, being a CSM means you need to be 

proactive, and being proactive includes regularly making time to reach out to your 

customers, even when they haven’t contacted you first! 

The best way to make outreach a priority is to carve time out to focus on it. Block out a time 

every day, shut off your emails and chat tools, and just focus on calls. 

4. Forget About Empathy When Delegating 

Despite being a wonderful quality, empathy can actually hurt you when it comes to 

delegating. Empathy often makes people wind up doing extra work that they don’t need to 

do. However, resourcefulness involves getting creative and choosing the best possible 

solution from all the ones possible.  This in turns protects your time and ensures that the job 

still gets done. 

CSMs can often feel like a one-man show. You’re empathetic and you are willing to do 

everything you can to help out a customer. In the end, you wind up doing everything 

yourself. Though you might know most about your customer’s problem, you might not be 

the best person for the job. Be resourceful and determine when to pass along a task. It 

might be troublesome to explain the situation to someone else, but it will sure save you the 

extra work of doing everything by yourself. 

Sometimes, you might even need to pass the baton to the customer. Your job as a CSM is to 

help them with long-term success. If you hand hold them through all their problems, they 

might be too dependent on reaching out to you every single time they face the same 

problem. It’s that good old “teach a man how to fish” parable. You’re actually going to help 

your customer more if you give them the resources to understand the problem instead of
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fixing it yourself. That way, when they have this problem in the future, you’ll have saved 

them the chore of having to call you. 

Don’t Expect to Finish It All! 

There is a very good chance that you won’t be able to complete your to-do lists. You need 

to understand that priorities are important. Pareto’s rule comes into effect here where there 

is a good 20% chance that your activities are going to produce 80% of your results. That 

doesn’t mean that the 80% should be ignored. The key is understanding the importance of 

the 20% that takes precedent over everything else’s. 

As a CSM, you have to be in control of your time. Prioritizing and managing your time well is 

the only way to take care of your customers. Together, these tips can help you in making the 

most of your day, for your sake, and your customers’ sake. Do you have another time 

management tips for CSMs?

Customer Success Management
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A Checklist Every CSM Needs

Step 1 – Learn the Product 
Timeline – First 10 Days 

Understand the problems the product solves and how customers use it. You need 

deep understanding of your personas, use cases, and pain points. Talk to other 

executives to understand their perspectives on the product. Engage the Customer 

Support team to learn workarounds, issues, and successes with the product. Own the 

product as an expert.

Step 2 – Get to Know the Team 
Timeline – Next 20 Days 

When you’re hired to manage an existing team, the first thing to do is understand 

who they are as people. What are their strengths, passions, and desires? What jobs 

are they doing that they’d prefer not to? What are their personal histories, and what 

makes them tick? What additional roles do you need to hire to augment your current 

staff to create a high-performing team? Learn if it makes sense to split the team 

according to strengths (e.g. onboarding, day to day CSM, upgrades & renewals etc.).

Milestone: By the end of the first month, you should have a deep understanding of 

the team and the product.

Step 3 – Take a Hold of the Budget 
Timeline – Next 10 Days 

How much of the annual budget is left, and what has already been spent? What 

commitments have been made (and how firm are they)? What budget is available for 

completely new projects, and what is your plan for how to achieve your goals? 

Understand the past metrics and the ROI of all of the projects. When are discussions 

open for a new budget, and what is missing?
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Step 4 – Talk to Customers 
Timeline – Next 20 Days 

Start joining the customer calls that your team has scheduled; it may be a QBR, 

onboarding, feature webinar, training calls or just a friendly check -in call. Speak with 

a large variety of customers and prospects about their needs and ideas. Include a 

few on sites to watch your customers use your product, and to encourage them to 

be candid about their experiences and needs. The goal is to understand what sticks, 

what needs more work, and what is going to likely encourage them to renew or put 

them in danger of not renewing.

Milestone: By the end of the second month, you understand your customers and 

your budget flexibility.

Step 5 – Evaluate and Optimize the Processes 
Timeline – Next 30 Days 

First, you should understand why things were the way they were before 

implementing changes. Meet with your team and understand reasons behind the 

current process (Onboarding, QBR, Hand-offs, Renewals). You may not get the entire 

story, so you will need to analyze the data that has currently been captured. Use the 

tools that are already in place – communication, collaboration, measurement, 

platforms, project management tools, and more. The key objective with your tool set 

is to ensure you have visibility into your customer base.

Milestone: By the end of the third month, you now have a grip over the processes 

and your style is visible in the processes.

Step 6 – Build an Action Plan 
Timeline – Next 20 Days 

From the data collected, start writing a plan for what to do. Take stock of what items 

were off track. The plan should have ideas at higher level, and tasks at tactical level. 

These should include engagements, CSM day to day, weekly and quarterly plans, 

budgets, and tools needed to get the job done. See what’s been done historically, 

and learn from those mistakes and wins
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Step 9 – Put Metrics in Place 
Timeline – Next 30 Days 

Without metrics, you will never be able to impact revenue and see what needs 

improvement. If you are not able to impact revenue, you will always be under stress. 

Focus on the metrics that highlight where the team needs to improve. Segment your 

customer base based on the revenue. Track your top 20% customers daily, your next 

30% customers weekly, and rest of the 50% monthly. Use a tool specifically meant for 

Customer Success Professionals that integrates with your existing SF. That way, you 

can clearly manage the metrics and share what is needed with key players.

Milestone: By the end of the sixth month, you are ready to show small wins and the 

modified yearly plan to executives and the board.

Step 7 – Present to Your Team 
Timeline – Next 10 Days

Let your team know about your track record including background & experiences. It’s 

crucial early on to communicate with your team your initial thoughts and ideas. Let the 

team provide feedback. At the end, everyone in your team should have an 

understanding of the team goals and a bit about your personal style.

Milestone: By the end of the fourth month, you are ready to present your plan broken 

down into short term (quarter) and long term (yearly).

Step 8 – Execute Your Plan 
Timeline – Next 30 Days

Execute your plan, and optimize the resources and work allocation. Now it’s time to 

structure the winning team to focus on the right set of customers and the processes in 

which their strengths are reflected. For example, if somebody is good at motivating 

customers to renew and upgrade then that strength needs to be leveraged across the 

customer base. Similarly, if a resource is highly competent in training, then that’s highly 

important skill to help customers moving on the product.

Milestone: By the end of the fifth month, your ideal team is beginning to take shape, 

(you may still have gaps), and almost all the roles are covered. 
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Step 10 – Post Six Months
Timeline – Going Forward 

Post six months should be focused on getting metrics north, and establishing 

working relationship with key stakeholders – CEO, CFO, CRO, Product heads, and 

your customers. Each quarter, you should be adjusting any flaws or weaknesses in 

your plans and constantly improving. Just like you hold QBRs with your customers, 

make sure that you’re meeting the stakeholder’s expectations so that you ensure 

expanded budgets in the future.

Moving Forward 

This plan is meant to be a breakdown of how you can structure your process and growth. 

Customers Success is still a relatively new role and career, but it’s swiftly gaining prevalence. 

As always, deviations will be made to your plans based on company, customer, executive, 

and product variations. Creating and maintaining a plan your first six months will not only 

ensure you don’t miss anything, but will propel you forward to creating a successful team 

and meeting your goals.
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Chapter 2: Exercise 
Exercise 1 – SMART Goals 

A SMART goal is Specific, Measurable, Actionable, Relevant and Time-bound. What goals 

have you been given as a Customer Success leader or CSM? Often goals are vague like 

“Reduce churn” or “Make customers happy”. In order to manage yourself and your time, 

you need to turn vague goals into SMART goals. Typically, Customer Success goals fall into 

3 broad categories: reducing churn, increasing expansion revenue, and improving customer 

satisfaction.  

Choose your top 3 goals and write them as SMART goals. Here are a few examples:

Customer Success Management

Reduce Churn
Reduce churn from 3% per month to less than 1% per month 
this year by transitioning clients from monthly to annual 
contracts.

Increase Expansion 
Revenue

Sell 5 upgrades to customers each month for the first quarter 
of this year.

Make Customers 
Happy

Keep customer satisfaction survey scores at an average of 
95% satisfaction or higher across the customer base this year.

Hint: Goals should be unique to your role, team and company. Goals also change frequently, 

so revisit this exercise at least quarterly.

The exercises at the end of each chapter are prepared by  
Kristen Hayer, CEO & Founder of The Success League. 

© 2017 The Success League, LLC

http://www.thesuccessleague.io
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Reactive Activities Planned Activities Proactive Activities
•   
•   
•   
•   
•   
•   
•   
•   
•

•   
•   
•   
•   
•   
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•   
•   
•

•   
•   
•   
•   
•   
•   
•   
•   
•

Exercise 2 – Balancing Proactive and Reactive Activities 

CSMs perform 3 types of activities: Reactive (inbound emails, customer calls), Planned 

(internal and external meetings, training sessions) and Proactive (customer outreach, 

strategic calls). Of the three, proactive activities are the most important because they build 

relationships and uncover opportunities. However, proactive activities are the most likely to 

be neglected in the face of reactive and planned activities. To balance your day or week, try 

to spend 1/3 of your time on each type of activity. 

Use this table to categorize the activities you or your team perform as Reactive, Planned and 

Proactive. Do you have enough proactive activities? Do you prioritize them?

The exercises at the end of each chapter are prepared by  
Kristen Hayer, CEO & Founder of The Success League. 

© 2017 The Success League, LLC

http://www.thesuccessleague.io
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Questions to Ask Yourself When Developing a Customer Success Strategy
 • Who is your target market? 

 • Who is the target group of the Sales team? 

 • Who are they having the most success selling to? 

 • Who are your least successful customers? 

 • Who are your most successful customers? 

 • Who are your most difficult customers? 

 • Who are your easiest customers to support and/or help drive adoption? 

 • Do any of the answers above differ by size, revenue band, industry of 
channel sold?

How Do You Develop a CSM Strategy?
Step 1:  Define the desired outcome for each product and different customer 
segments.

Step 2: List the success milestones that map out the customer’s path toward 
their desired outcome 

Step 3: Record the level of engagement required on your side to help them 
reach each Success Milestone

Step 4: Tailor plans for each customer segment and product

Step 5: Create a plan of time, data, and/or event-based actions for different 
stages within the customer lifecycle. 
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3 Elements That Make a Good CS Strategy
Customer Success is not a monolith, and a big bang approach will not work. In order to 

setup an effective CS organization, you need to start with the relevant elements that 

comprise the operational aspects of Customer Success. There are three key elements that 

you need to focus on:

These factors are not listed in order of priority. Neither are they mutually exclusive. You will 

need to act on them simultaneously, and iteratively. However,  when they come together, 

you will have all the elements to put together a world-class Customer Success organization.

1.  Data
“Choice not chance determines your destiny.”

To which, one could add, making intelligent choices based on real data improves the 

chances of a good destiny.

The reality is that data is siloed due to an explosion in the sources of useful (though not 

necessarily relevant) data, a proliferation in the number of systems in use in your 

organization, and the syntactic and semantic differences in the representation of data across 

these systems. Unless you can bring this data together in real- or near real-time, and take a 

holistic view across the data and over time, you are likely to miss some valuable insights.  

Therefore, it is critical that you take control of your data.

Customer Success Strategy
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In the context of Customer Success, there are broadly three categories of data that you 

need to focus on:

 • Customer Operational Data: This pertains to your day-to-day interactions with 
your customers. It resides in a variety of systems – CRM, Support, Help Desk, 

Knowledge Base, Community, even emails. Depending on your business, it may even 

reside outside – in social media and other online channels. 

 • Customer Metadata: This pertains to firmographic and demographic information 
about your customers – firm size, revenue, employees, products, M&A, industry, 

geography and more – that you would not normally associate with your day-to-day 

interactions. It is easy to underestimate the importance of this data. For example, 

M&A activity may seem far removed from your contract, but it may mean challenges 

or opportunities in the future. Chance, as they say, favors the prepared mind. And 

having the data is the precursor to being prepared. 

 • Product Data: This is your customer’s primary interface with you, and is a very 
reliable predictor of the state of your relationship – current and future. Usually, this 

data is buried deep in log files and web logs, understandable only to the engineers 

and geeks in your company. Extract it, translate it into English (or your preferred 

language), and you will be amazed by the insights in there. Insights, that in this case, 

were hiding in plain sight. 

Once you have the data, you need to establish the metrics that will allow you to measure 

your current standing and progress towards your goals. Examples of metrics include license 

utilization, product usage, support issue resolution rates. Make sure these metrics are 

coherent, comprehensive, consistent and lend themselves to continuous measurement. 

Customer Success Strategy

2.  Process

“Through discipline comes freedom.”

Having repeatable processes will ensure consistent, reliable and predictable results from 

your team. These processes will transform the notion of Customer Success from a 
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concept or intent, into a discipline that is all pervasive. And this discipline will give you the 

freedom to set loftier targets to take your Customer Success operations to the next level.

In the context of process, there are broadly three kinds of areas that you need to cover. First, 

you need to define and rollout processes for common scenarios. Examples include new 

customer onboarding, periodic outreach to existing customers, follow up after support 

issues, follow up after upgrade/expansion, Net Promoter Score (NPS) and customer 

satisfaction surveys.

Second, you need to setup playbooks that instruct your team on how to handle common 

situations. Examples include playbooks on handling support issues (and often, irate 

customers), proactively dealing with product usage fluctuations, and dealing with customer 

activities on external channels.

In both the above cases, you will need to automate to the extent possible so that your 

organization as a whole gets into the habit of executing on them consistently, and you, as a 

manager, will have clear visibility into these processes on a day-to-day basis. The 

combination of automation and visibility will enable you to create a transparent 

organizations. 

Third, you need to setup triggers, alerts and recommended actions. For example, you could 

setup an alert for you to react quickly when a customer logs a support issue. You could 

create an automated trigger to reach out to customers with a quick survey after the support 

issue is resolved. You could create an alert to notify you when your contact at a customer is 

changed. As a best practice, you may want to setup periodic outreach, as simple as NPS 

surveys.

To the uninitiated (and often to the initiated as well), Customer Success may seem to be a 

(dark) art. Mastering these processes is what will transform the art of Customer Success into 

an exacting science.

Customer Success Strategy

3.  People
“The whole is more than the sum of its parts.”

Your people are your most valuable asset, and not only do you need to nurture them 

carefully, you also need to deploy them wisely. Done right, your team can be better as a 
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whole than the individuals that comprise it. 

Your goal is to make them productive, predictive and proactive. So, what can you do to help 

your people? A lot as it turns out. But this is not a post on human resource management. 

Instead, we will limit ourselves to outlining three important principles as they relate to 

Customer Success. 

First, you need to help your team members manage their day-to-day activities and basic 

reporting. No one will accept it, but the reality is that many, if not the majority, of Customer 

Success professionals are deluged with so much work that they have trouble focusing on 

what is important on a daily basis. They often lack the tools to keep track of what they do, 

and consequently, find it hard to report on what they did. To a lesser extent, they have 

trouble thinking beyond their immediate pressing priorities, and need help to move from a 

reactive, firefighting mode to a proactive, Customer Success mode. 

Second, you need to give them the tools to engage effectively with your customers, and 

vice versa. Email is a good start, but by default, it is untethered from Customer Success and 

contains extraneous (in this context) noise. They need to have tools to chat with customers 

in real time. They need to be able to engage customers through surveys and polls. These 

are simple examples of engagement within the context of their Customer Success activities. 

Third, you need to enable, nay goad, them to become proactive in interactions with their 

customers. They need to be constantly looking for opportunities to better serve their 

customers. They need to be thinking about converting customers into references and 

advocates. They need to be thinking about reaching out to customers for testimonials and 

other marketing-related assets. Ultimately, they need to be thinking about how they can 

grow the relationship, and the business, with the customer. 

These three principles will help you build a pervasive “Customer Success attitude” in your 

organization. Note that people and process often go hand in hand. Your processes need to 

be designed for your team. These processes will then help you unleash the true potential of 

your team.

Customer Success Strategy
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3 Recommendations for Your Customer Success Strategy

1 Be Iterative 2 Focus on New 
Customers 3 Don’t Forget the 

Pareto Principle
A big bang approach will not 

be productive. Bring in a new 

data source. Rollout a new 

process. See the results. Then 

extend/expand on what you 

just did. Sometimes, things 

don’t work. In those cases, 

learn your lessons and move on

This is as much a bow to the 

tactical reality of limited 

resources. You are better off 

focusing your Customer 

Success operations on new 

customers, where you can 

start on a clean slate. You can 

then apply your learnings to 

your entire customer base.

There always are 2-3 things you 

can do that will cover 80% of 

your current needs. Master 

those 2-3 things and reap the 

results. You can then move on 

to the next big thing.

Customer Success Best Practices

1. Segment Your Customers 2. An Early Warning System
Segmentation is one of the key CS best 

practices, as it helps to determine which 

Customer Success model you should 

implement, and the types of actions that 

should be taken for each of your 

customers. A failure to segment results in 

an inefficient and ineffective Customer 

Success team, leading to poor customer 

experience.  

Start by defining the services that you want 

your Customer Success team to perform. 

Associate a value to each of those services, 

and then assign the offerings to be 

provided to each segment, based upon 

value and ROI of your own efforts. 

An Early Warning System is an instrumental 

Customer Success best practice. It enables 

your teams to set up preventive measures, 

and apply any corrective measures to 

prevent problems before they spiral into 

major issues.  

Even if your company does not have the 

resources to invest in a Customer Success 

solution, an Early Warning System can be 

created manually in a spreadsheet. While 

the manual version will not be as robust as 

a full- edged system, and will require 

consistent updating, monitoring key 

highlighted issues will go a long way in the 

early stages of your CS efforts. 
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3. Process, Process, Process 

Processes are critical in any Customer Success interaction. Customer Success leaders should 
implement processes to manage common account situations. These include processes for 
onboarding, training, escalations, business reviews, renewals, and upsells / cross-sells. It is 
also beneficial to set up programs for customer advocacy, lifecycle marketing, and Early 
Warnings.  

At an early stage, it is advisable to prioritize development of streamlined processes for 
escalations, renewals and business renewals/upsell. These processes should also be 
somewhat transparent to the customer, so that you can manage their expectations during 
each part of the phase. As you scale, all of these processes can be automated with the help 
of Customer Success playbooks.  

4. Business Reviews 

Though business reviews are often not prioritized or omitted when teams are going through 

busy periods, it is important to utilize QBRs as a Customer Success best practice. 

Deprioritizing business reviews leaves money on the table, and does not solidify adoption 

with your users. If progress isn’t reviewed and best practices optimized, you cannot capitalize 

on gains made.  

A QBR should be conducted to look at the customer’s KPIs and apply metrics to show that 

business goals are being achieved. If you are not monitoring your customer’s goals and 

conveying the successful results back to them, it is tough to expect the customer to renew or 

expand. 

5. Executive Buy-In 

If the executive leadership / management team has not bought into Customer Success, it is 

nearly impossible for the company to deliver world-class Customer Success. If you are 

considering a position as leader, find out from your potential CEO or Board of Directors 

about how committed they are to the Customer Success mindset, and how this materializes 

in alignment of company goals around Customer Success.  

Support of C-class executives is key in funding your budding Customer Success efforts 

because without their support, there will be more established functions vying for extra cash 

flow. Get them on your side by demonstrating value early on, and you’ll always have backing. 
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Chapter 3: Exercise 
Exercise – Choosing a Success Model (or Models) 
High-Touch – CSMs are frequently (more than monthly) in touch with customers via phone 
or email, proactive work is a priority, and a strong relationship with the customer is critical. 

The number of customers that each CSM manages is low (under 50). 

Low-Touch – CSMs are regularly (monthly to quarterly) in touch with customers, 
supplemented by automated customer outreach. CSMs need to be strategic about which 

customers they contact and when. The number of customers each CSM manages typically 

ranges from 50-200. 

Automated – There are no CSMs assigned to customers, although there may be CSMs 
who work with this group of customers. Customer outreach is automated, and CSMs are 

responsible for looking for micro-segments of customers where they can influence outcomes 

like churn or expansion. 

Step 1 
Perform a Top-Down Analysis on your customer base. What is your annual recurring 

revenue? How many customers do you have?  

Annual Recurring Revenue / $1.5 million* = Number of CSMs 

Total Number of Customers / Number of CSMs = Number of Customers per CSM 

Step 2 
Perform a Bottom-Up Analysis on your CS program. What do you want the customer 

experience to be like? How often do you want your customers to hear from your CSMs? 

What activities do you expect your CSMs to perform? List the activities that you want your 

CSM to do for any given customer in a month and add them up. 

600 Activities** / Number of Monthly Activities per Customer = Number of Customers per 
CSM

Customer Success Strategy
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Step 3 
Compare Your Top-Down and Bottom-Up Results. Do they match? Perfect. You know your 

model. Are they at opposite ends of the spectrum? Consider whether or not you can afford 

the model you want, and adjust accordingly. 

<50 Customers per CSM = High Touch 

50-200 Customers per CSM = Low Touch 

200+ Customers per CSM = Automated 

Hint: You might have different models for different segments of your customer base. If you 

have a large customer base, perform this exercise separately for each of your segments. 

*Industry average ARR for a SaaS CSM is $1-2 million. We’re using $1.5 million, but you should use a number that 
works for your business. 

**600 activities a month breaks down to 30 activities a day or about 1 activity every 15 minutes. This includes emails, 
calls, chats and meetings. Again, choose a number that makes sense for your team.

The exercises at the end of each chapter are prepared by  
Kristen Hayer, CEO & Founder of The Success League. 

© 2017 The Success League, LLC

http://www.thesuccessleague.io
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The Customer Success Journey

Stage 1: Customer Acquisition  
Your customer acquisition strategy is critical to account maintenance, expansion, and 

renewal. Your trial is your customer’s first experience with you and your product, so you 

have to make sure it’s a positive one. The first key aspect to convert a trial-er is to maintain 

fast and easy communication with them on their preferred channel. After you have them in a 

discussion with you, keep them engaged and using your product so they’re seeing the 

value they could derive if they became subscribers.

Fast and Welcoming Responses

 • How quickly did you acknowledge your potential customer? A day, within the hour? 

Within 5 minutes? 
 • How did you reach out? 
 ◦ Was it an in app message? Email? Perhaps a phone call to higher value 

prospects? 
 ◦ Was it personalized? 
 • Do you have some type of regular ongoing communication during their trial? (Either 

driven by time or event milestones?)
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Engaging With Your Prospect

 • How often is your prospect engaging with your product? Number of logins, days 

since last login in? 
 • Are they taking important actions? 
 • How quickly do most trial-ers move from trial to convert? Who’s lagging? And if so, 

want helpful reminders or hints can you provide? 
 • Can you measure the revenue upside from rapid outreach? Is there improved 

conversion? 

Effort from the Product Management, Engineering, and CSM sides in order to meet 

customer expectations can be reduced by having unique use conditions that only call on 

those teams when necessary. However, time and resources can be wasted if there is too 

much interfacing between teams, which can hamper the CSM team’s progress. Having a 

collaborative relationship between Customer Success and Sales is more helpful in avoiding 

customers with misaligned needs that result in a poor fit.

Stage 2: User Onboarding 
Your trial-er is now a paid customer. In this stage, your focus is on getting them up and 

running and keeping the momentum going. Onboarding is the first step in familiarizing the 

customer with your product, and allows them to start seeing value from its use. It is 

important to identify risks early, and address them as soon as possible to get your user 

started on a positive note. Consider the following for your ongoing risk assessment.

 • What is the customer executive sponsor status, and engagement levels of the 

department leadership? 

 • What are the plans for project governance, employee engagement, and change 

management? 

 • What are the plans for your business process redesign? How do you keep track of 

progress? 

 • When are the dates scheduled for onboarding training? What are the target dates for 

the customer journey? 

 • How is the management of initial support issues handled? Who owns the process 

from start to finish? 

In a high-touch model, onboarding is handled through a personal interaction between the 

CSM and customer. In a high volume environment, technology is used to create content,
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reusable templates, and clickable walk-throughs. Webinars and automated emailing tools 

help manage customer interactions and engagement while CSMs deal with exceptions 

such as low levels of adoption. To manage onboarding at scale, a CS software platform 
should be implemented if it is able to track usage data and automatically trigger alerts.  

As you become more attuned to your client onboarding – you can start to build more 

metrics around the onboarding process / funnel. 

 • What is the average time to onboard? Do some customer segments move more 

quickly through the onboarding process (i.e.: self service/small businesses may move 

quickly while larger departments or enterprise clients may take 60-120+ days to 

onboard) 
 • If you have milestones in your onboarding process, are customers moving through 

the steps or do they slow down/stall at certain points? 
 • Are customers falling out during the initial onboarding phase? Are they starting to 

churn within the first 60-90 days? 

Bonus Round: 

 • Can you measure REVENUE impact from improved onboarding? 
 • Can you identify “sticky behaviors” (ex: integrating with an CRM or App, or adding a 

second team member)… and can you measure the LTV from the customers? 

Stage 3: Product Adoption 
In order to maximize customer value, it is crucial to expand the number of active users, and 

increase the feature usage of your product. Support engineers can advise on effective 

product usages, marketers can promote training resources, and product teams can make 

sure in-app notifications drive feature usage known to raise adoption. Apart from 
consumption metrics, identify relationships between feature adoption and Net Promoter 

Scores. This lets you emphasize the features that unlock value and lead to renewal. 

Identifying and empowering a good executive sponsor will also encourage the re-
engineering of business processes that will kickstart adoption, e.g. using your product’s 

new dashboards instead of their old spreadsheets. 

Stage 4: Account Expansion 
Upon successful onboarding and adoption with full license and feature usage, an increase 

in revenue opportunities can follow. In order to hit your milestones, take the opportunity to
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seek advocacy in the form of expansion.  

Look for areas to expand existing customers, such as the number of seats, product use 

cases that drive higher plans, additional products or applications, or adding professional 

services. 

For higher touch accounts, have CSMs identify expansion opportunities. 

