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Introduction
Customer Success is the practice of helping customers achieve the outcomes they expect
from a company's products or services. It focuses on the relationship between customer
expectations, the value they receive, their experience, and their willingness to continue doing
business with the company.

Customer Success developed as a professional discipline alongside subscription-based
business models, particularly in the Software as a Service (SaaS) industry. Unlike traditional
sales, where the commercial relationship was often centered on a transaction, subscription
models created an ongoing relationship in which customer retention, product adoption, and
recurring revenue became central to business performance.

Today, Customer Success extends beyond SaaS. It is relevant to B2B and B2C businesses,
subscription services, technology companies, and other industries where customer
relationships continue beyond the initial purchase.

Customer Success, Customer Support, and Account Management

• Customer Support focuses on helping customers resolve questions, technical problems,
and service issues.

• Customer Success focuses on customer outcomes, value realization, adoption,
satisfaction, and the long-term relationship.

• Account Management focuses on managing commercial relationships, contracts,
renewals, and business opportunities.

The boundaries between these responsibilities differ across companies and industries, and in
some organizations they overlap.

The Relationship Between Customer Success and Business Performance

Customer Success connects customer outcomes with business outcomes. When customers
achieve their goals and recognize the value of a product or service, this can contribute to
greater satisfaction, continued engagement, retention, loyalty, and opportunities for
expansion.

However, these relationships are not automatic. Customer satisfaction does not always lead to
retention, product usage does not necessarily mean value realization, and a customer can
continue paying without being satisfied. Understanding these distinctions and the
relationships between customer behavior, expectations, experiences, and business
performance forms the foundation of Customer Success as a professional discipline.



AI THINKING  /  CUSTOMER SUCCESS 101

04  |  Shape it or be shaped by it.

1. Customer Success
Fundamentals
Customer Success is built around the relationship between customer expectations, the
experience they have with a company, and the value they receive over time. These elements
are connected but are not interchangeable. A customer can be satisfied with a service without
achieving their original goal, use a product frequently without receiving significant value, or
remain loyal despite occasional negative experiences.

Customer Goals and Expected Outcomes
Every customer relationship begins with a need, expectation, or desired outcome. A customer
purchasing accounting software might want to reduce manual work, improve financial
accuracy, or gain better visibility into business performance. The software is the means of
achieving these outcomes, not the outcome itself.

Goals can be functional, financial, operational, or personal, and they can change throughout a
relationship. The difference between what a customer expects and actually experiences is
important for satisfaction and perceived value.

Customer Value and Value Realization
Customer value describes benefits received in relation to costs, effort, and resources. Value
might mean financial savings, increased productivity, reduced risk, convenience, improved
performance, or a better experience.

Value realization occurs when expected benefits become actual outcomes. Purchasing a
tool designed to reduce administrative work creates an expectation of value; successfully
reducing administrative work demonstrates realization. The distinction connects expectations,
product adoption, satisfaction, and retention.

Customer Experience and Satisfaction
Customer experience (CX) includes interactions and impressions accumulated across
communication, purchasing, onboarding, product usage, support, billing, and other
touchpoints. Customer satisfaction describes how customers evaluate these experiences
against their expectations.

Satisfaction can be influenced by reliability, responsiveness, ease of use, communication, and
resolution quality. Satisfaction with a single interaction does not necessarily represent
satisfaction with the overall relationship.

Trust, Loyalty, and Long-Term Relationships
Trust develops when customers perceive a company as reliable, competent, honest, and
consistent in meeting commitments. Loyalty describes a preference for continuing the
relationship, particularly when alternatives exist.
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A customer can trust a company's technical capabilities while disliking its prices. Another may
remain loyal because changing providers is difficult, rather than because they are satisfied.
Loyalty can reflect relationship quality, commitments, practical considerations, or switching
costs.

Expectations and Company Commitments
Expectations are shaped by marketing, sales conversations, product descriptions, earlier
experiences, recommendations, and company representatives. Commitments include
promises and obligations communicated through contracts, service agreements, policies, and
direct communication.

A gap between expectations and delivery can create disappointment even when a product
technically works as designed. This links expectation management to trust, experience,
satisfaction, and perceived value.

Customer Success and Business Performance
In recurring-revenue companies the relationship is frequently examined through retention,
revenue retention, churn, renewals, and expansion. In transactional businesses it can appear
through repeat purchases, customer lifetime value, loyalty, and referrals.

Customer outcomes and revenue need not move together. A customer may remain
subscribed because of switching costs, while another who achieves excellent results may
cancel because needs changed. Financial data, customer behavior, and sentiment provide
distinct perspectives on the relationship.
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2. The Customer Lifecycle
The customer lifecycle describes stages from initial purchase through ongoing use, retention,
potential expansion, or departure. The stages are not always linear: a customer may
effectively return to onboarding when a new department adopts a product or circumstances
change.

