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INTRODUCTION
When you manufacture building supplies, consistency is everything. No matter what  
your company produces—from industrial insulation to roof shingles, and from steel pipes 
to drywall—your customers want to know they can count you. When they place an order, 
they want to be sureit will arrive complete and on time. The bigger your customer base 
and dealer network, the more complicated and challenging it can become to maintain  
that level of consistency.

You need to ensure the highest levels of consistency for your customers and distributors, 
and you need to make informed, strategic decisions as your company grows. So you need 
powerful tools for managing your data, which is why Customer Relationship Management 
(CRM) systems have become essential for building supplies manufacturers. From growing 
your dealer network to enhancing your customer service, a CRM system helps you deliver 
the consistency your customers demand.

In this book, we’re going to examine a few of the most common use cases for CRM  
in building supplies manufacturing. We’ll look at the many roles a CRM system can play  
in your daily operations, and discuss the long-term benefits that a CRM system can bring 
to your company. Let’s get started!

SECTION 1 CRM IN BUILDING SUPPLIES 
MANUFACTURING

Few industries are as varied in definition and scope as building supplies manufacturing.  
On the surface, a lumber yard in North Carolina and an industrial-steel fabrication plant 
in Michigan seem like they would have little in common. They have different supply 
chains, unique workflows and processes, distinct markets, and their own sets of vendor 
relationships.

Yet they also have something in common: the need to manage customer relationships.

However, when seen through the eyes of their sales teams, these manufacturers actually 
have a lot in common. For instance, many building supplies manufacturers have strictly 
B2B systems, and they work closely with highly knowledgeable distributors, instead of 
the general public. To grow their business, they need to reach out to a network of dealers, 
contractors, resellers, and wholesalers. In other words, they need tools designed  
with B2B sales in mind, in order to do their jobs effectively.
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Even building supplies manufacturers who sell directly to customers often need B2B-type 
customer-management systems, which allows them to stay on top of their sales cycles. 
Unlike strictly B2C (business to consumer) firms, manufacturers also tend to have more 
complex production and planning needs, which results in sales cycles that can easily 
exceed six months. 

The longer the sales cycle, the more important it is to have up-to-date information  
about the status of each and every opportunity. Managing these accounts should  
be a top priority, including courting new clients while keeping existing customers happy 
and reordering.

Strangely, many manufacturers treat 
their sales departments as little 
more than an afterthought. While 
a manufacturer may invest massive 
amounts of time and brainpower into 
refining a product design or simplifying 
a manufacturing process, the sales side 
of the business may be largely forgotten 
until a major problem crops up. Even 
manufacturers that are on the cutting 
edges of their markets often rely on 
outdated sales technologies and tools.

These legacy sales-management systems are often cobbled together from a variety  
of existing tools to create a CRM spreadsheet. This situation can create a serious 
efficiency problem, particularly as data from those tools can’t be easily integrated  
into Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) or software for finance and accounting.

Without a modern CRM, these companies cannot directly infer trends.  
Then after significantly investing time, they will collect and crunch the data.
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Understanding CRM

Consider how difficult it is to answer these key questions when using a piecemeal 
approach to CRM:

• Who are your customers? 
How much do you really know about them? You know the name of the company,  
and you probably know the name of your primary sales contact there. 

But do you know the decision-making structure of the company? Who are the gatekeepers? 
Who are your advocates? Without the right tools to capture this data, it’s easy for these  
kinds of important details to slip away.

• Why do they buy your products? 
It’s one thing to have an order history with a client. Then you’ll already be clued in about  
when their next order will happen, and how large it is likely to be. 

But here is something that’s less obvious, but just as important: An understanding of why they 
prefer your products over your competition. By collecting, aggregating, and analyzing  
this data, you can gain a clearer understanding about your customers and their needs.

• When and how do they purchase? 
The more you understand a customer’s procurement process, the easier it becomes to focus 
your sales efforts on getting the best results possible. 

A customer with a seasonal buying cycle may only need to be contacted a few times each 
year. Meanwhile, another may be experiencing so much growth that it might make sense  
to contact them a few times each month. Without CRM, this complex knowledge is far more 
difficult to share and act upon.

• Are your customers aware of your new products? 
Why develop new products if your sales team doesn’t promote them? Are you missing 
potential sales because your reps aren’t actively promoting new products? It can be a 
challenge to even see this problem in a traditional sales setting. But a CRM system makes  
it much easier to track any kind of performance-based sales data.

• Where does any specific opportunity lie along the sales pipeline? 
By nature, salespeople tend to be optimistic. They see every lead as a person who is on the 
verge of making a purchase. But this thought process doesn’t always line up with the reality of 
where each lead lies in the qualification process. Without the right data, there is no objective 
way to see how many deals are approaching completion, are stalled, or are on-schedule.

Once you have the right tools, these questions are simple to answer. Regardless of the 
industry, data about customers and sales should always play a vital role in forecasting, 
strategic analysis, and planning. Forward-looking reports generated by CRM provide 
needed context and counterpoints to lagging indicators (such as production capacity, 
production runs, and raw material purchases).
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More importantly, if you know more about your customers and their needs, you’ll be able 
to manage the relationship in new ways. This knowledge provides immediate benefits, 
in terms of overall sales, but it can also help improve and optimize other aspects  
of your business. 

By using CRM-derived data, your analysts can:

• Help improve cash flow.
• Predict sales lulls or spikes in demand. 
• Reduce transportation and inventory expenses. 
• Craft strategies for reducing churn rates or increasing overall profitability.

These are simple questions to answer once you have the right tools. No matter what the 
industry, customer and sales data should always play a vital role in forecasting, strategic 
analysis, and planning. Forward-looking reports generated from the CRM provide needed 
context and counterpoints to lagging indicators, such as production capacity, production 
runs, and raw material purchases.

Why Does My Firm Need CRM?

Ask a dozen CRM vendors to define their products, and you’ll probably get a dozen 
different answers. CRM can take a staggering variety of forms, and every company  
has its own specific use case. Even within the same branch of manufacturing, companies 
may have similar products and workflows. Firms will often have use cases that require 
completely different CRM implementations.

Let’s start with the basics: A CRM system is a combination of workflows and software 
that manages customer relationships. While customer management is a key part of CRM, 
the system itself really involves managing all kinds of business relationships. 

While CRM can certainly help you keep tabs on your customers, it can also help manage 
leads and prospects. Companies with a complex supply chain may use CRM to manage 
supplier relationships. Complex relationships that benefit from being managed include 
vendors, affiliates, and partners.

There is also some confusion about what “relationship management” means. In CRM, 
this definition often includes processes and workflows, which might not be obviously 
connected. For instance, account management and business development are often 
strongly tied to CRM. 
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At the same time, a comprehensive CRM can play a role in a huge range of activities, 
including: 

• Marketing and salesforce automation 
• Nurture and drip campaigns
• Many activities related to service desks 
• Relationship-based reports and analytics 
• Project management
• Order management
• CPQ (configure, price, quote)
• Partner management
• Customer portals
• Account management
• Workflow management
• B2B and B2C customer management
• Customer-loyalty management
• Vendor management

Keep in mind that it’s easy to see why there are so many different answers to this 
question: “What is CRM?” It’s an exceptionally flexible, dynamic, and adaptable set  
of tools for managing a wide range of relationships. At the same time, some vendors  
of products that are similar to CRM (such as SaaS marketing automation and service-
desk tools) can muddy the waters even more—by presenting their products  
as standalone CRM solutions.

