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The road to implementing customer relationship management
systems is fraught with risk and littered with failure. Paradoxically,
reams have been written by industry practitioners extolling the
reasons “Why CRM projects fail,” yet the same patterns repeat
themselves over and over.  While there is no magic pill, simple
guidelines can help assure CRM success.

When Synovus Financial, a $15 billion retail bank,
began its quest for a better customer management
system, its executives thought that they were doing
everything right.  They created an executive steering
team, built a dedicated project team, mapped
current and desired state business processes, and
engaged a partner to co-develop the technology for
the system.  Two years and millions of dollars later, the
project was abruptly terminated having never
reached its first milestone.  The good news for Synovus
is that the ill-fated project never adversely impacted
its customers. The bad news was the obvious waste of
scare resources and missed cross-selling opportunities
(an epilogue is provided in the conclusion).

Unfortunately, Synovus’ experience isn’t unique.
A recent study by CSO Insights indicates that only one
in four companies who implement CRM achieve the
benefits that they sought when their project began.
That means 75 percent of CRM projects are viewed
as failures as measured by their promise to the
company. The road to implementing customer
relationship management systems is fraught with risk
and littered with failure.  Paradoxically, reams have
been written by industry practitioners extolling the
reasons “Why CRM projects fail,” yet each week we
hear about another high profile CRM project ending
in disappointment despite the best of intentions when
the highly anticipated project first began.

CRM Select Smart
Applying Lessons Learned in CRM Projects 
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It doesn’t have to be this way. Implementing
CRM systems does not have to be a career- limiting 
assignment.  From each wreck along the road to CRM 
utopia, there are lessons that can be applied to 
reduce the risk of failure.  Unfortunately, much of what 
has been written is focused on the reasons that
CRM projects struggle or fail.  What is needed is a
different approach to apply the lessons learned from
failed projects.  What is needed is a set of clear,
actionable techniques that can be applied at the
onset of CRM projects and executed in a systemic 
and timely manner.

Getting clear and actionable is easy enough, 
but what about timing? Traditionally, technologists 
and CRM practitioners are conditioned to believe
that risk management is something 
that is addressed when a CRM 
implementation project begins. 
However, the reality is that manag-
ing risk in CRM projects begins long 
before the implementation process
– it begins at the onset of the project with develop-
ment of a business case and product selection.

This article identifies the most common causes 
for CRM success and failure and provides clear, 
actionable steps that can be taken at the inception of 
a project to help assure success.  It is intended for 
executives and project team members regardless of 
discipline- technologists, business unit staff, consul-
tants, and information technology (IT) professionals.

CRM Challenges 
CRM implementation projects present even the

best organized and execution- focused companies
with some significant challenges. Unlike many

enterprise software projects, CRM cuts across 
traditional organization silos and challenges long- held 
concepts regarding business processes and owner-
ship.

One recent study gives us some excellent 
insights into the reasons that CRM projects struggle to 
deliver on their promise.  Based on a survey of over 
1,300 executives who are implementing or have 
recently implemented new CRM systems, we can see 
the types of challenges that were most frequently 
cited.  Figure - 1 below provides an overview of the 
study’s findings.  Interestingly, the top cited reason – 
populating/ maintaining data - is one that often 
presents the greatest execution challenge for 
business and technology managers.  Legacy data

that is often incomplete (and orga-
nized to facilitate accounting and 
operational processes) is loaded 
into a totally new and radically 
different data structure that displays 
the information in ways that end

users in sales and service have not seen before.  Inter-
estingly, the inability to get accurate, relevant, and 
timely data into systems cleanly also breeds user 
frustration.  Take a look at the chart - the second most 
often cited challenge is user adoption!

Despite the risks, implementing 
CRM doesn’t have to be a career 
limiting assignment.

As we have argued previously, we believe that 
the real value of this study data is in developing clear, 
actionable plans to mitigate the risk that these 
challenges will impact your CRM project as early in 
the process as possible.  Said another way, “If we 
know that data management is a major hurdle, what 
can be done in choosing a CRM system that will help 
us better manage data?”  