Acquisition and Handover
Acquisition is when a prospective customer becomes a customer through purchase or
agreement. Expectations develop about capabilities, pricing, implementation, and expected
benefits. In B2B organizations, handover refers to the transfer of information and
responsibility from sales to implementation, Customer Success, or account management.

Related concepts include purchase motivation, customer goals, sales commitments,
stakeholders, contracts, service expectations, and continuity between teams. Gaps between
sales promises and actual delivery can influence onboarding and trust.

Onboarding and Activation
Onboarding introduces the product or service and can include setup, training, configuration,
implementation, and migration. Activation means reaching a defined initial milestone
suggesting meaningful progress or value. Time to Value (TTV) measures time between a
specified starting event and an initial valuable outcome.

Onboarding, activation, and value realization are related but different. A successful
installation is not necessarily a successful business outcome.

Adoption
Adoption concerns how fully a product or service becomes part of the customer's activities.
Indicators include frequency, feature utilization, participation, and workflow integration.
Activation represents an initial milestone; adoption describes ongoing use.

High usage does not automatically establish value: frequent use can reflect an inefficient
process. Low usage is not always problematic when a service is designed for occasional use.
Expected use patterns and customer goals change the interpretation.

Engagement and Relationship Development
Engagement covers product activity, communication, meeting participation, education,
feedback, and other company interactions. In B2B, end users, sponsors, buyers, and financial
decision-makers may disagree about whether a relationship is successful.

Changes in engagement can reflect changing priorities, new personnel, satisfaction,
operational difficulties, or seasonal patterns. Engagement is related to, but distinct from,
satisfaction and customer health.
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Retention and Renewal
Retention describes whether a customer relationship continues over a defined period.
Renewal is continuation of a contract or subscription at its term end. Monthly subscriptions
may continue without a formal negotiation, while enterprise renewal decisions can involve
multiple stakeholders.

Retention is influenced by perceived value, satisfaction, switching costs, alternatives, prices,
and changing needs. A renewal does not prove satisfaction or the achievement of customer
objectives.

Expansion and Advocacy
Expansion is growth within an existing relationship: added users, upgraded plans,
complementary products, or increased consumption. Upselling moves to a higher-value
offering; cross-selling introduces complementary offerings.

Advocacy includes voluntary referrals, reviews, testimonials, case studies, and community
participation. Expansion and advocacy can be associated with positive outcomes, but neither
automatically proves satisfaction.

Churn and Departure
Customer churn is the loss of customers during a period; revenue churn is the loss of
recurring revenue through cancellations or reductions. Churn may be voluntary or involuntary,
such as failed-payment cancellations.

Possible contributors include unmet value, weak adoption, poor service, pricing or budget
changes, competitors, and changed needs. These are possible explanations, not definitive
evidence. A customer can leave after a positive experience or stay despite persistent
difficulties.

How the Stages Connect
Sales expectations influence onboarding; onboarding influences activation and early value;
adoption and engagement provide information about the ongoing relationship; and
satisfaction, realized value, commercial considerations, and customer circumstances all play
roles in renewal and retention. The strength and direction of these connections depend on the
business model and customer situation.
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3. Customer Success Concepts
and Relationships
Customer Success concepts form a network around customer perceptions, behaviors,
experiences, goals, and commercial decisions. No individual signal provides a complete
description of a relationship.

Intent, Needs, and Expectations
Intent is what the customer is trying to accomplish in an interaction. Needs describe the
circumstances or requirements behind it. Expectations are what the customer believes will
happen or be delivered.

A question about exporting data may be motivated by a need for management visibility and
an expectation of automatic reports. The same words can therefore represent different
underlying needs. Intent relates to motivation, adoption, perceived value, communication,
and satisfaction.

Usage, Engagement, and Adoption
Usage measures product activity; engagement includes product use and broader interaction;
adoption is the product's integration into activities. Daily logins do not necessarily prove
meaningful adoption, and infrequent use may be optimal for an occasional-use service.
Product patterns acquire meaning in relation to intended outcomes and normal usage cycles.

Satisfaction, Loyalty, and Trust
Satisfaction evaluates experiences against expectations. Loyalty describes willingness or
tendency to remain. Trust is confidence in competence, reliability, integrity, and
commitments. A positive support interaction can coexist with broader dissatisfaction;
retention can exist without loyalty because switching is difficult.

Customer Health and Churn Risk
Customer health is an assessment combining selected signals such as adoption, usage,
outcomes, sentiment, support history, engagement, stakeholders, and commercial status. A
health score expresses the model numerically or categorically. There is no universal formula.