For the customer, this situation can make finding the right CRM solution extremely 
confusing. But it doesn’t have to be. While the software driving a CRM system can  
be sophisticated, the basic idea behind it isn’t difficult to understand. 

CRM software allows a company to store information about every relationship that  
the company has, and it provides tools to easily update those records. By using that data, 
CRM can determine where an opportunity is along the sales pipeline, or alert a sales  
rep to get in touch with a customer they haven’t recently spoken to. 

Every part of the customer relationship can be utilized by CRM in some way,  
which makes it the perfect tool for managing every stage of the customer lifecycle.

Most CRM software is built around four key capabilities:

• Marketing Automation
Includes lead generation, email marketing, social media management, and campaign 
management
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• Salesforce Automation
Includes activity tracking, contact management, and deal tracking

• Reports and Analytics
Includes business intelligence, forecasting, and commission management

• Service Desk
Includes customer support and other post-sale activities

It’s easy to see the value in CRM software, since it provides a framework for keeping 
customer data connected across a variety of departments, situations, and workflows. 
Most CRM platforms also offer a wealth of plugins and modules, provide tools for 
specialized workflows, enhance functionality, and add third-party tools and services.

Is this all there is to CRM? Hardly. 

A complete CRM solution isn’t about the software. Rather, it’s about 
creating a comprehensive strategy for enhancing all customer relationships. 
The better those relationships are managed, the more effective that  
the marketing, sales, administrative, and customer-service functions  
can become.

CRM can also have an indirect role on many aspects of the company’s operations. 
For instance, project management is usually seen as an internal process that has no 
connection to outside relationships. But consider this situation: You’ve won a big deal,  
but the client wants to see a fully realized prototype before moving forward with it. 

The prototype stage is clearly part of project management, but it’s also fair to think  
of it as being part of the sales pipeline. By moving these deals forward, you can connect 
the CRM and project management processes.

What about order management? While many businesses prefer a standalone Enterprise 
Resource Planning (ERP) system, it might frequently make more sense to build order 
management into the CRM. For instance, in a transactional relationship with customers 
who are also distributors, it could be considerably more efficient to manage those orders 
through CRM.

Quoting is another process that’s not generally connected with CRM. This situation  
is faced by many manufacturers: In a company that handles a high volume of complex 
quotes, the method for delivering them is likely to be a Configure Price Quote (CPQ) 
system. Quoting is also part of sales, so it often makes more sense to include the 
CPQ process as part of CRM. 
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When the deal is closed, those products often become assets. So a CRM system  
is the ideal place to track sales-related data (such as support contracts, warranties,  
and expiration dates). CRM can also play a huge role in service desks. Do customers  
need a login to submit tickets? Do they want to see their past orders, or track the status  
of a current order?

In all of these situations, the goal is the same: Use all available data to create  
a 360-degree view of the customers. It doesn’t matter what the source of the data  
points come from. (Even third-party vendors can play a big role.) The important thing  
is that all of this customer data should be piped into a CRM system. The more robust  
the customer data, the better that the relationship with the customers can become.

How Use Cases Shape CRM

Every business has a unique set of problems that they are hoping to solve with a CRM 
implementation. Some companies simply need a tool for connecting their marketing 
automation to their sales pipeline. Meanwhile, others are looking to completely overhaul 
and streamline their workflows for marketing, sales, reporting, and service. But in every 
case, the CRM solution should always be dictated by the company’s use case.

This situation requires building a profile of the company’s processes, and looking  
for problem spots in their workflows. To sketch in the details of these use cases,  
I’d like to ask you a series of simple-yet-probing questions:

• What industry are you in?
• What market do you work with?
• What is your sales process?
• What is your current workflow—from the moment you acquire a lead, to the last time  

you talk to them as a customer?
• What processes, tools, or systems do you use as part of your current workflow?
• What problems do you want CRM to solve?

These questions may seem simple, but the answers often reveal significant details  
about the use case. In building supplies manufacturing alone, countless edge cases 
involve the unique nature of a distribution network or complex quoting system that can 
create situations which call for an innovative solution. By helping the client walk through 
their current workflows, it becomes much easier to see where the real problems are,  
and what kind of CRM solution makes the most sense for them.
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Many smaller manufacturers often aren’t even aware they need a CRM 
system. Instead of having a standalone solution, they rely on a cobbled-
together system of standalone tools like Outlook, Google Calendar,  
and Dropbox. Only through sheer tenacity that these companies  
are able to manage their current customer relationships. 

This approach might be somewhat manageable for a small, dedicated team, but every 
additional customer brings it one step closer to total collapse. It’s simply not a scalable 
solution, and this severely limits the company’s ability to grow and adapt. Even a minimal 
CRM solution could provide tremendous benefits.

It’s one thing to craft a custom CRM solution for a small or mid-sized business, but what 
about a huge organization? The larger the manufacturer, the more complex the customer 
relationships become. Instead of a single CRM use case, there could be dozens.

For instance, in a company with thousands of employees, there might be a single use 
case just for managing opportunities—not even touching leads or accounts—because 
the organization is so complex. There can also be distinct divisions within the company 
that handle completely different lines of business. Perhaps there are even subsidiary 
businesses that have their own use cases, but also need to share customer data  
with each other.

Are these appropriate use cases for CRM? Absolutely. What could be more valuable  
to a behemoth of an organization than having uniformity of process?

By zooming out, we can even see some of the use-case problems in a gargantuan 
company. When it comes to their customer data, do all of those departments, divisions, 
and subsidiaries speak the same “language?” Do they manage their other business 
relationships in a consistent manner? Probably not. 

Bringing these departments, divisions and subsidiaries together on the same  
CRM platform (or interconnected installations of the same CRM software) solves many 
seemingly intractable problems. The company’s marketers, sales reps and administrators 
are now forced to use the same terminology for their processes, workflows, and reporting.  
This makes it much easier to share knowledge and resources, and make cross-sells  
and upsells across divisions much easier to implement.

The important thing to remember about CRM is there is no one-size-fits-all solution. 
Every use case is unique, and the best results happen when the CRM is designed  
to take advantage of this. CRM is about solving a problem, not fitting a company’s 
problems into a software straightjacket.
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CRM Benefits for Large Manufacturers 

One of the less obvious advantages of integrating CRM into manufacturing systems  
is higher-level integration with other operational systems. This situation is especially 
useful for manufacturers with complex setups that involve assembly and warehousing  
in multiple facilities. Essential details (such as sales projections) can be shared  
with procurement, assembly, and warehousing managers, in order to create  
more efficient processes.

Even when each of these divisions rely on specialized solutions (such as CPQ software), 
it’s always possible to integrate CRM data, in order to provide a more robust view  
of overall performance—by using third-party tools and plugins. This tactic allows  
each branch of the company to be more informed about future demand, while also 
delivering exceptional transparency to the parent company.

