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Roughly 65 percent of all CRM projects fail. Even though these projects  
are aimed at making workflows faster and more efficient, they often fail  
to translate into real-world usage by the people most likely to benefit  
from them. 

But why do so many CRM projects fail? In this whitepaper, we’ll look  
at the causes of low CRM adoption, as well as proven methods for preventing 
the problem. 

According to industry analysts at the Merkle Group, CRM initiatives have  
a failure rate that is staggeringly low by any yardstick. At the same time, 
spending for CRM solutions is growing rapidly. With so much money being 
invested in such a seemingly risky venture, it’s more important than ever  
to understand how and why CRM fails.

Here’s one important piece of the puzzle: When CRM fails, it’s almost never due 
to the software’s performance, integration with other systems, or other technical 
issues. Rather, the success or failure of CRM is almost always determined by the 
user adoption rate. 

The real surprise is CRM adoption rates aren’t falling. In fact, CRM failure  
rates have stayed more-or-less the same since the late 1990s. 

DATA IS FUNDAMENTAL
To understand why poor user adoption plays such a huge role in CRM failure,  
it’s important to think about what CRM fundamentally is. Most people think 
of CRM in terms of the software used to create the framework for various 
workflows, processes, and reports. As a result, it’s common for software to 
become the scapegoat in a failed CRM implementation. In reality, the software  
is simply a tool for managing data.
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Data is gold. It’s the lifeblood of every business. But there’s a problem with  
data: To be of any value to the company, someone has to manually enter that 
data into the CRM system. Even in cases where much of the data-gathering  
can be automated, someone still needs to steward that data, keep it clean,  
and regularly check on it.

For most people, data entry is the definition of workplace drudgery. It’s not 
surprising that many workers go out of their way to avoid it. But without the 
data to fuel it, CRM isn’t a very helpful tool. The less data that gets entered,  
the less useful CRM becomes to those same employees. When they use CRM  
to search for a phone number or the status of a lead, there’s nothing to find. 

Over time, they use CRM less, and they eventually stop using it altogether.  
If they stop using it, it’s a major problem for management. If there’s no data 
being entered, a manager can’t run reports. And if they can’t run reports,  
they can’t do analytics on those reports. And without analytics to inform them, 
they can’t answer important business questions. What’s the point of having  
a CRM system if it can’t be used to answer these questions?

It’s not hard to see how these vicious cycles can cause breakdowns  
in CRM adoption. Even worse, these problems are avoidable. 

When planning a CRM project, most companies don’t fully consider the issue  
of user adoption. In fact, a strong user adoption strategy is essential from  
the very start and should remain a major point of focus throughout  
a CRM system’s lifetime.

Here’s another sobering fact: Without a comprehensive user-adoption strategy, 
CRM will fail 100 percent of the time. 

With very few exceptions, it is the primary reason that roughly 65 percent 
of companies waste precious time, money, and other resources on a failed 
CRM implementation. To prevent this result, it’s important to have a clear 
understanding of the key drivers behind low user- adoption rates. 

THE CAUSES OF LOW  
USER ADOPTION RATES 
Generally speaking, they’re not due to a lack of trying. CRM adoption rates  
often start high, but tend to steadily degrade over time. But without knowing the 
cause behind the decline in usage, it’s difficult to craft an appropriate response.
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In most situations, the failure is caused by multiple problems. Each of them feed 
into each other, which creates a generally negative user experience. 

Here are some of the most common issues:

• The CRM System Isn’t the Center of Gravity. 
Every business relies on specific tools (such as email and spreadsheets)  
for a wide variety of day-to-day processes. These tools are the “center  
of gravity” of the operation, which define the entire workflow. 
When a CRM system is introduced, it often ends up competing against those 
tools for the same tasks. Employees may decide to enter important data into 
the old, familiar spreadsheet, rather than learn how to enter the data into the 
new CRM system. To be effective, CRM must become the center of gravity 
for every process it’s connected to. 