 • Expansion within existing accounts – adding more users, or expanding into other 

areas/departments via internal referrals 
 • Additional product features beyond the initial use case Depending on your product 

or service, some examples may be ex: advanced reporting, security or user 

permissions, speed/bandwidth 
 • Additional services – is there an opportunities in services such as: enhanced support/

service, on-site or on-line training, professional services (hands-on) 
 • Additional apps or products to extend functionality (Can your partner ecosystem 

help?) 
For your lower touch, more automated customer outreach (1 to many outreach), can you 

leverage the same concepts listed above as part of a broader customer outreach program 

via email, blogs, or in app messaging? 

 • Identify high volume / high usage accounts as potential prospects for additional 

seats / licenses 
 • Heavy usage accounts with single user ID. Learn about these customers – is there an 

opportunity for additional seats? What are they doing to drive so much usage – what 

is their secret sauce? 
 • Promote key use cases and customer scenarios which highlight enhanced features 

and higher plans. By educating your customers around key use cases, you have the 

opportunity to showcase successful customers, remind customers of enhanced 

functionality, and attract revenue via promotions. 

Bonus Round: 

 • Can you measure EXPANSION REVENUE as part of your opportunity funnel? Can 

you capture these potential opportunities within your CRM for tracking? 
 • Any surprises from your existing customers? Is there a use case or product feature 

that customers love that wasn’t on your radar as a top feature? If so, how can you 

educate customers effectively.
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Stage 5: Subscription Renewal 
Subscription renewal is the ultimate goal of Customer Success. Options for early renewal, 

with quotes issued well in advance, should be included with time allocated for any last 

minutes changes or negotiations. Customers with full license utilization and high feature 

usage are excellent candidates for upsells during the renewal process.

For higher value and higher usage customers –

 • Outreach to high value customers – protect and grow your top accounts 
 • Find and activate potential promoters – can the become reference accounts / client 

testimonials for your web site? 
 • Seek referrals from happy clients (work with marketing on community, co-marketing, 

and promotional offers) 
 • Leverage the expansion opportunities captured in the previous section – can these be 

closed at time of renewal? 
For those customers who are not engaged or active, identify the “at risk” customers for 

follow-ups in advance. Identify common themes or issues, and start targeted outreach via 

phone, email, and surveys to re-engage them. Determine what barriers exist, and how these 

accounts fell off the product bandwagon. The follow-up should be a re-engagement 

campaign via messaging, webinars, and special offers to generate goodwill and clear out 

any issues with the product. 

Additional risk factors might include:

 • Change in customer use conditions or trends 

 • Change in any key customer contacts 

 • Technical issues with the application, installation or configuration 

 • High incidence of support tickets or escalations. A high number of tickets may actually 

be positive if managed well. A large number of outstanding tickets is a risk factor. 

 • Low NPS or CSAT scores 

Having a clear view of the customer’s definition of success, a mutually agreed success plan, 

and a process to execute at scale puts your CSM team on a path that is very likely to yield 

positive results. 
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Conclusion 
By actively leveraging the power of your in-product usage data throughout your customer 

journey, you can guide your customer, help them realize the value of your product, and keep 

them on the path to Customer Success.

An Action Plan

 • Map the customer journey and lifecycle: trial, onboarding, expansion, and retention 

 • Establish clear triggers / milestones in each section of the customer journey 

 • Record and measure these critical moments 

 • Take action and respond to the customers 

 • Test and learn which methods have most impact and establish them as best practices
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A Deeper Look Inside Onboarding
What Is Onboarding in CS?

Customer Success onboarding is the first step in the post-sales process that occurs under 

the domain of the CS professional. There is a clear objective – to get the customer proficient 

with the product, functioning independently, and achieving first value in as little time as 

possible. Not only do the initial onboarding and training define the possible customer 

retention and adoption timelines going forward, but they also mark the first time in the 

customer acquisition cycle in which prospects use the product for the first time.

The first in-app experience that your customer has with the product helps set the tone for 

your relationship, and if it’s not clear or overwhelming, it can put barriers in the path to 

achieving mutual success. You are in trouble if there are an escalating number of support 

tickets, and survey feedback is distinctly dissatisfied. Potential customers become fatigued 

by your product from the beginning if they are unable to gain value from your offering in 

short order. The best way to handle these types of customer crises is to ensure they never 

happen in the first place – via structured and strategic onboarding practices.

Onboarding is straightforward in concept; get your product set up correctly to meet your 

customers’ needs, and teach them the basics so that they can work with it on their own. 

Despite this simple premise, the process can be complicated, and implementation 

challenging. The main culprit for churn is often the customer onboarding process. Whether 

the experience is painful, or expectations are simply mismanaged, the “seeds of churn” can 

be traced back to onboarding.

Regardless of whether it’s a high-touch or low-touch scenario, a majority of the time, the 

problem is that the SaaS vendor either doesn’t know what the customer wants or the 

problem they are trying to solve, and has forgotten that solving that issue is the primary 

action item. The solution: think about who the different types of users are, what their goals 

are when they get into the product, and optimize your onboarding processes around those 

needs.

The Customer Success Journey
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How Do You Define Success While Onboarding?

You only get one chance to make a first impression. Research suggests that people form an 

opinion of others within 7-20 seconds. The same maxims apply to people who buy SaaS 

offerings.

Once your Sales team has done their job, and convinced the customer they can benefit from 

your software, the customer now has to put their trust in your company to deliver. The risk 

they have taken in choosing you now shifts to your company, and the clock starts ticking 

immediately. You might have more than seven seconds, but not that much longer: most 

customers want to get started right away. Fail to meet this expectation, and you have 

already decremented the customer’s trust, and increased the likelihood the customer will 

churn.

The goal of onboarding is simple; to get the customer to achieve a goal they value. When 

the process involved is more complex, this first success might not be the ultimate goal, but 

a valuable step on the way.
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Begin Right Away 

As soon as the sale is closed, you should begin initiating the onboarding processes. Don’t 

waste time deliberating the best methods, or celebrating your success for too long, because 

the optimal window of opportunity may disappear. When clients are the most excited about 

the promise of your product is the ideal moment to amaze them. A swift, but detailed, 

onboarding process confirms that they made the right decision in choosing your solution.

The best way to make sure that the onboarding process works smoothly is to automate 

repetitive steps that would otherwise be subject to human error. For example, once a 

customer is officially your client, personalized welcome emails that herald the advent of your 

new partnership should be sent immediately. 

The First Session 

The first onboarding session and login experience your customer has with your product sets 

the tone for your relationship. Therefore, it’s critical to get operations off on the right foot. In 

your first session working with their instance, make sure you understand the success criteria 

of not only your stakeholder, but also their manager. Ask what “success” means to them, 

and see if that aligns with the views of other candidates from a similar cohort or profile (if 

you have multiple types of customers across various use cases – as you often find in very 

horizontal products – you may want to pick an ideal customer to focus on initially). Analyze 

the answers for similarities and patterns, reduce it down to a handful of absolute required 

outcomes, and then turn it back to them for approval/buy-in. If you can do this for every 

profile type your product caters to, you’ll have a good idea of what your customer base as a 

whole views as success. 

To be absolutely clear, you want them to tell you the outcomes they desire, and maybe the 

milestones needed to get to that “success” with your product. You’re not asking them what 

they need or want (features, functionality, or even workflows) since they’ll just tell you what 

they’ve done before or what they wish they could have done; “if you build x” statements 

end up just being iterations on the existing ways of doing things.

The Onboarding Process
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Without this, you will not be able to establish value of the product throughout the customer 

lifecycle. It’s also key to discuss use cases within the product. This will help you understand 

which use cases can be implemented in short order to highlight quick wins and reinforce the 

customer belief in the product. It’s good to set realistic, but still impressive, expectations 

with the customer in the first onboarding session. For example, determine how much effort 

to learn and implement the product will be required from their side. Pin down the number 

of meetings and calls it will take, and the results they can expect. 

Most of the time, the primary cause for churn is mismanagement of expectations. If you set 

them too low, the customer may feel underwhelmed. If you set them too high, overpromise 

and underdeliver, you may find your product swiftly put aside to make room for your 

competition. Instead, liaison with the Sales department to find out which features were 

actively pitched, and which aspects garnered the most interest. Then, focus on 

implementing those first. The first login experience should highlight the key features that 

will get the customer going. If your CS team never misses a beat, then your onboarding will 

flow smoothly and naturally. If the experience is confusing or overwhelming, it will put more 

pressure on the Customer Success team to demonstrate and establish usefulness of the 

product.

After the First Session 

Figure out what constitutes initial success versus customer lifetime value after the first 

session. The use cases gathered during the first session will come in handy when planning 

initial success goals. If the time to initial success is too long, you risk losing the customers 

interest and you will see a gradual decline in customer usage activity. The goal of the 

onboarding should go beyond setup & use of the product, with the end goal of sustained 

value derived over time. Tie your customer communication (in-app messages, email, phone 

call interactions) during the onboarding cycle to the customer realizing the initial success.

A non-standard practice that we advocate is the collection of customer characteristics 

during the onboarding process:

• What frequency and type of communication is preferred? – email, phone, in-person  
   meetings, video conferences

• Which type of content is preferred? – documents, email, webinars, online tutorials

• Are they metrics oriented and/or UI oriented and/or action oriented?
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Once the onboarding is finished, it can be good to summarize everything that has been 

covered and set up processes for interactions in the future. Have a point person for the 

account, and provide clients with the resources, support numbers, knowledge base links, 

help articles, and their own personal Customer Success Manager to serve as their point 

person for the rest of the partnership. If you make sure to assess their strengths, goals, pain 

points, and need for speed, while providing a consistent and cohesive experience, you’re on 

the right path to securing their enduring loyalty.

Customer-Centric Success Milestones 

The milestones below can be plotted once you have an in-depth view of what success looks 

like to your customer. Below is a checklist of steps that are examples of what you could look 

for if you were planning on running a SaaS sales process execution platform. These steps 

are in fact really elementary and take you back to the beginning of the product generation 

process before a company is even in place. 

 • Define the Success Criteria (Based on your knowledge of the sales execution process) 

 • Define the Target Audience: In this case, this is usually the Sales Ops & Sales 

leadership team 

 • Identify the challenges/problems that the sales leadership is trying to solve 

 ◦ Spend less time on deal management on a CRM platform and focus on selling 

 ◦ Accelerate revenue/bookings amount 

 ◦ Better visibility into the sales pipeline 

 ◦ Identify the deals that are at risk and are stuck in the pipeline 

 ◦ Sales fields team is always mobile and want to be able to manage deals while 

on the field. They have no time to come in and get in front of the laptop 

 • Once you have identified the problem and your key audience, now brainstorm the 

product idea. What use cases can you build to help solve the sales execution 

challenges? 

 • Identify the go-to-market strategy 

 • Figure out how to get paid 

 • Get feedback on the design from a few key players in the market 

 • Build the product 

 • Get customers? (Potential Success Gap here, BTW) 

 • Make their First Sale! ← Success (at least at first)
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Incorporating Customer Feedback 

 • Rethink the workflows based on customer feedback 

 • Customize the Product ← The “Wow!” moment is here maybe 

 • Setup Payment Method ← gotta get paid! 

 • Add & Configure Items 

 • Soft-launch to a few of your Sales Friends 

 • Incorporate Feedback and Re-configure accordingly 

 • Publish and Promote 

 • Their First Sale! ← This is actual success, right? 

Whether this is the right set of success milestones for a product like this isn’t the point; 

instead, think from the perspective of what success looks like for your customer, and work 

backwards from there to meet them where they are at first. 

In the early days, this is where Customer Development work really pays off. If you’re in-

market and looking to optimize, this is where leveraging the expertise, experience, and 

knowledge of your Customer Success Management system (or your Customer Success 

Managers) and/or continuously implementing new Customer Development studies really 

comes into play. Customer Success Management helps reduce the cost of acquisition, retain 

the customer, and ensures that the customer is happy.
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The Keys to Onboarding Success

Product

The simpler a product is to use, the less work is 
required to onboard a customer. Relentlessly driving 
for product simplification is key. Development 
resources should be dedicated to the customer’s first 
steps, including productizing the key steps to setting 
up and configuring the product to achieve the 
customer’s stated goal. Productizing onboarding is 
the key to profitably scaling retention.

Customer Context

Many SaaS products support customers who have 
different goals and operating     environments. The 
onboarding process must reflect these different 
contexts, which may require context specific 
configurations and processes. Forcing customers 
into a standard process will not work: you will end up 
delivering a customer experience that is not good 
for any group of customers.

Sales Integrity
Many companies buy churn because they try to sell a 
vanilla product to everyone. Retention begins with 
clarity within the customer groups your product 
serves best and selling to them. Segmentation is not 
about reducing the available market, but rather 
selling and then delivering a value proposition that 
closely matches a customer’s desired outcome. 
Having comprehensive ideal customer profiles 
creates a base for effective marketing, sales and 
retention: they are the red threads, the stories that 
run through the customer lifecycle.

Step By Step

If your product is part of a complex process, it is 
possible that the customer’s ultimate goal cannot be 
achieved in a short time frame. If so, break the goals 
down into a series of milestones, each of which is of 
value to the customer. This gives the customer trust 
their goal can be achieved, and that you have a clear 
plan to get them to their ultimate goal.

Beyond Product
A customer that knows how to use every feature in 
your product will still churn if they cannot use it to 
meet their goals. What good is a sales tool that 
doesn’t lead to more sales or a project management 
application that does not improve the number of 
projects completed on time and in budget? Good 
onboarding reaches into the life of the individual, 
and helps them beyond the product.

Clear Process
Consistently delivering onboarding to a very high 
standard requires a simple, flexible, and repeatable 
process. This is best developed in the form of a 
customer journey based on these simple questions: 
• At this stage of the journey, what is the customer 

seeking to achieve? 
• How do we want the customer to feel at this 

stage? 
• To deliver this, what is our designed experience? 
• What skills, tools, and systems do we need to 

deliver our designed experience? 
• What metrics will show we are profitably 

delivering our designed experience?
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The 6 Onboarding 
Scenarios

Let’s look at some of the most common 

onboarding scenarios that exist:

1. Free Trial Onboarding:  

The company offers a free trial 

(between two and eight weeks long). 

Establish the decision criteria for the 

‘go’ versus ‘no go’ scenarios. The key 

focus should be: how do we 

demonstrate enough value that they 

convert to being paying customers?

2. High-Touch Onboarding:  

High-tough onboarding is typically used for premium customers. It requires a lot of CSM 

hours, training sessions, as well as personal touches for such large accounts.

3. Low-Touch Onboarding:  

SMB customers generally receive LTO. Since there are so many of this level of customer, 

the onboarding is largely automated through the use of in-app tours, email 

communication, with phone calls as the last resort.

4. Admin Onboarding vs. User Onboarding:  

The onboarding for admins should be high-tough, like that for premium customers. They 

are the gatekeepers for your success within their organization, and hold the keys for 

renewals and upsells. Their approval is of paramount importance. 

5. First Time Onboarding vs. New User Onboarding: 

As new users join, they should receive similar onboarding procedures as their 

predecessors. Previously created content and walkthroughs should be leveraged to 

minimize effort expenditure. A helpful piece here is that they will have colleagues to 

consult in house.

Measuring Onboarding Success 

1. Percent of customers that assert they have 
achieved their first stated goal/milestone

2. Elapsed time from sale to first goal
3. Retention at the first break point

The first two are likely to be leading indicators of 
the third.

Never forget that continued retention will only 
happen if your product continues to help the 
customer meet their goals, which are likely to 
increase and change. The best SaaS companies 
don’t build an onboarding process; rather they 
build a customer goal setting and achievement 
process of which onboarding is just the first 
iteration.
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6. First Time Onboarding vs. New Feature Onboarding:  

Though new feature onboarding will be less intensive than a full product onboarding, make 

sure your customers understand the value derived from these additions. Your customers 

should feel that they are getting increased value from the use of your product, even without 

their prompting. That way, your competitors never get a chance. 

A Winning Strategy

Even though onboarding is an established practice, there’s still no standard definition for a 

perfectly-onboarded customer. Each product has different criteria for what constitutes a 

successful onboarding, so a good guideline is to make sure that each customer finds value 

in your offering. Customize where you can, and automate when possible to speed up the 

process. You want to leave your customer with the feeling that they made the right decision 

to go with the product.
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Chapter 4: Exercise 
Exercise 1 – Map the Customer Journey 

There are a number of ways that companies map the customer journey, most of which are 

focused on developing marketing and sales efforts. Design a customer journey map that 

your success team can use to align their activities with customer needs. 

1. Identify the Major Stages in Your Customer Journey: These typically include 

categories like Selling, Onboarding, First 90 Days, First Year, Renewal and Cancellation. 

Make these column headings in a table or spreadsheet. 

2. Define the Optimal Experience at Each Stage: What value should your customer be 

receiving from your team or solution at each stage? Add a short description of this 

experience below the column heading. 

3. Consider the Current Activities that Occur at Each Stage: For example, during the 

Onboarding stage your CS team might complete the following activities: 

• Attend a kick-off meeting 

• Hold discovery calls 

• Create a project plan 

• Hold weekly status update calls 

• Hold resource calls with product or engineering team members 

• Attend a wrap-up meeting 

Add each activity to a cell in your table or spreadsheet below the stage it is associated 

with. 

4. Look for Gaps: Are you missing any activities that would support the optimal customer 

journey? Are some of your stages low on activities? Do your CSMs know which topics to 

cover with customers at different stages of the lifecycle? Add activities as needed.

The Customer Success Journey

The exercises at the end of each chapter are prepared by  
Kristen Hayer, CEO & Founder of The Success League. 

© 2017 The Success League, LLC

http://www.thesuccessleague.io
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Exercise 2 – Get a Customer Perspective on Onboarding 

Set up calls or meetings with customers who have gone through onboarding within the past 

3 months. Choose customers in different segments and industries. Ideally you want to talk to 

at least 15-25 customers, depending on the size of your customer base. Ask: 

1. During the onboarding process, what do you think went well? What did you like? 

2. Was the onboarding process what you expected? What was different? 

3. Did onboarding process get you successfully using our solution? Why or why not? 

Compile the feedback you receive, and use it to inform your team strategy, goals, customer 

touch points and processes. 

The Customer Success Journey

The exercises at the end of each chapter are prepared by  
Kristen Hayer, CEO & Founder of The Success League. 

© 2017 The Success League, LLC

http://www.thesuccessleague.io
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Measuring Customer Success

What Gets Measured Gets Improved 

There is a lot of talk about metrics, measurements, and KPIs in the world of Customer 

Success. Peter Drucker’s statement that, “What gets measured gets improved” continues to 

show up in presentations and blogs, on a variety of topics from CS ROI, to Health Scores, 

and Voice of the Customer. Although there is a ton of great content out there, what 

sometimes is not intuitively obvious is how all of these numbers fit together into an overall 

strategy for improvement.

After all, the quote is “What gets measured gets improved” not “What gets measured 

magically improves”. Metrics, and specifically KPIs, are an essential first step in 

understanding company performance, but metrics are also critical in achieving the results 

reflected in your KPIs. It is difficult, if not impossible, to have a discussion about business 

measurements or metrics without discussing KPIs, Key Performance Indicators. Investopedia

Scoring Customer Health
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defines a KPI as “a set of quantifiable measures that a company uses to gauge its 

performance over time.” 

Three types of metrics will be discussed, Leading and lagging metrics (many of which are 

KPIs) and a third type, process performance metrics. By diving in with some examples, we 

can better understand how to piece together a series of metrics to not only get a better 

picture of your business as a whole, but also to deliver results. 

Lagging Indicators 

There is a huge misconception that lagging metrics such as Revenue or Earnings are 

somehow “poor” KPIs. In reality, they are the most important ones. Unfortunately, when it 

comes to “what gets measured gets improved” they are a great starting point, but 

somewhat lacking in helping you to actually improve. The reason for this is the fact that they 

are lagging indicators. By the time you know what this year’s (or quarter’s) revenues and 

earnings are, it is too late to do anything about them.

Some examples of lagging indicators: Churn, Revenue Retention, Inbound Lead Velocity 

These are all great metrics that should be measured, tracked, and reported. Just recognize 

that they are inherently lagging. 

KPIs and Metrics (Leading vs. Lagging) 

If you take a look at the most commonly referenced KPIs they are not only relatively easy to 

measure, they are generalizable, or relevant across a wide group of companies and 

industries. Unfortunately, leading indicators are not as easy to measure, and the ones you 

want to measure tend to be unique to you. For one thing, other people will not typically 

agree upon the “magic ones” for good reasons. Their value is derived from the fact that 

they are aligned with how you run your business and execute on your strategies or address 

your challenges. Let’s take a look at NPS, what many consider a leading indicator of organic 

growth.

NPS 

NPS is generalizable. Virtually any company can ask the “ultimate question” about their 

business. Even Bain & Company states: “Net Promoter merely measures the quality of a 

company’s relationships with its current customers, and high-quality relationships are a
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Let’s start by assuming that in that chart above, we have a good net churn number – a 

negative one. Rather than use a negative (which is good) net churn (one vote for the 

negative net churn skeptics), we’ll use a derivative of net churn, net revenue retention. 

Note: Net revenue retention rate for a period = [[Start of period MRR + MRR from up-sell + 

MRR from price increases] – [MRR from churn + MRR from price decreases]] / [Start of period 

MRR].

necessary, but insufficient, condition for profitable organic growth.” So what are the 

necessary and sufficient conditions for profitable growth? Of course, they include things like 

product market fit, minimally viable products etc. But, they also include the ability to 

engage with customers in ways that support their success. This ultimately includes the 

processes and knowledge that are used to help your customers succeed; this is where 

process performance metrics come into play. To understand these, let’s take a look at the 

example of the logical decomposition of metrics from lagging, to leading, to process 

performance.

The following graphic is designed to help in that regard. It’s just a framework, since things 

like pricing changes are not represented, but factors that affect tailwind or headwind are!
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Let’s assume this number is 105% (growth), so at first glance, everything is pretty good, 

right? Well, that conclusion actually depends on your headwind versus your tailwind. Let’s 

assume that your headwind (downgrades and churned customers) is actually about 20%. 

When you look at the numbers this way, your investors think you have a problem, which to 

us of course is really just a great opportunity. In a way, everything is going according to plan, 

we have our metrics, and we can see a problem…the only real question is: What’s next? 

Ideally, what we want is some sort of measurement that is correlated to those customers that 

churn, a behavior that we can monitor so that we can get in front of those customers, 

understand what is going wrong and save the day (Ideally, before it needs saving). That is 

what a leading indicator/metric is. 

In CS, we hear a ton about the ultimate leading indicator, which is the health score. 

Unfortunately, the term is often an oversimplification of something quite complex. In reality, 

it is an amalgamation of everything from “should we have sold to this customer?” (FIT) to 

NPS or Usage, which are just a few of the components of a useful health score. Since we are 

giving examples here, rather than an exhaustive list, let’s just look at usage Trust us when we 

say it’s complicated enough. As for the example, let us share one we gathered while 

listening to a talk by the SVP of a publicly traded SaaS company (> $2B market cap). He 

commented that from a retention perspective, people storing files (usage type 1) is a good 

thing. But, he also said that when multiple users access the same file (usage type 2), their 

stickiness (my words, not his) is much better. As such, assuming they’ve done some sort of 

correlation between their churning customers and usage type 2, they have a great leading 

indicator 

As much as this may be a really great example, as far as your business is concerned, this 

measurement may be (and probably is) totally meaningless. This is a reflection of the fact, 

stated earlier, that leading indicators tend to be more unique (vs. generalizable). Is this bad 

news? Probably not. This is what makes the job of a CS team great, and your company and 

customers unique. Figuring out your leading indicators (which change over time) is a critical 

part of how you add value as a team. Assuming you’ve already done this, or are up to the 

challenge, there is one more step.

That step takes us to process performance metrics.

Process Performance Metrics 

To continue with our example, even when we know that multiple people accessing the same
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file is a great leading indicator of long term health and reduced churn, we have more to do. 

Our job includes figuring out how we are going to impact/increase/improve that leading 

indicator. Once again, referring to the diagram above, there are a number of ways in which 

we could impact this leading metric. 

We could put a process in place to stress the value and simplicity of file sharing and 

collaboration during onboarding. This would be a process change. We would need to 

measure how many customers got the new training, and if their adoption of this capability is 

better than before the onboarding was changed. Basically, we can measure the process we 

put in place to drive our leading indicator. Another example could be to run an A/B 

campaign to inform existing customers, one in app and the other via email. We could then 

understand which process (method) is effective (or if either of them are). The key here is to 

try to establish some correlation.  

Ideally, this would be cause and effect, but having done this for years, this is often really 

hard to do. Establishing cause and effect is always tough, and is extremely challenging 

because in the real world, you usually take a multi pronged approach. That doesn’t mean, 

however, that you just wing it. At a very minimum, you must measure if you are doing what 

you said you were going to do. If you are going to try to reach your customers with a 

campaign, you need to know you’ve reached 37% and establish if your approach has 

impacted your leading indicators/metrics. Then, for those who weren’t reached by this 

method, you can systematically reach out to them by employing another approach and 

process (which should be measured as well).

This all sounds like a bunch of work, and of course, you could just play whack a mole, 

hoping to get lucky. If, on the other hand, you prefer to be great, consider how the 

information shared here can be used to drive your company to even greater heights. 

Remember, this isn’t just the sort of thing big companies do; this is what little companies do 

to become big companies.
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These questions are some of the important aspects to think about when constructing your 

Customer Health formula. Throughout the process, this list of questions will expand to 

include additional criteria you would like to emphasize

 1. Can the score be used as a prediction of renewal/churn? Should it be? 

 2. What is the frequency of fluctuation (RED one day, Green the next)? 

 3. Which values are taken into account? Is it quantifiable, or qualitative? 

 4. What are the various elements that make up the overall score? 

 5. Should any of those elements be subjective, or do they all need to be objective and 

concrete? 

 6. Are all the elements equally important? How do you change weightage allocation

Customer Health Formula

• Potential Churn level 
• Discount level 
• Survey results (NPS, CSAT etc.)
• Marketing participation – references, case 

studies, speaking engagements
• Product feedback
• Community involvement
• Invoice history
• Length of time between end of 

onboarding & first renewal (for new 

customers)
• Executive & Overall relationship
• Are C-level execs users of your solution? 