Figure 1 - Challenges Facing CRM Projects
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Part of making lessons learned from CRM 
projects “actionable” is establishing a framework for 
implementing CRM that allows us to determine when 
an action that mitigates risk is to be taken.  Every CRM 
project is inherently different, but all of them share 
some basic phases that highlight the criticality of 
making the right decisions early in a CRM project (see 
Figure 2 CRM Implementation Framework.)  We’ll refer 
to this framework throughout this paper.

In the Initiate Phase of a CRM project, the focus 
is on the problems that CRM might be able to solve 
and on attaching business value to solving the prob-
lems.  The specific technology is less important in this 
phase and the focus should answer the question, 
“Why would we want to consider a CRM project?”
Often the answer to this vital ques-
tion is never provided and a project 
champion backs the effort without 
really understanding the commit-
ment of time and money required. 
When the going gets tough, the 
champion retreats and the project is 
often cancelled or substantially 
reduced in scope to match the 
champion’s real willingness to 
commit and invest.

In the Select Phase, the focus changes to select-
ing a software solution provider and a services partner 
with expertise in business and technical aspects of 
deploying the selected product.  With the advent of 
hosted CRM solutions, you get both the software and 
infrastructure for delivery of the software from a single 
provider, which simplifies this phase dramatically.  A 
word of caution is called for when selecting 

software-as-a-service (SaaS) CRM products. Industry 
leader salesforce.com has proven the viability of SaaS 
CRM solutions and has offered up a plethora of “inte-
grated” systems to round out its core sales force auto-
mation application.  What many clients have learned 
during implementation is that integration is severely 
limited to pre-integrated solutions that lack full CRM 
functions, which undermines project goals.  While 
salesforce.com can track “leads” much like any CRM 
system, its inability to deliver tightly integrated market-
ing, support, and lead generation often leaves project 
sponsors disappointed in the results delivered.

The Configure Phase is the one that most people 
associate with large CRM projects as this tends to be 
the lengthiest and most costly phase for the majority 
of CRM implementations.  

Configuration addresses loading the 
system with company data and 
adjusting the system settings to 
perform to the business processes 
that the company has adopted.  
This phase is inherently risky – not only 
is there ever-present execution risk 
(can we do what we planned?), but 
there is also risk that the company’s 
processes are not sufficiently 
standardized to conform to typical 

CRM configuration settings.  This results in costly, but 
often necessary, custom programming to address 
gaps between business needs and system capabili-
ties.  Major enterprise systems vendors (Oracle and 
SAP) have futilely sought to deliver cost-effective CRM 
to both mid and large size firms, but the generic 
nature of their CRM systems often result in huge 
expenditures to customize the system which increases 
project cost and time lines by as much as 300%

Major enterprise systems ven-
dors have futilely sought to 
deliver cost-effective CRM to 
both mid and large size firms, 
but the generic nature of their 
CRM systems often result in 
huge expenditures to customize 
the system.

Implementation Process Overview

Figure 2 - Generalized CRM Implentation Framework
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compared to more configurable options such as 
Salesforce.com, NetSuite and Aplicor’s CRM.
 In our experience, the Training Phase of a 
CRM project is often the most haphazard.  Teams of 
technology and business staff assigned to the project 
have come up with what is often their “best guess” to 
end user needs.  The training process, no matter how 
well conceived, educates end users on how to use a 
system that in many cases bears little resemblance to 
the sales process they were encouraged to follow.  
We witnessed a recent Microsoft Dynamics CRM 3.0 
implementation in a sophisticated technology 
services firm fail at this phase of the project simply 
because the lack of intuitive screens and account 
management structures inherent in the product were 
too much for end users to adopt.  Many hundreds of 
hours tailoring the Microsoft Dynamics system were 
undermined because insufficient resources were 
committed to training on a complex and unintuitive 
CRM system.