Here’s a benefit of a group of manufacturers that are owned by the same parent 
company: enhancing both horizontal and vertical integration. In this sense, CRM data 
serves as the sales-reporting and forecasting equivalent of an ERP solution. 

By sharing CRM solutions across individual sales teams, the 
resulting data can be crunched by the parent company, which 
allows managers and executives to see a much bigger picture.

There are also other advantages to CRM, particularly for companies that already have 
existing integrations across multiple divisions. One great example is the role that CRM 
plays in customer support. Most CRM solutions are designed to follow the customer 
throughout their lifetime, so they include modules for support tickets, warranty details, 
RMA tracking, and contract management. In an industry where customer support  
is still largely handled via email, CRM provides game-changing tools.

Here’s another exciting use case, particularly for commercial and industrial manufacturers: 
the new frontier of the Internet of Things (IoT). Data from IoT-ready machines on the 
factory floor can provide instant feedback to customers looking for real-time data during 
their production runs. You could access this data from a CRM-connected customer 
portal—which allows clients to have up-to-the-minute details about their order,  
without placing an additional burden on your support staff.
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SECTION 2 CRM IN SALES 
What’s the difference between a “lead” and an “opportunity?” Every sales organization 
has a different definition, which can be a problem if it’s looking to bring a CRM system 
online. To make sure we’re on the same page, let’s go back to Sales 101 for a moment.

A lead is really just a scrap of information about a person or business who could 
theoretically purchase your product or service. Leads are usually names, phone numbers, 
and email addresses that you’ve collected, researched, or purchased from a vendor.  
Your company has no relationship with these individuals, and has never contacted  
them before.

On the other hand, an opportunity is a lead that has been “qualified” in some way. 
According to your company’s definition, this person is a potential customer. In most  
cases, someone on your sales team has talked to them, and confirmed that they are: 

• In the right industry
• In the market for your product or service
• Capable of affording your prices 

CRM-Optimized Sales Pipelines

In the sales-funnel model, every lead passes through a series of qualifying gates. 
Anyone that doesn’t fit is disqualified. But anyone who does fit passes further down 
the pipeline—until the deal is closed, and they become customers. In a manufacturing 
context, leads are the raw materials that must be refined, in order to create  
the finished product.

Qualification can be a messy process. Without a clear structure  
and workflow to steer opportunities through each stage, it soon  
becomes inefficient.

To further complicate the situation, the sales structures aren’t standardized. Firms 
that serve identical niches within a given industry often have completely different 
sales philosophies, practices, and qualification standards. For instance, one furniture 
manufacturer may send all of their large-scale orders to their business-development 
team, while another may send them directly to their inbound-sales team.
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In companies with small sales teams, there may not even be a formal system for handling 
leads. It may be up to the individual manager, or even the salesperson, to decide when  
a lead has become an opportunity. This situation may briefly work for very small 
operations. But without clearly defined workflows and qualification standards,  
it’s only a matter of time before the ambiguity starts to cause serious headaches.

CRM replaces this informal approach, in order to obtain a lead qualification with a clearly 
defined, scalable system. It takes the guesswork out of the workflow, which allows 
managers to see the status of every lead and opportunity. It’s as much of a leap forward 
from traditional sales management as the assembly line was from the old workshop-
based approach to manufacturing.

Well-designed CRM solutions, such as SugarCRM, enhance this process even more  
by providing distinct software modules during each step. For instance, one module 
handles leads, while others manage opportunities, accounts, contacts, and even support. 
CRM can even incorporate data from ERP, CPQ, Outlook, and other systems, in order  
to provide the right data during every stage of the pipeline.

Even companies with unique structures and pipelines can benefit from CRM. As an 
adaptable set of modular tools, CRM can be adapted to any manufacturing process, 
industry, or sales cycle. It’s simply a matter of embracing the flexibility and customization 
of the CRM software.

Ironically, some manufacturing firms have had bad experiences with CRM, specifically 
because they try to use the default version of the software. They see CRM’s list of 
features, which has a huge range of modules available, and they insist on activating every 
bell and whistle. Instead of a smooth, simple system for managing opportunities, CRM 
becomes a tedious, productivity-leaching pain. As on the factory floor, the best solution  
is usually the most efficient one.

For instance, many manufacturers don’t even need a lead-management module. Perhaps 
their marketable universe is small, and they make industrial or military-grade products 
with only a few dozen potential customers in the world. If so, then there really are no 
leads to manage. By definition, anyone who could purchase their products is already 
qualified. The lead-management module can be entirely removed from the workflow.

Another example is leads provided by a parent company or partner firm. In most cases, 
those leads have already been qualified, so why not simply push the data directly into 
modules for managing accounts or opportunities? Given the B2B focus that many 
manufacturing firms utilize, there may not even be individual contact data for those  
leads. As those opportunities are contacted, dropping the lead-management module 
might require additional information-gathering, but that’s a small price to pay for the 
boost to overall efficiency.
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Does your business need a CRM-optimized sales pipeline? 
1. Are most of your sales transactions occurring through existing customers and 

distributors, or with new ones?

2. How long is the typical sales cycle—from lead to closed deal?

3. How many potential companies are in your target market?

4. Do your sales reps typically interact with a single person during the sales cycle,  
or with multiple people at the company?

CRM: Activities vs Motion 

Business processes don’t exist in a vacuum. Over time, better ideas, technology, 
and systems come along. Then a workflow that was once effective may seem slow, 
antiquated, and inefficient. This situation is just as true in sales as it is in manufacturing.

Unfortunately, once a practice has become entrenched in the organization’s workflow, 
it’s not always easy to change, because so many other pieces are dependent on it. 
Implementing a new CRM solution provides your business with a rare opportunity to 
fix these long-neglected issues in your company’s sales funnel, workflow, and other 
processes. 

The benefits of CRM are more evident in reporting than anywhere else. 

The right reporting tools can shed new light on even the most  
opaque processes. 

To take full advantage of the insights that a well-designed CRM can provide,  
it’s important to understand two important elements: activities and motions.

Historically, sales have been measured in terms of activity. When a VPs of Sales  
want to gauge the productivity of their departments, they generally track specific tasks 
and actions (such as the volume of calls made, or the number of in-person meetings). 
Then they can get some indication of overall performance. If an employee or team  
is meeting their target number of assigned tasks, it’s reasonable to believe that the job  
is getting done.
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In the CRM context, these kinds of tasks are referred to as “activities.” Typical examples  
of sales activities include: 

• Sales-related emails
• In-person and phone-based sales meetings
• Proposals and bids 

Activities can also include tasks, such as sending out whitepapers, inviting potential 
customers to attend webinars, or even updating account records.

However, activities don’t tell the whole story. What’s the benefit of a salesperson making 
50 calls a day, if none of those conversations result in a sale? What about a rep who only 
makes 10 calls a day, but moves 5 steps closer to a sale? These “motions” aren’t always 
as easy to track. It’s completely impractical to even try them without a modern  
CRM system. But they are hugely important to the overall workflow.

By tracking motion, it becomes possible to observe the movement of opportunities 
through the sales pipeline. This progress can be tracked over time, which allows 
managers to see problems that would be completely invisible during action-based 
reporting. 