• Product usage
• Depth of usage - % of product used
• Breadth of usage - # of licenses
• Usage of the stickiest features of your 

product
• Growth of the account in terms of 

revenue or licenses
• Customer lifetime
• # of renewals completed
• # of upsells completed
• How often do they call support?
• % of spend that is non-recurring
• # of Support tickets

There are so many factors that affect overall customer health, so much so that the list above 

will never be complete. The challenge is to narrow down the list to a manageable number 

that is helpful, lending itself to be possible to track and implement. If a metric is 

untrackable, then there is no use in including it in your health algorithm. Once you automate 

the data collection, you can expand the number of elements to include more automated 

ones, and fewer subjective & manual criteria. 

Customer Health Inputs
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How Many Customer Health Scores Are Needed?
You will probably want to have more than one scoring model, to account for various external 

factors.

You may find yourself asking: Should you have a different model for customers in the first 

quarter and those who are more than a year old? Should you score your high-touch, 

strategic customers differently than the no-touch, self-service customers?

There is no need to worry about these specifications right now; these are refinements that 

can be completed at a later date, once you have built the foundation.

When recurring revenue becomes larger than new business sales, the requirement for more 

accurate renewal forecasts will increase greatly. At this stage in the business, it would be 

expected that the renewal forecast should be significantly more accurate than the new 

business forecast.

This is the time to break down health models for each segment, and use more specific 

criteria for each group. Timely and accurate health scores by account will drive accuracy into 

your renewal forecast, and allow you to easily prioritize the activities of your Customer 

Success and/or Account Management teams.

Since these are valuable resources, prioritizing them and making them more effective has 

tremendous value to the enterprise.   
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Measuring Customer Success ROI
How Do We Measure CS? 

When we review Marketing & Sales (M&S) efforts, a central guiding metric is Customer 

Acquisition Cost (CAC). If the CAC is high, SaaS businesses struggle to recover M&S 

investments and attain a path to profitability. If we pose a similar question to Customer 

Success, to identify a similar unifying metric that clearly encapsulates all post-sale activities, 

with a view towards establishing a return on investment thesis, there are a few nuances to 

consider. In a post-sale operation, there are multiple phases of a customer’s journey from a 

vendor’s perspective— on-boarding, adoption, expansion, renewal — that are impacted by 

differing vendor functions — services, training, Customer Success, sales, respectively. Across 

these post-sale activities there is related collection of metrics that corresponds to particular 

phases — Time to Live (TTL) for on-boarding, Adoption %, Customer Satisfaction (CSAT), 

NPS scores, Churn %, and so on. Some of the specific metrics are listed on the next page.



82 Measuring Customer Success

Metrics Used to Measure ROI Definition

Ticket Resolution Time
The average time taken to resolve a 
support ticket.

No. of Renewals
The number of contracts that have been 
renewed within a period of time

Number of Upsell
Upsell occurs when a customer is induced 
to purchase more expensive products, 
upgrades, or other add-ons.

Number of Cross-sell
 Cross-sell occurs when a customer 
purchases some other additional product.

No. of Conversions
The number of customers who have 
successfully converted from a trial. Value 
realization has taken place.

Net Promoter Score (NPS)

A score used to determine the willingness 
of customers to recommend the products 
or services of a company to others. This 
provides a gauge of the overall customer 
satisfaction.

Monthly Recurring Revenue (MRR)
The anticipated income of a company for 
every 30 days.

Annual Recurring Revenue (ARR)
The anticipated income of a company in 
one calendar year.
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While there doesn’t appear to be an obvious unifying metric that aggregates across all the 

customer lifecycle phases and touchpoints, a powerful proxy that we can employ to measure 

ongoing customer revenue contribution is customer lifetime value, whose impact can be 

measured and narrated at an MRR level. The greater the customer lifetime length (in 

months), the greater their value and profitability contribution through their lifetime.

By definition, Customer Lifetime Value is calculated as annual revenue per customer 

(adjusted for gross margin) related to the churn rate.

Customer Lifetime Value (CLTV) = {(Average MRR) X (Gross Margin%)} / ($ Churn Rate)

In this equation, “Churn Rate” is the combined outcome of all customer interactions and 

touchpoints – i.e. on-boarding, customer support, product fit, services delivery, relationship 

management. Similarly, “Average Revenue per Account” is the combined outcome of 

customer revenue growth through cross-sells and up-sells. Customer Lifetime Value thereby 

is a function of both a customer experience metric as well as a post-sale expansion metric.

A dollar invested in Customer Success will thereby impact either the churn rate or the 

average revenue per customer, depending on the functional area the investment is in – 

retention or expansion. Tracking these metrics and narrating them to CLTV delivers a clear 

calculator of value creation. In order to increase CLTV, investments have to be made either 

in MRR expansion (account management) or MRR protection (Customer Success, support, 

services, training). As the ratio of CLTV to CAC improves, a SaaS business transcends 

towards profitability. (Note: In the desirable event that a SaaS company achieves negative 

churn (i.e. $ expansion > $ churned), the CLTV calculation ceases to be representative as the 

calc tends towards infinity.)

With regards to ROI, as investments are made in post-sale functions, ROI can be calculated 

based on the approach:

Return on Investment (ROI) = (Net Program Benefits / Program Costs) x 100

In terms of Customer Success data:

Return on Investment (ROI) = ((Net Revenue Retention) / (Cost to Serve)) * 100,

where Net Revenue Retention = $ARR (or $MRR) at start of period – $Churn + $Expansion; 

and, Cost to Serve = Aggregated cost of the post-sale operation.
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Below, you will find a complete chart of the relevant metrics and KPIs that should be tracked 

by your CS team, and your CS platform, if they are relevant to your business use case.

KPI Definition Calculation Success Indicators

Monthly Recurring 
Revenue (MRR)

Income that a company 
can reliably anticipate 

every 30 days

(# of customers) * (Average 
billing per customer per month)

Increase in amount

Net New MRR

Net MRR after taking into 
account new 

subscriptions, churn, and 
expanded subscriptions 
from existing customers

(New MRR) + (Expansion MRR) - 
(Churn MRR)

Increase in amount

Revenue Growth 
Rate

Rate of growth of MRR 
over previous month

(Current MRR) - (Last month’s 
MRR) / (Last month’s MRR) * 100

Increase in rate

Churn Rate

The percentage rate at 
which customers cancel 
their recurring revenue 

subscriptions 

(# of customers cancelling for a 
given period) / (Total # of 

customer for the given period)

Decrease in 
number

Customer 
Acquisition Cost 

(CAC)

Cost of acquiring a 
customer

(Marketing + Sales expenses) / # 
of new customers added

Decrease in 
number

Customer Lifetime 
Value (CLV)

A prediction of the net 
profit attributed to the 

entire future relationship 
with the customer

(Average MRR for the customer) 
* (Customer Lifetime) where 

Customer Lifetime = 1 / churn 
rate

Increase in number

LTV : CAC Ratio Lifetime Value over Cust. 
Acquisition Cost

LTV / CAC Should be higher 
than 3

Months to recover 
CAC

Time before revenue from 
an account exceeds cost 

of acquisition

CAC / Avg. MRR per customer
Months to recover 

CAC should be 
less than 12 

months

Inbound Lead 
Velocity

The rate at which 
qualified inbound leads 
are growing month-over-

month

(# of leads in current month - # 
of leads in the previous month) * 

100%

An increase in the 
rate

Retention Rate
Percentage of customers 

lost

[1 - (Customers lost in a given 
period / total number of 

customers acquired in the same 
time period)]*100%

An increase in the 
rate
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5 Strategies to Increase Customer Success ROI
CS Power Tools 

Customer Success is essential to the long term health of your business; every SaaS company 

needs to make room in their budget to support one. Without a Customer Success team, the 

responsibilities for account retention, upsells, and proactive maintenance fall to the Sales 

team and Support teams, each of which are more focused on meeting quotas and 

troubleshooting, respectively. However, there are techniques that each company can 

implement to reduce financial output and increase ROI.

The challenge in Customer Success is knowing when to act. It’s easy to set quotas, goals, 

and metric targets, but how does a CSM anticipate a customer’s needs, and proactively 

optimize their account? How do you spend effectively such that you optimize inputs for the 

maximum outputs? These five foundational methods for Customer Success will improve your 

CS operations, and spend your funds and team members’ time most efficiently.
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5 Strategies to Increase Customer Success ROI

1. Make the Right Investments 

If you don’t invest in the correct tools and personnel, your cash will be wasted 
away in inefficient uses. The first step is to hire the right team. It doesn’t have to 
be large group, but rather a collection of people with complementary skill sets 
that are open to dealing with uncertainty and continuous growth. An untapped 
resource is the current Account Managers who can be trained and shifted over to 
the Customer Success team.

No new hires means you don’t have to spend on their salaries, and allows you to 
shift over any redundancy in Sales and Support who are looking to pivot to a new 
function. Similarly, spend on a Customer Success Automation platform. This 
allows your CSMs to get beyond the daily grind of repetitive activities, and focus 
on more productive account expanding activities. With constant updates on 
customer health in real-time, you’re never unsure of a customer’s status or their 
happiness levels 

2. Base It On Lean Growth 

Your primary agenda when you setting up your Customer Success team should be 
to establish an ROI with the least cost input. Emphasize Lean Startup principles, 
and focus on the MVP, the minimum viable product, with which your customer 
would be satisfied. Ask customers what success looks like to them, and how using 
your product or offering can help. Focus on those base requests before getting 
fancy with upsells, and extraneous features.

Customers want to get to the heart of the issue, before anything gets 
complicated and requires too much effort to maintain. If you can lock in those 
initial customers and retain them for the long haul, you have created passionate 
advocates who will be loyal to your offering. The best way to do this is to reduce 
TTFV, time to first value. Keep distance between the closing of the sale and the 
beginning of onboarding short and sweet, so the customer never forgets what 
you can offer them.
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3. Record All Micro-Costs 

When pitching Customer Success to your executive team, be honest about the 
real costs it will take to start up a new operation. If you set expectations at where 
they should be, there won’t be surprises that cause leadership to balk and 
backtrack on their commitment to take a risk on CS. Once you get the go ahead 
with a defined allotment, allocate economically. Spend the most on the areas that 
are likely to yield the most renewals and upsells.

Allow your team to get into the swing of Customer Success, and then record what 
each revenue increase requires in investment and personnel effort. Always have 
an accurate dollar amount for each success story so that you can make a 
compelling case the next year as to how you will need extra enforcements to 
scale operations. If executives like what you are delivering, and the cost to 
benefits ratio, you have made a case for an expanded budget next year. 

4. Reduce Need for Customer Support 

Troubleshooting each customer’s account can be very labor-intensive process for 
Customer Success Managers. If you can streamline this process, then each CSM can 
instead optimize accounts proactively, and work on building relationships with the 
clients that are not just predicated on fixing bugs. The best way to do this is to 
allow customers to help themselves. Create help documentation that prompts them 
in the product, right by each critical feature, so that they never feel like they’re 
stumbling around in the dark.

If they’re having difficulties navigating through the product, direct them to videos 
that break down each step. Not only does this practice save your CSMs' time, but it 
also is preferable for the customer! As it turns out, 91% (Zendesk) of customers 
prefer to use a knowledge base, if it helps them solve their problem, because it is 
so more productive than waiting to contact their account manager.

https://www.zendesk.com/resources/searching-for-self-service/
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5. Metric Your Pitch 

While implementing the new processes and training the team, choose a few KPIs, 
key performance indicators, that accurately assess how your team is performing. 
By observing changes and trends, you can determine which practices work, and 
which should be phased out. Focus primarily on churn, a term in which all 
employees in your company will be well-versed. The most compelling way to 
make the case for Customer Success is to demonstrate that you’ve increased 
retention by a double figure percentage.

No one can argue with efficacy, and say that your finances were ill-managed. In 
the same vein, utilize surveys, like NPS and post-QBR feedback, to establish that 
customers are now more satisfied with your product than ever before. If there has 
been constant growth, highlight that. If levels have always been high, show that 
CS, at the very least, isn’t less effective than previous account management 
techniques.

Perform for the Next Year 

In order to receive funding and gain executive support, you need to demonstrate 
sustainable value. This repeatable value has to take the form of quantifiable 
revenue, not only for your company, but also for your customers. By utilizing the 
techniques listed above, present your Customer Success team with strategies to 
boost productivity and ensure capital growth for the next year. If you show how well 
you can allocate your current resources, and the resultant ROI, your company will be 
fully onboard the CS train. Customer Success is an investment into long-term, 
sustainable, revenue growth, not an extraneous and unnecessary cost. Within the 
next two years, every SaaS company will have a Customer Success team. Do you 
think we’re correct in our prediction?

Which strategies do you implement to increase Customer Success ROI?
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All About Churn
Definition:  The percentage rate at which customers cancel their recurring revenue 
subscriptions. It is a key metric of business performance, and an important parameter in 

revenue forecasting. 

Is Churn Just a B2B Term? 

Churn is not a phenomenon only associated with B2B companies. In fact, in B2B and B2C 

businesses, the post sales process looks very similar. Oftentimes, customer experience with 

the product & service impacts customer retention and churn rates in B2C and B2B 

businesses in the same fashion. In reality, churn is more related to the subscription economy 

than B2B or B2C situations. Churn has gone mainstream because of the emergence of SaaS, 

rather than the prevalence of B2B and B2C.

Even though churn may be more ubiquitous in B2B cases, churn is equally important in B2C 

situations, in which there is a focus on listening to customers through satisfaction inquiries, 

surveys, and analytics to better understand their purchasing behaviors, such as checkout 

abandonments, demographics, and other consumer-related patterns. Since B2C companies 

will at times provide a freemium model, understanding how conversions occur after free 

trials is also an important element in interpreting churn.

The Impact of Churn: SaaS vs. Non-SaaS 

In order to answer the question of whether churn has an impact on SaaS vs. non-SaaS 

companies, one must first understand the SaaS subscription model. SaaS, or ‘software as a 

service’ is a method of product delivery that has a predictable revenue model, such as a 

monthly, quarterly, or annual subscription fee.

Typically, churn does not have as great of an impact on non-SaaS products, since all 

licensing is usually paid for upfront, including any potential Professional Service fees for 

implementation and training. The one impact for non-SaaS companies is the churn related 

to ongoing support fees to maintain and support existing customers. These ongoing 

maintenance costs often are competitive differentiators in the enterprise arena, and can 

cause a customer to switch vendors.
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In contrast, churn has an immediate and drastic impact on SaaS revenue, depending on the 

subscription model, and ease of switching offerings. For example, the opportunity cost to 

switch from a monthly Hulu to Netflix plan is extremely low, but changing Customer Success 

platforms requires much more effort, since it can require building an entirely new data 

model. Since SaaS monthly subscription models have a much more direct impact on the 

bottom line, there is higher fluctuation than in non-SaaS companies since there are much 

more billing periods for churn to occur. However, constantly being on the lookout for churn 

can make you more aware of the warning signs and better prepare you to counteract it. 

Having a quarterly or annual subscription model for a company can be devastating if the 

company does not have tools and processes in place to predict potential churn. 

Are Churn and Retention Opposites? 

Customer retention is essentially a measure of how many customers remain loyal to your 

brand and product. Retention only takes into account existing customers of a company. In a 

SaaS model, retention is extremely important, and is calculated by looking at the number of 

clients retained over a particular time period (ie: monthly, quarterly). For example, if you 

have 100 customers for the month of April, and 80 customers in May, the retention rate 

would be 80/100 = 80%.

Churn is the exact opposite of retention. It is the number of customers that have not 

remained loyal to your brand and product, once again compared under specific time 

periods. Calculating churn can be complicated and done in a few different ways.

The Different Ways of Calculating Churn 

Calculating churn can be a simple or a more complicated endeavor, depending on how 

accurate you want your churn rate to be. There is also the question of whether you want to 

track revenue or user churn, which are different. Revenue churn measures the revenue lost 

from a cohort during a specific time range, whereas customer churn assesses the number of 

paying customers lost from a cohort during that period of time.

In its most basic form, churn rate can be calculated by taking the total number of existing 

customers for a specific period such as a month, adding any new customers, subtracting 

customers lost, and dividing by the lost customers for that month. For example, if there are 

100 existing customers, 30 new customers, and 10 lost customers (100 + 30 – 10) = 120. 

The churn rate would be 10/120 * 100% or 8.3% for the month.
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Despite this simplistic calculation, there are many other external factors to take into 

consideration that can impact the accuracy of your churn rate. Oftentimes, these factors are 

ones that contribute to increased churn but are rarely your fault. New technology disrupting 

existing practices can have a debilitating effect, as can new governmental policies, 

economical downturns, and new consumer trends.

“No aggregate is ever going to perfectly communicate a particular 
customer behavior: an aggregate is lossy compression after all. But what 
you want to avoid are aggregates that hide big news, tell you something 
has changed when everything is still the same, or leave you with the 
opposite impression of what is actually happening.”

~ Steven H. Noble

Benchmarking Churn Rates 

Benchmarking your churn rate against industry 

standards is can be a very useful exercise to put yours 

in perspective. This will allow you to evaluate your 

churn rate over a period of time, and see how it 

compares to industry standard rates. It is important to 

note that industry standards will vary depending on 

the sector, maturity of the company, and customer 

personas that you are targeting. For example, if you 

are a recent start-up, it isn’t helpful to compare rates 

with those of a company working exclusively with 

enterprise customers that typically stay longer. Like 

Joel York said in his article, SaaS Benchmarks – 

Acquisition Costs and Churn Challenges, it will likely 

not be an accurate comparison.

The point of churn benchmarks is to compare against 

realistic expectations for your particular stage as a 

company. The following table shows how a monthly 

churn rate of 4% can translate to an annual rate of 

38.73%! That’s a lot of money going out the door.

Monthly Churn Annual Churn

0.05% 5.84%

1.00% 11.36%

2.00% 21.53%

3.20% 32.31%

4.00% 38.73%

5.10% 46.64%

6.00% 52.41%

7.00% 58.14%

8.00% 63.23%

9.00% 67.75%

10.00% 71.76%

11.10% 75.63%

12.00% 78.43%

13.00% 81.20%

14.00% 83.63%

15.00% 85.78%

20.00% 93.13%

25.00% 96.83%

30.00% 98.62%
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Acceptable Churn Rates and Industry Averages 

In a perfect world, your churn rate is as low as possible. However, as we all know, we don’t 

live in a perfect world, and there will always be some customers unhappy with your brand 

and product. With that being said, what is an acceptable churn rate from an industry 

standard? It depends on your industry. Some sectors have a higher rate than others. For 

example, according to Bessemer Venture Partners as cited in Lincoln Murphy’s article, an 

acceptable churn rate is in the range of 5 – 7% annually for SaaS companies. Make sure to 

differentiate between monthly and annual churn rates; 5-7% is a decent annual churn rate, 

but very bad as a monthly churn rate.

Avoidable Churn Scenarios: 

• The customer was over promised 
by the Sales team

• The customer onboarding was not 
done well

• The customer is not realizing the 
value

• The customer needs more support 
in using the product

• The customer is getting lot of 
attention from competitors

Unavoidable Churn Scenarios: 

• The company goes out of 
business

• A new stakeholder has a different 
product preference

• The customer needs custom 
features that are not in the 
roadmap

• An unreasonable customer
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The Journey and Expectations 

There are numerous strategies and tools that can 

help you reduce churn. One of the most 

important techniques that will get you the most 

bang for your buck is setting realistic 

expectations early on during your pre-sales and 

sales process. You want to ensure that your 

customers are not being promised value that 

you may not be able to deliver later on. 

Otherwise, you are just setting yourself up for 

failure.

This goes hand in hand with understanding the complete journey that your customers 

experience working with you post sale. How do the transitions look between teams and 

departments? Are there gaps? Are you cutting the cord too quickly when a customer 

reaches production, so that they now need to go to a support call center for issues or 

questions?

Once you have a full understanding of your customer’s complete experience, and you work 

to smooth out any bumps along that journey, you can now shift focus to being proactive and 

monitoring customer behavior as they interact with your product. Understanding how 

customers are using your product will allow you to get in front of any potential adoption 

issues that could lead to churn. You’ll be able to easily remedy these issues by providing 

more training or hand holding when needed to help your customers get back on track.

Of course, we cannot dismiss NPS. There is an endless amount of literature on the value of 

NPS, but by the time you have a detractor, they have already begun to vote with their feet, 

and could potentially be on their way out. It is of paramount importance to reach out to 

your detractors and passives (you don’t want to forget the ones that are sitting on the 

fence). Hopefully, a few of the strategies laid out above will help minimize the number of 

low NPS score customers you will need to get back on track. 

Negative Churn, the Positive Force 

Negative Churn, though it may sound counterintuitive, is a positive force. Negative Churn 

refers to a phenomenon in which even though you are losing customers, your CSM and 
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Sales teams are expanding revenue within your existing customer base to counteract the 

churn’s loss in revenue. This can occur through cross-selling, seat expansion or resource 

expansion (such as charging customers for more storage space if you are in the cloud 

storage industry). 

As you grow from a small startup to an enterprise company scaling for growth, you may find 

that your customer or logo churn is higher for a period of time during which revenue 

continues to grow, resulting in negative revenue churn. This can happen if you have a more 

specific buyer persona, and you are now targeting medium or enterprise size customers that 

are bringing in more revenue. As this happens and your company changes with growth, you 

may experience some customer attrition concentrated around some of your early type 

customers, but this may have a low impact on your revenue churn because of the size of the 

customers.

Looking at both logo and revenue churn is important if you want the most accurate 

representation of what is happening with your customer base. If you are doing too well on 

the revenue churn and logo churn is too high, it could mean that you are losing too many 

smaller customers and putting too many eggs in fewer baskets with less customers. It’s 

always a good idea to keep your pulse on both types of churn. 

An Evolving Approach to Account Expansion 

Over the last few decades, there has been an evolution in Sales strategies to grow accounts. 

In the early days, sales was built around dedicated account management, where the account 

manager was responsible for the initial sale, and for future expansion/upsell/cross-sell. This 

worked in the early days of enterprise deals when software was primarily on premise and 

deal sizes were in the high-six and seven figure territories.

The emergence of SaaS coupled with a shift to a subscription model, meant that deal sizes 

were significantly smaller and that the value of the sale was realized over multiple terms. 

This necessitated a change in the Sales strategies. As companies realized that it required a 

different approach to grow an existing account, they started forming specialized teams 

comprising “hunters” who focused on new account acquisition and “farmers” who focused 

on expansion.
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An Evolving Approach to Account Expansion 

Over the last few decades, there has been an evolution in Sales strategies to grow accounts. 

In the early days, sales was built around dedicated account management, where the account 

manager was responsible for the initial sale, and for future expansion/upsell/cross-sell. This 

worked in the early days of enterprise deals when software was primarily on premise and 

deal sizes were in the high-six and seven figure territories.

The emergence of SaaS coupled with a shift to a subscription model, meant that deal sizes 

were significantly smaller and that the value of the sale was realized over multiple terms. 

This necessitated a change in the Sales strategies. As companies realized that it required a 

different approach to grow an existing account, they started forming specialized teams 

comprising “hunters” who focused on new account acquisition and “farmers” who focused 

on expansion. 

Account expansions happen in one of three ways:

 • License Expansion: Focus on selling more seats. Most SaaS vendors use this strategy 

to expand their accounts. 

 • Higher Utilization: Some vendors charge based on utilization – think Dropbox, AWS, 

Evernote, etc. Typically, these vendors create “packages” that combine utilization with 

seats and strive to push their customers on to more lucrative packages. 

 • Cross-Sell: Most vendors offer modules that are optional but add significant value to 

their core product offering. Sometimes, these are adjacent product suites (often 

acquired), that are engineered to work well, if not seamlessly, with each other. Think 

Salesforce and the growing number of clouds they offer. 

Vendors need to carefully time their efforts to grow accounts. They need to make sure the 

customer is amenable to a pitch, and willing and able to engage in a conversation about 

expansion. In the early days, this was often a shot in the dark, and depended very heavily on 

the intuition of the account manager, or on generous incentives, leading to an erosion of 

margin. 

Profitable Account Expansion: A Focus on Customer Service 

In many ways, the emergence of SaaS has lowered the barriers to exit, and the increasing
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array of options has increased the propensity to exit. This has led to a growing recognition 

that a great product alone cannot ensure success unless it is accompanied by great service, 

and that customer satisfaction is critical to profitable account expansion.

As a result, companies have changed their approach to customer service. Successful 

companies realize that they need to become “trusted advisors” to their customers, and that 

this cannot be achieved by a commissions-driven sales team. They realize that Customer 

Success goes beyond a quick resolution of support issues. Applied right, this philosophy 

significantly simplifies the conversation about expansion, and can often lead to the product 

selling itself. It goes without saying that healthy, and often growing, margins happen 

automatically when the customer is highly satisfied.

As companies endeavor to become these trusted advisors, we are seeing the emergence of 

a new “Customer Success” function at most companies. Even though the exact definition of 

this role varies, the core philosophy is built around delivering a superior experience to 

ensure Customer Success, which in turn, translates into superior business results. It reflects 

the realization that Customer Success is a critical leading indicator of account growth, and 

requires a sustained engagement with the customer.

A Summary of Churn 

Churn has always been a concern for companies that need to retain their customers, but 

because of the exponential growth in the subscription economy, it has become even more 

critical to overall success. If you’re looking at churn, it’s key to calculate it correctly, over the 

same time periods, and benchmark against parallel sources to check whether you’re on 

track, or falling behind. Avoid unnecessary churn conditions by promising conditions you 

can meet, and make sure you know where your customers are at all times in their 

onboarding journey. At the end of the day, the ultimate tool for counteracting churn is 

Negative Churn, which blows monthly churn away with the revenue expansion harnessed 

from other open accounts. It’s the ultimate way to turn your biggest business challenge into 

a tool for positive growth.

A New Approach to Customer Success Automation 

Regardless of the definition of their role, Customer Success professionals need a robust set 

of tools that give them a well rounded view of the customer throughout the customer
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lifecycle. They need access to best practices, libraries and playbooks that help them adopt a 

systematic approach to customer management. In addition to providing a better customer 

lifecycle. They need access to best practices, libraries and playbooks that help them adopt a 

systematic approach to customer management. In addition to providing a better customer 

experience, these tools should enable them to expand their accounts faster, turning the 

power of Negative Churn into a positive growth story. This is where a Customer Success 

Automation (CSA) platform comes into the picture.

