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1. 2. 3. 4.
Land new 
customers. 

Get them to 
Adopt your 
product or 
service. 

Get them to 
Expand.

Retain 
them.

COVID-19 
has changed 
everything 
about our lives. 

The way we live, communicate, socialize, and the way we do 
business. We are working from home in some capacity unless 
we are the greatly valued essential or frontline worker. As for 
businesses, we see the digital transformation throttle forward to 
create a permanent place for virtual work, on-demand delivery, and 
telemedicine—well, tele-everything. This environment that we exist 
in isn’t likely to disappear or return to the way we used to do things. 

In economic dislocation, priorities for companies will change. Yes, the SaaS business model will continue 
to be fundamental during a downturn. There is, however, the realization that new sales and logos will 
decline as fear slows new decisions. Management teams are seeing churn rates go up. In a recent 
Gainsight Survey, CxOs of late-stage private and publicly-traded SaaS companies found that nearly 
every company projects Gross Renewal Rates going down, including the companies that sell to large 
enterprises with typically stickier offerings.

The SaaS business model is simple and known:
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Companies that are cash-strapped, either because 
they require external funding (e.g., Venture Capital-
backed startups) or because they are in high fixed 
costs, low margin businesses (e.g., retail, hospitality), 
are going to freeze spending if they haven’t already. 
That means companies will shun new projects and 
purchases. It’s a tough situation, but it’s the reality 
we can expect based on previous downturns. Your 
well of new sales will dry up quickly, so your existing 
customers will be your lifeblood.
 
Going forward, everyone will need a helping hand in 
some way, especially your customers. They are likely 
to be stressed and short-staffed as you are—if not 
more. So, where do we go from here, and what does 
the future hold for the SaaS industry?
 
While we are all trying to figure out the answers, 
COVID-19 brought them to us. The future is here. 
The good news is that none of us are helpless 
against it. We can relieve stress on our businesses by 
reducing stress on our customers. We can also make 
a difference in our own lives and our teammates 
through positive action. That’s the promise of 
customer success when practiced right. The 
difference-maker for companies who will emerge 
stronger from this crisis will be customer success.
 
Though we have seen the growth of SaaS and cloud 
and the need for transformation, especially during 
these tumultuous times, we do not see enough 

change in the internal practices for most SaaS 
businesses. Many are still stuck in the past of pre-CS 
practices. In times of uncertainty, companies tend to 
gravitate toward the “status quo.” Keep doing what 
we’re doing—but not more. This position could be 
the inevitable “kiss of death” for some companies 
trying to survive the current and post-COVID 
economic downturn.
 
Add to this situation that customer’s expectations 
are changing and rising higher. They want more 
for their valued dollar, and excess is being trimmed 
away. What products or services are they going to 
cut first? Certainly not the ones that prove a return 
on investment. Nor will it be the vendor who has 
been proactively reaching out to them and  
delivering value.
 
The focus is now on retention, 
outcomes, and experiences.

If your company isn’t moving forward to ensure 
those priorities, you will be challenged. Customers 
know the power they have in the SaaS model, and 
they are not going to give it up. And they will hold 
vendors accountable to these new standards. What 
should companies and leaders do to find success? 
In this The Essential Guide for the SaaS Executive 
During COVID-19: People, Process, and Tools, we 
will present you with methods to not only survive 
but thrive during times of financial instability.
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PEOPLE.



LEADING TEAMS AND CUSTOMERS  
TO SUCCESS VIRTUALLY

Are You Present to Your Team?

Your team needs you. The first level test of your 
team’s needs is based on how present you are to 
them. If you are not, how are you able to assess 
their needs? What was important yesterday may 
have shifted over the past 24 hours. And it will shift 
again. It will be essential that you have an adaptive 
capacity model for all the new challenges. Stay close 
to how your individual contributors are shifting. You 
may not be able to respond to these new needs 
immediately, but awareness allows you to lead as a 
human-first manager.

Are You Present to Your Customers?

Your customers need you. So, lead with empathy. 
Empathy is paramount at this time. Be willing 
to stand in a customer’s shoes and see how the 
turbulence of this pandemic is affecting them 
professionally and personally. Make sure you reach 
out to customers more than before. Consider 
starting your calls with a compassionate inquiry. Ask 
them how they are doing with the global situation, 
and if you can help. Then, crucially, follow through. 
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There are instructions abound regarding COVID-19. Masks, social distancing, and work from home are 
something we have all heard. But what do we do with fear? With fear a commonplace, how do leaders 
deal with what can be a debilitating emotion? We need a pathway to take positive action, and it starts 
with courage. Courage to make a difference and to reassert some positive control over our universe. As 
leaders, we share courage with our teams, families, communities, and our customers. To aid you, we are 
asking you to reflect on the following questions.