To understand the benefits, let’s consider this situation from the perspective of a VP  
of Sales:

• Does the VP know how many viable opportunities have become stuck in some stage  
of the company’s sales funnel?

• Do the VP know how long those opportunities have been lodged there?
• Are those opportunities stuck there because the deal has stalled out? Or is it due to the 

reps not having the knowledge or resources they need to move them to the next stage?
• What actions can the VP take to change these results?

By tracking motion with CRM, these questions are much easier to answer. It’s even 
possible to see the parts of the sales pipeline where opportunities tend to get stuck.  
By examining the sales process, it’s even possible to eliminate these logjams before  
they happen.

For example, a sales-activity report could show you that a specific sales rep or team  
is underperforming. But only a motion-based report can show you the stage in the sales 
pipeline where those deals lose momentum. At the individual level, motion-reporting  
can also indicate that a salesperson needs help at certain stages, that they’re overloaded 
with tasks, or even that their overall job performance is poor.

Motion-based reporting can also detect flaws in a poorly designed qualification process. 
If opportunities are consistently getting stuck in certain stages, the gating between those 
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stages may not be optimized. How many sales has your company lost, simply because 
opportunities were pushed forward after being incorrectly vetted?

By using motion-based reporting, the solutions to problematic stages in the gating 
process are almost trivial. Today, the problem can be fixed, which means that opportunities  
to move will proceed much more quickly. This solution reduces costs, improves close-date 
projections, boosts conversions, and increases the overall efficiency of the sales pipeline.

But how does this theory work  
in practice? Consider a sales team  
that consistently fails to finalize deals  
by the expected close date. This date 
isn’t just a projection of the average 
amount of time it takes to close a deal. 
It’s also a cost-management tool. It 
gives sales reps and their managers 
a means to identify deals that have 
gone off the rails, and are no longer 
worth the effort and cost to close. In an 
ideal process, the expected close date 
would only need to be pushed back in 
exceptional circumstances.

A company that consistently finds itself pushing back close dates clearly has a problem. 
For example, their sales cycle anticipates a 20-day close date, but for some reason, the 
actual results are usually an average of 29 days. Tracking activities won’t reveal the cause 
of this delay. However, tracking the motion could reveal that most reps are hitting their 
20-day goal, while 15% are lagging far behind and taking an average of 35 days to close. 

More importantly, underperforming reps are all getting stuck at the same stage. After 
some investigation, it may turn out that the root cause isn’t the reps at all. It could be  
that poorly qualified leads get passed along by the business-development team.  
No matter how well-trained those reps are, they will always perform worse if they  
get lower-qualify opportunities. 

If the company relied solely on activity-based reporting, those reps would simply  
appear to be underperforming. The company might invest significant amounts of money 
on additional training, or even replace those reps entirely. And yet the underlying problem 
with the close date would still exist.

What if all the reps in the sales organization are consistently missing their close dates?  
Is there a systemic problem in the sales pipeline? Or are those close-date projections 
based on inaccurate, outdated, or otherwise bad assumptions? Something as simple 
as revising the gating process between two key stages in the pipeline can completely 
change these results.
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How does your company assess Activities vs. Motion?
1. Are your deal cycles generally transactional in nature? Do they take a short period  

of time, which is measurable in hours or days?

2. How many clearly defined stages do you have in your sales cycle?

3. In terms of measuring performance, are meetings, calls, and tasks all treated the 
same? Is there an emphasis on tracking different types of sales activities?

4. Does your sales cycle involve a lot of in-person meetings?

The CRM-Driven Sales Meeting

One of the first lessons that new salespeople learn is that sales meetings are almost 
always a complete waste of time. A typical meeting is structured more like a series  
of off-the-cuff progress reports. The sales manager talks to each person about the deals 
they are currently working on. This lack of structure can make it seem like a sales version 
of show and tell.

Instead of talking about deals that are stuck or problematic, most reps will focus  
on the most promising opportunities they have. Other reps will try to provide an overview 
of where they are with each deal, but mix together updates from opportunities in early, 
middle, and late stages of the pipeline. A salesperson who loves to talk might dominate 
the entire meeting with grand visions for a deal that’s only in its initial stages, which  
takes time away from reps who need help with stalled sales.

To someone coming from the detail-driven, efficiency-focused world of manufacturing,  
a typical sales meeting often seems like a complete waste of time. Even the structure  
of these meetings is bewildering. It prompts some serious questions:

• Who are these sales meetings really helping?
• Is vital information actually being shared with the sales manager?
• What value does this kind of meeting provide to the organization?
• What tangible benefits do these meetings give the team?
• If sales meetings are so inefficient, why do companies still structure their sales meetings 

in round-robin formats?

It’s important to understand that few people—even in sales 
management—think of sales in terms of traditional structure  
and analysis. We talk about the “art of selling,” but rarely the 
“science of sales.” It’s not like you need a degree before you  
can apply for a sales job.
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Salespeople make up a huge part of the workforce, but there’s no industry standard  
for how a sales organization should actually operate. The structure and content  
of something as universal as a sales meeting is often left up to the individual sales 
manager. Even within the same organization, these meetings can have completely 
different formats, which leads to inconsistent reporting, sales projections, and results.

Is it any wonder that team-level sales meetings often have a bad reputation for only 
being marginally valuable? However, CRM-driven sales meetings have changed this 
opinion. CRM provides a wealth of reporting and analysis tools, but it also forces the sales 
organization to use the same language, processes, and workflows. This new level  
of insight, consistency, and focus can be extraordinarily valuable during a sales meeting.

How does a CRM-driven sales meeting work? For starters, it does away with the typical 
round-robin/show-and-tell meeting format. Instead, the sales manager starts by pulling 
up something as simple as a sales-pipeline report. 

The manager can now ask specific reps about the status of individual opportunities  
at specific stages along the pipeline. Once the manager has the information they need,  
it’s time to move on to the next rep’s opportunities. Instead of relying on salespeople  
to provide these updates—something that can be a problem for a group of individuals 
that all love to talk—the sales manager is now driving the conversation with real data 
from the CRM system.

This approach also allows the sales manager to focus on specific problems, including 
some that might not even be discussed in the old meeting format. CRM allows the 
manager to look at opportunities along the pipeline. For instance, this change makes  
it possible to only discuss deals that are nearing the closing stage. 

Without CRM-generated reports, these kinds of discussions can be difficult 
to start. Reps might not even know how long certain deals have been 
stalled in a specific stage. Now that the manager has these reports  
at their fingertips, it’s easy to ask specific questions, identify issues,  
and move towards solutions. Topics that were once tricky to discuss  
can now be dealt with quickly and efficiently.

Sales managers can also use this technique to focus on meeting-specific priorities. 
Instead of discussing early-stage opportunities that are six months away from closing, 
they can limit the conversation to deals that are nearing completion. Along the same lines, 
a manager can now limit the discussion to the highest-value deals, the most promising 
new opportunities, and countless other topics.
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Another important aspect of this situation involves activities reporting. Are the sales  
reps making the right amount of calls? Is an underperforming sales rep ignoring their 
CRM-tracked tasks? Are hard-working reps hitting their activity goals, but simply  
hitting bad patches when it comes to closing sales? 