Get Negative Churn. Get Success. 

A CSA solution starts with a robust, standards-based integration engine, with several typical 

integrations pre-built, which enables it to bring in data from disparate internal and external 

systems and present a well rounded view into the customer as a whole, across the customer 

lifecycle. A sophisticated product usage tracker rounds out the relevant data about the 

customer. A powerful data science engine that uses advanced techniques such a cohort 

analysis, clustering analysis, propensity analysis and sentiment analysis delivers real-time 

service personalization based on behavioral analytics and product utilization.

The solution should feature an extensive library of best practices and playbooks developed 

over the years helping companies interact with customers and prospects around the world.

These best practices and playbooks guide users to optimal 

actions at critical moments of truth to fully unleash the 

potential of the relationships with their customer.

The solutions should enable every employee of the vendor 

to have a unified view of the customer, albeit with robust 

controls built in to protect sensitive data. This enables 

companies to deliver a consistent and coherent experience 

across the customer lifecycle, throughout the entire 

organization, and across every single touchpoint with the 

customer.

This is a 50,000 foot overview of an emerging area that is going to revolutionize the way 

companies interact with their customers. In the coming weeks, we will be taking a closer 

look at the Customer Success function, and how we are going to revolutionize it.
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Chapter 5: Exercise 
Exercise – Reasons Customers Churn 

Come up with a short, but complete, list of reasons your customers churn: If 
you don’t have any data, start by interviewing customers who are leaving about their 

reasons for doing so. At this point you are very unlikely to win them back, so don’t make this 

a selling conversation. The value you will get from this discussion is learning how to serve 

your other customers better. Ask: 

1. What were the main factors that made you decide to leave? 

2. When did you make that decision? 

3. Is there anything we could have done differently that would have made you decide to 

stay? 

4. What are you going to do instead? 

Track the reasons your customers churn: Add a pick-list field to your CRM or CS 
platform so you can track the main reasons your clients leave. Also add a field where your 

CSMs can add the anecdotal details they gather from the conversation. Train your CSMs to 

select the single primary reason the customer left, and then comment on any other reasons 

in the text field. Finally, add a field where you can track what the customer is replacing your 

solution with: a competitor’s product, a manual process, or nothing at all. These 3 fields will 

allow you to create a simple, but powerful report that focuses on the areas where you can 

make the most difference in churn.

Measuring Customer Success

The exercises at the end of each chapter are prepared by  
Kristen Hayer, CEO & Founder of The Success League. 

© 2017 The Success League, LLC

http://www.thesuccessleague.io
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Common Churn Categories Include: 

Company Changes – new stakeholders, different priorities, out of business, acquired 

Product Issues – bugs, unresolved feature requests, gaps in product offering 

Service Issues – poor customer support, slow onboarding, buying friction 

Low ROI – didn’t see value, didn’t achieve expected outcomes 

Hint #1: “No Budget” is not a real reason for churn. Dig deeper and you’ll find that the 

customer is leaving because they didn’t see value in some aspect of your solution. Anyone 

who sees value in a solution can find the budget for it. 

Hint #2: “Other” is a useless category. It doesn’t provide any information, and it is a 

temptation for reps who don’t want to push a customer to talk about why they are leaving. 

Take it off your pick-list and train CSMs to ask for the real reasons for churn.

Measuring Customer Success

The exercises at the end of each chapter are prepared by  
Kristen Hayer, CEO & Founder of The Success League. 

© 2017 The Success League, LLC

http://www.thesuccessleague.io
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The Hub 

The Customer Success team is designed to be the primary interface for your customers (and 

users) to ensure they are engaged with your product. The only way a CS team can be 

successful is if they pivot internally (with sales, marketing, finance, training, professional 

services, tech support, product management, and engineering) and become an 

independent entity working alongside the other teams.

The CS team acts as the “hub” for all things customer facing, monitoring all the internal 

interactions that vary during the lifecycle of a customer. The only caveat is that this is an 

unscalable model. It works great for a small to mid-size company until the user base grows 

beyond the scope of manual relationship maintenance. The solution?…a Customer Success 

Automation Platform.

Using Customer Success Automation
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Basic Customer Success Deliverables 

In the simplest terms, the CS team is responsible for retaining existing customers, and 

proactively helping them reach their business goals. Whether this manifests in finding ways 

to increase their subscription numbers, or sell more units, the CS professional has to 

understand the business and think strategically about how to shape their customers’ 

experience. Customer Success automation makes this manageable by tracking usage, 

support tickets, and past CRM interactions, as well as creating emails/surveys and a 

customizable knowledge base.

By automating the repetitive actions like customer onboarding, CSMs are freed up to be 

more productive in their retention efforts. For efficiency’s sake, it’s important to have a 

framework of common processes that are triggered by defined milestones in the customer 

lifecycle. In addition to monitoring renewals and managing churn, the aggregation of 

customer data also makes CS professionals capable of targeting ideal upsell and cross-sell 

opportunities.



103 Using Customer Success Automation

Track User Behavior 

 • Understand the areas of the SaaS application that are frequently used together, as 

well as the areas that users struggle with, to determine their propensity to buy or 

upgrade. 

 • Identify usage patterns that indicate the customer is receiving limited value that 

correlates with a high likelihood of churn. 

 • Use big data techniques to process large amounts of usage data, and correlate the 

behaviors with sales opportunities and revenue risks for specific user base segments.
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Analyze & Score 

 • Likelihood of purchase  

 • Likelihood of success of trail use 

 • Likelihood of conversion from free to paid 

 • Likelihood of upgrade potential  

 • Likelihood of churn  

 • Likelihood of recommendation to others 

 • Likelihood of success in using the product 

 • Measure of influence within the company 

 • Measure of influence outside of the company 

 • Potential connections and contacts 

Message  

 • “In-app” messaging - provides help right in the product interface 

 • Direct “chat: with a company representative 

 • An invitation to a webinar or company event 

 • An email giving recommendation for use of the product or additional product 

information  

 • Support widgets, inline polls, and NPS surveys located within the product 

 • Video tours and click-through navigation 

Action 

 • Actions can trigger the company’s Sales and Support teams through the Customer 

Success/CRM system which can serve as a central repository for the customer data 

 • Automated customer data collection by a Customer Data Platform that records insight 

in real-time of customer and prospect behavior  

 • Sales Force Automation and Customer Service systems will initiate sales or customer 

actions based on the information collected from the prior steps in the cycle. 

 • The sales and Support teams will be well informed of the success and issues the 

customers have by gathering intelligence on their actions and the automated steps 

already administered by the system. 
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A Data-First Approach to Customer Success 

Einstein was a genius. He was way ahead of his time when he uttered these words, but he 

could as well have been speaking about customer data. 

Today, we are faced with a deluge of data from many sources. Some of it happens in real 

time while others need to be processed in batches. Some of it is structured data generated/

stored in our applications while others are unstructured, living in the realms of emails and 

social media. Some of it is generated in domains that we control while others happen 

outside. 

This is a problem with customer data too, which is fragmented across multiple systems – 

Marketing Automation, CRM, Support/Help Desk, Community, and more – as the customer

“Not everything that can be counted counts, and not everything that counts 
can be counted “ - Albert Einstein 



106 Using Customer Success Automation

moves through various phases of the customer lifecycle. Each system is used by a different 

group to perform a specific (set of) function(s). This fragmentation ensures a view of the 

customer that is reminiscent of the six blind men and the elephant and is the main reason a 
Customer Success Automation platform needs a Data Engine at its core. 

So, what does the Data Engine need to do? To paraphrase Einstein, it needs to: 

 • Make everything countable (to the extent possible), and 
 • Focus on what counts 

Make Everything Countable 

To state the obvious, data needs to be brought together before it can be acted upon. To 

make this happen, the data engine must:

 • Include out-of-the-box connectors with common systems of record and engagement 

such as Marketing Automation, CRM, Support/Help Desk, Community, Engagement, 

and so on. 
 • Have a sophisticated tracker that measures product usage in real-time or integrate 

with 3rd party trackers such as Google Analytics, Mix Panel, or Omniture. 
 • Have a standards-based integration interface that can be used to build custom 

integrations that work in real-time or batch mode. 
 • Process structured and unstructured data generated in other systems, email, social 

media and other digital sources. 
 • Stitch together data generated across these systems to provide a unified view of the 

customer in near real-time. 

Focus On What Counts 

The next step is to make what can now be counted count. 

More likely than not, the volume, variety and velocity of the data generated will be 

overwhelming – yes, this is a big data problem – and the data engine needs to be able to 

process this data into meaningful information. It then needs to glean pertinent insights from 

this information and present it in a manner that enables easy consumption. 

For example, customers often leave traces – such as declining login trends – that indicate 

impending churn. Sometimes, their behavior is predictive of future churn. For example, 

Groupon found that mobile customers that did not login during the first month were 80%
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likely to churn within six months.  

But it's not all about churn. The power of negative churn can make the difference between 

success and failure. In most cases, it is likely that the data will contain insights that indicate 

future upsell, cross-sell and referral opportunities. This could include sentiment expressed in 

emails and support tickets, product usage trends, activities on social media, and more.  

The Data Engine is critical to unearthing these powerful insights about customers that can 

ensure the long-term business success of your company.  There are four components that 

enable the Data Engine to turn raw customer data into valuable customer insight:

 • Cohort Analysis – Identify common patterns in customer behavior to identify cohorts 

of customers that are likely to act in similar manner. 

 • Cluster Analysis – Create clusters of customers using data-driven partitioning 

techniques designed to create clusters based on relevant variables. 

 • Sentiment Analysis – Track facts and opinions to identify potential issues with 

customer experience with automated sentiment analysis. 

 • Propensity Analysis – Identify the propensity to act in predetermined ways, including 

the propensity to buy model tells you which customers are ready to make their 

purchase and the propensity to churn model tells you which active customers are at 

risk. 

From Insight to Ingenuity 

For many years, we have known that customer data contains many a gem of insight.  For the 

first time in our history, technology has progressed to the point where we are able extract 

these insights and act upon them.  Some of this is already happening – predictive lead 

scoring and behavior-driven online advertising are two areas where data science has made 

huge leaps.  These insights will unleash the ingenuity that is inherent to the human mind, 

and propel us to the next level of performance.  And Customer Success Automation is the 

next frontier.

The vast majority of us don’t possess anything close to the genius that was Einstein.  But 

now, we sure have an opportunity to look like him.
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Customer Success Automation platform needs to fulfill three key principles – Productive, 

Predictive, and Proactive. 

The First Principle: Productive 

To begin with, a CSA platform needs to make Customer Success professionals by 

automating every aspect of their day-to-day lives.

New trial customer? Send them all your on-boarding resources on time. Check in with them 

periodically to see how they are doing. Send them surveys to measure their feedback. 

Onboarding a new customer? Monitor progress and check in periodically with the customer. 

Monitor the process to make sure relevant milestones are being hit. Post go-live, keep in 

touch at regular intervals. Reach out to see if there is anything you can do for them. See if 

there is anything they might be willing to do for you – press release, success story, referrals, 

and more. These are two common examples but the list goes on.

But it’s not just about triggers, reminders and workflows. Customer success professionals 

need to be able to see a consolidated view of the data. They need to be able to measure 

the results of their actions. And, they need to be able to report on it. A CSA platform must 

therefore offer a robust set of functionality that is tuned to meeting these needs.

The key point to note here is that these are routine actions that need to be performed in 

every company, in every Customer Success organization. They are programmatic, and by 

simplifying these tasks and automating them where possible, Customer Success 

professionals can see a dramatic improvement in their productivity. 

The Second Principle: Predictive 

“The customer experience is the next competitive battleground.” 

- Jerry Gregoire, ex-CIO, Dell 

Customer data is usually rich in insights and predictive of future behavior if you can bring it 

together and look at it in its entirety. For example, a drop off in product usage is a predictor

Customer Success Automation: Three Key Principles 

“You don’t earn loyalty in a day. You earn loyalty day-by-day.”

- Jeffrey Gitomer, Author and Professional Speaker
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of churn. An increase in negative sentiment in support tickets, especially as the contract is 

due for renewal is a predictor of churn. An increase in the number of users and sessions is 

indicative of value derived and could be a predictor of a future up sell. A positive Net 

Promoter Score could portend an up sell opportunity. 

But not all data is intrinsic to the vendor’s product. Mergers and acquisitions could predict 

future churn, or expansion. External market trends that alter the value proposition of the 

vendor’s solution could predict future responses from the customer. Personnel changes at 

the customer could highlight risk factors. 

Regardless of whether the data is intrinsic to the product or customer, the reality is that it is 

often available, albeit not easily. The Data Engine consolidates and processes the data into 

a form the clearly reveals the flags that are predictive of future behavior. The CSA platform 

then needs to bubble up these data points to the Customer Success professionals so that 

they can take appropriate action. 

The Third Principle: Proactive 

“The difference between “try” and “triumph” is just a little ‘umph.’” 

- Marvin Phillips, Author 

CSA solutions will differentiate from each other on this principle. It is not sufficient that the 

solutions bubble up data points or other interesting insights into the current state of the 

relationship – it needs to recommend proactive outreach from the Customer Success 

professionals, and automate that where possible. 

For example, a “Customer Health Score” is an interesting data point. Changes in this score 

are even more interesting. But it would be far more useful for the system to analyze 

changes, highlight the underlying factors causing it, and most importantly, make 

recommendations for what can be done well ahead of time. In this example, the information 

is there but the dots need to be connected and appropriate actions identified. 

This is where the winners will separate themselves from the also-rans. This is how the best 

Customer Success organizations will rise above the fray. This is how companies can master 

churn and achieve Negative Churn.
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From Zero to Genius 

“Intelligence recognizes what has happened. Genius recognizes what will happen.” 

- John Ciardi, American poet, translator, and etymologist 

Customer Success professionals today need tools that help them attain excellence in their 

jobs today and give them a leg up on what needs to happen tomorrow. This is where raw 

data goes from information to insight to ingenuity, and eventually, to innovation. By 

adhering to the three principles – productive, predictive, proactive – a CSA platform can 

deliver on this key objective and help them deliver a superior customer experience. A 

superior customer experience translates into better business outcomes. It is a virtuous cycle 

in which everyone turns out to be a winner.
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How do we use analytics and behavioral data to predict customer frustration in the future, 
and prevent it before it happens? The following steps help you connect your data to your 
Customer Success.

Customer Success and Predictive Analytics

Step 1: Track Product Value Metrics

Understand what defines a successful 

customer & the group of customers that 

most benefit from the product.  

How did your customer KPIs improve thanks 

to your efforts? 

Start measuring the value your customers 

gained from your product.

Step 2: Track Each Part of Your 
Communication with the Customer

Map the different channels. Record the 

purpose of the communication, interaction 

level, and outcome. 

Customer relations and communication over 

time is a key factor in creating a happy 

customer who gains from use of the product.

Step 3: Create a Customer Score

The Customer Score should reflect a function 

of: 

- Customer communication  

- Product value  

- Activity level within your product 

The score will be the number you will work 

with to measure the customer’s success.

Step 4: Track Customer Churn Data & 
Record It with Customer Score

Connecting churn data to ‘Customer Score’ 

adds relativity to the measurement.  

Overtime, build up a long list of customer 

scores with flags that indicate whether they 

are still using your service.  

For those who left, conduct an analysis of 

their customer journey and review their 

scores at each key juncture.

Step 5: Refresh Your Statistical Skills

Calculate the factors of each action/event that caused your customer to churn. 

Note that the result is a probability. 

As your product evolves, add new parameters as they become relevant. These new parameters 

will affect the score of your new customers relative to the other older ones who did not use the 

features that the new parameter represents. 

By predicting churn, develop a system of alerts that are triggered when customer activity follows 

a negative trend. Actions can be set in the alert system to trigger emails, change the platform 

messages, and launch a retention campaign.

Using Customer Success Automation
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Chapter 6: Exercise 
Exercise 1 – Decide Where to Automate 

Revisit your Success Model (Exercise in Chapter 3). If you have decided on a high-touch 

model, automation should be limited and might even be problematic. If you decided on a 

low-touch model you should automate as many touch-points as possible, while still allowing 

your CSMs to focus on high-value conversations with clients. Finally, if you chose an 

automated model you’ll need to automate every customer touch-point, while still driving the 

optimal customer journey. 

Next, review your Customer Journey Map (Exercise in Chapter 4). Highlight the activities 

that you need to automate, and think about what that automated experience should be. 

Does it make sense to send the customer an email? If so, build that message into your email 

automation system. Would a video give clients a better onboarding experience? Record one 

and provide the link to your customers as part of the kick-off meeting. Could the user 

experience be better if clients got a message inside your app? Work with your product team 

to build that change into your solution. 

Once you’ve decided on the activities that should be automated, build a project plan and 

start developing the materials you’ll need.

Using Customer Success Automation

The exercises at the end of each chapter are prepared by  
Kristen Hayer, CEO & Founder of The Success League. 

© 2017 The Success League, LLC

http://www.thesuccessleague.io
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Exercise 2 – Writing Automated Messages 

Automating Customer Success often involves triggered emails. Leverage the knowledge 

and experience on your team to come up with great messages. 

1. Share with your CSM team the list of messages you’d like to automate  

2. Ask team members to collect their most successful emails to share with the group 

3. Have a meeting where team members share and critique each other’s emails 

4. Assign 1-2 emails to each team member and have them create those automated 

messages 

5. Circulate the messages through the group for feedback 

6. Run messages by your marketing department for consistency 

7. Make final edits and add the emails to your email automation system 

Hint: You’ll find that certain team members gravitate toward specific touch-points. Let team 

members volunteer for the emails they are most interested in writing, and then assign the 

rest to the team members who didn’t volunteer.

The exercises at the end of each chapter are prepared by  
Kristen Hayer, CEO & Founder of The Success League. 

© 2017 The Success League, LLC

http://www.thesuccessleague.io
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Selling the Customer Success Vision to Your Management

Building a Customer Success Team

ROI from hiring a ROI from hiring a

What happens when you hire a

Productivity of your 
customer-facing team 
members

Need to hire more 
people

We build more value faster for the customer’s company 
and our own - And we can prove it.

- Mikael Blaisdell

=

Customer Success Manager?

Customer Success 
Operations Professional

Sales Operations 
Professional
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CS Adoption Trends

10% of Fortune 500 companies 
have a  CS Team

22% of Fortune 100 companies  
 have a CS team

8%

Number of companies with a 
single executive leading 
Customer Experience efforts 
across a business unit or an 
entire company

Past 5 years

Chief 
Experience 
Officer

23%
Chief 
Client 
Officer

44%
Chief 
Customer  
Officer



117 Building a Customer Success Team

CS Adoption Trends
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5 Strategies to Implement 
When Investing in a CS Team

use these features to gain more efficiency in their use of your product? 
Newsletters are not enough, and as you growth your customer base, technical 
webinars are the best way to share new information en masse. Encourage 
follow-ups if personal training sessions are needed, and engage your product 
managers when appropriate.

Foundation: It is critical to build a base of knowledge upon which you 
can found a successful customer relationship. In order to construct a solid 
foundation, you need to investigate, do your research, and make sure you 
know the answers to their questions. Do you understand their use case in

Internal Communications: Service-level agreements (SLAs) are 
defined in the terms of sale (ToS). If these contractual obligations differ 
from the standard ones, make sure your CS team is aware of it. Penalties 
can occur if the uptime SLA (of the SaaS platform) is not published or

1
detail? Do you know when your customers have their busiest period? (maybe 
it’s holiday driven, seasonal etc.) When can you expect their use of your product 
to fluctuate? Do you need to provide more attention to your customers during 
this period? How can you ensure that they are successful in meeting their 
corporate goals? How many end users do they have? Identify power users, 
influencers, and advocates, and make sure to ask many questions, even after 
the onboarding.

2
met. You must also have standard SLAs for technical support. These contractual 
obligations must be formally documented in a tool that is accessible by the 
support and engineering staff, not just the sales and Customer Success 
managers.

3
Ongoing Communication: Keeping communication lines open is 
key, not only for sharing information, but also for ensuring your 
customer is getting the greatest value from your product. For example, 
there may be new features you release; are your clients aware of how to
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bottom line is directly affected if success is not achieved. Your customers have 
many options, so if you make a positive impact on their business, they will be 
only too happy to continue the contractual agreement you have with them.

4
Cross-Team Communication: Technical support provides reactive 
help to customers, after there has already been an issue. The information 
about these errors should be shared with the CS team so that they can 
prevent these issues, and follow up with the customers to make sure

there aren’t irregularities in customer satisfaction. When done right, support 
issues should be logged into the Customer Success automation platform to 
provide a holistic view of the customers’ history. Sharing best practices, 
workflows, and solutions is beneficial to all parties involved.

5
Celebrate Their Success: If your customers succeed, so does your 
company. The goal of the Customer Success team is to make sure that 
customers are happy with your product, and help them achieve their 
business goals using it. This is critical in a SaaS environment, and your 
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1. Company 

The current state of the company has a very strong influence on the needs of customers, 

and by extension, the skills required in the Customer Success team. Lets consider three 

aspects of the impact of the company:

 • Stage in the Company’s Lifecycle 
 • Budget 
 • Organizational “Velocity” 

Stage in the Company’s Lifecycle: When a company is just getting off the ground, 
and has a small, but rapidly growing, customer base, it should invest in relationship skills. 

This is a function of customer needs – the early adopters will require a lot of handholding – 

and the risk profile – an early startup can ill afford churn of any sort.

How to Build a Customer Success Team
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On the other end of the spectrum, a company with a large customer base cannot serve each 

of them equally. It will have to segment its customers, usually based on value, and assign 

resources appropriately. In order to do so effectively, it will need a strong data science 

capability – to identify the top customers that require personalized outreach, and to identify 

the needs and future behavior of the larger customer base so that it can have a more 

effective mass outreach program.

Budget: This is always an important factor that pervades everything else, but still merits a 
discussion on its own. Let’s consider two scenarios – a scenario in which the budget is 

severely constrained, and another in which it is “adequate”, as in the budget is not 

unlimited, but is not a constraining factor either.

When budgets are constrained, the manager has no choice but to invest in efficiency at the 

cost of a personal touch. This will require a data science engine that brings in data from 

multiple sources and covers product usage trends to identify customer health and risks, and 

can proactively guide the team members to make the best of a limited resource pool.



122 Building a Customer Success Team

2. Product 

The second factor, again an internal one, is the product. We will examine three aspects of 

the product in this post:

 • Stage in the product lifecycle 

 • Product complexity 

 • Barriers to entry/exit

On the other hand, when budgets are not as constrained, the manager should invest in 

building up business knowledge so that team members can become trusted advisors to 

their customers. Depending on the specific situation, it may also make sense to invest in 

technical expertise and relationship skills as well. 

Organizational “Velocity”: The third aspect of the Company’s impact is its “velocity.” In 
this context, velocity is the rate of change within the company and account for the impact of 

this velocity on customers. As the pace increases, the company will have a harder time 

keeping customers up-to-date with the latest developments. In this instance, the data 

science engine becomes very important because it will be the key to identifying how well 

customers are keeping pace, and to helping the company identify the best strategies to 

ensure that this happens on an ongoing basis.
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Product Complexity: This aspect is static in the sense that its influence does not vary 
over time. As the complexity of the product increases, managers will need to invest in 

developing technical expertise in their team members so that they can help customers 

deploy the product, and make full use of its capabilities. They will also need to invest in the 

acquisition of business skills so that the Customer Success professionals can become their 

customers’ trusted advisors, and expand the relationship in mutually beneficial ways over 

time.

Stage in the Product Lifecycle: The product lifecycle has a strong influence on the 
skills required in the Customer Success team, but this influence varies over the course of its 

lifecycle. In the early days, relationship skills are critical, as customers will very likely require 

lots of handholding. As the product matures, this aspect will recede, and business 

knowledge will become more important as customers master the product, and start looking 

to derive even more value from it. This stage also coincides with a larger number of 

customers, and will therefore bump up the importance of the data science skills in the team.
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Barriers to Exit: This aspect enables (or precludes) a tactical approach to the design of 
the Customer Success team. As the barriers to exit become stronger, managers have an 

opportunity to focus more on business knowledge because the customer is already deriving 

significant value from the product (which raised the barrier to exit in the first place).
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The Stage in the Domain’s Lifecycle: In some ways, the effect of the domain lifecycle 
is similar to the effect of the product lifecycle (which we discussed in the previous post), with 

one important difference. If the domain is itself new, the Customer Success team will need a 

heady dose of business knowledge in the early phases to effectively evangelize the domain.

We are not in any way advocating that a company exploit these barriers, but the implicit 

assumption is that customers have gone past the point where they need handholding or 

extensive technical advice. The presence of a barrier merely enables a company to invest in 

developing solutions that allow them to become trusted advisors to their customers, 

thereby further increasing the barrier to exit. 

3. Business Domain 
Moving on to the external factors, we can start with the domain in which the company is 

operating. In this section, we will consider three specific aspects: 

• The stage in the domain’s lifecycle 

• The complexity of the domain 

• The pace of change in the domain
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The pace of change in the domain: Sometimes, the pace of change in the domain is quite 

frenetic. This usually happens because of external events like regulations, but it could also 

occur because of technological advancements. As the pace picks up, companies will need 

to increase their investment in relationship skills – so that they can better engage/handhold 

their customers – and business knowledge – so that they can enable their customers to keep 

pace with these changes. Data science becomes more important as well, but in this case, 

the priority is monitoring what customers are doing, rather than enabling prescriptive/

proactive actions.