Churn risk refers to the likelihood of reduction or departure. A lower health score does not
automatically mean a customer intends to leave. Falling usage may reflect seasonality or
completed work; strong engagement does not prevent a budget-related cancellation.
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Feedback and Sentiment
Feedback includes surveys, interviews, reviews, support messages, and unsolicited
comments. Sentiment is the attitude expressed in communication. A strongly worded
complaint can concern one incident rather than the entire relationship. Polite messages are
not evidence of satisfaction. Behavioral data and feedback illuminate different dimensions.

Root Causes and Recurring Problems
The immediate symptom and underlying cause of a problem can differ. Delayed work might
result from a performance defect, inefficient workflow, lack of training, or product mismatch.
Root cause analysis examines contributing conditions. Recurring issues are related to
customer effort and trust, but recurrence alone does not establish cause or severity.

Value Realization and Retention
Value realization describes achieved customer benefits; retention describes continuation of
the commercial relationship. A company may retain an unhappy customer because of
contracts or switching costs; another customer may realize value yet cancel after a budget
change or business closure.

Interconnected Dimensions

Dimension Related concepts

Intent and expectations Customer goals, motivations, promises, desired outcomes

Experience Touchpoints, effort, support, reliability, communication

Behavior Usage, adoption, engagement, feedback

Outcomes Benefits achieved, time to value, perceived value

Relationship health Trust, satisfaction, sentiment, stakeholder alignment

Business outcomes Retention, renewals, expansion, lifetime value, churn

Declining usage can reflect disengagement, changed needs, completed objectives, or
seasonality. A complaint may be an isolated difficulty or part of an emerging pattern. The
professional concepts describe different plausible relationships without converting
interpretations into facts.
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4. Established Customer Success
Practices and Methodologies
Customer Success practices aim to support meaningful customer outcomes and sustainable
business relationships. They vary according to business models, customer populations,
product complexity, and commercial structures. They are professional methods, not
universally binding standards.

Customer Segmentation
Segmentation divides customers into groups with common characteristics, such as
organization size, revenue, industry, goals, lifecycle stage, and behavior. An enterprise with
complex implementation and many stakeholders may have different needs from an individual
monthly subscriber.

Segmentation connects customer needs and economics to service models, expectations, and
engagement patterns.

Customer Success Planning
A Customer Success Plan documents customer goals, expected outcomes, agreed
definitions of success, milestones, stakeholders, progress measures, and obstacles. It is
especially common for complex B2B relationships.

For instance, installing a CRM represents implementation; demonstrating reduced
administrative work or greater sales visibility represents the customer's intended outcome.
Success planning connects the original purchase motivation with adoption and measurable
value.

High-Touch, Low-Touch, and Digital-Led Models
High-touch service uses personalized contact, often a dedicated CSM, and is associated with
complex or high-value relationships. Low-touch service uses shared teams and more
standardized engagement. Digital-led service emphasizes self-service resources, in-product
help, and digital communication.

Companies combine these approaches: digital onboarding can coexist with dedicated
engagement for selected accounts. Customer needs, complexity, economics, and service
costs influence the chosen mix.

Customer Health Models
Health models combine product signals (adoption and usage), relationship signals
(stakeholders and communication), experience (support and feedback), outcome evidence
(value), and commercial information (renewal and payments).
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A usage-heavy health model can be misleading for an occasional-use product. Data quality,
weighting, and predictive validation influence the usefulness of any model. A score is an
assessment rather than a guaranteed prediction.

Journey Mapping
Journey mapping represents the customer's experience across stages and touchpoints:
purchasing, onboarding, usage, communication, billing, service, and renewal. Maps commonly
include goals, actions, friction, feelings, obstacles, and opportunities.

An onboarding delay can affect trust before the customer fully experiences the product.
Journey mapping explains how interactions accumulate rather than treating them as isolated
episodes.

Customer Feedback and Voice of Customer
Feedback programs may use CSAT, NPS, CES, interviews, support conversations, reviews,
feature requests, and advisory boards. Voice of the Customer (VoC) combines information
about customer perceptions, needs, and expectations.

Different instruments measure different concepts, and survey outcomes depend on wording,
timing, response rates, and who answers.

Proactive and Reactive Customer Success
Reactive engagement begins in response to a question, issue, or customer event. Proactive
engagement is initiated in anticipation of a need or future issue. Addressing a configuration
problem is reactive; informing customers about an upcoming change may be proactive.

The distinction describes the trigger for engagement, not whether the engagement is
professionally valuable. Genuine risk is different from an isolated inconvenience: a one-time
complaint may be a service problem, while repeated unresolved problems plus falling usage
can be a more substantial warning signal.

Business Reviews and Stakeholders
Quarterly Business Reviews (QBRs) discuss goals, results, obstacles, and priorities.
Executive Business Reviews (EBRs) address the strategic business relationship with senior
stakeholders.

Related roles include economic buyer (purchase decision authority), executive sponsor
(senior supporter), champion (internal advocate), and end user (direct user). Stakeholders
can have different interpretations of success. Personnel changes can affect adoption,
sponsorship, and renewal.