CRM allows sales managers to see: 

• How their entire team is performing 
• Which reps are struggling
• Which reps are simply slacking

A CRM-focused approach has one additional benefit for managers: It forces the sales 
staff to use the system correctly. CRM adoption can be a major issue in some sales 
organizations, particularly if the reps have little incentive for keeping their records  
up-to-date. By using CRM data in these sales meetings, it provides the perfect  
motivation for keeping everyone on track.

It’s embarrassing for a rep to be called out on incorrect or out-of-date information.  
The last thing a rep wants is to be asked a pointed question about why a closed deal  
is still open in the system, or why an expected close date has now been overdue for days. 
Using this approach, sales meetings become an effective way to enforce the stewardship 
of data, which keeps the data clean and the reports accurate.

CRM Benefits for the Sales Team

What’s the value of CRM to the sale reps? CRM data can help them make their case—if 
they can use it as a tool to demonstrate that they aren’t getting enough lead flow, or that 
their geography is weak (compared to another rep). For instance, if a sales rep is worried 
that they don’t have enough deals in the pipeline, they can use CRM to demonstrate it.

How many sales organizations have lost exceptionally talented salespeople because they 
felt like they weren’t being given enough opportunities, or were being unfairly treated 
because something outside of their control knocked them off their quota attainment  
for that quarter or month? From an employee-management perspective, it’s always  
better to discuss these kinds of problems by using cold, hard facts.

A CRM system objectively collects and reports sales data, and having access  
to these kinds of reports can give the sales staff a new perspective on their performance. 
The more the staff values CRM data, the higher their overall adoption rate will be.
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With CRM-reports driving the sales meeting, the focus changes. Instead  
of being an off-the-cuff general update from other members of the team, 
the meetings now involve identifying and solving specific problems. 

Without the more loquacious members of the team talking about their hopes  
and dreams regarding the biggest deals in their pipeline, the other reps have something 
more to do than watch the clock until they can get back to work.

A CRM-focused meeting cuts out the noise, and focuses on the signal. If a rep is struggling  
to understand why an opportunity isn’t moving forward, the rest of the team now has the 
chance to offer their collective advice and insight. These meetings allow the entire sales 
team to leverage their combined experience, in order to solve problems (big and small).

Here’s an example: 
A company manufactures insulation for the wholesale market, and there’s a new 
rep named Chris. He joined the team a few months ago, and only has a basic 
understanding of the wholesale insulation business. Chris has worked hard, and has 
a big opportunity to sell to a new customer who is building an office park. This deal 
is worth nearly $1 million, but it’s been stalled for nearly a month.

At a typical sales meeting, Chris would probably just say, “I haven’t closed it yet, but 
I’m working on it.” In a CRM-driven deal, the sales manager would say, “I see that 
this office-park deal has been stuck for a month. What’s keeping it from moving 
forward? Is there anything we can do to help it along?”

In all likelihood, Chris will probably explain his situation at this point. Then the other 
reps could ask him questions, tell him how they solved similar problems in the past, 
volunteer to sit in on his next call, or provide other kinds of help. 

Instead of simply being a status report, a sales meeting has now become a form of 
collaborative problem-solving. After a few minutes of discussion, Chris should have 
several new ideas about how to nudge the deal forward.

Will your company benefit from CRM-driven sales meetings?
1. How structured are your current sales meetings?

2. Do your sales meetings occur in-person or remotely?

3. Does your company practice a particular sales methodology?

4. Are there any particular members that tend to hijack meetings?
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Business Intelligence & KPIs

Executives and managers who are used to working with ERP data report that a typical 
sales performance can be maddeningly vague. However, without CRM in place to provide 
real data, the optimistic guesswork that comes from a sales meeting is the only available 
option. It puts everyone involved—from the sale team to the C-Suite planners—in the 
horrible position of making decisions and plans, based on flawed information.

Since the details are fuzzy at the distributor and channel level, it becomes impossible  
to see the larger picture of dealer networks and sales territories. Then demand planning 
and forecasting become little more than educated guesses. And the further those 
predictions are from reality, the more difficult it becomes to deliver consistent results. 
Remember, consistency is everything to your customers, which is truer in building-
supplies manufacturing than any other industry.

But everything changes with the introduction of CRM. By providing a strong structure  
to build workflows around, it allows companies to generate reliable sales data. 

These results add up to dramatic improvements:

• Time-consuming tasks can now be automated and complex. 
• Inefficient processes can be streamlined. 
• The business generated by intelligence becomes deeper, richer, and more reliable. 

A properly implemented CRM can provide many different types of pipeline reports.  
Here are a few examples that can be used to drive a sales meeting:

• General pipeline reports show opportunities according to stage and user.
• Opportunities according to the length of time in each stage, from latest stage to earliest.
• A historical-velocity report (which is cyclically adjusted to the season) shows an 

opportunity for movement across the entire sales team.

CRM is also extremely useful for key performance indicators (KPIs), goals, and forecasting.  
The measurement of current team performance against the sales forecast should be  
a standard part of every sales meeting. Most enterprise-grade CRM systems even include 
forecasting modules, and allow projections to be weighted (based on the probability, 
phase, and amount).

These reports can even be combined, and they provide truly deep insights into performance.  
For instance, by overlaying a forecasting report with a rep’s self-assessed pipeline report 
gives managers a fact-checking tool. Are those stuck deals being reported as being 
further along than they actually are?

What about team quotas? By using CRM reports, you can more accurately project 
whether or not a team will hit their quota. Even individual quotas can be monitored 
through CRM. (However, personal quotas aren’t something that a manager would 
generally bring up in a sales meeting.)
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The same principle applies to goals. You’ll have a clear snapshot  
of how well the team is performing by using the CRM to track goals,  
such as conversions, the amount of opportunities at each stage  
in the pipeline, and deals closed per month. 

By making these reports a part of team meetings, you can also encourage group 
discussion and collaboration, in order to enhance these goals. 

Will CRM provide better business intelligence & KPIs for your company?
1. What KPIs/metrics does your team currently track?

2. What KPIs/metrics should your team be tracking?

3. How do you communicate these metrics to your team? Do you utilize a tool,  
such as a live TV broadcast or business dashboard?

4. How does your team currently set and manage goals?

Omnichannel Support

Even if your company relies on a single sales channel—such as a network of building 
supply distributors—it’s important to keep an eye on the other channels you might have 
neglected. For instance, not every manufacturer needs to have an ecommerce site or 
benefit from a substantial social media presence. But as your customers’ expectations 
change, your company should be ready to adapt.

As a building supplies manufacturer, you might not see the need for a dedicated mobile 
site or app. But what about that internet-savvy contractor or architect who is trying to 
make an order from a job site? The first place they’ll look for a solution is online. If they 
have a question, they won’t think to call a support rep; they’ll reach out on Twitter, or look 
for a live chat option. 

The more closely your ecommerce and other channels are integrated with CRM, the 
easier it is to capture data about your customers. This situation allows you to see which 
products your customers are viewing, receive notifications when a prospect downloads 
marketing content (such as eBooks and whitepapers), and use automation to connect 
customers with dealers or installers.