THE ESSENTIAL GUIDE FOR THE SAAS EXECUTIVE DURING COVID-19  |  PEOPLE



Life—and business—must go on despite this 
ongoing hardship. We’re all under pressure in our 
personal lives, in our internal business organizations, 
and with external customers. And they’re under 
those same pressures. Some industries may be 
deeply hurting, while others are struggling to keep 
up with sudden demand. Being wholly present 
enhances the customer experience that creates 
retention. More importantly, you are being human in 
a time that is brutal to humanity. If you are present, 
your customers will remember that.

Are you flexible with your team?

Teams are having to adjust to an adaptive capacity 
model. The same way your team is changing, your 
leadership must flex and adapt. You can’t rely on 
how things were done in the past. Learn from your 
team about their new needs within each one of their 
job functions. For example, with less likely sales, 
you may need to repurpose your implementation 
staff to help the increasing engagement of existing 
customers. Once you pivot, your employees will 
come to trust and rely on your leadership even more 
if they see how easily you can adapt.

Are you flexible with your customers?

Just as you have to pivot, flex, and adapt with your 
employees, you must use that same ability with 
your customers. Working virtually is only one of the 
problems your customers are currently facing. There 
will be shifting personnel and possible changes 
to your customer champions. Staying in contact, 
documenting changes, and being available to the 
customer is going to make a difference to them and 
their experience. 

Flexibility with customers encourages more 
customer adoption. You need clear communication 
and visibility to see where your customers are 
struggling. Do not be surprised that they may have 
changed processes and playbooks in reaction to our 
current climate. You and your teams will need to 
change your pace to identify adoption and usage. 

You must improve the timing of your interventions 
to battle the unpredictable nature of customer use 
and your efficacy. 

Can you partner with your team  
on priorities?

Many companies use a platform that enables you 
to watch your customer’s adoption of your product. 
One of the nice features of Gainsight is that you can 
focus on your priorities in one place using Cockpit. 
Each member of your team can get their most 
important information in one dashboard. And you, 
as a leader, can get insight into what your team is 
working on and where the gaps are in use  
and reporting.  

Can you partner with your 
customers on priorities?

Priorities are changing for your customers. Many are 
creating new Playbooks specifically tailored to help 
their adversely impacted customers. It’s crucial to 
use everything at your disposal to assess how you 
can best aid them. As you study their playbooks 
and yours, find which challenges to attack first. Use 
your one-on-ones with your team to manage these 
competing priorities. Determine the appropriate 
ways to shift tasks on a daily basis, so customers 
know you’re with them on this journey.

Is it possible to over-communicate 
with your team?

There is no such thing as over-communicating at 
this time. If your team isn’t already doing daily or 
regular standups, you should now adopt them. Find 
a way to spend some time at the start of the day 
connecting with your team. A traditional standup 
usually answers three questions: 

1. What did you accomplish yesterday?
2. What do you hope to accomplish today?
3. What blockers do you have that prevent you 

from achieving this?
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It’s not only about covering the day’s events. This is 
an opportunity for emotional check-ins. Ask them 
how they plan to find childlike joy today. Ask them 
about what made them laugh yesterday. Find the 
light from each other as we head down this dark 
uncharted path.

Is it possible to over-communicate 
with your customer?

It’s not about frequency. It’s about communicating 
with precision. Be purposeful. One way to open 
dialogue is to use your product. The best CS teams 
have extended customer success into the product 
via in-app messaging, walkthroughs, guides, surveys, 
and the like. They are able to continue the customer 
journey from the sales process to the onboarding to 
the EBRs to the actual product experience. And the 
in-product interaction becomes a rich source of data 
and feedback for future personalization.

There are a ton of ways to do this—we’re obviously 
partial to Gainsight PX. However, it’s critical to get 
the message right and the timing right as well. At 
Gainsight, every message we send in-app passes our 
TRUSt Framework. We encourage you to develop 
your own criteria, as well. 

Another function to consider is the built-in 
Journey Orchestrator capabilities in Gainsight. 
Many companies are deciding to retire their 
Marketing Automation platform for post-sales 
communications, saving licensing costs. With 
Journey Orchestrator, the customer receives tailored 
and relevant communications to where they are in 
their journey. And due to this, they engage more 
with the content. We’ve seen email open rates 
double or triple consistently through this approach.
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PROCESS.



1.

2.