Risk Management and Escalation
Risk categories include adoption risk, value risk, relationship risk, technical risk, commercial
risk, and renewal risk. Early warning signals can include reduced engagement, recurring
unresolved issues, or loss of a champion. Such signals are not proof of churn.
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Escalation is the transfer of an issue to someone with the responsibility or authority to
address it. Escalation and churn risk are separate concepts: a technical issue may require
escalation without presenting retention risk; a customer may be considering departure
without an open support incident.

Professional Frameworks
Gainsight emphasizes outcomes, lifecycle management, customer health, adoption,
retention, and expansion. Winning by Design's Bowtie Model extends the commercial
relationship beyond purchase into onboarding, adoption, and recurring value. TSIA studies
service structures, organizational models, customer outcomes, and the economics of
Customer Success.

These approaches overlap in concepts while differing in emphasis and terminology. Their
existence as professional frameworks does not itself establish that every recommended
practice works in every context.
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5. Customer Success KPIs,
Statistics, and Industry
Benchmarks
Customer Success uses metrics for customer continuity, revenue, experience, behavior, and
value. Their definitions, measurement periods, and populations determine their meaning. A
metric used for an individual account may not be comparable with a company-level
benchmark.

Customer Retention Rate (CRR)
CRR measures the percentage of customers present at the beginning of a period who remain
at the end.

Formula: CRR = (Customers at End - New Customers Acquired) / Customers at Start × 100.

Clarified example: A company begins the year with 1,000 customers. 100 existing
customers leave, and 200 new customers join. The company ends the year with 1,100
customers, but only 900 of its original 1,000 customers remain.

CRR = 900 / 1,000 × 100 = 90%. The customer base grew overall, but retention of the
original customer cohort was 90%. Customer growth and customer retention are
different measurements.

In transactional businesses, retention may instead be defined using repeat purchases or
activity within an expected purchasing cycle.

Customer Churn Rate
Customer churn rate = Customers lost during period / Customers at start × 100. For
example, 40 lost from a starting group of 1,000 in one month means 4% monthly churn.
Monthly and annual churn cannot be compared directly. Cancellation may reflect product
outcomes, cost, alternatives, changed needs, or other circumstances.

Net Revenue Retention (NRR)
NRR measures recurring revenue retained from existing customers after expansion,
contraction, and cancellations. It excludes revenue from new customers.

Formula: NRR = (Starting recurring revenue + Expansion - Contraction - Churned revenue) /
Starting recurring revenue × 100.

For a starting base of $1,000,000, expansion of $150,000, contraction of $30,000, and
cancellations of $50,000, NRR = 107%. At 100% revenue is unchanged; above 100%
expansion exceeds losses; below 100% losses exceed expansion.
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Gross Revenue Retention (GRR)
GRR measures recurring revenue preserved after contraction and cancellations, excluding
expansion.

Formula: GRR = (Starting recurring revenue - Contraction - Churned revenue) / Starting
recurring revenue × 100.

In the preceding example, GRR = ($1,000,000 - $80,000) / $1,000,000 = 92%. A company can
have healthy NRR from large expansions while losing meaningful revenue from other
customers; GRR makes those losses visible.

Published SaaS Retention Benchmarks
SaaS Capital's 2025 private B2B SaaS research reports the following values by annual contract
value (ACV). The comparative retention analysis excludes companies under $1 million ARR.
[13]

Annual contract value Median NRR Median GRR

Under $12,000 98% 90%

$12,000-$25,000 103% 91%

$25,000-$50,000 102% 91%

$50,000-$100,000 104% 90%

$100,000-$250,000 102% 91%

Over $250,000 106% 95%

The same research reports NRR distributions:

Annual contract value 25th percentile Median 75th percentile

Under $12,000 90% 98% 106%

$12,000-$25,000 98% 103% 115%

$25,000-$50,000 97% 102% 111%

$50,000-$100,000 96% 104% 110%

$100,000-$250,000 94% 102% 109%

Over $250,000 102% 106% 110%
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How percentiles work: The median (50th percentile) is the middle value of the distribution;
the 75th percentile is the value at or below which approximately 75% of observations fall. For
$25,000-$50,000 ACV, 102% median NRR and 111% 75th-percentile NRR are two
different positions in the company distribution. They do not add up to 100%. NRR itself can
exceed 100% because expansion revenue is included. Percentiles describe relative
performance, not universal good/bad thresholds.

Customer Lifetime Value (CLV / LTV)
CLV estimates the economic value generated during the customer relationship. A simplified
subscription expression is average revenue per customer × gross margin × estimated
lifetime. A customer paying $100 monthly at 80% gross margin over an estimated 36 months
has an illustrative CLV of $2,880. Detailed models account for retention probabilities,
changing revenue, cohorts, and discounting.