CRM also makes it much easier to bring your sales and support systems together.  
Better yet, it can even help you see trends that were once invisible, and help you connect 
with potential customers you never knew about.
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Post-Sales Support & Warranty

In some kinds of manufacturing, delivering exceptional post-sales support is just  
as important to the long-term success of the company as sales itself. A manufacturer 
that supplies drywall needs to be able to quickly respond. For instance, if an order was 
drenched or otherwise damaged en route to a distributor or worksite, their customers 
need immediate support. And the better that support is, the more likely it is they’ll retain 
customers.

As with other CRM assessments, I like to ask manufacturers about their post-sales 
support and warranty needs early in the process. For some companies, this support 
is barely a consideration. For others, it’s a mission-critical aspect of their business. 
Specifically, I ask them:

• What are the support requirements of your product once you sell it?
• What are the product’s assets? How are they managed?
• As these assets depreciate, will customers need to buy new ones?
• How durable are these products?
• How quickly do the products wear out? How frequently do they need to be bought again?

CRM can help manage these support tickets and warranties, and it can also provide 
essential insights into the product’s sales cycle. In an industry like building supplies 
manufacturing, these warranties and support tend to be specific to a given client’s  
needs, so a wealth of useful data can be found.

SECTION 3 CRM IMPLEMENTATION
In any given business environment, the workflow tends to revolve around one or two key 
pieces of software. We’re all familiar with the tools Excel, Gmail, and Outlook. But we 
don’t often think about them as forces that shape, and even dictate, how the business 
operates. These applications are the “Center of Gravity” for a company, which can be  
a problem if they aren’t actually the right tools for the job.

Even worse, the resistance to changing a well-established workflow can make adopting 
the right tools far more difficult than it should be. In CRM implementation, we see this 
problem all the time. Even if a company spends a small fortune to bring their staff a fully 
optimized and efficient CRM tool, they simply won’t use it. Instead of seeing CRM  
as something that can simplify their work, they just see it as some new tool that’s being 
forced on them.
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Understanding the Center of Gravity

If CRM isn’t positioned as the center of gravity—and made an absolutely essential  
part of the employees’ universe—the company can’t reap the benefits of the system.  
Then everyone simply sticks to the same one or two applications they’ve always used, 
with no improvements to overall efficiency, tracking, or reporting.

Want a good example? Consider spreadsheets. Well into the new millennium,  
the spreadsheet is just as popular as it was 30 years ago. Even at the executive level, 
countless vital business processes are still being conducted via spreadsheets. Why? 
Spreadsheets are malleable, versatile, and easy to use.

Using Excel is as simple as clicking on a cell and entering data into it. That data can then 
be dragged, dropped, run through any imaginable equation, color-coded, and exported—
all within a few clicks and keystrokes. A true power user can even use the tool to manage 
many processes (such as sales pipelines, HR data, and email automation), which would 
normally be beyond the scope of a simple spreadsheet.

Of course, just because a tool can be used for something, that doesn’t mean it should  
be. No sane executive would trade their company’s ERP for the most detailed collection  
of spreadsheets. The ERP is objectively better, and once put in place, it becomes  
the center of gravity for that side of the business. 

For sales and other customer-facing teams, the same is true for CRM. 

In sales and marketing, email is another highly flexible tool, which tends to be  
the center of gravity. Even the most basic email client can use a contact-management 
tool, a document-sharing system, and a sales-pipeline tracker. Unfortunately, email clients 
are not designed with greater business integrations in mind. 

A salesperson might have a wealth of prospect information in their Gmail account,  
but there is no way for the rest of the sales team to access or use it. All that information 
clearly belongs in a categorized, searchable, reportable, trackable, shareable, summated 
system, which is only accessible through a crude email search.

Even though email isn’t the best option for managing all that data about customers and 
sales, it’s still the tool that many sales reps prefer. Email may be inefficient, but at least it’s 
user-friendly. In the fast-paced setting of a sales office, that ease of use counts for a lot.

People like things to be easy. Given the choice between a less efficient  
tool that they already understand and a more efficient one that has a steep 
learning curve, most people will go with the former. It doesn’t matter  
if the more efficient option will save them a huge amount of time and work 
in the long run, the biggest priority is the hassle in the here and now.
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A good example is multitasking. It often seems easier to juggle a few tasks at once, 
rather than adopting a more complex workflow that involves one task at a time. The 
reality is that multitasking doesn’t work; it has long been known that multitasking is less 
efficient than single-task workflows. In other words, people get less done when they are 
managing multiple tasks, and they suffer from mental fatigue when switching between 
interfaces and processes. 

The more systems that an employee has to use in their daily work, the less efficient  
they become. Even though we know multitasking is the wrong approach, it is still  
the norm in many companies. These inefficiencies are hardly limited to multitasking. 

Consider a typical sales job at a small company without CRM. Just to do their job,  
they may use:

• Excel to track leads
• Word to pull up the appropriate sales scripts
• Google Calendar to schedule calls
• Google Docs to update a spreadsheet that details shared opportunities 
• Dropbox to access contracts
• Skype for team meetings and sales calls
• Gmail 

These applications are completely different and largely disconnected applications,  
and each of them have their own quirks, costs, and limitations. None of these tools are 
hard to use, but they eat away at time that could be spent talking to prospects, making 
deals, and closing sales. 

You’ll lose time by: 

• Switching among the apps 
• Inputting data into a specific spreadsheet 
• Remembering to check a calendar
• Hunting down the right sales form to put into a shared Dropbox folder

However, by using Outlook, several of these tasks (email, calendar, and contact 
management) are handled by one simple, unified interface. It’s not a perfect tool,  
but very few salespeople who have mastered Outlook would even consider giving  
it up for the hodgepodge of tools above.

Once they learn how to use it, Outlook makes their jobs easier. It becomes the center  
of gravity for the sales team.
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For a business to realize the benefits of their CRM, it must become the center of gravity. 
There can’t be “easier” alternatives for the employees to use the same tasks. If the users 
have two options, they will bend over backwards to use the one they are more familiar 
with. To keep the business data coherent and accessible, the CRM must become the 
central, unifying tool for all users.

In a sales context, CRM becomes the sales team’s lifeline. It’s not enough for the team 
to understand the basic functionality of CRM. They need to live it, breathe it, and believe 
in it. It has to be the dashboard they use every day, and the primary source for the 
information and resources they need to do their jobs.

Gravity pulls both ways. The sales team can’t just receive their information from CRM; 
they need to actively enter data into it. So they frequently need to let go of standalone 
email, task management, and calendar tools.

In situations where the built-in modules for handling these tasks aren’t great—which  
is a common issue among CRM platforms—tools like Outlook or Gmail might need to be 
integrated, in order to automatically sync this data. Even if they aren’t technically part  
of the CRM system, there is a fluidity between the systems. Instead of several standalone 
processes, these combined tools function as a bigger solution and a single center of gravity.

However, once you have a system in place, there’s still one major challenge to overcome: 
user adoption.

How well do you know your company’s Center of Gravity?
1. How much is email used during a sales cycle?