Retention is of high 
interest right now

Churn rates are 
going to go up 
significantly in SaaS

The first revelation for us came from the survey responses 
themselves. Of those emailed, more than half responded. That 
is almost unheard of! The fact that busy people took the time to 
respond means that this is topical.

Of our respondents, 77.5% believed their anticipated Net 
Retention Rate (with the benefit of upsell) would decrease by 
at least 3% and up to 20+%. Of those companies, 40% believed 
it would reduce by 11% or more.

Companies are now doubling down on the “recurring” part of Annual Recurring Revenue. They’re 
making sure they preserve their clients through the COVID-19 recession. This is what we have learned 
in a recent survey.

9

ADOPTING CS PROCESSES 
AND PRACTICES 
TO COUNTERACT COVID-19
The future forecast indicates that Churn is imminent.
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We asked respondents what their Average Contract 
Value (ACV) was. We then compared the change in Gross 
Retention Rate to ACV. Probably very related to question 
#3, companies with small contracts expected the greatest 
increase in churn.

4. Churn rates will go up 
the most for companies 
selling to SMBs

Since we also queried the company’s current Gross 
Retention Rate (GRR) pre-COVID-19, we graphed 
the expected decrease in retention versus prior 
GRR. The headline is that the companies that are 
“stickier” (high GRR) tend to expect smaller drops 
in GRR.

3. Churn rates will go up 
for companies with 
high and low retention 
rates, though more for 
low retention firms
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As companies shrink their businesses and staff, they’ll 
need less software. For instance, they may not see many 
occasions where there is a full customer Logo churn but 
a significant contraction in licenses. Another expectation 
was broad-based downsells because customers will take a 
closer look at capacity and eliminate forward demand.

While most companies will experience some kind of churn, 
remarkably over 12% of firms expect an increase of 20% or 
more. This type of change is usually due to a massive wave 
of bankruptcy, shutdowns, or layoffs in a specific industry 
or set of industries. Companies with vertically-concentrated 
businesses in adversely-affected sectors expect significant 
struggles.

In an economy where few firms are hiring or growing, 
most SaaS businesses expect upsell/cross-sell to decline 
versus plan, and therefore to see more Net Retention 
Rate compression than they saw in Gross Retention Rate. 
Relatedly, companies still see accelerating cross-sell/ 
upsell as equally important, along with increasing  
product adoption.

5.

6.

7.

A material part of 
churn increases will 
come from downsells

Huge spikes in 
churn are likely 
due to vertically-
oriented businesses

Expansion and Net 
Retention Rates will 
also decline
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What is interesting is how companies are wrestling handling concessions. Inevitably, some 
customers will face hard times, and vendors aspire to help. The question is how much 
should they help, while still minding their own businesses. 
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One way to develop a system of assistance is based on a hierarchy of needs. 

    1. Payment terms   2. Short term discount   3. Downgrade   4. Cancel

The challenge is to filter out businesses that are asking for financial concessions because they are genuinely 
impacted by the crisis from companies that are taking advantage of the current climate for a better deal. 

Picking Up On Early Indicators

Even in good times, we don’t want to get blindsided by churn. But these aren’t good times, so the matter 
is more urgent. What are the early indicators of churn that we’re seeing currently? Look at Deployment, 
Engagement, Adoption (both depth and breadth), and ROI. A good procedure is to ask your CS team 
to revisit these as they are very early indicators of churn. Another place to look is the frequency of our 
Executive Engagement outreaches. Another is the reduced seats under deployment or underutilization.  
ROI confirmation is more important than ever to measure if you are driving verified outcomes and  
avoiding churn.

Categorize Your Clients

Your clients may range in size. As such, a small number of clients may have a disproportionate impact on 
your Gross Renewal Rate and cash flow. As the CS executive, challenge your team to gather detail about 
your largest accounts, not only in terms of overall health but their downgrade/downsell risk. This can result 
in even more rigor around their weekly reporting, including a deep-dive into top accounts in every renewal 
forecast. Even with this information under your belt, however, it doesn’t always indicate customer retention.

What are the best steps then to strengthen your customer retention? One of the first things you should 
consider doing is to categorize your clients, and it may not be in the traditional way. Before you look at 
the customer’s size and inner workings, inspect how your clients are affected by the crisis. In the case of 
COVID-19, we propose the following categories that we are using at Gainsight:
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Businesses in the 
ecosystems of in-person 
restaurants, hotels, 
airfare, energy, in-person 
retail, and the like might 
be challenged to buy or 
retain anything.

Companies not in 
Category 1 or 3— 
the messy middle!

Businesses in industries 
like healthcare, remote 
work, videoconferencing, 
logistics, e-commerce, 
delivery, etc. that will 
long-term benefit from 
the changes caused by 
the crisis.