Customer Acquisition Cost (CAC)
CAC = Customer acquisition costs / New customers acquired. Spending $100,000 on
acquisition to win 200 customers gives CAC of $500. CAC is primarily a sales/marketing
efficiency metric, but CAC and CLV together indicate the economics of acquiring and retaining
customers.

Customer Satisfaction Score (CSAT)
CSAT measures satisfaction with an interaction, product, or service. A common five-point
survey counts ratings of 4 and 5 as positive: CSAT = positive responses / total responses
× 100. If 85 of 100 respondents are positive, CSAT is 85%. Survey timing, wording, and
response selection influence results. Interaction CSAT is not identical to relationship
satisfaction.

Net Promoter Score (NPS)
NPS is based on willingness to recommend on a 0-10 scale: promoters 9-10, passives 7-8,
detractors 0-6. NPS = % promoters - % detractors, ranging from -100 to +100. If 60%
are promoters and 20% detractors, NPS is +40. It measures stated recommendation
likelihood, not actual retention or referrals.

Customer Effort Score (CES)
CES describes the perceived difficulty of completing a task or resolving an issue. It may be an
average rating or percentage depending on the survey scale; there is no universal CES
formula. Customer effort relates to friction, service experience, process complexity, and
satisfaction.
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Adoption and Engagement Measures
Activation rate is the share of eligible new users/accounts reaching a defined initial
milestone. Feature adoption rate is the share of eligible users/accounts using a defined
feature within a period. DAU and MAU count unique daily and monthly active users under a
specified definition. Stickiness is often expressed as DAU / MAU. Engagement rate is
organization-defined and requires a specific activity definition.

A daily-use messaging product and an annual tax filing service have different normal activity
patterns. There is no universal adoption rate that is good across all products.

Onboarding Completion and Time to Value
Onboarding completion rate = Customers completing onboarding / Customers starting
onboarding × 100. TTV measures elapsed time from a defined starting event to an initial
meaningful outcome. The outcome might be a first financial report or the first completed
collaborative project. Definitions must be consistent before comparison.

B2B and B2C Retention Differences
ChartMogul's 2025 SaaS Billing Report examined more than 2,500 SaaS companies using
2024 data. For accounts with ARPA below $25, the report showed median cohort-based
customer retention of 41% for monthly plans and 62% for annual plans. These are not
monthly churn rates. The data and exclusions depend on the report's cohort and billing-model
definitions. [15]

Such figures illustrate the importance of price and billing structure, not a universal claim that
all B2C businesses retain fewer customers than B2B companies.

Differences Between Benchmark Studies
Studies can use different cohorts, company sizes, countries, revenue eligibility, and methods.
A reported median in one data set should not be substituted for another. SaaS Capital's
private B2B SaaS medians are not directly interchangeable with a broader subscription
software data set. Benchmarks are conditional on population, metric definition, source, and
year.

How the Metrics Connect
Retention and churn count customer continuity. GRR and NRR measure recurring revenue
continuity. CSAT, NPS, and CES measure different perceptions. Activation, adoption,
engagement, and TTV reflect behavior and progress toward value. CLV and CAC describe
economics. High CSAT may coexist with poor retention; high NRR may coexist with loss of
smaller customers; high usage may coexist with low value realization.
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6. Industry and Business Model
Differences
Customer Success differs by who the customer is, how the product is provided, how customers
pay, how complex their organizations are, and how they acquire and adopt the offering. These
are overlapping dimensions rather than mutually exclusive categories.

Understanding How Categories Overlap
A company can simultaneously be B2B, SaaS, enterprise-focused, and sales-led: it sells
software to large organizations through a direct sales team, often using annual subscriptions.
Another company can be B2C, SaaS, subscription-based, and product-led, selling
consumer software with self-service purchase and monthly billing.

Dimension What it describes

B2B / B2C Who the customer is

SaaS / non-SaaS Type of product or service

Subscription / transactional How the commercial relationship and payments work

SMB / mid-market / enterprise Customer organization size and complexity

Product-led / sales-led How customers discover, buy, and adopt

The combination determines which practices, expectations, and statistical benchmarks make
sense. A B2B enterprise SaaS firm and B2C consumer SaaS provider both deliver software but
differ in stakeholders, implementation, contractual patterns, and retention.
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B2B versus B2C

Dimension B2B B2C

Customer Organization Individual or household

Decision-making Often multiple
stakeholders

Usually fewer
decision-makers

Relationship Dedicated teams can be
common

Digital and self-service can
be common

Goals Business, financial,
operational

Personal, practical,
experiential

Contracts Often negotiated Often standardized

Success indicators Business outcomes,
adoption, renewal

Satisfaction, usage, repeat
purchase

Retention factors Value, budget,
relationships, switching
costs

Value, price, convenience,
alternatives

These are common patterns, not fixed rules. Some B2C services have highly personalized
long-term relationships and some B2B products are entirely self-service.