2. When you walk around the office, what programs do you see on the staff’s screens?

3. How many emails does each person on the sales team send per day?

The Causes and Cures of Low User-Adoption Rates in CRM

Given all the benefits, it may surprise you to learn that most attempts to implement  
CRM fail within two years. In fact, upwards of 63% of them break down, according  
to the Merkle Group. By any yardstick, this result is terrible. At the same time, spending  
on CRM solutions is growing rapidly, and it reached $36.5 billion worldwide in 2017. 
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, CRM success and failure is almost always determined by the user adoption rate. 
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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.

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 phone numbers or the status 
of a lead, there’s nothing to find. Over time, they use CRM less, then 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. If they can’t run reports, they can’t do analytics on those 
reports. Without analytics to inform them, they also can’t answer important business 
questions. What’s the point of having a CRM system if it can’t be used to answer  
those questions?

It’s not hard to see how these vicious cycles can cause a breakdown 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 CRM’s lifetime.

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

What causes users to give up on CRM? Generally speaking, it’s 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 feeds 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. 
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 learning 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, and if the staff’s first experience with a new CRM 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 encounter. 

• Laziness
Most people like to stick with what they know. If an established workflow does the job  
(at least from those individual’s 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 the 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 have been 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. 

It’s off-putting when processes are needlessly slow and buggy, instead of simple and fast.  
As a result, they don’t want to use it.

• 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. If it takes longer to complete a process—or won’t even let them complete the old 
process at all—there’s little reason for them to adopt the CRM system.
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• 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 CRM.

• The CRM System Isn’t Integrated with Business Practices. 
To be successful, CRM needs to become a central part of the day-to-day operation  
of the business. It should serve as the lodestar, and guide everything from long-term 
strategies to weekly sales meetings. 

Reports generated from 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.  
It needs someone to take charge of it, and make sure that everyone has the training  
and resources they need, in order to get the most out of the project. 

At the same time, that person needs to keep an eye on the quality-control aspect of the job, 
and make sure that the data coming in is clean and usable.

• The Wrong Software 
This problem is extremely uncommon, but it can happen. Some CRM software solutions aren’t 
a good fit for a given business model. So it can be difficult, or even impossible, to accomplish 
certain tasks within CRM. 

The software might be very good at certain tasks (for example, reporting) but poorly suited for 
integrated-order management, social-media integration, or support-desk functionality. These 
problems often can’t be fixed. 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, but also to salespeople, support staff, 
administrators, and other users who interact with it throughout the entire pipeline.  
The CRM will only be wholeheartedly adopted when it is truly compatible with  
these processes.

Is your company prepared to adopt a new CRM?
1. Do you have incentives in place to encourage proper system usage?

2. Do you feel that you have sufficient training programs in place for the team?

3. Do you organize a regular Voice of the Customer session, and encourage end users  
to share concerns, feedback, and ideas that improve CRM adoption?
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Solving the Puzzle of User Adoption

How do you solve these user-adoption issues? It’s tempting to see this topic as a carrot-
and-stick argument: 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 therefore 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 a 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 CRM 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 that the workflows match the real-
world use cases.

One important aspect of this process is automation, which is a topic that 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. 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 during the process.

Another important strategy for boosting user adoption is gamification, which uses CRM 
systems in ways that can positively influence and guide user behavior. CRM is 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 prizes or other incentives, this approach can be extremely 
effective. People will intensely compete due to social status or recognition. However,  
to reap those benefits and see their name at the top of the leaderboard, they need  
to enter their data into the CRM. 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? 

A salesperson out in the field may only have access to a mobile device, and a poor user 
experience can dramatically reduce their ability to effectively do their job. In order to boost 
adoption rates in mobile users, it’s essential to test CRM in a variety of devices through 
numerous forms.

• 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 important data spread 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 within 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. CRM can’t bring data 
together for users if it is stored in segregated, non-integrated systems. By requiring those 
employees to use isolated systems to gather data, it 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 come 
online. 

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.
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• Demonstrate Value
Individual users may not be aware of the benefits that the CRM offer the greater organization. 
This reality is particularly true for the roles of 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 that 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 everyone of the long-term value that CRM will provide. When adoption 
stalls out, the evangelist is tasked with coming up with solutions for reviving 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 include a gift card, dinner with the boss, or a paid afternoon off.  
But they don’t need to be expensive to be effective. Rewards can also help transition users  
to a gamified CRM model.

• The Voice of the End User 
CRM’s users should always feel empowered to provide suggestions and feedback. If a process 
is too complex, they are 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 that a company should always strive for continual 
improvement of both products and processes. When a CRM system stops being updated  
and improved, it’s easy for CRM users to feel abandoned. 

They’re stuck with whatever problems they encounter. So it may become preferable for them 
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 towards improvements—even minor ones— 
in the CRM user experience.

• Monitor Usage
One of the most powerful ways to reduce problems with CRM adoption is to be proactive.  
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 the CRM less effective than it should be. 

One specific process may be bogging down the entire pipeline, or one group hasn’t 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 high.
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It’s important to remember that these aspects all run in parallel with each other. In a good 
CRM implementation process, they all tie together. At the same time, a CRM system 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, and milestones may take place over weeks, 
months, and years.

But what about a situation when a CRM system has already gone off the rails? In these 
situations, it’s often easier and more cost-effective to start over with a new system. Many 
of the same design documents can be reused, and the user-adoption lessons learned 
from the failed rollout are easy to incorporate into the new one.

The CRM Implementation Process

How does a CRM implementation actually work? Every business is different, so no two 
implementations will be identical. 

However, the process of creating the CRM solution can be summarized into five steps. 
These steps are somewhat generalized below, but they should still provide a good 
overview of how CRM implementation works:

Step 1: Identify the problem areas. 
The first step in any implementation is to pin down what’s wrong with the current 
workflows and processes. This step shouldn’t just be limited to the technical failings  
of any current tools, but also deeper issues about how customer relationships  
are currently managed.

It’s important to understand that CRM is designed to play a certain role in the overall 
operation of the business, including the locations of the potential disconnects. Does CRM 
conflict with other systems? Is it more difficult to use than the current tools? Are there 
important integrations with other tools (such as email, order-management systems, 
analytics platforms, ERPs, and CPQs) that need to be established?

With this assessment in hand, it’s much easier to see the weaknesses and failure  
points that need to be addressed before CRM itself can be put into place. 

Step 2: Document the objectives. 
Once these existing problems are identified, it’s time to think about the requirements  
for CRM itself. The goals need to be completely spelled out, and written down in a design 
document. The failure points of any previous systems (including previous attempts  
at CRM implementation) also need to be explained in detail, and provide additional 
context for future decision-making.
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This approach allows the internal team to share a coherent vision for the project, so the 
specific objectives and needs for the CRM need to be plainly stated. Design documents 
also make it much easier to communicate requirements to new vendors and partners.

Step 3: Bring in a team of experts to help advise you. 
By now, it should be clear that launching a successful CRM isn’t easy. 

Even the most expert mountain climbers rely on Sherpas to guide  
them up the treacherous paths of Mount Everest. Similarly, even the most 
experienced business teams need experienced help to get CRM off  
the ground. 

This expert guidance enables companies to avoid the common pitfalls—from inefficient 
workflow design to the under-budgeting of testing. Meanwhile, it minimizes burdens  
on existing staff.