With the framework in mind, let’s get down to 
the business of defining the lessons learned from CRM 
implementation projects that we can apply through-
out the implementation process.

No article concerning CRM project failures or 
successes is complete without understanding the 
importance of project leadership.  For purposes of 
discussion, we view project leadership to embody the 
entirety of the team that is leading the CRM project 
(see Figure 4 – Typical CRM Project Structure).

The mistake that most companies make is 
underestimating the level of sponsorship required to 
motivate staff to focus on CRM.  In our experience, 
nearly 2/3 of CRM projects are championed by the 
senior officer responsible for “sales” within a company.  
While sales is a critical component of any CRM project 
and often drives the initiation of CRM efforts, the senior 
sales person often lacks sufficient influence over 
marketing and product line management to  truly 
drive results through CRM. This is why a strong, active, 
and motivated steering team is vital to implementa-
tion success.

The world’s most efficient and effective sales 
process will yield disappointing results if the market is 
not defined, competition is assessed haphazardly, 
and marketing fails to generate sufficient demand to 
feed the sales engine.  All this to say, CRM project 
sponsorship must come from the CEO or president and 
include a leadership team that includes every person 
who “owns” an area that is tied directly to the results 
desired from the project.  We advocate a team 
approach – many firms use steering committees to 
deliver on the concept.  Carefully ensure that the 
steering team includes not only those critical to 
execution of the project (typically IT people), but also 
senior executive representation from every process 
area and business unit that will contribute or be 
impacted by the project.  

 Ideally, the steering team needs to have 
representation from senior executives whose areas 
are stakeholders in the CRM project.  Typically, this 
would include representation from:

COO/CEO/President:  The senior executive who 
holds the full team accountable for project 
deliverables as measured by business results.

Sales:  An executive who owns the sales team 
whether field or office based.

Marketing:  An executive who owns demand 
generation and brand creation.

Service:  An executive who owns support for 
customers.

Technology:  An executive who owns technical 
resources for infrastructure, IT services delivery 
and IT support.

The mistake that most companies make is 
underestimating the level of sponsorship 
required to motivate staff to focus on CRM.

Lesson: Strong Project Leadership

Figure 4 - Typical CRM Project Structure
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Another benefit to a truly cross-functional 
steering team is that the focus of the CRM project 
changes from a technology implementation to a 
business-focused project.  Historically, many CRM 
projects have been directed by IT professionals, which 
is almost always a sign that the project will lose 
business focus and broad support.  To avoid the risks of 
turning your CRM project into an IT project, make sure 
that the steering team has cross-functional 
representation and that it is an active group.  Asking 
an IT leader to serve as the project manager can be a 
great idea, especially if the project itself involves a 
great deal of data movement, integration, or 
customization.

Perhaps the first task that falls to a properly 
constructed steering team is to build a business case 
and charter for implementing CRM.  Building a 
business case is a daunting task because it requires 
buy-in from a wide range of stakeholders and it needs 
to be ruthlessly detailed to be effective.  A good 
business case seeks to estimate the hard and soft 
dollar costs of the project along with a projection of 
the financial benefits derived for the investment.  The 
business case provides the financial details of the 
project and the charter explains how the team will get 
the project done. The two documents go 
hand-in-hand.

 But even if you establish the right sponsorship 
team, business case and charter, you are far from 
guaranteed success.  In our experience, this is largely 

because CRM project sponsors are far too removed 
from the daily operations of the CRM project and are 
updated only via periodic status reports that have not 
been designed to provide objective measures of key 
factors that are associated with success.

Reading periodic status reports from people 
who are so committed to the project that they feel 
“failure is not an option” is not an acceptable form of 
oversight from a steering team.  Instead, steering 
team members must really engage in the project, but 
the problem is that most “don’t know what they don’t 
know.”  To get around this challenge, a project 
manager must find creative ways to engage steering 
team members at key stages through the project.  
Perhaps even involving steering team members in 
decisions related to their functional areas (e.g. 
marketing executive actually participates in full-day 
pilot process for that module).