SaaS versus Non-SaaS
SaaS delivers software through subscription or usage-based access. Recurring models make
activation, adoption, TTV, MRR, ARR, GRR, NRR, and subscription churn prominent. Non-SaaS
consulting may use completed projects and repeat engagements; logistics may emphasize
reliability and contract continuity; retail may emphasize returns, repeat purchase, and loyalty.
Customer value and trust remain relevant despite different measurement systems.
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Subscription versus Transactional

Dimension Subscription business Transactional business

Retention Subscription continuation Repeat purchase or
activity

Churn Canceled / lost
subscription

Non-return after expected
purchasing cycle

Revenue MRR, ARR, NRR, GRR Purchase frequency, order
value

Engagement Product usage, renewal,
interaction

Visits, purchases,
interactions

Customer lifetime value Recurring payments over
time

Expected future purchases
and margins

A furniture purchaser might be loyal while making no purchase for years; the same inactivity
in a monthly service means something quite different.

SMB, Mid-Market, and Enterprise
There are no universal segment thresholds: employee count, company revenue, and contract
value are all used. SMBs frequently have smaller teams and simpler buying decisions;
enterprise accounts often have more stakeholders, complex procurement, and
implementation demands.

Dimension SMB (typical) Enterprise (typical)

Decision-makers Fewer Multiple

Implementation Simpler More complex

Contract size Smaller Larger

Service model Pooled/digital more
common

Dedicated teams more
common

Risks Budget, price, immediate
utility

Sponsorship, organization
change, procurement

Outcomes Practical and immediate Departmental and
strategic

A larger contract does not establish a healthier relationship.
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Product-Led and Sales-Led
Product-led growth (PLG) relies heavily on product experience for activation, conversion,
and expansion, often using trials, freemium, and self-service. Sales-led growth (SLG) places
greater emphasis on direct sales, demonstrations, negotiation, and formal purchasing.
Companies frequently blend both models: self-service first, enterprise account management
later.

Industry Expectations
• Financial services: security, privacy, reliability, accuracy, and regulatory obligations.

• Healthcare: safety, confidentiality, accessibility, continuity, and reliability.

• Ecommerce: product quality, delivery, convenience, returns, and purchasing experience.

• Enterprise software: integration, implementation, security, reliability, and business
outcomes.

• Professional services: expertise, agreed deliverables, communication, timeliness, and
outcomes.

These are broad characteristics, not universal expectations for every customer.

Why Benchmarks Differ
Revenue models, billing periods, contract values, customer types, switching costs,
implementation requirements, lifecycle stages, market conditions, and measurement methods
all affect the numbers. 90% monthly retention is not equivalent to 90% annual retention;
105% NRR may be above the median for one customer segment and below another.

Business models shape the meaning of behavior: low usage can be concerning for a daily
workflow tool but normal for emergency services; six months without another purchase can
indicate loss in one industry and normal loyalty in another. A renewal can be a major
negotiated enterprise event or an automatic consumer charge.
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7. Customer Success Research
Findings
The following studies connect customer perceptions, adoption, effort, retention, and
commercial outcomes. An observed association does not by itself establish that one variable
causes another.

Satisfaction, Loyalty, and Retention
A 2023 meta-analysis in the Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science examined 245
research articles involving more than 1.16 million observations and reported positive
associations between satisfaction and retention, word of mouth, customer spending, and firm
performance. [6]

This does not mean every satisfied customer stays. Budget constraints, changing needs,
alternatives, contractual terms, and switching costs influence actual decisions. Satisfaction,
loyalty, and retention remain distinct concepts.

Customer Experience and Effort
A study discussed in the 2010 Harvard Business Review article Stop Trying to Delight Your
Customers analyzed more than 75,000 service interactions and emphasized the effect of
customer effort in resolving problems. It popularized Customer Effort Score as a measure of
friction in service experiences. [7]

Repeatedly providing information, passing through departments, and waiting for resolution
can raise effort. Findings about service interactions should not automatically be treated as
universal explanations of loyalty across an entire relationship.

Product Adoption and Value Realization
McKinsey's 2025 work on NRR in B2B technology reported that companies with more
advanced value realization and adoption practices achieved NRR around 7 percentage
points higher than companies with basic practices; the more advanced group comprised
18% of surveyed companies. [9]

This is an association between operating maturity and performance, not proof that increasing
raw logins or feature use alone produces the same improvement. Adoption, customer goals,
actual benefits, and renewals are connected but separate.