For instance, a CRM team might opt to go with the least expensive CRM vendor, but the 
team lacks the right guidance. So they might not realize that a 10% savings on a licensing 
fee can easily result in a 200% increase in customization costs. These decisions can 
quickly add up, and result in an expensive reboot that’s filled with seemingly  
low-cost options.

Implementation partners exist for a reason. Their input often means the difference 
between the success or failure of CRM.

Step 4: Keep a lookout for quicksand and friction points. 
As CRM takes shape, it pays to tread carefully. Seemingly solid ground can actually turn 
out to be quicksand, which sucks the entire project down into a quagmire of unexpected 
technical and cultural problems. However, with the right guidance and planning, most  
of these headaches are avoidable.

Experience plays a major role at this stage. Here at FayeBSG, we’ve had clients contact 
us in a near panic over an issue that could seemingly place the entire project at risk. For 
instance, perhaps their email or accounting system isn’t compatible with the new CRM. 
So building the custom software to connect the two would put the whole project wildly 
over budget. 
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Someone experienced with implementation would know that this problem can almost 
always be fixed with a simple third-party plugin. This experienced party just needs 
to remain aware that the solutions to these common problems can save companies 
thousands of dollars and countless lost hours.

Another huge point of friction is user adoption. Often, the usability of the tools for CRM’s 
end users is an afterthought, rather than a key priority. If the resulting system is tedious  
to work with —or even slightly less efficient than an existing tool—staffers will avoid 
using it. By involving end users in the CRM-implementation process, many serious 
adoption problems can be completely avoided.

It’s critical for the project sponsors and leaders to truly be invested in creating a great 
outcome. Executives and managers need to believe in the project. But more importantly, 
they need to be willing to step up with budgetary support, in order to make sure that  
no corners are cut during the implementation.

Step 5. Understand your current business processes. 
Every company does not have clearly established business processes. For example, 
startups often have amorphous and rapidly changing processes as they adapt to their 
markets. Over time, almost all businesses will see their processes transform, as new 
technologies, people, and products reshape existing workflows.

These changes can happen so slowly that it’s not always obvious when an existing 
process no longer works well within an existing CRM. For instance, a lightweight system 
that worked perfectly when the company was taking 100 orders a week may barely 
limp along at 10,000 orders a day. But meeting the demands of the current business 
processes requires a bigger, better, and scalable solution from CRM.

The Benefits and Dangers of a CRM Reboot

What about companies who have already tried to implement CRM, only to see it fail? 
Even after a huge investment of cash and time, CRM still isn’t working. The workflows 
and tools don’t perform as promised, which makes skeptical employees even more 
reluctant to use the system. 

To save this project, you need to do something drastic. It’s time to reboot your  
CRM implementation.

Just because CRM has failed, it doesn’t mean that all is lost. There are valuable insights 
to be gained from a botched implementation, which makes it much easier for the next 
iteration to be a complete success. 
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Even successful CRM systems can occasionally require a reboot, especially 
as the business grows and evolves. 

To understand why these projects need to be rebooted, it’s helpful to consider  
the lifecycle of a CRM system. Here are the steps in the cycle:

• Searching
The initial process of looking for the right tools, partners, and vendors for the CRM system.

• Starting
Designing, building, and implementing CRM.

• Scaling 
By adapting the CRM system as the business expands, incorporating new use cases  
and tools may be beyond the scope of the initial implementation.

• Struggling
This stage is generally when the need for a reboot becomes clear. It can include managing  
the limitations of the system, and creating increasingly complex workarounds when CRM  
is no longer up to the task.

As with most things in business, it’s important to have the right partners during a CRM 
reboot. Without an experienced implementation partner to guide the process, it’s easy  
for companies to get caught up in the details of a CRM implementation, and miss  
the bigger picture in the process. 

It’s easy for managers and executives to get lost while they’re thinking about the shiny 
features that a new CRM could offer. At the same time, budget-minded types can get  
lost in the minutiae of pricing details, and look for ways to rein in the budget. Without  
an experienced partner to provide perspective, both groups are vulnerable to the marketing  
hype of various CRM vendors.

On the flip side of the coin, there are companies who believe this old maxim: “If you want 
something done right, you have to do it yourself.” They try to cut CRM costs through in-
house development, and spend tens of thousands of dollars to build bespoke solutions. 
But they never realize that they could simply purchase fully developed, third-party 
integrations for less than the cost of a working lunch.

The success or failure of CRM is rarely a matter of the software running the system. 
But it’s all the other stuff that truly matters, including adapting the system to work with 
existing workflows, integrating needed third-party tools and plugins, testing the user 
experience, and training the staff. 
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However, without the right partners who have the expertise they need to guide them, 
the CRM software tends to take the blame when the implementation sputters. Only after 
months of struggling, frustration, and failure, a company realizes that they invested time 
and money in a system that was destined to fail. 

The project may limp along for another year or two, but eventually, most companies 
will decide to scrap the failed CRM and start over. The reboot is doomed before it even 
starts if they didn’t learn the right lessons from that failure, particularly the lesson about 
working with the right implementation partners.

Every relaunch of a CRM system is 
truly a reboot. For instance, a situation 
that involves a company that’s seeking 
to replace a CRM-like collection of 
standalone elements has nothing to 
reboot. The company may have some 
useful processes or workflows, but 
otherwise, they will need to start from 
scratch.

Similarly, a company seeking to replace 
a legacy CRM system—perhaps  
a decade-old system that was 
developed in-house—isn’t really  
looking for a reboot. Rather, it’s looking 
for an entirely new solution, not a reboot 
and update of their existing tools.

Other CRM cases may fall into a gray area: They may need a major overhaul, rather  
than a complete replacement. A good example is a company that has recently seen 
significant activity in mergers and acquisitions. 

Their existing CRM may work well for their primary business, but it lacks features that  
are important for new subsidiary companies or expanded product lines. This situation 
could be seen as a CRM scaling issue, but a complete reboot may make more sense  
in the long run.
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CONCLUSION
Adopting a new technology is a serious undertaking for any business. It’s an investment 
that can potentially shape the future of the company. CRM is more than just a suite  
of software tools and processes. Rather, it’s a complete system for managing the lifeblood 
of your business: your customers.

Properly managing those all-important customer relationships is absolutely essential  
to your company’s long-term success. 

CRM is far more than a customer database. It’s the central nervous system 
of your sales team. This system keeps them up-to-date about every 
customer detail—from big changes in ordering trends to the right  
phone extensions for the ordering managers. 

So they need to do their best work. When they succeed, the entire company thrives.

That’s why it’s so important to get CRM right. To reap the benefits, you need more 
than just the right software. You need the right executive sponsors, CRM advocates, 
developers, trainers, and support staff. But most importantly, you need the right 
implementation partners by your side, who guide you away from the countless pitfalls—
those time-consuming and expensive mistakes that every CRM project faces—and help 
keep the project on track.

Do you have any questions about CRM implementation? They might involve the benefits 
of specific CRM modules for manufactures, or the costs of developing a truly customized 
solution for your business. If so, contact us at FayeBSG.

https://www.intelestream.net/en/contact/


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.
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