• Bad Rollout 
Most companies don’t understand the implementation process for CRM.  
They don’t invest in customizing, training, or user-testing. (Or they minimally 
invest in them.)
Instead, they simply order the software from a vendor, install the stock 
version, and tell their employees to figure it out. As a result, those employees 
are forced to navigate their way through a complex, cluttered system  
that’s filled with options, screens, and tools that are completely irrelevant  
to their workflow. 

• Loss of Confidence 
One of the worst side effects of a bad CRM rollout is that it leads to users 
losing confidence. First impressions matter. So if the staff’s first impression 
of a new CRM system is that it’s clunky, buggy, and doesn’t meet their needs, 
it’s hard to change their minds. 
Even if substantial improvements are made, they still won’t want to use  
it, because they have bad tastes in their mouths from their initial encounters. 

• Laziness 
Most people like to stick with what they know. If an established workflow 
does the job (at least from those individuals’ points of view), convincing them 
to change it for reasons that sound vague will be an uphill battle. 
The less of an understanding that users have about the benefits of CRM 
(including the benefits to them as individuals), the more resistant they tend to be. 

• Slow and Buggy Processes 
We live in an age when almost every technology product we use has been 
extensively user-tested and optimized. All of the rough edges are sanded off 
long before they reach the consumer. So it’s not surprising that users would 
expect a similar level of polish on CRM software. 
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It’s off-putting when processes are needlessly slow and buggy, instead  
of being simple and fast. As a result, people don’t want to use the technology. 

• The CRM System Doesn’t Meet the Need. 
Before CRM came along, all the same tasks and processes were still getting 
done. If a CRM system isn’t well-designed, those same processes can actually  
be less effective than they were before. There’s little reason for them to adopt 
the CRM system if it takes longer to complete a process—or if they can’t 
complete the process at all. 

• Lack of Enforcement 
If there’s no executive sponsorship or enforcement driving CRM adoption,  
it’s relatively easy for employees to avoid using it. So it’s important for 
someone at the managerial or executive level to keep track of the adoption 
rate, and to put repercussions in place for employees who refuse to use it. 

• The CRM System Isn’t Integrated with Business Practices. 
To be successful, the CRM needs to become a central part of the day-to-day 
operation of the business. It should serve as the lodestar, guiding everything 
from long-term strategy to weekly sales meetings. 
Reports generated from the CRM should provide data and insight for a wide 
range of practices. And if that information isn’t available because it wasn’t 
entered, someone needs to be held accountable. 

• No CRM Leadership 
When there’s no evangelist for CRM, it can easily become a project that goes 
nowhere. In order to get the most out of the project, someone needs to take 
charge of it, and make sure that everyone has the training and resources  
they need. 
At the same time, that person needs to keep an eye on quality control,  
and make sure the data coming in is clean and usable. 

• The Wrong Software 
This problem is extremely uncommon, but it can happen. Every CRM 
software solution isn’t a good fit for every business model. So it can  
be difficult, or even impossible, to accomplish certain tasks within CRM. 
The software might be very good at a certain task (such as reporting)  
but poorly suited for integrated-order management, social media integration, 
or support-desk functionality. These problems often can’t be fixed. And if the 
tool doesn’t do the job, it won’t be adopted by the users. 

In order for CRM to achieve complete user adoption, it needs to be useful  
to everyone who uses it. But it can’t just be useful to one group. For instance, 
it can’t only be useful to managers who want to generate reports. It needs to 
also be useful to salespeople, support staff, administrators, and other users who 
interact with it along the pipeline. CRM will only be wholeheartedly adopted 
when it is truly compatible with these processes.



6 The Cause and Cures of Low User Adoption Rates in CRM

SOLVING THE PUZZLE  
OF USER ADOPTION
It may be tempting to implement a reward-and-punishment system:  
High-adoption users are rewarded, and low-adoption ones are punished.  
But the structural issues that steer user behavior are often not considered.  
In other words, the users’ attitudes—or even problems with CRM itself—don’t 
always cause low adoption rates.