The complexity of the Domain: As the complexity in the domain increases, so does the need 

to invest in all four skills. Special emphasis will need to be placed on the business 

knowledge factor though, so that your Customer Success professionals can serve as 

effective evangelists as well. The importance of data science skills is proportional to its 

complexity because it will enable the team to develop benchmarks and metrics to measure 

their Customer Success operations, and monitor their progress against these metrics.
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4. Marketplace/Competition 

The fourth factor you need to consider when assembling your team is the marketplace in 

which you operate. This is the one that you have least control over, so you will see quite a 

bit of fluctuation over time. We will focus on three aspects: 

• Market Size 

• Competitiveness 

• Customer Expectations 

Market Size: In a small marketplace, such as telecom carriers around the world, in which 
the total number of customers is small and their customer lifetime value is large, the 

Customer Success team becomes the key to business success. Companies will need to 

invest in business knowledge and relationship skills, as well as technical expertise. 

On the other hand, in a large market, data science becomes important because it will tell 

you which customer to focus on at any given time. Business knowledge is still important, but 

in this case, only because it will give you a competitive advantage over your competition.
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Competitiveness: To state the obvious, as marketplace competition increases, the need 
for each skill increases. However, it's key to note the relative lack of importance for the 

technical expertise function, which has nothing to do with the Customer Success team. In 

this day and age, software is supposed to be easy to deploy, use, extend and maintain. 

Competition drives every vendor to distinguish themselves from, or ensure parity with, other 

vendors, making it less important to invest in technical expertise.
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Customer Expectations: This is another facet of competitiveness , but it's sufficiently 
interesting to merit an analysis on its own. Customer expectations are a function of other 

factors. For example, customers in a small market will expect quite a bit from their vendors. 

A startup, or a product in a new domain, both of which require evangelization, increase the 

emphasis on the customer, but this time from within the company. 

As these customer expectations increase, companies will need to invest heavily into their 

relationships skills – to engage with customers at the expected level of intensity – and their 

business knowledge – so that they can become the trusted advisor that their customers 

seek. Technical expertise is another area that may require investment depending on the 

product/domain.

Conclusion 
Every business will have its own unique set of parameters that influence the design of its 

Customer Success team. While they will fit into these four factors (company, product, 

domain, marketplace), the specific aspects will vary. Our objective in this post was to 

introduce these factors, and explain how you could apply it to your business.
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The internal factors are inherently more predictable and you have a good chance of your 

team adapting to them. However, the external factors are not under your control, and likely 

to fluctuate quite a bit. This means that your team will have to continuously adapt to varying 

conditions.

The key to adapting to these factors is to first analyze each one as an independent variable to 

understand how they affect the needs of, and your ability to serve, your customers. This will allow 

you to filter out the noise, so that you can focus on what really matters to you. Once you identify 

the parameters that truly matter to your business, you can factor in the interdependencies to 

develop a comprehensive model that will stand the test of time. 

You may not get it right on the first try, but rest assured; the pursuit of perfection will put you on 

the path to excellence. Let us conclude by quoting General Colin Powell. 

“If you are going to achieve excellence in big things, you develop the habit in little matters. 

Excellence is not an exception, it is a prevailing attitude.” 

- General Colin Powell
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The Different CS Roles and Their Functions 
• Chief Customer Officer (CCO)  
• Customer Success Executive  
• Customer Success Manager 
• Customer Success Vice President  

Chief Customer Officer (CCO)  

CCO - An executive who develops both corporate and customer strategy at top company 

levels with the aim to maximize customer retention, acquisition, and profitability, as well as 

provide authoritative and comprehensive views of the customers. 

The role of a CCO is all about customer engagement. This includes listening to their 

feedback, creating enhancing customer experiences, earning their trust, and advocating on 

their behalf. Although many of these are existing functions owned by different teams, the 

CCO role unites all these functions to improve productivity, and deliver an improved
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customer experience.

The CCO makes sure the customers’ voice is heard on the executive management team. 

They hold influencing power over decisions involving spending of resources, and how the 

company prioritizes development of the product and service. 

“Our operations departments were focused on our products and services, our nance teams 

on collecting payments, and our sales and business development teams on meeting short-

term revenue goals. No one was looking at things from the customers’ holistic perspective. 

We knew we needed to change our culture to better serve the one reason we all exist — our 

customers.”

- Marc Stigter, Cary Cooper  

Customer Success Executive 

Acts as the frontline of the company. A problem solver as well as active pursuer of leads and 

existing customers to discover their challenges. You will be given an opportunity to learn the 

ins-and-outs of the software and will be able to answer in-depth questions. 

Responsibilities: 

•  Identify the technical root cause of issues faced by clients with our product and assist in 

resolution 

• Be an information source for customers to find out about the company product, handle 

inquiries, deal with customer complaints, and provide solutions. 

• Liaise with other departments when necessary 

• Provide excellent and timely customer support to users 

• Follow the Quality Assurance procedures and other relevant work processes as well as 

contribute to their improvement  

• Ensure customer achieve their adoption and success targets 

• Create and manage a custom plan for each customer 

Customer Success Manager 

You should possess the best customer management and business consultancy skills. Having 

a strong passion for customer engagement and expansion of customer use cases, you have 

impeccable relational skills and can create a win/win environment for everyone.
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Responsibilities:

• Own overall relationship with assigned clients, which includes: increasing adoption, 

ensuring retention, and maxing satisfaction. 

• Establish a trusted/strategic advisor relationship with each assigned client, and drive 

continued value of our products and services.

• Develop, prepare, and nurture customers for advocacy.    

• Work with clients to establish critical goals, or other key performance indicators and aid 

the customer in achieving their goals.

• Work to identify and/or develop upsell opportunities.

• Advocate customer needs/issues cross-departmentally. 

• Manage programmatic account escalations  

Customer Success Vice President 

A senior executive to own driving success for our customers. This role includes 

responsibilities for all Customer Success activities (e.g., onboarding, services, support, 

advocacy, adoption, retention) and outcomes (e.g. renewals, upsell, cross-sell etc.). 

Responsibilities: 

• Driving Customer Success outcomes 

• Defining and optimizing customer lifecycles 

• Managing Customer Success activities 

• Measuring effectiveness of Customer Success 

• Enhancing effectiveness and efficiency through technology 

• Leading world-class Customer Success team 

• Inspiring a Customer Success atmosphere throughout Company 

• Ensuring optimum account performance and smooth business processes 

• Developing and implementing an effective strategic account plan through collaboration 

with other team members. 
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How to Hire for Customer Success 
Assessing the Field 

The field of Customer Success ensures that your customers gain value from your product 

offerings, and allows you to cultivate lasting business relationships, all while continually 

optimizing their accounts. The exponential growth of Customer Success as a viable vocation 

has lead to an explosion of CS teams in every company, large and small. In fact, the number 

openings in CS has reached upwards of 300,000, almost on par with the number of 

openings in the Marketing domain.

Once you convince the influential players in your company that Customer Success is on the 

cutting edge of innovation in the post-sales ecosystem, and before you choose a Customer 

Success Automation platform, you have to find the right people to fill your CS team. Here 

are the primary criteria you should emphasize when hiring your Customer Success 

operators.
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Identify the Right Experience 

Since Customer Success is a relatively new function, the background required has yet to be 

defined. While previous time in Customer Success may not always be possible, it is a good 

idea to find professionals with a background in customer-facing operations. Anyone with a 

position starting with ‘Customer’, followed by Success, Support, Service, Account Manager, 

Marketing, and Lifecycle Management, amongst many others, probably has the right 

mindset and is used to catering to a customers’ needs. Shifting to CS from these types of 

posts is a natural transition, and won’t require as much training to get up to speed.

Prioritize Emotional Intelligence 

After you close the sale and have onboarded your new customers, the responsibility of 

retention, upsells, and advocacy shifts to the Customer Success team. As these Customer 

Success professionals are now going to be the face of your company, you need to make 

sure they have the ability to maintain cordial relationships with your customers. If they are 

not emotionally intelligent, unable to pick up on social cues, and intuitively know what the 

customer requires, it is unlikely that they will be very good at their job. Not only do you 

need to choose people who care about their customers, but also those who have the 

appropriate outlook and stamina for dealing with people on a continual basis. 

Diversify Your Team 

Just as you diversify your investment portfolio, you should also aim to hire a diverse group 

of employees who can fulfill any role required for Customer Success. While it may be 

cheaper to hire a whole team of chirpy undergraduates who are fresh out of college, it will 

not offer your team the breadth of experience and insights that a more seasoned (and 

expensive!) member could offer. However, hiring for CS proficiency isn’t the only factor you 

should consider. Young, trainable assets who have copious energy, and the ability to be 

flexible, will swiftly gain the competence you seek. Other key assets that are equally 

important are a passion for customer relations, growth potential, and an enthusiasm for 

learning on the fly.

Create the Perfect Fit for Your Customers 

The bonus of having a diversified team is that there will always be a member who is the 

right fit for a particular customer. If your customers all fall into a particular demographic, age
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See the Big Picture 

Hiring for Customer Success is a complex process simply because there haven’t been too 

many previous teams from which we could learn. As you create a team from scratch, keep in 

mind the key elements that will help you in putting together the most well-rounded 

operation. Focus on gaining members with the right experience, but don’t place more 

importance on previous endeavors, instead of the right temperament. People adept at 

interpersonal interactions, as well as those with industry knowledge, and time at your 

company will also make for excellent additions. If you consider all of the above factors, you 

are guaranteed to end up with CSMs that will fit into your Customer Success team and find 

ways to innovate independently.

bracket, or industry, match their account with a CSM who shares a similar background. If a 

company is heavily focused in engineering, and wants to utilize the more technical aspects 

of your product, pair them with an account manager who understands these topics and can 

work with them in depth. Similarly, if the company is very youthful, pair them with a CSM 

who shares their spirit and can bond with them. Domain expertise is just as important as 

prior CS dexterity and emotional intelligence. Together, industry knowledge, interpersonal 

prowess, and work history form the perfect trifecta of skills for a flawless CSM.

Hire From Within 

If your product is complex, or requires a technical know-how in order to deploy, it may be 

useful to look for new members of your budding CS teams from within your organization.

These are employees who have already been vetted, used the 

product extensively, and had their work vouched for. There even 

may be some overcrowding on these teams, and key people who 

want to pivot within the organization. Allow these team members 

the first chance to apply and explain why they’d be a good fit for 

Customer Success. 

This will please the higher-ups who will see some of the 

redundancy removed, and potential costs reduced, as you are 

repurposing already allocated personnel. Note positive 

attitudes, and a desire to challenge themselves. That way they 

will be more likely to proactively optimize accounts, even when not prompted. Win-Win!
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6 Steps to Prepare Before Your CS Interview
Congratulations, you’ve decided to further your career in Customer Success! The first thing 
you should think about when looking for a CS job is to ensure that the role is a mutual fit, 
both for you and the company. Ideally, your requirements about commute, compensation, 
qualifications, responsibilities, and performance metrics should be aligned so that it’s more 
likely to be a long-term solution for both parties. Once you’ve established that the basics 
have all been met, you can approach your job preparation with the following six steps. 

Step 1: Research the Product and the Company 

• Product: 

- CSMs have the responsibility of driving adoption of a product, so do you think you 
would be able to teach new users how to use it? 

- Questions to Ask Yourself: 

‣ How passionate are you about the product? 

‣ Is this product something that you can see yourself supporting? 

‣ Is the product within your technical expertise or is it learnable? 

- Familiarize yourself with the product by signing up for their free trials, reading their 
resources page, and think about how you would go about training a new customer. 

• Company Culture: 

- Do you resonate with the company and its culture? 

- Look at reviews from both employees and customers on Glassdoor and G2Crowd 
etc. 

- Find out what the company stands for and what value they uphold and expect in 
their employees 

- Questions to Ask Yourself: 

‣ Do you believe in what they are striving for as an organization? 

‣ Are you passionate about the company? 

‣ Do you think you would fit in there and be happy working there long-term?
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Step 2: Research Your Interviewer 

• Know the professional background of everyone you are meeting with; usually LinkedIn 

and Google will have everything you need to know, and the notification feature for 

profile views on LI will show the team that you’re serious about this position 

• Find out who they are, and what functions they own (ask the recruiter/HR Manager if 

you’re not sure)  

• Know who the customer is, and showcase your knowledge by giving informed, 

specific answers about engaging the target audience 

Step 3: Build Rapport Quickly 

• The ability to win people over is one of the most important skills in Customer Success 

• In 30-60 mins, you need to demonstrate that you can build relationships, understand 

what motivates people, and offer your help accordingly. 

• Be genuine! If there are points in common between you and your interviewer, 

highlight them in a natural way. 

Step 4: Customer Success, Customer Support, and Account Management 

• Understand the industry standards of the different roles  

• Understand the company standards of the different roles 

• Have examples of work you’ve done that fits into the profile for each role 

• Know the specific requirements for this role, and discuss your experience in those 

terms 

Step 5: Examples of Success 

• Proven Churn Reduction Techniques - Did you reduce churn by 5% on your previous 

portfolio? Great, explain how you did it. 

• Process You Built to Improve Onboarding Experiences - How have you improved your 

customer onboarding experience? How did you increase adoption and renewal rates? 

Come prepared with stories and examples.
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• Examples of Bad Fit Customers and How those Relationships Were Turned Around 

and/or Ended - Yes, it happens to all of us. No matter how hard you try, some 

customers will never be a good fit. How did you approach that? What did you do with 

those learnings to help avoid similar situations going forward? 

• Upsell and Renewal Strategy - Did you own upsells and/or renewals? Which strategies 

did you incorporate to help usher your customer base across the finish line?

Bonus Tips: Things to Keep in Mind 

• Come prepared with a good stories to tell from past work experiences 

• Be prepared to answer to what you’re looking for in terms of compensation, benefits, 

and company culture 

• Oftentimes, in a second or third-level interview, you will be asked to show how you 

would structure a training session, so make sure you have another platform you can 

demo effectively 

We wish you the best of luck with your search, and hope that this breakdown helps you in 

the preparation for your next interview!

Step 6: Come With Questions  

• Your interviewers want to know that you’re 

seriously considering this role, and have 

relevant & insightful questions about the 

company and the position 

• Tailor your questions to who you are 

meeting with; asking irrelevant questions 

is just as bad as asking no questions.  

• Make sure you have at least two questions 

for each interviewer 

• It’s okay to repeat questions if you are 

looking for different perspectives on the 

same topic.
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6 Factors to Consider When Hiring for Customer Success
1. Do They Have Customer-Facing Work Experience? 

A Customer Success Manager needs to know more than just your product; they need to be 

able to engage effectively with customers on a daily basis, and proactively anticipate their 

needs. Additionally, they need to have the ability to troubleshoot and problem solve, as well 

as the patience to deal with the daily inquiries that will be the basis for maintaining ongoing 

dialogue with their accounts. Since many CSMs have come from a variety of background, 

any prevalent experience in this regard is essential. 

Questions to Ask: 

• How do you think our target demographic uses our products? 

• How does our product interact with other popular options in our industry? 

• Are you comfortable supporting customers handle our products, as well as third-party 

products? 

• How would you change our product? 

• Tell me what our product does. 

2. Can They Handle Step-by-Step Hand Holding? 

Having the ability to explain complex solutions step-by-step is an essential part of the job, 

because users will be at varying levels of technical expertise. Each account will also have 

different needs and requirements, so the methodology cannot be the same for each person.
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Questions to Ask: 

• Have you written step-by-step procedures for customers? 

• Do you have examples of this? 

• Can you walk me through every step in a common process? Use product 

documentation for your own products or pick a multi-step process such as finding 

and opening a file on a computer. 

• Tell me about a time when a deployment didn’t go as planned, and how did you go 

about making sure that the customer understood the platform completely? How did 

you assess your own success or failure? 

3. How Do They Handle Frustrated Customers? 

It’s a fact of doing business that your customers may not always be happy and fully satisfied. 
While it would be nice to not have churn be a problem, CSMs will need to be able to turn 
around an account in trouble. The focus for these questions will be around retention and the 
ability to function effectively in stressful situations.  

Questions to Ask: 

• Tell me about a time when you had a difficult conversation with a customer. What was 
the situation and how did you handle it? 

• How do you typically de-escalate a situation with an angry customer? 

• What methods do you use to ensure the customer is successful with their purchase and 
happy with their experience? 

• Tell me about a time that you went over and above for a customer. 

- What type of customer experience did you develop? Let’s hear a real example. 

- Are you a cultural fit here? What is your definition of going over and above for a 
customer, and how does that compare to our definition? If people have bad habits 
or a poor attitude, it can be hard to change their way of thinking. 

4. Can They Work With Integrated Solutions? 

Customer Success Managers often use a combination of integrated solutions to get the data 
they need to identify customer contact opportunities, so they need to be able to navigate
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through various convoluted data systems (or simply just use Strikedeck’s CS platform!) and 
draw the right conclusions. 

Questions to Ask: 

• Which software solutions have you worked with in the past, particularly CRM, contact 
center, and unified communication solutions? 

• How long does it take you to pick up basic functionality in unfamiliar software? 

• Have you worked with mobile-based solutions? Which ones? 

5. Can They Identify Potential Upsell Opportunities? 

Customer Success Managers need to be able to recognize the opportune times to offer 
additional products and services, whether that means selling the new feature themselves, or 
handing them off to the Sales rep. 

Questions to Ask: 

 • Do you have Sales experience? 

 • How do you identify upsell opportunities? 

 • Do you feel comfortable in a Sales role, should that be required of you? 

6. Are They Adaptable and an Effective Time Manager? 

Customer Success Managers need to be able to manage daily activities such as proactive 
outreach, inbound customer requests, and unplanned fire fighting, without dropping 
anything halfway. With that in mind, they need to be structured, organized, and meticulous 
about the details. 

Questions to Ask: 

• Have you created your own work flows in the past? 

• Are you comfortable going off-script in customer interactions? 

• What tools and habits do you use to manage your day-to-day and week-to-week tasks? 

• How do you handle multiple competing priorities? How do you determine the most 
pressing or critical priorities at a given time? 

• What does a typical day in your previous role look like?
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Tips to Improve the Value Your
Team Delivers Customer Success

Define Customer Success Responsibilities 

Customer Success Management
≠

Professional Services / Customer Service / Technical Support

Focus on Long-Term Value

-Primary Focus-
Maximizing Customer Value in Every Customer Interaction, 

Including Email, Phone, In-person, and In-App

Instead of Immediate Opportunity

Be Proactive & Create Opportunities for Customer Engagement

Ad-Hoc Interactions
Impromptu phone calls, emails, or on site-engagement whenever issues arise

Bi-Weekly Calls
CSM - Customer interactions with discussions on user experience, product issues, and 

enhancement suggestions

Quarterly Business Reviews
Meetings involving various teams to elevate product discussions beyond the day-to-day 

technical issues, and determine priorities for coming quarter.
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5 Key Lessons for Building and Shaping a

Customer Success Organization

Customer Centric Mindset Across the Company

Customer Success cannot be the responsibility of one small organization. Instead, every 

employee in the company has to share a customer-centric mindset, and know what their role 

is in the customer experience framework. The end goal is to keep customers happy with 

continuing use of the solution. A potential idea is to implement a companywide framework 

for happy customers that will drive a cultural shift. Every employee in the company is 

certified, and understands that a happy customer is one who adopts the solution and 

receives ongoing value. For example, a developer with a non-customer facing role 

understands that his job is to ensure high quality in order to make customers happy.
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Success Framework to Drive Adoption and Business-minded 
Outcomes

Our customer buys our SaaS solution with the expectation that they are going to realize 

value from the solution. To put it another way, they anticipate that they will achieve their 

desired outcome. In your success framework, lay out how to engage with the customer 

throughout their lifecycle and help them achieve success and a great experience. The 

process must start well of well ahead of customers “going live”, ideally soon after the sales 

process is complete. It involves aspects of change management as well. The key is to 

engage in Readiness Assessment that focuses on the following 5 areas – Business 

Alignment, Communication, Training, Hyper-Care Support, and Adoption. 

Develop a Toolkit for Adoption and Value Measurement

Develop a toolkit that Customer Success professionals can leverage to guide your 

customers through achieving high user adoption and measurable value. Collaborate with 

your customer to lay out an Adoption plan and establish Adoption and KPI goals for each 

quarter. Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) are a great way to measure ongoing value. It is 

important that you work with your customer to define and build the KPIs, because the 

desired outcomes for different customers may vary. Prepare a library of KPI and Adoption 

dashboards that can be tailored to a customer’s desired outcome.

Develop an Adoption Survey which should be administered 30-45 days after go-live. 

Surveys are a great way to understand the end users perception, and can provide you with 

actionable themes to counter adoption challenges. Offer Usability Audit and Solution 

Review as an option if adoption challenges are due to usability issues. With complex 

solution and customizations, usability becomes a key factor in adoption. Another very 

important tool kit that can help you be proactive is tracking customer’s usage pattern. In 

fact, this is a key attribute in predicting churn risks. An Early Warning System, that alerted 

CSMs when usage dropped, or there was a challenge with stickiness, as measured through 

feature usage can prove to be essential.

Voice of the Customer

Listen to your customer! It cannot be stressed enough how important it is; customer loyalty 

increases when you listen! Through ongoing interactions, quarterly Customer Success 
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surveys, annual loyalty questionnaires, and feedback from Customer Advisory Boards, you’ll 

get deep insights into how to effectively prioritize the common key themes you record. 

Invest in Developing Your Customer Success Professionals

The most effective Customer Success professionals become the trusted advisors of their 

customers. They represent the voice of the customer within your company, and advocate for 

their issues. They may not be the best friend of all departments because they bring up 

issues, escalate and fight for customers needs. CSMs need to  transition from being reactive 

fire-fighters and coordinators in charge of bringing teams together to address issues, to a 

proactive and technologist role where they add value in their interaction with customers. 

Today, the ideal CMSs are technologists who have a blend of technology, business process, 

and program management experience. This is in addition to having the ability to build and 

nurture relationships, communicate efficiently, and work effectively with cross-functional 

teams. Make it mandatory for CSMs to be certified in your product offering, and keep the 

certification current. If you don’t have the right talent, focus on hiring CSMs with the right 

background and build a high performing team. Pair junior CSMs with experienced CSMs as 

mentors.
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Chapter 7: Exercise 
Exercise 1 – Success Team Vision Statement 
Creating a vision statement for your team can drive focus and engagement. To maximize 

these results, this should be a team project. 

1. Prep for the Team Meeting: Think about the characteristics that make someone a 

successful CSM in your organization. Come prepared to your team meeting with 5-10 

ideas to share with the team, and encourage your team members to do the same. 

2. Brainstorm: Have your team share their ideas with the group and write everything down. 

Then have the team vote on the top 3-5 traits of a stellar CSM. 

3. Define the Character Traits: What does it mean to be proactive? Empathetic? Candid? 

Work with your team to define the characteristics you selected. Then think about how 

these traits drive results, and incorporate results into your vision statement. 

4. Circulate Your Draft: Have your team review your vision statement, make suggestions, 

and approve the results. Run the draft by your peers and executive team as well, to make 

sure it aligns with the vision of your organization. 

5. Publish Your Vision Statement: Once you have everyone’s buy-in, publicize your work. 

Email the team, share it with other groups in your organization, and consider putting up 

posters around your department to keep your vision top of mind. 

Hint: Not sure what the results should look like? Go online to see examples of vision 

statements. 

Building a Customer Success Team

The exercises at the end of each chapter are prepared by  
Kristen Hayer, CEO & Founder of The Success League. 

© 2017 The Success League, LLC

http://www.thesuccessleague.io
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Domain Role-specific industry and technical expertise

Experience Years in profession and experience at specific kinds of companies

Education Degrees, certifications and training

Accomplishments Awards and achievements

Leadership People management skills, formal or informal

Communication Written and verbal presentation skills

Judgment Decision-making skills, analytical thinking and ethics

Autonomy Self motivation, direction and improvement

Productivity Planning, time management and organization skills

Culture Fit Personality and interpersonal skills

Exercise 2 – Your Perfect CSM 
Before you write a job description for your next CSM hire, make sure you know what you’re 

looking for by creating a model of your ideal Customer Success Manager. Consider the 

candidate who would fit best with your customers, team and company in these 10 areas, 

and write down their characteristics.

As you build your job description and interview questions, keep the traits of your ideal CSM 

in mind. As you screen potential CSMs, rule out candidates who are a mismatch.

The exercises at the end of each chapter are prepared by  
Kristen Hayer, CEO & Founder of The Success League. 

© 2017 The Success League, LLC

http://www.thesuccessleague.io
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A QBR is a simple and powerful process for any company, during which past activities are 

reviewed to guide future planning and forecasting. 

The key to an effective QBR is that the executive team must conduct it with full 

transparency, with the intention of assessing past successes and unmet goals, in order to 

plan for the efficacy of future efforts. 

But first, what exactly is a QBR and how should existing business teams think about this 

practice? QBRs can be done in an in-house CS teams context, as well as between a CSM 

and customer.

Customer Success Reviews
What is a Quarterly Business Review (QBR)?

According to Steven Rosen, Executive Coach, “ A quarterly business review consists of 

a formal review meeting between a front line manager and one of his/her sales 

representatives. The purpose of such a meeting is to review the last quarter’s 

performance and to discuss plans for the next quarter.”  

QBRs are regular, scheduled reviews of the Customer Success efforts over the past quarter 

with managers, as well as clients, and generate strategies on customer renewals, how to 

move through upcoming challenges, and discuss what worked in the previous quarter.

• Establish “checks and balances” 
• Build up processes to ensure existing customer revenue and growth 

are met 
• Discuss previous goals, including successes and failures 
• Plan for the next quarter, including goals to meet & key metrics

In Every QBR, You Should: 
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Making the Most of Your Quarterly Business Reviews 
A New QBR 

In the next few years, we predict that the traditional Quarterly Business Review (QBR) will 

fade out and be replaced by a more frequent, multimedia-heavy meeting. QBR capabilities 

are a cornerstone feature of the Strikedeck Customer Success platform, so we aren’t 

completely ruling out the QBR, but rather suggesting that it will evolve into a better format 

that will benefit both the customers and the Customer Success professional. Whether a new 

QBR emerges or not, there are certain steps that need to be taken before, during, and after 

the meeting. Here are the essential stages that you should prepare for before you decide to 

take on a QBR.