Early Value and Retention
Simon-Kucher's 2025 Global Software Study surveyed 516 software executives. Reported
effective approaches for improving NRR included:
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Reported approach Share selecting

Lifecycle marketing teams 44%

Product innovations 44%

Dedicated onboarding teams 39%

Dedicated renewal teams 35%

Dedicated Customer Success teams 34%

Churn or expansion prediction models 32%

These are respondent-reported selections, not experimentally verified percentage gains.
[10]

Causes and Predictors of Churn
A 2024 systematic review in IEEE Access on telecommunications customer churn identified 19
factor groups encompassing 87 sub-factors. [11] A 2025 review of churn prediction literature
examined 240 peer-reviewed studies and analyzed 61 in detailed synthesis, emphasizing
issues such as data quality, evolving behavior, prediction interpretation, and performance
measurement. [12]

Risk indicators range across service quality, adoption, cost, behavior, and customer
circumstances. Declining engagement alone cannot confirm an intention to leave.

Revenue Retention and Company Growth
SaaS Capital's 2025 research reported the following relationship between NRR and median
company revenue growth among surveyed private B2B SaaS firms (subject to report eligibility
rules): [13]

NRR band Median revenue growth

Below 90% 15%

90%-100% 16%

100%-110% 21%

110%-120% 30%

120%-130% 38%

Above 130% 50%
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Higher NRR coincided with stronger growth in this sample. Expansion revenue also contributes
directly to the arithmetic of total revenue growth; no single causal explanation is established
by the comparison alone.

Loyalty and Profitability
Reinartz and Kumar's 2002 Harvard Business Review article The Mismanagement of Customer
Loyalty challenged the assumption that longer-tenured customers are necessarily more
profitable. [8] Service costs, pricing, purchasing patterns, discounts, and gross margin
influence profitability. Retention, loyalty, customer lifetime value, and actual profitability are
not synonyms.

Where Findings Differ
The satisfaction meta-analysis examined broad relationships and outcomes, whereas the
customer effort research focused on service interactions. The results are not necessarily
contradictory because studies use different populations, time periods, contexts, and
measurements. Similarly, churn prediction studies can identify statistical predictors without
demonstrating causes.

Concept Research-linked concepts

Satisfaction Loyalty, retention, spending, word of mouth

Customer effort Friction, service quality, frustration, loyalty

Adoption Activation, feature usage, time to value, retention

Value realization Customer goals, benefits, renewal, NRR

Churn Behavior, service, price, competition, changing needs

Revenue retention Expansion, contraction, churn, growth

Loyalty Trust, satisfaction, switching costs, profitability

The recurring lesson is that customer relationships are described by connected signals and
outcomes, not by one universal measurement.
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8. Practical Example: B2B SaaS
Illustrative hypothetical case. The company, account, and operating figures are invented to
show connections; the cited industry benchmarks are separate published reference data.

Company and Customer Profile
A B2B SaaS company provides a cloud-based project management platform to mid-market
businesses. One customer is a professional services company with 150 employees and an
annual contract worth $36,000. It purchased the product to improve interdepartmental
collaboration, reduce project delays, and increase project visibility.

The customer completed onboarding and expanded use through the first six months. The
account is approaching its first annual renewal.

Relationship Data

Indicator Earlier period Current period

Monthly active users 100 65

Feature adoption 75% 48%

CSAT 92% 78%

Support requests per month 3 9

Average resolution time 8 hours 20 hours

Time until renewal 90 days 30 days

The contract is active and payments remain current. The indicators describe usage, service
experience, satisfaction, and timing, but do not reveal the customer's actual cancellation
intention.

Connections Between the Indicators
Adoption and value: Fewer active users and lower feature adoption connect to engagement
and value realization, but the change can reflect seasonality, completed projects, staffing,
changed needs, or friction. The original desired outcomes give the data meaning.

Satisfaction and support: More support requests, longer resolution time, and lower CSAT
are related signals. They can reflect a shared technical problem or separate circumstances;
coincidence alone does not establish causation.

Retention and renewal: The approaching renewal connects outcomes, satisfaction,
stakeholder views, budget, alternative products, switching costs, and contractual decisions.
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Multiple unfavorable signals can be consistent with risk, but do not prove the customer plans
to cancel.

Benchmark Context
An ACV of $36,000 places this account in SaaS Capital's $25,000-$50,000 band. The report's
company-level benchmarks for that segment were 102% median NRR, 111%
75th-percentile NRR, and 91% median GRR. [13]

These metrics characterize a population of businesses; they cannot be applied directly as a
health score for one customer. Similarly, this account's 78% CSAT cannot be classified solely
from those revenue retention benchmarks.

Alternative Interpretations
• Adoption difficulties: Employees encounter product friction, contributing to lower

adoption and higher support activity.

• Changed business needs: Large projects conclude, legitimately reducing usage; support
tickets relate to a separate initiative.

• Unmet expectations: Collaboration and visibility goals are not being achieved, reducing
perceived value.

• Organizational change: Key personnel leave and their replacements have not adopted
the platform.