Here’s a good example: The CRM system works fine, but feels “laggy,” due to  
a slow internet connection. Any action that takes more than 200 milliseconds  
to register can feel slow and frustrating to users. An internal network with a high 
number of active users can choke even a moderately fast internet connection, 
which can result in a serious lag. 

As a result, user adoption may be low, simply because the CRM system feels 
frustratingly slow to use. In this situation, punishing or rewarding users makes 
much less sense than simply upgrading to a faster internet connection.

In order for users to fully embrace CRM, it needs to be genuinely useful to their 
work. So it must map out every workflow and process, and consider every 
reason why the system will be needed. 

This mapping isn’t something that can be easily retrofitted into CRM after  
it’s been rolled out. Rather, it needs to be a key part of the planning and design 
process. And the actual end users need to provide insights, in order to ensure  
the workflows match the real-world use cases.

One important aspect of this process is automation, which is a topic every modern  
business knows well. When users find themselves doing a lot of monotonous, 
boring data entry in CRM, it’s hard for them to see its other benefits. So by 
reducing the amount of manual entry whenever possible, users can see CRM  
as a labor-saving tool. 

Every click and keystroke that’s removed from the data-entry process translates 
into reduced friction and frustration for the users. Formerly tedious jobs now 
seem much easier, which increases worker efficiency.

Another important strategy for boosting user adoption is gamification, which 
uses CRM systems in ways that can positively influence and guide user behavior. 
CRM has been created in a way that encourages behaviors, enhances adoption 
rates, and subtly discourages other workflows.
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A good example of this strategy is a leaderboard. Users log into the system,  
and see where they stack up against other users on a selected metric. Maybe  
it’s the number of completed leads entered, or the number of opportunities  
that have moved forward to a new stage of the sales pipeline. Almost any  
user-specific statistic will work. 

If users are competitive at all, they will want to be at the top of that leaderboard. 
Even in the absence of actual prizes, this approach can be extremely effective. 
People will intensely compete, due to social status or recognition. But in order  
to reap those benefits and see their name at the top of the leaderboard, they 
have to enter their data into the CRM system. It’s a surprisingly strong incentive.

In addition to these broader-scale solutions, there are also targeted strategies 
and techniques. They may help solve specific problems during user adoption, 
such as:

• User Experience 
Is CRM as useful on a mobile device as it is on a desktop? Are there 
functionalities that simply don’t work as well on a tablet or smartphone? 
Salespeople out in the field may only have access to a mobile device, so poor 
user adoption can dramatically reduce their ability to effectively do their jobs. 
In order to boost adoption rates in mobile users, it’s essential to test CRM  
in a variety of devices and formats. 

• Keep It Simple 
How many clicks does it take to bring up the most frequently accessed data? 
Is there a way to automate complex, multistep processes? Is it important to 
spread data out over multiple screens? Is there too much data on each screen? 
By reducing these frustrations, users will have a much easier time  
when working with CRM. 

• Avoid Silos 
The data needed to create a 360-degree view of customers always needs  
to be shared. CRM’s job is bringing that data together and making it accessible.  
But it can’t bring data together for users if it’s stored in segregated, non-
integrated systems. Requiring those employees to use isolated systems  
to gather data reduces the benefits of using CRM. 

• Training 
It goes without saying that every new CRM user should be given the best 
training available. However, the need for regular refresher courses is less 
obvious in aspects of CRM that are less commonly used. This necessity  
is also less apparent when new or revised processes become available. 
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Guides and tutorials can also be extremely useful learning aids. Meanwhile, 
subject-matter experts in CRM can help mentor users as needed. Managers 
also need to be trained in CRM, and special attention should be given  
to reporting tools and other features that aren’t available to most users. 

• Demonstrate Value 
Individual users may not be aware of the benefits the CRM system offers the 
organization. This reality is particularly true for employees that don’t greatly 
benefit from the implementation of CRM. 
This truth can provide a new context about why CRM adoption is important. 
It can show them the big picture, including the ways the data they enter 
benefits fellow employees. 