We also encourage steering team members to 
walk the halls of the project.  Find out when discussions 
are taking place and make an appearance.  The 
typical scenario looks something like this – the steering 
team member gets a briefing document before a 
meeting from the project manager; if we’re lucky she 
reads it; if we’re really lucky, she asks a few questions 
of her marketing team.  That process, seemingly 
simple, will help get a better product and create true 
ownership for real results among both the CRM team 
and the marketing department.

Figure 5 - Tree Diagrams Help Make High Level Goals Actionable
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In selecting a CRM system, most companies we 
work with have developed at least a basic set of 
requirements.  Whether it is via a formal request for 
proposal (RFP) process or simply a punch list of needs 
for the CRM system, we see a clear positive correlation 
between companies that develop more thorough 
requirements for their CRM system and those that 
achieve their CRM goals.  However, it is equally 
apparent that there is an inflexion point at which 
overly detailed requirements documentation conveys 
little additional value.  We’ve reviewed RFPs that 
included thousands of line item requirements for CRM 
systems.  When we ask the buyers for prioritization of 
these requirements, the typical response will be, “They 
are all equally important which is why we wrote them 
down to start with.”   Our response, of course 
conveyed much more diplomatically, will generally 
follow this form, “Impossible.  You said that you 
expected CRM to improve _____.  That implies priority.”  
That is why we recommend that firms “know their real 
requirements” – those features and functions that will 
truly drive the performance improvements sought.

The first prerequisite to knowing real 
requirements is therefore defining high level prioritized 
objectives for the project.  This is typically completed 
with substantial involvement from the steering/ 
leadership team as it is composed of business 
executives who are on the hook for producing sales 
growth and improved customer satisfaction.  
Grasping at broad, ill-defined goals will rarely achieve 
sustainable performance improvements.  A goal to 
grow top-line revenue by 10% a year offers little 
actionable guidance to the sales team without further 
expansion.  One method we advocate is to develop a 
tree diagram that takes a high level goal and forces 
expansion of the concept to make it actionable (see 
sample tree diagram in Figure 5).  As noted, by 
segmenting the overall sales target into existing 
account and new account growth and further 
developing the programs and processes that will drive 
the sales change, we have created an actionable set 
of projects.

The next step is to determine how CRM will tie 
into the business-focused projects outlined.  That 
process takes us a bit outside the boundaries of this 
article, but suffice it to say that in our example, “mar-
keting” seems to show up quite a bit as a theme to 
drive increased revenues.  It is a safe bet in our view 
that requirements for marketing will need to be 
thoroughly articulated and that the tie-in between 
sales and marketing processes will be key focus areas 
for the selection and implementation process.  

That is not to say that the support activity will not be 
documented – just that the focus and depth of 
requirements ought to reflect the fact that marketing 
is key to the plan.

Well understood requirements that tie to the 
business reasons for a CRM project can drive success 
throughout the project, but perhaps no place more 
than in selecting a CRM software vendor.   Despite 
each vendor’s rhetoric that they offer complete 
solutions, few actually excel in all areas.  This paper is 
vendor agnostic – we’re not in the business of 
applying broad statements about software strengths 
and weaknesses to undefined client need.  Instead, 
we advocate building vendor demonstration scripts 
that force vendors to show how they meet your needs 
(and recall those needs tie straight into the business 
case).  Every software vendor will try to frame their 
presentation around their strengths.  Many refer to 
vendor demonstrations as “dog and pony shows” 
which is exactly what we want to prevent.

While scripts are good for selection processes, 
we’ve had to coach many clients that a good script is 
one that allows the vendor to prove the solution to the 
client – not a step-by-step to-do list that limits what the 
vendor can show.  Good demo scripts share these 
characteristics:  

Business-focus:  The script outlines a business 
scenario or situation and asks the vendor to 
show how they would execute the script in their 
system.