QBRs Today: A Structured Approach 

Currently, QBRs are very simple in format. Every three months, the client and account 

manager convene to discuss goals from the previous quarter, assess relative success, and 

look to the future achievements to strive towards. The goal in each QBR is to have an
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honest conversation with your customers that allows both parties to share what worked, and 

collaborate on how to improve the processes that didn’t pan out. Since most relationships, 

business-related or otherwise, flourish through continuous, clear, candid, and courteous 

communication, it’s important to have practices in place that allow both parties to focus 

their energies via productive methodologies, without making the interaction too formal.

If you’re doing your job as a Customer Success Manager (CSM), it’s likely you speak with 

your client a few times a week, if not everyday. These interactions are normally for short-

term concerns and questions, instead of long-term strategies. Therefore, preparation before 

a QBR is vital, and you should plan what you will say during the meeting, as well as 

formulate presentations that display your progress towards mutual goals. After the meeting, 

it’s important to follow up with the clients, and conclude any remaining issues before closing 

these discussions till the next session. 

Preparation: Fortune Favors the Prepared Mind 

In your weekly (or daily) chats with your clients, you discuss issues that range from 

immediate to overarching. Oftentimes, they’ll mention a goal, off the cuff, that you cannot 

address immediately, but you should make a note of it and address it at a later extended 

time, with a fleshed out plan of how to achieve it. That way, you can show that you 

proactively think about their account, even when they aren’t prompting you. 

Before you meet with your customers, it is worthwhile to go over the goals and key figures 

from previous meetings. Show that you’ve registered their concerns, and remembered the 

issues that were important to them. There are four things that should happen at every QBR: 

you need to demonstrate the value your customer is getting from your product, review 

previous goals and assess whether you met them, establish new goals for the next quarter, 

and make sure your customers see you in a positive frame of reference. Before the QBR, it’s 

crucial to prepare the right collateral that makes your presentation a visual case in point. 

Execution: Surprise and Delight the Customer 

Structure is critical to a productive QBR; if you get too far off track, it can become hard to 

manage the flow and keep expectations in check. Come in with a clear timeline, plan, and 

presentation so you can showcase your progress. Metrics are a great way to present growth, 

without being too heavy for everyone to follow. If you can complement your metrics with the 

appropriate visuals, you can quickly demonstrate your product’s value and ROI. Don’t be
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afraid to touch on the aspirations that weren’t met, because it’s important to show your 

effort, even if they weren’t entirely successful. 

The important thing to keep in mind during the QBR is to not bite off more than you can 

chew. If you agree to take on more goals than are feasible for your team, the likelihood at 

the next QBR is that you wouldn’t have been able to deliver on those key action items. 

There’s nothing worse than under delivering on basic expectations, so instead, identify a few 

achievable goals, and shoot for one or two extra action items to surprise and delight your 

customer. 

Follow Up: Be Meticulous, But Don’t Be Shy 

After the QBR, give the customer a day or two to ruminate on the meeting and then touch 

base with them to make sure they haven’t thought of anything of chief importance after the 

fact. You can reach out to them with a personal phone call, but a clear and detailed email 

with a brief outline of the plan moving forward can be more effective and time-conscious. 

This is also an ideal time to review the goals set for the next three months and talk about 

the product offerings that will help them achieve those goals. It can be a good time to 

broach the idea of a trial upgrade that can help achieve their new objectives.

If the QBR went well, it can also be the optimal time to ask for a Customer Success story, or 

a reference to their contacts or partners. Happy customers are the best recommendation for 

your business, so capitalize on the goodwill within the window of opportunity, before 

business goes back to usual. If key players like C-level executives attended the meeting, 

reach out to them to maintain the contact, and foster positive relations for potential 

partnerships in the future.

Bringing It All Together 

In reality, the QBR isn’t going anywhere. It’s a cornerstone of business operations, but has 

room to evolve and grow to reflect the complexities of doing business in today’s markets. 

Three months is ample time to see whether new processes are effective, and allow you to 

demonstrate real growth potential. The traditional QBR may not die out entirely, but instead 

be complemented by monthly status-update meetings that allow everyone to check and 

reassess priorities if things have changed. By our estimation, the QBR is the meeting to rule 

them all, and still is the main player in the field.

What are your tips and tricks for effective QBRs?
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Chapter 8: Exercise 
Exercise 1 – Adding Value to Customer Interactions 

You should never call a customer up without a solid goal in mind, and something of value 

you can offer them. Often this takes the form of advice on how they can use your solution 

better, and get a better return on investment from it. But what if you’re calling a healthy 

customer who doesn’t need more information on best practices? How do you offer 

something of value and build the relationship in that situation? Think like a consultant, and 

offer expertise on your company and industry. Use this list as a springboard to brainstorm 

your own catalog of resources to add value to any customer interaction:

• Company Events 

• Industry Events 

• Training Classes

• Webinars 

• Customer Success Stories 

• Industry Articles

• Blog Posts 

• Customer Newsletters 

• Productivity Tips

Customer Success Reviews

Exercise 2 – The QBR Slide Deck 

Over 60% of adults are visual learners. Make sure you keep them engaged during Quarterly 

Business Reviews by incorporating a short, but powerful presentation. Here’s how to build a 

presentation template that keeps your audience engaged and focused on strategy: 

1. Create a Master Deck: Use your company’s slide presentation format, and follow 

marketing guidelines for colors, images and fonts. A good rule of thumb is 1 slide for 

every 5 minutes of meeting, so you won’t need a lot of image slides.  

2. Plan Agenda Items: Think of all the strategic topics that could potentially be a part of 

your business review. A few good choices are customer initiatives, feedback, selling 

opportunities and your product road map. Include a slide for each potential topic.

The exercises at the end of each chapter are prepared by  
Kristen Hayer, CEO & Founder of The Success League. 

© 2017 The Success League, LLC

http://www.thesuccessleague.io
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3. Include Customer Goals: The bulk of your conversation should center on your 

customer’s goals and how you’re helping them achieve their desired outcomes with your 

solution. Include a chart that demonstrates how you are helping them move toward 

value.  

4. Circulate Your Draft: Have your company leaders weigh in on how well the deck 

resonates with them as a buyer of other solutions. Would your presentation keep them 

engaged? Also have your marketing team check your master deck for style and 

messaging. 

5. Edit the Deck for Each QBR: When you schedule your next QBR use your new deck to 

guide the discussion. Customize the title and customer goals slides for your client and 

then choose the slides that match the rest of you agenda. You don’t need every slide 

every time.

Customer Success Reviews

The exercises at the end of each chapter are prepared by  
Kristen Hayer, CEO & Founder of The Success League. 

© 2017 The Success League, LLC

http://www.thesuccessleague.io
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Interdepartmental Relations 
Infuse Customer Success Into Your Organization’s DNA 

Customer Success as the Liaison

Whether you’re leading a Customer Success operation, or playing a key role in a customer 

centric organization, it can feel like every day is juggling act. Balancing internal resources 

including sales, support, marketing, IT, and engineering, with customer needs, is no easy 

task. If no one is focused on prioritizing the customer, it will require a good deal of 

determination to turn processes around to a customer-focused way of thinking.

Same Mission – Different Objectives

In other branches of business, employees think about their personal goals, and not 

necessarily about how the customer factors into them. For example, salespeople focus on 

meeting their quotas, while marketers are always thinking about how to finish their content 

projects. In direct contrast is the role of the Customer Success manager. Even though CSMs 

have the responsibilities of concentrating on customer churn, retention, and upsell/cross-

selling, a key portion of their job is to motivate their teams to positively interact with 

customers on a daily basis.

The reason why it is so difficult to reconcile Customer Success with the rest of the business 

operations is that Customer Success is a relatively new function. It doesn’t have the 

advantage of years of proving its utility like Sales, Support, and Marketing, but that doesn’t 

mean it’s any less critical to the fate of the bottom line. If you want to stay in the black, 

Customer Success is the future of ensuring recurring business 

Bringing It All Together

While each team is responsible for their sector of the company, the unifying goal of all the 

parts should be customer-centric revenue growth, increasing market share, and exceeding 

investor expectations. Each segment does this by emphasizing a different part of the 

customer journey, which means that the Customer Success teams needs to bridge the gap. 

The collective goal of every company is to satisfy clients with a product or service they can’t 

get elsewhere; CSMs create a framework using a CS Automation platform, like Strikedeck, 

that aggregates the customer data from all teams to create an analytics framework that 

Interdepartmental Relations
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pieces together unique insights about each customer so that everyone can understand them 

from the inside out.

All teams, including Sales, Support, Marketing, IT, and Engineering, come to work every 

morning with the same mission: move the business forward. However, each sector has their 

own objectives to fulfill on their path to the finish line. There is always room to improve, so 

when one target is hit, the next is automatically generated, pushing them to achieve even 

greater heights. The specific examples below highlight how different objectives, even with 

the same mission, lead to vastly divergent paths, even when they have the same end goal. 

We will also cover how CS handles similar objectives, alongside each team.

Sales 

Sales managers, account executives, and Sales engineers focus primarily on bringing in new 

customers. They’re responsible for taking in the leads generated by marketing, and turning 

them into paying accounts. Once these accounts become established, they’re passed along 

to Customer Success to ensure their maintenance and renewal. Sales Engineers partner with 

CS teams for the onboarding process, creating interfaces that explain the product to the 

user. When it is the time for targeted renewal, upsells, and cross-sells, they create a display 

to showcase new product features in a compelling manner. 

Technical Support

Of all the disparate sectors, Support and Service work most closely with Customer Success. 

They are the first line of defense when it comes to any product malfunctions, and send 

complicated issues or recurring/ongoing cases to the CSM responsible for that account. 

While they focus on closing as many tickets as possible, they also try to keep customers at a 

consistent satisfaction level. The goal from both sides is to avoid causing the clients any 

inconvenience, so they coordinate with CSMs if issues aren’t being resolved quickly or the 

platform itself is not working. 

Marketing

Marketing teams are responsible for creating content. Whether it is videos, blogs, social 

media posts, PR pages, or promotional pieces like white papers, they generate the materials 

that can then be used in lead generation. The marketeers furnish the reference accounts 

that Sales and CSMs use in their pitches and onboarding, respectively, and push customer 

data to both sectors so that everyone is fully up to date on what is working. Likewise, CS
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works directly with Marketing in constructing the appropriate materials for customer 

retention, and account expansion.

IT 

The IT department focuses on maintaining the infrastructure of the platform, increasing tool 

efficiency and uptime for employees and customers. CS teams report critical issues to IT 

teams, and IT takes care of the technical problems that CS cannot solve themselves. There is 

a lot of coordination required between CS and IT, because CS’s job is contingent on the 

efficacy of IT’s operations. If there is too much downtime between the the service request 

and the resolution, customers will get fed up of losing valuable operations time, which 

reflects poorly not only on the the CSM, but also IT and Engineering.

The Engineering department is always on the cutting edge, developing new product 

features that Sales can sell, Marketing can advertise, and CS can use to boost renewals and 

upsells. However, like the IT department, they are also in charge of making sure the product 

stays online without any bugs. If there is an issue that CS cannot fix, Engineering steps in to 

quickly troubleshoot. Support, Engineering, and CS partner together on the tough issues to 

make sure customers get transferred to the right people as quickly as possible. During the 

downtime, the CSM interacts with the customers and figures out how to keep them satisfied 

for the long haul. 

These are just a few examples of the engagement scenarios and cross functional aspects of 

a Customer Success organization. It can be a challenge to interact with all teams under 

varying circumstances each day, but it allows CS to be perfectly positioned as the liaison 

between each teams and the customers. Ultimately, the Customer Success team builds their 

problem solving repertoire and gains a multilateral skillset that will allow them to excel in 

any aspect of the business. While it is a challenge to maintain so many moving parts at 

once, the advent of CS allows for a more connected and unified operation.

Bridging the Gaps

In order to implement this system of checks and balances between the disparate teams, it’s 

important to maintain a operations charter that details how the Customer Success team 

works. With new systems being implemented, it’s natural that there will be some confusion 

as to how things will change. Head off the questions with a simple white paper or brief that 

details any adjustments, and make sure you create an online database that everyone can 
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consult with their questions and suggestions. If you implement the effective feedback, it’ll 

show that you’re listening and people will feel invested in the the new operating processes.

Before you start making any changes, make sure the key leaders of each team, like Sales, 

Marketing, Support, Engineering, and IT, are all on board. You need their vocal support and 

cooperation because there will be frictional issues in starting the daily CS interactions that 

will add new tasks to everyone’s plate. You don’t want the be an “interruption” in their daily 

operations, as opposed to a valued liaison and member of the team. If you do not harness 

the other teams’ resources from the inception of your CS operation, you will end up seeing 

more reds than yellows on your Customer Health dashboards, simply because people didn’t 

understand what the CSMs do. 

The Key to Success

If, as head of your Customer Success organization, you do not clarify what the CSM’s role is 

in the company, other teams will look upon your operation as an unnecessary nuisance. 

Instead, if you make a clear and compelling case that outlines how CS integrates with each 

subset of the business, like we have shown above, it is undeniable that CS brings value to all 

aspects of the operation.

So, in conclusion, the key to making CS work is to show how CS owns the customer journey 

and that its success cannot be accomplished alone. CSMs are often dependent on other 

teams that have battling priorities, but when they work together, customers feel more 

satisfied than ever before. It is critical that the leadership team of your company has an 

understanding of what your CS operation does, so that they will be its staunchest 

advocates.
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How CS Should Collaborate With Other Teams  
How CS Fits In 

Customer Success teams are rapidly becoming a standard sector in the ecosystem of any 

company, and as much a part of the backbone of an organization as departments like Sales 

or Engineering. However, how does Customer Success fit into the scope of business 

operations? The most important element to examine is how CS professionals manage their 

relationships with other functional groups. In order to be most productive and achieve the 

ends customers expect, they have to optimize their working relationships with the leaders of 

other teams so that there is a beneficial arrangement for all parties involved. 

People often forget that the second ‘S’ in SaaS stands for Service. If we are not meeting 

customers’ expectations for their service, they will find a better option. It doesn’t matter how 

great a product is, if the product experience is less than satisfactory. A company’s culture, 

mentality, and focus needs to revolve wholly around the customer such that it affects 

everybody and every function in the company. Scaling is the main focus of most companies, 

and CS has to be able to scale their level of in-depth service. The way you scale is to find 

productive ways for CS to work with other functional teams. 

Challenges to Cross-Functional Partnership 

The main challenge in implementing a cross-functional partnership in your company is the 

C-level executive view of Customer Success as a department. If they regard CS as a break-

fix, reactive arm, then you’ll be performing the role of a Support team, just with a different 

title. Other departments will not understand why they need to cooperate with your 

customer-centric vision if it’s not emphasized in the company’s vision. Every advance, or ask 

will be examined, and granted or refused based on whether it will de-escalate customer 

issues, instead of proactively assure retention, expansion, and advocacy. In short, you need 

a company who has a vision for Customer Success, and understands the initial investment to 

get the practice established will yield incredible returns. If the view of CS is that it is simply a 

cost-center, instead of a revenue driver, then you’re probably not going to make much 

headway when it comes to getting support for your collaboration initiatives. 

Keys to a Great Relationship 

A Case Study from Mark Pecoraro: One of the best implementations of such a partnership 
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occurred when Mark Pecoraro worked at company in which, as the Head of CS, he reported 

to the Chief Revenue Officer. The CRO understood the goals of Customer Success, and 

knew how beneficial having CS and Sales working together could be. The first step Mark 

took when he joined the company was to meet all the Sales people across the country, and 

define strategy with the VP of Sales, who understood that they were all on the same team, 

and their collective goal was to help their customers succeed. It was a virtual workplace, but 

he made sure to set up regular meetings online to make sure they were all on the same 

page and could strategize about challenges. They shared the same financials, and they all 

had the collective goals of ensuring renewals, expansions, and advocacy. Mark's CSMs were 

the farmers, while the CRO's Salespeople were the hunters, but they worked together 

extensively to land and expand every account. As a result, they were also able to help them 

target the right accounts that could be successful with their product because they were 

incentivized by commission, just like their counterpart, to find accounts whose value would 

be fully realized by expansion.

Building a Bridge Between Sales and CS 

In most companies, there is always a little friction between Sales and Customer Success, 

despite the fact that it is possible to create a mutually beneficial relationship like the one 

described above. The first thing to do to get things on the right track is to establish the 

roles and responsibilities of each party. Every company, and their product or service is 

different and will require varying sub-functions to be completed, but it’s helpful to think of 

everyone in your company as on the same team. Even if Sales is offense, and Customer 

Success is defense, we are all still trying to get the same ball over the line. Things need to 

be standardized from the top down so everyone knows what they are accountable for.  

If Customer Success is performing a nurturing function, and salespeople are on the 

transaction side, then make sure your transitions and handoffs are rock solid. Assumptions 

cause friction, so set strategy at the top. Internal briefings can be very helpful, as well as an 

internal system of record that has a history of previous interactions. 

Have one kick-off meeting that includes the salesperson handing over the reins to the CSM, 

and then proceed from there. For low-touch environments in which one CSM has to scale 

extensively, it can be useful to have a Customer Success platform serve as the system of 

record with the salespeople so that you can automate extensively, and have Sales get an 

inside look at how the accounts they closed are performing. Customer Success should be 
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hand in hand with Sales, even if there are different executives leading each team, and 

different compliance rules.

Customer Success and Product 

Product quality has a huge impact on customer satisfaction, and can make the lives of 

Customer Success representatives a challenge if it doesn’t function as it is intended or 

expected to. Once a new customer signs a contract, it is critical that the ease and speed of 

deployment, or velocity to value, is fast and seamlessly executed. The best way to ensure 

that this happens is for Customer Success to develop a tight relationship with the Product 

team. Of course, the visionaries at the company wanted to see their product dominate the 

mobile device ecosystem, but that’s not always what the customer needs, and it’s your job 

as the Head of CS to represent the customer base. Likewise, we would have Product team 

members sit in on customer calls so that they could hear feedback right from the horse’s 

mouth.

Ideally, this relationship functions flawlessly when the product is perfect, but how often does 

that happen? Instead, a more realistic expectation is having an empowered Support team 

that can handle the daily break-fix conversations with customers, freeing up the Product and 

Customer Success teams to do their real jobs. A great way to facilitate this to have a few 

engineers who are assigned respectively to the Customer Success and Support teams, and 

work primarily on ironing out bugs and urgent fixes. For high priority clients, I’ve had past 

success with pulling in the VP of Product, and making sure they’re part of the meetings with 

those customers to hear their issues in person and make the promises they know their team 

can accomplish. If you’ve accomplished the feat of having a seat at the Product team’s 

meetings, make sure you have a consolidated list of desired features, and don’t make it a 

race against other CSMs to get a particular request prioritized. A great way to implement 

this is to have a en masse tally system that prioritizes features based on necessity, popularity, 

and account importance. This allows the Product team to easily understand the business 

case utility, and balance it with their ambitious advances. 

CS & Finance 

In certain companies, it can sometimes seem like the finance team’s lowest priority is the 

customer. To them, customers are just a series of dollar sign. Given this clear divide in work 

priorities and philosophies, it is critical to make your case in terms that the CFO and finance
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can understand and get behind. To building a really strong relationship with the finance 

leader, show how CS can really benefit their team and also the customers. The first step is to 

speak their language – numbers. Metrics and KPIs that are mutually understandable and 

convey real results like churn reduction, increase in customer satisfaction, accelerated 

renewals and revenue are all possible ways to get in good with the CFO. 

Of course, in order to make headway on all these fronts, you will need their support to get a 

budget to fund your efforts. Demonstrate the results of their investment and where the 

money is going to concretely, so you can show why the cost is justified. Conduct regular 

reporting to keep everyone apprised of the customers’ health, and touch base as often as is 

needed to keep both teams aligned. If they feel like you are good investment, you’ll have 

their support when you petition the Executive Board for a seat at the table, and a Chief 

Customer Officer role. 

Sales Operations – CS Enablement 

We’ve talked sales; we’ve talked product, and we’ve talked finance. These are the major 

ones that you will find at any organization, but there are a few others that can prove helpful. 

Sales Operations, which we called Customer Success Enablement, but really it functioned 

like a Professional Services and Operations arm of Customer Success. They were in the field, 

and they worked with us to standardize templates and best practices. With our input, they 

defined what the onboarding process looked like, what the welcome package should be, 

how new CSM training should go, and much more. They were the ones that would collect 

the input from the field and represent it at product meetings. They could prioritize feature 

requests based on what they’d seen and heard from customers, and monitor the CSA 

platform to make sure it’s keeping track of the master customer record.

Customer Support 

Another function that is also essential to work with is Customer Support, which is the final 

piece that ensures Customer Success in an organization. It’s good to have a back door into 

the team that handles the daily issues that customers deal with, and notes them in the 

system of record and keeps track of which features need the most fixes. After partnering 

with CS, they can see the relationship history and answer the phone with some more 

context. If Customer X calls in with a problem, and right there on the screen, he can see that 

X’s company is of middling health, and there are many outstanding bugs, they can make 

sure to address those needs
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A partnership with CS allows Support to be an informed reactive arm of CS and keep 

customers satisfied without requiring a CSM to be a part of every call. This also helps 

improve the customer experience so that they don’t have to keep repeating themselves; the 

relationship history is in their file on the CS platform. In fact, you can even think of the 

Support team as an early warning system of issues in customer accounts can be a great way 

to capitalize off of the partnership. 

The Action Plan 

It’s not enough to have banners on the office walls touting your customer centrism. You have 

to actually make moves to have a customer-first mentality permeate the entire organization. 

The first way to do this is encourage the other functional groups in your organization to 

partner with Customer Success, and understand their role in making customers successful 

with your product or service. Make a part of the annual performance review have a section 

for how they’ve helped customers. Getting everyone in that frame of mind will promote the 

understanding that they only have this role because there are customers who pay for the 

end product. Another strategy that can prove useful is to invite the customers into the 

organization to present their use-case. This allows teams in the company who work on a 

small section of the puzzle to see the big picture of how all their efforts come together. 

Witnessing the product in action, and hearing the customers’ feedback firsthand motivates 

and guides future collaboration, in addition to garnering appreciation for all that Customer 

Success accomplishes. 

Tools: Making the Case 

If you are in the position in which you have to justify why a Customer Success platform is 

required, instead of just using Salesforce, you may have to educate the CFO on why the 

insights and visualizations a CSA solution offers are different, and how it allows you to 

increase transparency for all parties. Anyone from an interested team can login to the 

platform and assess customer health, and view past records of customer data all in one 

place. The customer centric view will allow you to show how your team in CS are looking at 

the customer holistically and proactively monitoring their sentiment. Talk to them in their 

language, which is data and numbers, and if you can go to them and say here’s the solution 

that will help, this is how it’s going to save us money, save us time, and improve customer 

retention, it will greatly help your cause.
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Relationship Building Best Practices 

If you are new CS leader, the approach to take when starting to build relationships with the 

other leaders in your company is to start small and plan on making periodic efforts to 

develop interdepartmental trust overtime. The first thing to do is to get clarity on what 

Customer Success means at that organization. To me, Customer Success is as much defined 

by what it’s not, as by the function it actually serves. Customer Success is not Customer 

Support. Having a common understanding in the organization of what Customer Success is 

responsible for and what you are supposed to do will help you all move cohesively towards 

your collective goals as a company.

Another strategy you can implement is inviting the customer in to present to the whole 

company. During a company-wide lunch, invite a customer in to talk about their use-case, 

and show how they use your product for increased success. This will allow all teams to hear 

from the customer first-hand, and feel excited and invigorated by their work again. It will 

also allow everyone to put a face to the customer and be more motivated to make sure their 

experience is a positive one. Hearing feedback, whether positive or negative will be 

constructive and push forward customer-centric values, while encouraging appreciation for 

all the CS team does.

Biggest Trends in Customer Success 

In the professional sphere of Customer Success, so many meet ups, conferences, articles, 

and conversation on LinkedIn and CS forums revolving around growing the space together 

are emerging. There is also an increasing amount of discussion around the best tools, like 

Strikedeck’s CS Platform, which enable CSMs to become even more efficient in their roles. 

The result of this is that nearly every CS organization has some solution to monitor their 

customers.

Even more exciting is the growth of roles in Customer Success within and outside of the 

Silicon Valley. The CS influence is pervasive and infiltrating even companies that don’t have 

a subscription-based business model. CS Consulting is also having a big moment as 

companies realize they need experts to show them how to establish a CS operation. 2017 is 

going to be Fast and Furious in the world of Customer Success, and brokering these 

partnerships will lay the groundwork for ease of collaboration in the future.
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CS and Marketing 
Why Customer Success and Marketing Need to Work Together 

A Framework for Cross-Collaboration 

One of the challenges Customer Success practitioners face is a framework for cross-

functional collaboration with Sales, Marketing, and Support. While transition and escalation 

processes among Customer Success, Sales and Support is well defined, working with 

Marketing seems to be the least well defined.

Buyers (especially in the B2B space) are bypassing vendors to access the information, 

insights, and advice they need to make buying decisions. They are turning to more trusted 

sources of information, such as colleagues, peers, and online reviews at every stage of the 

purchase process. This is not an isolated trend, but rather indicative of an overall change in 

the way people buy – highlighting the need to augment current marketing strategies.

Challenges Without Alignment 

Here are some typical scenarios that arise if CS and Marketing teams are not aligned.

 • There is no formal process to request customers (event speaking, testimonials, media 

interviews, market research, etc.). 

 • There is no system in place to track which customers are willing to be advocates. If 

there isn’t a system of record to view past testimonials and feedback, you can’t 

effectively identify the right candidates. 

 • Since efforts aren’t coordinated between CS and Marketing, customers often will get 

contacted repetitively for similar requests that could otherwise have used bilaterally 

between teams 

 • Conflicting communication between CS and Marketing can occur if Marketing 

promotes campaigns about additional offerings that can be perceived as confusing, 

intrusive, non-engaging, and not conducive for renewals and upsells 

A way to avoid these pitfalls is to follow the Four Step Framework below, that maps the 

advocacy program around the customer’s journey, and makes it a part of your Customer 

Success playbook.
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The 4 Step Framework 
 
Pre-Sales 
Surround buyers with social proof from your advocates to accelerate the sales process, such 

as referrals, proactive references, product reviews on third-party websites, and discussions 

on social networks and communities across the web.