• Appoint a CRM Evangelist 
A CRM project is more successful when it has someone in the company 
dedicated to making it work. This person serves as both the sponsor and 
cheerleader. He or she answers user questions, and reminds everybody 
about the long-term value that CRM will provide. When adoption stalls  
out, the evangelist is tasked with coming up with ways to revive it. 

• Reward Users 
The early days of a CRM rollout are always rough for user adoption.  
So it’s perfectly reasonable to reward users who put in the time and effort 
required to master the system. These rewards can be effective even if they 
aren’t expensive. They can include a gift card, dinner with the boss, or a paid 
afternoon off. These rewards can also help transition users to a gamified 
CRM model. 

• The Voice of the End User 
CRM users should always feel empowered to provide suggestions  
and feedback. If a process is too complex, they’re not getting what they need 
at a certain stage of the workflow. So they should have some method  
for getting this problem addressed. 
This tactic serves as a form of ongoing user-experience testing, and it makes 
the users feel more invested in making CRM successful. The better CRM 
becomes, the more likely they are to use it. Everyone wins. 

• Process Improvements 
Most modern companies are familiar with the concept of kaizen, which 
originated in Japanese businesses. The core idea behind kaizen is a company 
should always try to continuously improve its products and processes. When 
a CRM system stops being updated and improved, it’s easy for CRM users  
to feel abandoned. 
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They’re stuck with any problems they encounter. So they may prefer  
to use an easier workflow outside of CRM, in order to accomplish a given 
task. It’s better to take the kaizen approach, and always move toward 
improvements—even minor ones—in the CRM user experience. 

• Switch CRMs 
Once users have had a bad experience with a CRM, changing their minds 
is a huge challenge. Then they see the CRM as unfixable, even if huge 
improvements could be made. They’ve been burned by the experience. 
In these situations, it’s often easier and more cost-effective to start over  
with a new CRM system. Many of the same design documents can be reused, 
and the user adoption lessons that you learned from the failed rollout are 
easy to incorporate into the new one. 

• Monitor Usage 
One of the most powerful ways to reduce problems with CRM adoption  
is proactivity. By monitoring the times when users log into the system and 
how long they remain active, you can gauge their overall usage. If a team’s 
usage eventually falls off, there may be some kink or tangle in their workflow, 
which makes CRM less effective than it should be. 
One specific process may be bogging down the entire pipeline. Alternatively, 
one group may have not been properly trained about entering data  
at a specific stage. By noticing these negative trends before they become 
larger issues, you can keep user-adoption rates high. 

CONCLUSION 
It’s important to remember these aspects all run in parallel with each other.  
In a good CRM implementation, they all tie together. At the same time, CRM is 
not a static thing. It’s a complex system that needs to be supported, maintained, 
and grown with an eye towards continual refinement. 

Keeping adoption rates high requires an ongoing investment in improvement,  
so milestones may take place over weeks, months, and years. 

If you have any questions about CRM implementation—from the benefits  
of specific modules to the costs of developing a solution for your business—
contact us at fayebsg.com.

https://fayebsg.com/
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About FayeBSG 
Faye Business Systems Group is a technology consulting and software  
company that helps companies grow by working with them to implement, 
customize and integrate innovative and effective financial and business  
systems. As a SugarCRM Elite partner and awarded the 2018 SugarCRM 
Global Reseller of the Year, FayeBSG is also a leading partner with Sage,  
Zendesk, Acumatica, Ytel, Hubspot and a variety of custom software solutions.

FayeBSG is known for their SugarCRM integrations with Sage 100,  
Quickbooks, NetSuite, Acumatica, Intacct, Constant Contact, Authorize.Net, 
HubSpot, Ring Central, Box, Jira, Ytel, and more. Services include project  
management, software implementations, consulting, training, custom  
development, and support.

Specializing in software implementations for a variety of industries,  
FayeBSG has customized successful CRM and ERP platforms for a variety  
of mid-market and enterprise businesses.

5950 Canoga Ave., Suite 615 Phone 818-280-4820
Woodland Hills, CA 91367 Fax 818-280-4821