CATEGORY 1 CATEGORY 2 CATEGORY 3

Some decisions will be hard and require you to split traditional industries. Selling to educational tech 
companies? Some of your customers that focus on in-classroom learning might be struggling. But those 
that enable distance learning are in a boom.
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Even if it takes the brute force of manually categorizing every single one of your customers, it’s imperative 
that you understand the business climate surrounding your clients. Conceptually, you should now have a 
table with four columns:

Customer 
name

COVID-19 business 
category

Annual “Recurring” 
Revenue

Renewal 
date
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Understand Customer Usage

Data is a key driver in many product-related decisions. Right now, every business is making crucial decisions 
under tremendous time pressure. In some cases, these decisions will determine whether customers stay or 
leave—ultimately determining the future for your business.
 
As the product owner, you need to provide the business with accurate and timely data about customers’ 
activity. Are they still using your product? Are they increasing the use of certain areas but reducing use in 
others? Are new people coming in? How quickly? You should be checking this data vigilantly to keep your 
finger on the pulse of data trends. This provides visibility to investors and teammates and allows you to 
provide the most optimal experience for your customers. Usage data information in SaaS is necessary but 
not sufficient. If clients are using your software or tools, it doesn’t mean they are getting value. But if they 
aren’t using your product, they probably aren’t achieving their goals and deriving value.
 
In addition, underutilization is a direct cause of the silent churn known as downsell, where customers 
reduce their contracts. Underutilization gives the procurement team at the client negotiating leverage. You 
may hear, “We’ve been paying for this stuff we never used.” If you have access to real-time product usage 
data, use it to produce a quick report to show customers the relative value and utilization of your product.
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TOOLS.



GAINSIGHT PRODUCTS  
to Help Navigate COVID-19

Now that we understand the impending challenges of this new reality, let’s dive into the various Gainsight 
solutions that can help you paint a better picture of how your business is impacted, how to support your 
customer base, and how to develop a plan through the economic recovery. 

Gainsight’s Scorecards provide a 
multi-dimensional picture of customer 
health to accurately understand risk 
across your accounts and trends in your 
business. You can move quickly with 
our Customer 360, getting a holistic 
understanding of the account. This 
includes open CTAs (calls-to-action), 
health score, NPS, segment, number 
of users, and ARR.  Your team can also 
surmise the best course of action for 
low-touch to high-touch accounts 
much faster and more reliably. 

 Gainsight CS Applications

15
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With teams working closely to deliver 
on customer business goals to drive 
retention, Gainsight’s Success 
Plans provides a solution to achieve 
and deliver verified outcomes. 
Success Plans allows your teams to 
capture strategic goals, monitor goal 
attainment using Gantt charts, and 
track performance by incorporating 
these plans into management 
dashboards. Everyone in the 
organization, from sales to finance,  
can understand how your product is 
driving value to leverage retention  
and renewal conversations.
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Renewal Center provides a 
streamlined view of renewals by 
quarter. It also gives a consolidated 
picture that marries renewal 
opportunities with key Gainsight 
customer data. In these views, you can 
assess deal attributes such as forecast 
category, sales stage, renewal date, 
as well as customer health indicators. 
You can use this view to run renewal 
meetings and prioritize discussions 
based on key areas of focus at various 
points in the quarter. The view also 
provides an interactive interface for 
team members to work as efficiently as 
possible by taking advantage of in-line 
editing of opportunities, capturing & 
storing key renewal notes, and quickly 
accessing more robust customer info/
data, including customer usage and 
health scores.
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With budgets being consolidated, it’s 
important for Account Management 
teams to understand Customer 
Success Leaders and other leaders 
from across the organization to whom 
you speak with about the value of 
additional products. Gainsight’s 
People Maps provides a way to 
visualize your contacts and influencers 
within customers & prospects in a 
clear organizational chart structure. 
By enriching contact cards with 
customer insights on sentiment (NPS), 
engagement, and influence, People 
Maps empowers your team to hunt 
for new buyers, identify champions 
to renew accounts, and have more 
strategic conversations with the  
right individuals.