Deal Won 

Start sharing customer stories in their industry segment, and send your new new customers 

a welcome kit, complete with swag and educational resources based on your budget and 

industry.

Onboarding and Implementation 

Celebrate the win together and start building their success story. Involve Marketing and see 

if you can interview them once the onboarding is complete.

Adoption and Expansion 

You’ve nurtured your new advocates with smaller tasks, such as tweets, educational content, 

and questions. Now, it’s time to start introducing them to more valuable requests like 

becoming a customer referral themselves. Recognize newly engaged advocates that you 

see becoming active, and invite them to join your advocacy program. In addition, involve 

them in the development of new offerings, and see if they can be recruited as beta testers.

Going Forward 

In short, you need to promote products in the way that is appealing to the customers you 

are trying to attract. The best way to learn about what attracts customers is to have an open 

dialogue between the Marketing and Customer Success teams, so that Marketing is kept 

abreast of the key issues in customers’ minds. Furthermore, working together with 

Marketing will help keep customers from getting frustrated by the dual messages they 

receive from both teams. A coordinated effort will lead to more efficacious strategy, and 

happier customers.
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How Customer Success Can Team Up With Sales 

A Team Offense 

CS and Sales working together leads to happy customers, upsells, and best of all — high 

renewal rates. Most organizations go about this in the wrong way in the beginning; they 

define Customer Success as a role that puts out fires reactively, usually as a result of product 

or sales failures, and a misalignment between all teams.

In order to prevent this phenomenon from occurring, the best solution is to have Customer 

Success team up with the Sales team. However, the question is whether it is a realistic 

expectation, since each company has their own model for Sales cycles, and varying 

practices for renewals, upsells, and cross-sells. In most subscription-based product offerings, 

the customer journey is long, and most revenue is harvested after the first close of the deal. 

While this makes it difficult to engage Sales team members long term, it’s useful to take a 

team selling approach.

Team Selling 

Let’s understand why is it so important to closely align with Sales. In a high touch model in 

which it takes extensive amounts of time to get value from deal – customer lifetime value is 

amortized over a series of renewal periods. The customers do not get value until the data is 

flowing. The usual scenario in such organizations is that new logos only account for 10-15% 

of the revenue harvested, and the rest is garnered by focusing on penetration in existing 

accounts. The strategy is to land and expand, in an extremely high touch model, that we can 

call a high-high touch. In such a scenario, two critical things must occur – CS must be tightly 

aligned with Sales, and should always proactively be on offense, looking for openings for 

upsells, cross-sells, and positive engagement that could lead to external customer advocacy. 

The metrics to track here to make sure teams are hitting their mark is to look at renewals in 

terms of dollars, and in terms of the number of accounts retained. That way, you can gage if 

the increase in profits is due to new accounts and the Sales team’s efforts, and whether CS 

has managed to not only retain accounts, but also expand the revenue each one brings in.

CS and Sales
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It’s also important to track customer sentiment to see whether the customers are satisfied 

with the progress in their accounts. If they are unhappy, it’s good to know ahead of time to 

proactively prevent churn by having the CS team reach out. With support from enterprise 

heavyweights in your customer base, it will help validate your product’s capabilities and 

effectiveness in important accounts. Once first value is delivered with the group effort of 

Sales and CS, CSMs can take over and concentrate on growing value on an ongoing basis.

Challenges for Alignment 

The Sales team’s goal is simple – to reach and possibly exceed their quarterly targets. 

Unfortunately, this does not position them to be particularly open to partnering with the CS 

team because it takes away time that could otherwise be spent looking for new accounts. 

Since the Sales team has the carrot of cash bonuses for deals closed dangling in front of 

their face, they will have to be incentivized monetarily to cooperate with CS. Another 

strategy to make this partnership work is to have people who work as liaisons between the 

two departments, which will facilitate an ongoing strategy dialogue and ease of 

coordination.

Another issue that can occur is the Sales team, in a rush to close deals, focus on the wrong 

types of customers who can either never be successful with the product, or are extremely 

difficult for one reason or another. Naturally, Customer Success Managers will resent these 

candidates because they add another unnecessary number to their churn list. Sales will say 

it’s the CS team’s responsibility to retain them, while CS will say they were the wrong type of 

candidate to begin with! Where can we go from this stalemate? The key is to incentivize the 

Sales team to get each account they close to the point of first value. That way, Sales has to 

cooperate with CS to get the customer onboarded and functional, before they transition 

back to their initial role as a hunter. Then, CS can nurture and grow the account as they are 

meant to. 

The only potential wrinkle in this plan is that customers operate on their own timeline. 

Executives have to be briefed and give their go-ahead, financials have to be put in order, 

and differing agendas have to be accounted for. By the time the customer is ready for 

training and onboarding, it could be months after the initial contract was signed.  

In this case, Sales is unlikely to even remember the customer, unless they are invested in a 

positive outcome. It’s like all startups, if you give your employees significant equity, they will 

feel it necessary to stick around for the long haul.
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In the off-chance that problems with implementation occur within the vendor’s team, it is 

better to have both Sales and Customer Success following up with Engineering and Product 

teams to make sure bugs are fixed as soon as possible. Having two teams clamor for 

updates will hopefully make fixes come faster.

Goals of Aligning with Sales 

The best way to get executive support for Sales’ alignment with CS is to show how it directly 

supports top line business KPIs. If you can show revenue benefits, then you’re in the clear 

for getting the go-ahead to pursue your project. The issue is, how can you validate your 

efforts unless you get a chance to try them out in the first place? The first step is to show 

how the CS team’s efforts have increased profits. Then, when in budget meetings to make 

your case for next year, talk about how a tight alignment with the Sales team would allow 

you to perform even better. The first step is to lay out a detailed plan. Determine who does 

what, and how it is aligned for the betterment of long-term account health.

There should be a strategy plan for all new and retained accounts, on the collective and 

individual scale. Weekly account update calls will allow everyone to stay on the same page, 

and set agendas for the next week and review the successes of the previous week. The 

goals of this alignment should be made crystal clear with the main objective of increasing 

renewal rates, expanding retention, and identifying key opportunities for cross-sells and 

upsells. This will allow you to ensure you harvest the full customer lifetime value of the 

account. Key KPIs to monitor are the rate of increase in product adoption, overall customer 

satisfaction and happiness, and NPS scores over time. All activities should be conducted

with the possibility in mind that this customer could 

become a positive reference to other leads, so all 

interactions should be consciously cultivated with this 

target in mind. Additionally, the CSM on each account 

needs to be fully responsible for quantifying the 

customer experience, their engagement with the 

product, and how their happiness reflects their 

company’s satisfaction with your product.



174 Interdepartmental Relations

The Subscription Economy 

Along with SaaS came the advent of the Subscription Economy. Nowadays, people get 

most services on a subscription basis. The best example of this is the Entertainment Industry 

that has split what used to be a simple cable subscription into various online streaming 

offerings that splinter content across various sources. Similarly, B2B platforms for Marketing, 

Customer Support, Goal Setting, Management, Human Resources and more fracture data 

across many different sources. The solution to all this splintering of data? – a Customer 

Success solution that brings it all into the same system! The CS platform has to have robust 

integrations capabilities, flexibility to easily reflect your business use cases, and the ability to 

accurately represent data and allow you to take action on it.

The first step in getting Sales and CS on the same page is a system that both parties can log 

into to view past actions, account history, and live customer health. If there is a system of 

record and planning for goals moving forward, everyone will be on the same page and 

accountable to each other for their part in pushing the agenda forward for each account. In 

order to garner the budget for a CS platform, support at the enterprise and executive level 

has to be aligned around the joint team initiative that will push retention dollars and 

accounts, increase annual recurring revenue, and improve knowledge of sentiment in each 

account in real time.

Different Models

Before you go to the board and executive team to get their stamp of approval on your joint 

team initiative, you should decide on the form of the partnership. Who on which team is 

going to be responsible for what? There are three possible models that shift responsibilities 

between the Sales and CS teams. In Model 1, Customer Success acts as a trusted advisor to 

the customer, cultivating an intimate relationship with them. The customer looks at 

Customer Success as an extension of their team, and not as a vendor. Customers feels safe 

sharing details including pain points with the product, the organization, and everything else. 

The CS organization doesn’t own a quota, but they usually are in charge of training and 

support. In this scenario, Sales should leverage the CS team for insider information, and on 

how to structure conversations around upsells and expansions.

Breaking Down the CS & Sales Partnership
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In Model 2, Customer Success is directly accountable for the number of renewals. There can 

be a bonus associated with their performance. Customer Success team members need to 

find a balance between acting as a trusted advisor and broaching renewal conversations. 

Customer Success also bears the responsibility of alerting Sales of expansion opportunities. 

In Model 3, CS is responsible for all customer touch points, not only retention numbers, but 

also expansion numbers. In this scenario, CSMs report to the head of Sales. Customer 

Success folks have to be opportunistic, and develop ‘farming’ skills like those from the 

account management era. In this arrangement, it’s difficult for customers to view CS as 

trusted advisors, so the relationship will be of a transactional nature.

Land & Expand – Continual Alignment 

Regardless of the model chosen, Land & Expand is a strategy that should be jointly owned 

by CS and Sales. As it’s not just a sales tactic, the focus should center on onboarding the 

customer, making them comfortable with the basic product, and retaining them so that they 

increase their usage or buy adjacent products over many years. Start with a simple use case, 

and then expand by solving other problems or scaling with additional users. Sales should 

use Customer Success as an ally to expand, and Customer Success should capitalize on this 

opportunity to prove useful to the Sales team. In order to be eligible for an expansion 

proposal, the customer should have adopted the product extensively and performed well 

with it.
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Customer Success efforts can maximize adoption by translating analytics into KPIs and 

alerting Sales of the expansion opportunities at the critical moments. A few examples of 

times that the CS team could alert Sales include when customers use all of the features of 

what they bought, when all of the customer’s users are active, and when customers have 

reached their license capacity limit. The way to to configure the Land & Expand strategy in 

partnership with Sales is to first work with Sales to define the criteria for success for the 

initial contract. Create a plan for maximizing adoption, and keep tabs on their sentiment 

with surveys to the customers every quarter. Share feedback with Sales, and involve them in 

the QBR/EBR meetings in which you make your case for value delivered. That way, it will be 

natural when CS participates in the Sales call during which expansion is discussed to answer 

any question that the customers may have. The best part of this arrangement is that any 

handoffs between teams are always to members with whom the customer is familiar. 

Consequences of Zero Alignment 

If CS and Sales do not align, there are few concerning trends that can occur. Sales will pass a 

closed deal to CS, but if they do not attend the first few meetings to make sure the 

relationship continues in the same vein, the customer will feel as if they’re speaking with 

strangers who may not understand everything they need. Furthermore, without proper 

alignment of the two teams, the pain points the customer wants to solve, the features they 

like about your offering, and the KPIs that indicate success could get lost in translation. If CS 

asks the same question Sales has already covered before, it will appear as if there’s no 

coordination in the hand-off, and that the Salesperson doesn’t value their business. 

Starting off on the wrong foot like this will make customers question their decision to 

become your customer, as opposed to your competitor’s. Let’s say they stick this out to get 

through the onboarding phase, but face numerous instances of friction, that could have 

otherwise been avoided with a little diligence and investment of time from the Sales team. If 

so, they will have felt unhappy and unsure from the start, and at the first renewal date, may 

feel skittish and unwilling to sign a long deal. They definitely will not be a candidate for an 

upsell, and are far more likely to churn. This phenomenon can be magnified on a larger 

scale if all accounts are passed off in this manner, and set up the CS team for frustratingly 

high churn rates that could otherwise be avoided.
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Tips for Great Relationships with Sales 

Instead of having Sales only have the responsibility of closing the first deal, and Customer 

Success responsible for the rest of the account expansion, retention, and upsells, it’s better 

to share the accountability evenly. To keep Sales engaged in the retention process, CSMs 

should notify Sales when there’s a an opportunity to upsell within that account. That way, it’s 

in their best interest to keep up with the accounts they close. As such, onboarding and kick-

offs are team events that maintain relationship continuity for the customer. Another way CS 

can nurture a positive partnership with Sales is to provide them help to close upsell and 

cross-sell with supporting data and analysis.

If CS can provide clarity into customer health and sentiment for the Sales team, they will feel 

grateful for the assistance and a bond will form between the two functions. Just like the goal 

is for CS to be a trusted advisor to the customer, they should also perform the same role for 

Sales, and help them remove obstacles. Keep an ongoing line of communication by 

attending and presenting in the weekly Sales meeting to report on progress in the already 

acquired accounts. Enable learning for both teams by share why some customers are 

successful, and establish best practices across the board. Build a referral ecosystem so 

people have resources to consult for every circumstance that can occur.

Benefits of Partnering with Sales 

At the end of the day, if you are a revenue generator, and not a cost center, people are 

more apt to be open to your proposals. For this reason alone, it is much easier to get 

funding for Sales operations, than for Customer Success ones, because the benefit of CS 

practices can only be evaluated over time after the initial time and capital investment has 

been made. As a CS professional, you have to make your case for increased budgets each 

year by advocating your cause with the data points and reports that show how essential CS 

is to account retention and expansion.

By partnering with Sales, Customer Success initiatives get the added bonus of working with 

a team that most regard as the source of all profit. Even though in the long run Customer 

Success may come to bring in more revenue in retained accounts then all new accounts 

combined, there’s still time for CS to come into its own. A good first step is partnering in a 

joint initiative with the Sales team, to become the second half of the revenue generating 

duo.
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CS & Customer Support 
The Dynamics Between Customer Success and Customer Support 

A Rapid Evolution 

Customer Success is a rapidly evolving function, as it has come to the forefront of business 

discussions in the last few years. Amongst other inquiries, many professionals wonder what 

the difference is between support and success, and ask how the functions can collaborate. 

We decided to pose these questions to Mark Pecoraro, who has a 25-year track record of 

building and leading world-class enterprise customer service operations. He has been CEO 

at companies like Commerce One & SuccessFactors, as well as a Customer Success leader 

at Accept Software & Sybase. 

1. Customer Success & Customer Support both talk about serving the 
customer, but how are they different? 

Customers are sometimes confused because they don’t know whom they should approach 

& when. The key for clarifying this issue in B2B organizations is to clearly specific job 

responsibilities for each group.
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The role of a Customer Success Manager should be primarily, if not entirely, proactive. The 

CSM should be solely focused on the health and ‘success’ of the customer, instead of 

getting caught up in the day-to-day ‘break & fix’ cycle. Ideally, the CSM should own the 

relationship with the customer. As an advocate within the company, they should coordinate 

resources to ensure that the customer is working well with, and is happy with the basic 

services and value proposition the company provides. 

Customer Support, on the other hand, should serve two purposes: 

1.) Technical Troubleshooting: handling all technical problems related to the product such 

as deep product usage issues, configuration, or trouble-shooting. 

2.) Customer Service: to deal with any other customer issues, such as questions or product 

issues. Both these functions are mainly reactive. 

2. How do you think Customer Support and Customer Success should work 
together? 

Customer Support and Customer Success should communicate with each other, but remain 
independent departments. Customer Success can be structured as a parallel organization to 
Service, but with the focus of helping customers properly consume your solution, instead of 
putting out fires like the Support team. Any overlap should be restricted to the passing of 
account details.

3. Should the same executive own both Customer Support and Success? 

Ideally the Head of Customer Success should own Customer Success, Support, Training, and 
Services. Everything related to making a Customer Successful should originate from this 
position.

However, they should not be team members in the same organization. Customer support’s 
role is simple: to solve customers’ problems solved quickly and accurately. They don’t always 
require the same person to resolve every issue. In contrast, a CSM is a proactive value-
added resource. Sometimes when a support professional transitions to a CS role, they can 
get stuck in a never-ending break-fix cycle.

Customer Success Managers should never get into the break-fix cycle, but instead focus on 
becoming a strategic resource to proactively achieve healthy and satisfied customers. This is 
done most effectively when Customer Support and Customer Success teams are managed 
as separate entities. Having a single owner helps in a coordinating responses to customers, 
and leveraging synergies.
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4. Do you think the two groups should be on a common platform and use 
same tools? 

There are many collaboration systems like Slack, Yammer, or Chatter that could be used to 
keep the two groups on the same page, but they don’t do enough. Since CS teams need to 
be kept in the loop whenever a critical support issue is resolved, or when a customer is 
angry over an issue, it’s a good way to notify them, but unfortunately makes the transfer of 
information manual, and thus subject to human error.

In contrast, Customer Success platforms like Strikedeck integrate with support systems like 
Zendesk, Freshdesk, and Desk to provide customer health scores & customer activity 
updates as widgets within these systems. This way, support teams can prioritize support 
tickets and stay in sync with CS teams within a system that provides updates to the customer 
objects automatically. 

5. Do you think Support folks will make better CS Managers than 
professionals from Sales or Service backgrounds? 

Folks from any background, including Support, Sales, Services, Account Management and 

even sales engineers, who have empathy for customers, can excel as CSMs. There is a 

notable trend that people with a background in Sales perform better when it comes to 

renewals and upsells, but when it comes to customer advocacy and internal championship, 

people with Support backgrounds excel.  

6. Last question, how do you think Support and Success organizations will 
evolve over the time? 

Customer Success is a fast and evolving role, and there is not yet a clear and consistent way 

in how and why companies deploy their various service elements. Organizations are now 

experiencing a Customer Success learning curve, and figuring out through trial and error 

how they integrate the CSM role into their service processes. Without a thoughtful approach 

to the role, the mode of work, and the business model, establishing a scalable Customer 

Success organization can be a painful path.
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CS & Product Management 
The Intersection of Product Management and Customer Success 

A Functional Intersection 

Even though at first glance it seems like it might not be the case, there is quite a bit of 
symmetry between two key roles in an organization – Product Manager and Customer 
Success Manager. Product Managers manage a myriad of tasks and spend a fraction of their 
time in front of customers. They leverage feedback from customers to drive a lot of their 
product design decisions. Likewise, Customer Success Managers are in constant 
communication with customers in order to stay informed of their product/service related 
issues and new requirements.

Product Management 

There are many dimensions that make Product Management (PM) a very difficult job. At its 
core, PM involves stitching together various functions (technology, documentation, 
onboarding/deployment, training, support and more) in an organization to build a great 
customer experience. This is both a science and an art. Great product managers are very 
skilled at this craft, and can stitch together a wonderful customer experience.

They leverage customer input gathered through customer interviews, surveys, usability 
studies, and focus groups. Essentially, they “pack” various elements to build a great Product 
or Service that meets customers’ needs. If done well, this leads to a fabulous customer 
experience. Very often, a PM’s skill in “packing” these elements together can make the
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difference between the success and failure of a business, especially if that business relies on 

upsells and renewals from a subscription model.

Customer Success 

Similar to Product Management, there are numerous elements that make a Customer 

Success job quite difficult. One of the critical roles that a Customer Success Manager (CSM) 

plays is to identify the source of friction in their customers’ experience and bridge the gaps. 

They do this through escalation management, 1:1 customer interviews, feedback tools, and 

NPS surveys. Given that CSMs get to work with many different customers, they can find the 

patterns of where the customer experience is failing.

Like PMs, CSMs “unpack” the customer experience, and diagnose the point of failure in a 

product/service. A CSM’s skill in analyzing, diagnosing, and abstracting a root cause of poor 

customer experience can have a huge impact on the success of a business. In the pre-CSM 

world, this job fell on the shoulders of the Product Manager. 

How to Work Together 

Both roles help shape the customer experience, and are critical to a business’ success. In 

fact, you can go so far as to say that they attack the same problem from different angles. 

The symmetry between these two roles is fascinating and opens the door for possible 

collaborations between the teams.

Given this premise, how can these two groups work together beyond organizational silos, 

leveraging each other’s skills and expertise to mutually impact the customers in a positive 

manner?

If You Are a Product Manager: 

 • Befriend your local CSM. He or she can provide a very valuable source of input at the 

aggregate level (one-off data points aren’t as valuable to a PM as much as aggregate 

data). This can save you a lot of valuable time. Without a CSM, this is work that you 

would have to take on to determine if the assumptions that you made during the 

“Packing” stage are working. 

 • Help out a CSM when they seek assistance from you. They are a proxy for the 

customer experience and all great PMs care deeply about the customer experience.
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If You Are a Customer Success Manager: 

 • A Product Manager can be your best friend. He or she can help you impact change in 

the organization. Discovering and solving a specific customer problems is only half 

your job. The other half of your job is to ensure that no other customer runs into the 

same problem again. This is how you build leverage into your group and the 

company. Great PMs have the organizational influence to make this happen. 

Therefore, it’s worth your while to seek their help. 

 • You should offer to help a Product Manager. A PM has a very difficult job and is 

juggling a million things – this is very hard to appreciate until you spend a day in their 

shoes. There are points in time where a PM has to speak with customers to get some 

quick feedback. Help out the PM by facilitating these conversations or offer to gather 

customer feedback on behalf of the PM. You will find them more receptive to your 

requests, the next time you knock on their door for help. 

 • Consider a stint as a PM. This will help round-out your skill set nicely by helping you 

understand the big picture of how you stitch together a great product/service. It will 

give you a CEO/GM’s perspective and help you understand how a business functions.

The CSMs are out there in the trenches trying to make your product/service successful. 

 • Consider a stint as a CSM. This will help round out your skill set nicely by bringing you 

closer to your customers. 
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Delivering End Goals 

Customer Success Managers should attain a mastery over their product/service. It’s 

extremely important that CSMs acquire product knowledge. At the core of the business 

should be a product that can always deliver; CS teams need to know the product like the 

back of their hand in order to be able to drive adoption. At the same time, the end goal is 

no longer just structured around delivering a product. Customers expect their vendors to 

help them achieve their desired business outcomes. As an organization learns from 

customers, CS & Product teams need to work together to ensure that the result of customer 

feedback is the manifestation of new features in the product that deliver specific business 

outcomes.



185 Interdepartmental Relations

Can the CFO Be a Key Ally of Customer Success? 
The CS Glass Ceiling  

Since Customer Success is a relatively new field, most companies lack a clear approach for 

understanding the necessary costs and allocating funding for it. Conventional wisdom from 

software license models dictates that a business function either supports product 

development, or sells the offering. Finance departments would prefer that it’s either one or 

the other. Budgets for Support, Engineering, and Product Management have traditionally 

been applied to COGS (Cost of Goods Sold), but that money quickly runs out when 

extended to cover further functions. Customer Success can turn to help from the Sales 

budget, but must address the worry of diluting it for little return.

A Hybrid Function 

Customer Success is a hybrid function in the customer facing ecosystem. CSMs take on 

increasing responsibility for shaping and offering ‘success services’, proactively looking for 

ways to optimize accounts, retain existing customers, and expand product subscriptions. 

Customer Success sees new, valuable recurring revenue opportunities that Sales teams 

often miss in the rush of nurturing a new lead. Increasing pressure from investors in SaaS 

companies to turn a profit means all potential revenue streams must be activated and fully 

exploited.

Securing renewals enables the SaaS waterfall Finance predicts. Often a substantial effort, it 

simply sustains the revenue you already had – sometimes less. Lengthy renewal battles with 

aggressive customer procurement departments often take as much time, energy, and 

resources as new business sales! 

Tapping Uncharted Streams 

Customer Success has to prove that its unique customer engagement gives access to 
previously unseen and untapped revenue streams which will drive growth, escape the ‘sales 
give services away’ issue, and drive holistic recurring revenue offerings that stand up for 
themselves and add value to customer adoption. 

Identifying new opportunities from existing accounts can be achieved by creating new 
segmentation and coverage models, deployed throughout the Customer Lifecycle – and 
governed by portfolio management of customers based on their potential.
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Customer Success leaders have to make the case that this is a vital new business, enabled 
by evolution of the ‘go to customer’ world. Customers want deeper, value-based 
engagements from fewer providers, and reward those who can make it happen. The popular 
perception that Customer Success creates competitive differentiation via superior customer 
experience is true, but doesn’t tell the whole story. It also needs to be thought of in terms of 
a gross margin opportunity – a P&L.

CFO Buy-In 

This needs buy-in from the CFO, as with any line of business. Customer Success, taken to its 
full potential doesn’t already exist under another function. Often, SaaS companies have 
decided funding Customer Success should come from COGS, complemented from other 
budgets. Executive teams may land on different formulas depending upon their need for 
account retention. However, if Customer Success leaders can emphasize the further growth 
opportunities for gross margin (ongoing customer retention AND new revenue 
opportunities from the customer base), CFO support will be easier to come by. 

Here’s a Suggested Flow for Conversation With the CFO: 

Quarter 1: Present vision of how Customer Success will make an impact on gross margin by 
increasing retention AND growing customer spending – enabled by proactive management 
of the customer lifecycle.

Quarter 2: Present investment required, as well as the retention and growth impact 
(expressed in portfolio dollars, not customers).

Quarter 3: Move towards P&L model. If you can, provide a forecast for new Customer 
Success products of services, as well as enabled up & cross sells.

Quarter 4: Compare cost of revenue growth from existing customers (i.e. retention plus 
new), with the cost of brand new customer acquisition. (It should be much lower!).
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The business of Customer Success must evolve, led by flagship products, new markets, and 

astute customer segmentation.

Unlocking opportunities requires positioning Customer Success as a business venture, with 

its own P&L, led by a holistic view of customers and how they want to invest. The principle – 

‘customers will invest more to be satisfied and successful’ – is a mindset shift.

Those customers may be segments of your existing account base, but the ‘business of 

Customer Success’ will identify, target, and provide value propositions which attract 

increased investment.

In a recent discussion with an executive from a leading SaaS company, he lamented, “80% 

of SaaS companies don’t get this.” As Customer Success moves to a ‘global enterprise’ 

scale, the fastest growing companies will shatter the glass ceiling created by the ‘Customer 

Success is post sales’ dogma.
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Chapter 9: Exercise 
Exercise – Customer Success Elevator Pitch 

Customer Success is a relatively new field, and is certainly different from the Account 

Management, Technical Support, or Professional Services fields it is often compared to. 