Each explanation remains hypothetical. The available signals describe possible relationships
among adoption, customer experience, outcomes, and renewal rather than identifying one
proven cause.
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9. Research Sources and
References
The sources include professional frameworks, academic and industry research, and statistical
benchmark reports. Methodologies describe practices; studies investigate relationships;
benchmark reports compare specific populations. They serve different evidentiary roles.

All URLs below appear in full and are clickable. Some sources are commercial
publications, some are independent research, and some may require access or subscriptions.
Links are preserved as reference addresses; their continued availability is not guaranteed.

Professional Frameworks and Practice Libraries
[1] Gainsight — Essential Guide to Customer Success
Customer lifecycle, outcomes, adoption, health, retention, and expansion.
https://www.gainsight.com/essential-guide/customer-success/

[2] Winning by Design — Customer Success Operating Model
Bowtie framework, customer journey, and recurring value.
https://winningbydesign.com/resources/blueprints/customer-success-operating-model/

[3] TSIA — Customer Success Research
Organizational models, services, economics, and customer outcomes.
https://www.tsia.com/research-area/customer-success

[4] ChurnZero — Customer Success Resources
Customer health, engagement, churn, and retention practices.
https://churnzero.com/customer-success-resources/guide/

[5] Vitally — Customer Success Resources
Segmentation, success plans, health models, and relationship operations.
https://www.vitally.io/resources

Academic and Industry Studies
[6] Mittal et al. (2023) — Customer Satisfaction, Loyalty Behaviors, and Firm Financial
Performance
Meta-analysis of satisfaction and business-related outcomes.
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11002-023-09671-w

[7] Dixon, Freeman & Toman (2010) — Stop Trying to Delight Your Customers
Customer effort and service experience.
https://hbr.org/2010/07/stop-trying-to-delight-your-customers

[8] Reinartz & Kumar (2002) — The Mismanagement of Customer Loyalty
Relationship between customer tenure, loyalty, and profitability.
https://hbr.org/2002/07/the-mismanagement-of-customer-loyalty

https://www.gainsight.com/essential-guide/customer-success/
https://winningbydesign.com/resources/blueprints/customer-success-operating-model/
https://www.tsia.com/research-area/customer-success
https://churnzero.com/customer-success-resources/guide/
https://www.vitally.io/resources
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11002-023-09671-w
https://hbr.org/2010/07/stop-trying-to-delight-your-customers
https://hbr.org/2002/07/the-mismanagement-of-customer-loyalty
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[9] McKinsey (2025) — The Net Revenue Retention Advantage
Adoption and value-realization practices related to retention.
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/technology-media-and-telecommunications/our-insights/the-net-rev
enue-retention-advantage-driving-success-in-b2b-tech

[10] Simon-Kucher (2025) — Global Software Study
Executive-reported approaches to improving software retention.
https://www.simon-kucher.com/sites/default/files/media-document/2025-08/GlobalSoftwareStudy2025_Up
dated.pdf

[11] IEEE Access (2024) — Customer Churn Factors
Systematic review of telecom churn factors.
https://doi.org/10.1109/ACCESS.2024.3443318

[12] Imani et al. (2025) — Customer Churn Prediction
Systematic review of churn prediction studies.
https://doi.org/10.3390/make7030105

Statistical Benchmarks
[13] SaaS Capital (2025) — B2B SaaS Retention Benchmarks
NRR, GRR, ACV segments, quartiles, and growth comparisons.
https://www.saas-capital.com/blog-posts/what-is-a-good-retention-rate-for-a-private-saas-company/

[14] High Alpha (2025) — SaaS Benchmarks
SaaS company performance comparisons by revenue scale.
https://saasbenchmarks.highalpha.com/

[15] ChartMogul (2025) — SaaS Billing Report
Cohort retention and billing-model comparisons.
https://chartmogul.com/reports/saas-billing-report/

Notes on Evidence and Interpretation
A professional framework is not the same as a regulatory standard. A cross-sectional
association is not necessarily causal. A median is a position in a distribution and not a
universal quality threshold. Industry comparisons depend on how the population and metric
were defined. These distinctions are part of the professional information supplied by the
research, not instructions for a specific workflow.

https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/technology-media-and-telecommunications/our-insights/the-net-revenue-retention-advantage-driving-success-in-b2b-tech
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/technology-media-and-telecommunications/our-insights/the-net-revenue-retention-advantage-driving-success-in-b2b-tech
https://www.simon-kucher.com/sites/default/files/media-document/2025-08/GlobalSoftwareStudy2025_Updated.pdf
https://www.simon-kucher.com/sites/default/files/media-document/2025-08/GlobalSoftwareStudy2025_Updated.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1109/ACCESS.2024.3443318
https://doi.org/10.3390/make7030105
https://www.saas-capital.com/blog-posts/what-is-a-good-retention-rate-for-a-private-saas-company/
https://saasbenchmarks.highalpha.com/
https://chartmogul.com/reports/saas-billing-report/
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