17

Staying abreast of customer news and 
financial reporting is a critical way 
to understand both risk and growth 
potential in your customers. However, 
it can be extremely time-consuming, 
especially with the influx of economic 
data as a result of COVID-19. At Gainsight, 
we leverage a feature called Company 
Intelligence. It allows teams to receive 
notifications about news activity (e.g., 
Exec changes, M&A activity, funding 
activity, etc.) related to customers in 
their portfolio. It also enables them 
to stay on top of the latest news and 
public information about their accounts, 
without having to spend hours each 
week doing manual research. 
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Another Gainsight function worth 
investigating is Expansion Spotting 
Dashboard. Team members can use 
it to mine their entire customer base. 
This report focuses on bubbling up 
information in two main areas: Upsell 
Potential and Cross-Sell Potential. This 
particular dashboard is one of the most 
impactful to leverage customer data for 
team members in order to plan/map 
paths to their numbers each quarter. 
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Product Must Carry Its Weight and More

It’s not uncommon during a recession to see the typical strategy of stagnating hiring and “do more with 
the same amount.” Taking on new customers with the same amount of headcount can put a strain on your 
customer-facing teams. Support, customer success, and onboarding teams play a large role in ensuring that 
customers adopt your product. It’s vital then that your product works in tandem to make the weight more 
evenly distributed. Also, creating smoother in-product onboarding processes and easily-accessible ways for 
users to help themselves can set you up for long-term success.
 
Your product will need to carry more weight than ever before. In order to deliver a sustainable product,  
you must have the appropriate product architecture, processes, and teams in place to manage the 
increased demand. People are relying on your products to help them get their jobs done more efficiently. 
For instance, have you noticed an upswing in the number of users in your product? We have! More than 
50% of Gainsight PX customers are experiencing an increase in Daily Active Users (DAU) since the shift to 
work-from-home. Some of our customers are experiencing 2-5 times their average amount of DAUs!  
Our decisions in the current scenario will be an indicator of whether we can drive higher revenue from 
higher usage. 

 Gainsight PX Applications
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Doing More With Less

One of the questions companies are currently faced with is, “How can we do more with less software 
spend?” The best way is to remove overlapping tools. That means fewer costs and lighter operational load. 
Disconnected systems mean that employees often don’t have the full picture of the client and end up 
asking customers questions that the company should already know the answers to. Fewer tools enhance 
Teammate Experience by adding efficiency to the workload leading to reduced burnout and higher  
team morale. 

Gainsight has seen our clients consolidating their customers’ journeys in the platform, thereby saving time 
and money while making clients and teammates happier and more productive.  So far, we have shared with 
you our insights into what you will be facing as a CS exec and team leader. The outlook may seem grim, 
but with the right tools, the job is not insurmountable. We showed you the best tools and features available 
from Gainsight: Cockpit, Gainsight PX, Journey Orchestrator, Scorecards, Success Plans, Renewal 
Center, People Maps, Company Intelligence, Expansion Spotting Dashboard, and Product Analytics.

Lead with Free Trials

One last way for you to drive new logos, expansions, and renewals in this economic downturn is through 
trials. Offer specific product trials for prospects and customers who are struggling with the ability to make 
buying decisions during the COVID-19 environment. The goal is to provide as much value as possible 
to customers to help them weather the current conditions, while also maintaining the opportunity to 
monetize at the right time.
 

Gainsight PX Product Analytics 
can give you insight into adoption to 
understand which features are driving 
retention and growth and the time it 
takes for users to realize value. These 
adoption trends across customer 
segments will be valuable as you 
segment your user base to develop a 
swarm strategy during COVID-19.

19
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A critical aspect for any free offer is to clearly understand the user behavior associated with the trial period  
that can convert trials to paid offerings.  At Gainsight, we do this in the following way:

• Leverage the PX to map out what a trial user ‘should’ be doing in order to see the value of our  
product quickly

• Apply those learnings into the product via In-App guides, which influences user behavior guiding  
them down a prescribed path

• Monitor adoption and track actual user behavior, to understand the value we are generating and to 
intervene if necessary

 
Ultimately you are able to leverage these learnings from the trial period to inform and influence  
an ultimate buying decision/trial conversion. 

When in Doubt, Lead With Compassion

Your customers, teammates, and investors are all the same in the end—they’re all humans. The path forward 
for every business will be different, as each of us is faced with unique situations. 

For us, that means creating and offering products that embrace human-first principles that will ultimately 
benefit everyone. That is why we believe Gainsight will work for your business. 
 
In closing, while the current situation is providing hurdles to overcome for all of us, our hope at Gainsight 
is that we all use the opportunity to experiment and try new ways of conducting business. We hope to 
ultimately come out of this COVID-19 era stronger and smarter in the end. Getting closer to customers is 
a key way for all of us to advance our learnings and identify ways to grow these partnerships. This can be 
mutually beneficial for the customer, for your own business, and for all of us in customer success and product 
management during this time.

But true Customer Success is defined as the combination 
of getting your customers to their desired Outcomes  
while ensuring they have a great Experience —  

CS = CO + CX
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