Customer Success teams differ from company to company, so it is important that everyone 

on your team know exactly how to explain what Customer Success means, and how you add 

value to the organization. One easy way to do this is to write an elevator pitch. Ask yourself: 

1. What problem does our team solve? 

2. How do you solve it? 

3. Who do you serve? 

4. How do you measure your success? 

5. What is a quantifiable example of a recent success? 

Sample Elevator Pitch: “Our customers buy our solution for a variety of different 
reasons, and without help, sometimes don’t achieve the outcomes they hoped for. We work 

proactively with our enterprise customers to define the outcomes they hope to achieve, and 

help them to create concrete goals to help them get there. As we work with customers over 

the course of their lifecycle, we make sure our solution stays aligned with their goals and 

initiatives. Our efforts help our company retain and grow our existing customer base, and 

secure contacts our sales team can reference with prospects. Last quarter we provided 

references to our sales team that helped them close 10 deals worth $2.5 million.” 

Hint: Make sure everyone on your team is prepared to give the Customer Success elevator 

pitch. You never know when they’ll be sitting next to the VP of Engineering at lunch or riding 

up to your office with the COO. Every interaction with your company’s executive team is a 

chance for your team to share the value Customer Success brings to your organization, and 

can help you secure resources for your team down the road.

Interdepartmental Relations

The exercises at the end of each chapter are prepared by  
Kristen Hayer, CEO & Founder of The Success League. 

© 2017 The Success League, LLC

http://www.thesuccessleague.io


Customer Success: 
More Than Just SaaS

10



190

The Center of the Universe 

Today’s business world revolves around the customer. More than ever, the customer is in the 
driver’s seat. As a result, the balance of information between businesses and their customers 
has shifted radically. Companies across industries – from retail to consumer goods to utilities 
to financial services – are experiencing the effects of this seismic change, and are 
developing strategies to respond and capitalize on the opportunities thrown out by this 
trend.

They are more focused than ever on delivering an outstanding experience that goes beyond 
the buying journey, and across the entire customer lifecycle. Every vertical has variations in 
their approach to the customer. For example, in the food and beverage industry, the focus is 
driving customer loyalty. In telecommunications, especially mobile telephony, the emphasis 
is on preventing churn, and companies in that space invest in customer support and 
customer service. In retail, customer loyalty is important, but CRM plays a big role in this 
highly data-intensive industry.

CS for All Industries 

There is a pressing need for a system that can stitch together the data and business events 
using previously defined processes in real time so that the customer is never left waiting for 
something to happen. Customer Success solutions make that vision a reality. Maybe you 
think Customer Success is a new category, or maybe you think it has always existed. Or 
maybe, like me, you feel that growth in SaaS has ensured that Customer Success gets the 
deserved recognition that the obsession on account acquisition had masked. None of that 
matters, because Customer Success is for everyone who has continued revenue coming 
from existing customer base.

CS: More Than Just SaaS
Customer Success in Different Verticals

CS: More Than Just SaaS
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The Analysts’ Take 
In fact, the two main analyst firms, Gartner and Forrester, have taken affirmative positions on 
Customer Success. Gartner recommends that companies should elevate Customer Service 
and Support from a department within the organization, to an organizing principle for all 
enterprise processes that touch the customer. They count customer experience as a broad 
mandate, encompassing all branded interactions, pre-sale and post-sale. They have found 
that delivering an exceptional customer experience increases brand preference, loyalty, and 
advocacy, which drives long-term revenue and profit for the business.

Forrester Research has recognized Customer Success as a major trend, calling it “a hot new 
software category that helps you manage your customers”. Forrester calls for a customer-
obsessed transformation, with high-stakes customer-centric strategies in their popular, “Age 
of the Customer” framework.

Beyond Subscription 
Can Customer Success go beyond subscription economy? Every company in this world 
swears by Customer Happiness but the efforts are limited to Customer satisfaction surveys. 
More and more SaaS companies are relying on NPS score to guide them on customer 
sentiment and are even displaying NPS score as a statement of how customer friendly they 
are.

High-performing businesses know that they must innovate to give their customers a better 
experience, and are more likely to adopt a customer-centric strategy. In the end, it is all 
about creating deeper engagement with the customers. As Gartner recommends, 
companies must prioritize operations around providing the best experience to the customer. 
This change will be reflected in the evolution of the customer technology stack in the near 
future.

CS: More Than Just SaaS



192 CS: More Than Just SaaS

The Ultimate Book List Customer Success

1. Chief Customer Officer 2.0: How to Build Your Customer-Driven Growth   
    Engine

For the past 20 years, Jeanne Bliss has been the pioneer of the Chief 
Customer Officer position at companies like Lands’ End, Allstate, Coldwell 
Banker, Mazda and Microsoft. Chief Customer Officer 2.0 follows up her 
previous publication, Chief Customer Officer, and takes years off your 
learning curve by detailing Jeanne’s five-competency model she uses to 
coach the C-Suite and Chief Customer Officers.

This impressive book will get you into action quickly with a united leadership team, and 
shift your business intent to earning growth by improving customers’ lives. Operating from 
the frontlines of customer experience management, Bliss provides practical guidance on 
how to embed the five competencies into your company’s processes by changing how you 
develop products, go to market, enable and reward people, and conduct annual planning. 
Practical and incisive, Jeanne nails customer experience like no one else.
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2. Effective Customer Success Execution: A Customer Centric Approach to   
    Creating a Customer for Life

Jackie Golden takes us through the intersection of customer 
experience (CX) and Customer Success (CS), showing us the overlaps 
and how we can use CX to get us to CS. As an executive with 30 years’ 
corporate experience and 20 years in high tech, Jackie Golden has 
helped dozens of companies develop a successful customer experience 
model. Golden has worked for companies like Hyperion, Cognos, 
Ascential, IBM, and Workfront and optimized her model over time to

increase the number of customer fans, which ups sales quotas and puts her companies far 
in the black. 

As you scale a software company, the desire to do the right thing for the customer isn’t 
enough. The company must come together to develop a customer lifecycle that allows all 
departments to works cohesively on keeping customers for life. If your customers love 
you, and tell their friends, you create a positive feedback loop that keeps giving. Golden 
acknowledges it’s not an easy task, but with this book, you’ll be up for the task.

3. Traction: How Any Startup Can Achieve Explosive Customer Growth

Gabriel Weinberg and Justin Mares have learned from experience that 
most startups don’t fail because they can’t build a product; most startups 
fail because they can’t get traction. In this book, you’ll learn the nineteen 
channels you can use to build a customer base, and how to pick the right 
ones for your business. Traction draws on interviews with more than forty 
successful founders, including Jimmy Wales (Wikipedia), Alexis Ohanian 
(Reddit), Paul English (Kayak), and Dharmesh Shah (HubSpot) to provide

you with the relevant guidance. 

Weinberg and Mares know that there’s no one-size-fits-all solution; every startup faces 
unique challenges and will benefit from a blend of these nineteen traction channels. Their 
three-step framework (called Bullseye) helps you figure out which ones will work best for 
your business, and make the process of growing your business far less daunting. Talk is 
cheap, but traction is hard evidence that you’re on the right path. With this book, you can 
be sure you’ll be guided in the right direction.
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4. The Effortless Experience: Conquering the New Battleground for  
    Customer Loyalty

Everyone knows that the best way to create customer loyalty is with 
service so good, so over the top, that it surprises and delights. But 
what if everyone is wrong? The Effortless Experience takes readers 
deep inside the customer experience to reveal what really makes 
customers loyal – and disloyal. The authors lay out the four key pillars 
of a low-effort customer experience, and detail profiles of companies 
that are already using their techniques with great results.

There are tools and templates you can start applying right away to improve service, reduce 
costs, decrease customer churn, and generate the elusive loyalty that the “dazzle factor” 
fails to deliver. Loyalty is driven by how well a company delivers on its basic promises and 
solves day-to-day problems, not on how spectacular its service experience might be. Most 
customers don’t want to be “wowed”; they want an effortless experience. By avoiding the 
“dazzle factor” and instead focusing on service, Customer Success is easily within grasp.

5. Customer Experience 3.0: High-Profit Strategies in the Age of Techno  
    Service

With social data developments and tech advances in analytics, businesses 
have more opportunities to enhance the customer experience than ever 
before. Not only that, customers now expect more! As a result, great 
companies are the ones that provide seamless experiences, by knowing 
what customers want before they know it themselves. This 
groundbreaking guide reveals how to delight customers, using the best 
tools available.

Customer Experience 3.0 provides first hand expertise on what works and what doesn’t, 
highlighting the revenue and word-of-mouth payoffs when you get it right. This book 
contains an innovative customer experience framework and step-by-step roadmap, 
showing readers how to design and deliver flawless services and products while setting 
honest customer expectations. If you want to get technical, and dive deep, this is the CX 
book for you.
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6. BrainScripts for Sales Success: 21 Hidden Principles of Consumer  
    Psychology for Winning New Customers

In BrainScripts, Drew Eric Whitman tells the story of why some 
salespeople can close deals as easily as shutting a door, and why others 
struggle to get even one person to call them back. He takes you on a 
fascinating tour inside your sales prospects’ minds, teaching you 21 
powerful techniques of consumer psychology that really work. Dozens 
of real-life scripts show you exactly how to incorporate them into your 
own sales presentations, ranging from practical persuasion techniques,

to using ethics, fear, IDs, believability, awareness and much more to crush the competition. 
With this book, sales become easy. If you understand your prospects’ psychology, and 
know how to reach them, your job will become a piece of cake. You’ll learn what common 
mistakes to avoid, what you should never and always do during presentations, and how to 
build a river of desire for your product. The sales secret is consumer psychology, and with 
Whitman’s book, you’ve got a secret weapon to smoke your adversaries.

7. Delivering Happiness: A Path to Profits, Passion, and Purpose

Tony Hsieh can tell you a thing or two about building a billion dollar 
business.  He did just that at Zappos, which was acquired by Amazon for 
$1.2 billion in 2009, after just 10 years in existence!  He took a radically 
different approach – he didn’t put shareholders first.  He didn’t even put 
customers first.   Instead, he put employees and company culture at the 
center of his business philosophy.  He knew that happy employees would 
lead to happy customers, and happy customers would lead to happier 
shareholders.

This surprisingly down-to-earth and fast-paced book takes you through his life experiences 
through multiple businesses, and how he delivered an outstanding customer experience 
by concentrating on the happiness of those around him.
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8. The Thank You Economy
The Internet, where The Thank You Economy was born, has put 
consumers back in the driver’s seat. With the advent of social media and 
internet, companies and brands have to compete and communicate in 
wholly different ways than they’ve ever had to before. Customers’ 
demands for authenticity, originality, creativity, honesty, and good intent 
have made it necessary for companies and brands to revert to a level of 
customer service rarely seen since the days when business owners often 
knew their customers personally, and gave them individual attention.

The Thank You Economy offers compelling, data-driven evidence that we have entered 
into an entirely new business era, one in which the companies that see the biggest returns 
won’t be the ones that can throw the most money at an advertising campaign, but will be 
those that can prove they care about their customers more than anyone else.

9. How to Win Friends and Influence People
This grandfather of all people-skills books was first published in 1937. 
How to Win Friends and Influence People is just as useful today as it was 
when it was first published, because Dale Carnegie had an 
understanding of human nature that will never be outdated. He teaches 
these skills through underlying principles of dealing with people so that 
they feel important and appreciated. He also emphasizes fundamental 
techniques for handling people without making them feel manipulated. 
Pretty powerful stuff, in our opinion!

With this book, you will learn: 

• Three fundamental techniques in handling people 

• The six ways to make people like you 

• The twelve ways to win people to you way of thinking 

• The nine ways to change people without arousing resentment



197 CS: More Than Just SaaS

10. Be Our Guest: Perfecting the Art of Customer Service

Exceeding expectations rather than simply satisfying them is the 
cornerstone of the Disney approach to customer service. Now, in honor 
of the tenth anniversary of the original Be Our Guest, Disney Institute, 
which specializes in helping professionals see new possibilities through 
concepts not found in the typical workplace, is revealing even more of 
the business behind the magic of quality service. During the last twenty-
five years, thousands of professionals from more than thirty-five 
countries and more than forty industries have attended business

programs at Disney Institute and learned how to adapt the Disney approach for their own 
organizations; see what you can add from the ever-effective Disney playbook!

11. Customer Satisfaction Is Worthless, Customer Loyalty Is Priceless: How  
      to Make Customers Love You, Keep Them Coming Back and Tell  
      Everyone They Know

Gitomer, who conducts more than 150 sales seminars each year, is the 
author of The Sales Bible (1994) and a weekly column in more than 60 
regional business newspapers. The first half of his title makes the 
unconventional assertion to make a point. Although a customer who is 
not satisfied is not as likely to return, companies should focus on 
building repeat business rather than just pleasing customers. The two 
efforts are obviously not mutually exclusive, but building customer 
loyalty is a separate and different process. Gitomer uses lists,

anecdotes, observations, and aphorisms to demonstrate his point and his sales technique. 
Like his Sales Bible, this book, too, is laid out in a frenetic style: exclamation points abound 
and boldfaced, oversize motivational exhortations practically jump from the page.
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Chapter 10: Exercise 
Exercise – Using Book Clubs to Develop Your Team 
No professional development budget? No problem. Team books clubs are an inexpensive 
and effective way to build skills, teamwork and Customer Success knowledge. To start a 
book club with your team: 

1. Choose a Great Book: Consider the needs of your team and search for books that 
are highly rated in the subject area. Audible and Amazon offer recommendations, and 
the Harvard Business Review and New York Times book selections are a good option as 
well. 

2. Determine a Schedule: Choose a day and time each week that your team will be 
available to meet. If you choose a time in the early morning or late afternoon you can 
add beverages (coffee and beer, respectively) to the mix. Give your team a couple of 
weeks to prep and let them know what the reading cadence will be. One chapter a week 
is recommended. 

3. Prepare Discussion Questions: You don’t need get elaborate. A few questions like, 
“What resonated with you about this chapter?” or “What did you think about the 
author’s take on…” can spur the discussion. 

4. Facilitate the Meeting: Make sure everyone has the chance to participate in the 
discussion. If you have talkers on your team, you might need to graciously cut them off. If 
certain team members are shy, call on them and ask for their take. This will motivate 
everyone to participate (and keep up with their reading!) 

5. Have the Team Vote On the Next Book: Next time around, let your team 
suggest books they would like to read. Voting on a new book each quarter will allow your 
group to focus on the skills they want to learn, and keep them engaged. 

Hint: Not everyone on your team loves to read, so consider Audible or another audio book 
tool for those that prefer to listen. 

CS: More Than Just SaaS
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 • Account Expansion: An increase in upsells, cross-sells, add-ons, & price such that the 

revenue gathered from an account is increased 

 • Actionable Data: Data that enables you to carry out a particular workflow based on 

the feedback 

 • Adoption: Product adoption refers to customers’ use of the product. If a customer 

adopts a product, they start using it. 

 • Advocacy: Customer advocacy refers to cultivating positive relationships with clients 

such that they are happy to become advocates for your brand, providing you with 

testimonials, references, & positive word-of-mouth marketing. 

 • Annual Recurring Revenue (ARR): The annual contract value for any given customer 

 • Best Practices: Defined processes for common scenarios. Examples include 

standardized steps for new customer onboarding, periodic outreach to existing 

Customer Success Glossary

Customer Success Glossary
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          customers, follow up after support issues, Steps after an upgrade/expansion, Net 

Promoter Score (NPS) collection, and customer satisfaction surveys. 

 • Call-To-Action (CTA): An instruction to the audience to provoke an immediate 

response, usually using an imperative verb such as “Call Now”, “Find Out More” or 

“Download This Guide”. 

 • Churn: The percentage rate at which customers cancel their recurring revenue 

subscriptions. It is a key metric of business performance, and an important parameter 

in revenue forecasting. 

 • Cohort Analysis: The process of identifying common patterns in customer behavior 

to select groups of customers that are likely to act in similar manner 

 • Contract Terms: The number of sessions/periods for which your customer has signed 

a deal to use your product 

 • CRM: Customer relationship management; a platform or program to track and 

interact with your customers 

 •  Cross-sell: Adjacent modules that are optional, but add significant value to the core 

product offering. Sometimes, these are adjacent product suites, that are engineered 

to work well, if not seamlessly, with each other. 

 • Customer Satisfaction: A Marketing term that measures how products or services 

supplied by a company meet or surpass a customer’s expectations. Satisfaction can be 

gaged through survey responses, NPS, or via sustained product usage. 

 • Customer Success: The management of subscription accounts and customer 

relationships in the post-sale ecosystem to keep up with renewals, upsells, and 

advocate marketing. Customer Success enables you to proactively help your 

customers be successful with theirs. 

 • Customer Success Automation (CSA): A platform that enables every employee of 

the vendor to have a unified view of the customer, with robust controls built in to 

protect sensitive data. This enables companies to deliver a consistent and coherent 

experience across the customer lifecycle, throughout the entire organization, and           

across every single touchpoint with the customer. It automates actions based on a set 

trigger – perform action workflow.
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 • Customer Success Manager (CSM): A person who manages Customer Success 

operations for a subset of their company’s accounts in the post-sales environment. 

They need to be predictive, proactive, and productive. 

 • Customer Support - Service: A provision of service to customers before, during and 

after a purchase. Customer Service is often a reactive function after a problem has 

already occurred, and doesn’t handle specific account in their domain. 

 • Data-Science Engine: A tool that leverages data to solve business problems by 

utilizing machine learning to create insights based on past trends. 

 • Engagement: Refers to your, or your company’s, interactions with customers. Any 

kind of interaction between you and your customer can be considered engagement. It 

can also refer to whether or not your customer responds or participates. Engagement 

can also be marked by the level of product usage by a customer. 

 • Experience: The Customer Experience is the product of an interaction between an 

organization and a customer over the duration of their relationship. This interaction 

includes a customer’s attraction, awareness, discovery, cultivation, advocacy, purchase, 

and use of a product or service. 

 • Freemium: The word freemium is a combination of the words free and premium. It 

describes a business model in which you give a base product away for free to a large 

group of users, and sell premium products to a smaller fraction of this user base. 

 • Growth: The percentage by which your customer base has increased over a set 

period of time. This can be measured using the formula {(# of Current Customer – # of 

Customers Previously) / # of Previous Customers} * 100%. You can also measure 

growth by comparing the revenue increases between two periods. 

 • Happiness Index: An index computed based on a complex set of algorithms to 

measure how satisfied a customer is with a product or service in order to predict their 

sentiment towards an upsell, cross-sell, or advocacy outreach. 

 • Health Score: A score computed based on a complex set of algorithms and business 

rules to measure the value delivered to the customer, in order to predict the likelihood 

they will renew their subscription. 

 • Higher Utilization: An increased rate of consumption of what was purchased
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 • Journey: The stages a customer traverses as they go from being a prospect, to a 

lead, to a closed deal. The customer journey encompasses all touchpoints from when 

a customer becomes aware of your company or product, all the way through the point 

when they become a paying customer. 

 • Libraries: Tools, tips, tricks, and best practices of a company that help you 

standardize methods of doing business, and allow you to reference them when 

training a new hire. 

 • License Expansion: An increase in the number of offerings a particular account 

subscribes to via upsells and cross-sells 

 • License Utilization: How much a customer is utilizing of the product offering they 

have purchased 

 •  Lifecycle: The progression of steps a customer goes through when considering, 

purchasing, using, and staying consistent with a product or service. The Customer 

Lifecycle goes through a series of stages which describes the different points at which 

each customer is on the maturity curve. 

 •  Lifetime Value (LTV): A metric that represents the total net profit a company makes 

from any given customer. LTV is a projection to estimate a customer’s monetary worth 

to a business after factoring in the value of the relationship with a customer over time. 

 • Loyalty: The result of consistently positive customer experience because they have 

received value from your product or service. 

 • Metadata: Firmographic and demographic information about your customers – firm 

size, revenue, employees, products, M&A, industry, geography and more – that you 

would not normally associate with your day-to-day interactions. 

 • Metrics: A set of quantifiable measures used to track and assess the status of a 

specific business process. 

 • Monthly Recurring Revenue (MRR): The monthly version of ARR, which is the income 

that can be expected by the company for that month. 

 • Negative Churn: The revenue decrease due to lost customers that is more than offset 

by the revenue expansion in the remaining accounts 
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 • Net Promoter Score (NPS): A customer loyalty metric that asks the question – “How 

likely are you to recommend Product X to a friend? The answers are a number scale 

between 1 and 10, with 1 as least likely, and 10 as most likely to recommend the 

product or service to a friend. Many companies use NPS to measure customer 

satisfaction. 

 • New Customer Acquisition: The process of acquiring new customers for business or 

converting existing prospects into new customers. 

 • Onboarding: The process of introducing new customers to your company, service, 

and/or product in a systematic fashion. It generally commences at the time of 

subscription or order placement, and may continue for up to three months, 

depending on the complexity of the product or service. The CSM is responsible for 

looking after the account, and making sure the time to first value is as low as possible. 

 • Operational Data: Operational data resides in a variety of systems – CRM, Support, 

Help Desk, Knowledge Base, Community, even emails, and relates to you and your 

company’s day-to-day interaction with your customers. Depending on your business, 

it may even reside outside – in social media and other online channels. 

 • Pain Points: Problems experienced by the customer, that hinder their ability to do 

business or have a positive experience 

 • Playbooks: Playbooks instruct your team on how to best handle common situations. 

Examples include playbooks for handling support issues, proactively dealing with 

product usage fluctuations, and managing renewals. (See Best Practices) 

 • Predictive Analytics: The branch of data mining concerned with the prediction of 

future probabilities and trends. 

 • Predictive Lead Scoring: A tool that uses an algorithm to predict who in your 

database is qualified or not qualified for a sale 

 • Product Data: This is a record of your customer’s primary interface with you, and is a 

very reliable predictor of the state of your relationship – current and future. Usually, 

this data is buried deep in log files and web logs, understandable only to the 

engineers and geeks in your company (and possibly CSMs in terms of Customer 

Health Scores).
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 • Product Usage: The amount of a product or service customers have utilized. 

 • Product Utilization: A product-usage tracker records when and how much your 

customers use your product 

 • Propensity Analysis: This data identifies the propensity of a customer to act in 

predetermined ways. The propensity to buy model tells you which customers are 

ready to make their purchase, and the propensity to churn model tells you which 

active customers are at risk. 

 • Quarterly Business Review (QBR): A meeting that occurs every 3 months, between a 

client and vendor. These meetings are an opportunity to evaluate progress toward 

established goals and develop strategies for future success. 

 • Referral: The spreading of positive word of mouth about a product or service through 

a business’ existing customers, rather than traditional advertising. 

 • Reminders: A prompt made to alert or help a person remember something 

 • Renewal: The act of getting a signature on a contract so that the customer’s 

subscription continues for another billing term 

 •  Retention: The maintenance of a contract so that they remain a paying customer. The 

opposite of retention is churn.  

 • ROI: Return on Investment – ROI is expressed as a percentage and is typically used 

for personal financial decisions, to compare a company’s profitability or the efficiency 

of different investments. An example could be the amount of revenue generated from 

a particular advertising campaign. 

 • SaaS: Software-as-a-Service – In the subscription economy, most products are offered 

on a contract basis that needs to be renewed in a recurring time period, like every 

month, year, or longer. 

 • Segment Analysis: The creation of groups of customers using data-driven partitioning 

techniques designed to create segments based on relevant variables 

 • Sentiment Analysis: A breakdown of how a customer feels about a product or 

service. This information can be gathered from direct customer feedback, surveys,
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          and product data that allow you to identify potential issues with the customer 

experience. 

 • Standards-Based Integration Engine: A system build upon common standards. An 

interface gets around that problem by providing the framework for the exchange, 

integration, sharing and retrieval of information. 

 • Subscription Model: A business model in which a customer must pay a subscription 

price to have access to the product or service, which is then renewed on a recurring 

basis. This puts pressure on the provider to continue providing value, since the 

lifetime value of the customer is not realized unless they continue to renew. 

 • Support Tickets: An issue tracking system that manages and maintains lists of 

customer issues that need to be resolved. Users describes the problem, and submit a 

form which creates a ticket with an unique ID. 

 • Support Issue Resolution Rate: The percentage rate of resolved support ticket 

issues. 

 • Time to First Value (TTFV): The time taken from the initial sale to the time the 

customer receives actual value from the product 

 • Triggers: Triggers set off automated tasks, workflows, and playbooks that get 

activated in Strikedeck’s Customer Success platform. They allow you to launch 

customized tasks, actions, and workflows automatically. 

 • Upsell: The sale of additional products, licenses, or services to an existing customer. 

 • Workflows: Identifies the sequence of processes/tasks through which a piece of work 

passes from initiation to completion. These are carried out automatically by the 

Strikedeck platform and launch customizable tasks, reminders, and actions that are 

completed automatically without prompting. 

 • Year over Year (YoY): When measuring the difference between performance, prices, 

quantities or indeed any other value of something, companies measure the most 

recent value against the value measured exactly a year earlier to know if they are 

growing or becoming more efficient.
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The Beginner’s Guide to Customer Success is a comprehensive resource for any 

professional looking to transition into Customer Success, or get a refresher in all the 

essentials of the field. This 200-page guide takes you through how CS evolved; how to 

get started in CS including hiring and interview tips; a complete glossary of all the 

relevant jargon; strategy tips for onboarding, journey maps, QBRs, and more; how to 

approach CS platforms and automation; tips for collaborating with other departments 

including Sales, Product, Engineering, and others; a business booklist; team-building 

exercises at the end of each chapter, and much more. 
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"Kudos, Strikedeck! This is a fantastic collection of knowledge that will not 
only help any new CSM get up to speed in no time, but it's also a practical 
way to share knowledge about the importance of CS throughout our 
company. Every division of our company needs to align to the customer, 
and this detailed guide is the map to turning that aspiration into a reality. 
It's now my first recommendation to every CS professional I meet.” 

- Lauren Costella, VP of Customer Success at Medrio

I have been deep into the evolving discipline of Customer Success for 
a decade now.  I can say from practical experience, this e-book 
captures the current state of CS in a comprehensive and detailed 
fashion, from strategy to execution, and encapsulates so many best-
practices. It is an invaluable resource for both CS leaders, and CSMs 
in the trenches. “ 

- Mark Pecoraro, Principal at CS Leadership
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