Results-oriented:  Scripts should provide inputs 
and desired end results and not specify the 
process in the middle.  That is why we are 
looking at CRM vendors – to see who delivers 
an end result the best.

Flexible:  Unless you are writing the script to 
benefit a vendor, do not get too specific on 
steps.  Allow latitude to let each vendor com-
plete the scripts so that it emphasizes their 
relative strengths.

Requirements based:  Be sure to let your well 
understood and prioritized requirements drive 
the scripts.  

Vendors don’t always respond well to scripts, 
which can be a sure sign of trouble.  In a recent selec-
tion project we assisted with, the team from the 
industry’s largest SaaS CRM provider made repeated 
efforts to re-frame the discussion on product catalogs 
(which their system would not deliver) to focus on the 
importance of end users easily learning the system.  
The product catalog, they argued, made the system 
too complex for end users to embrace.  They disre-
garded the well-understood requirements that we 
had already tied to the business results we wanted.  
Ease of use was desired, but without a product cata-
log, the solution would not work for the client.

Lesson: Know Your Real Requirements

Well understood requirements that tie to the
business reasons for a CRM project can
drive success throughout the project, but
perhaps no place more than in selecting a
CRM software vendor.



Copyright     All Rights Reserved© 7 Tech Intellect, LLC

While requirements will clarify your goals for a 
project and guide selection of a product, they are 
also vital to the phasing for your project, which we 
discuss more in the following section.  Requirements 
will dictate priority and priority is a great way to guide 
project phasing.  There are many approaches to 
phasing, but any phasing that takes places should be 
aligned closely with the business goals being sought.

Risk is inherent in every stage of a CRM project 
and generally speaking the earlier a risk is realized in 
the project, the greater the impact.  Historically, most 
project and program managers worked to identify risk 
and put in place a mitigation strategy to deal with 
each risk factor.  When a risk can’t be avoided, this is 
a sound approach to managing it.  However, in our 
experience, insufficient attention is paid to the 
outright elimination of risk in CRM projects.  This differ-
ence in mitigating risk and eliminating risk may seem 
semantic, but it goes much deeper.  Risk elimination 
means designing the risk out of the solution.  Mitigation 
generally means that the risk is real and we have a 
way to deal with it.

So if the key to risk management in CRM projects 
is to eliminate risk systematically, what other risks can 
be removed entirely?  Like all things CRM, the answer 
depends on your project, your company, and your 
culture.    To gain some perspective, it can be helpful 
to examine the risks in CRM projects.  A recent study 
by the Information Systems Audit and Control Founda-
tion validates what we have experienced.  Getting 
across organizational boundaries to manage people 

Lesson: Systematically Eliminate Risk

User Groups:  You can phase the people who 
use the system.  This might be subsets of users 
within a business unit or department.

Functionality:  You can phase by the functional-
ity you introduce.  This can be based on the 
modules within your chosen CRM system or it 
can be based on business processes.

Integration:  You can develop phases based on 
the data that you are migrating or integrating 
into the system.

and data across the enterprise are by far the greatest   
risks (see Figure 6 – CRM Project Risks).  Thinking about 
your company, ask yourself if these risks are ones you 
might encounter and how to eliminate the root cause 
of the risk completely.

One of the best ways to eliminate risk in CRM 
projects comes from “phasing” the implementation.  
For example, it is well proven that “lack of user adop-
tion” is one of the most common reasons that CRM 
projects struggle, yet companies implementing CRM 
continue with ambitious roll-out plans that encompass 
the entire sales and support organizations in mass.  
Smart companies will focus on a smaller pilot user 
group that can become advocates for CRM and help 
expose gaps in the system and processes before they 
impact the business.  While this might sound like a 
mitigation strategy, it is much different when 
conceived from the start of the project because it 
eliminates a major risk point.  
 There are dozens of ways to phase a CRM 
project and thoughtful planning of phases is worth-
while.  Phases can be developed by:

Figure 6 - Risks in CRM Projects as Identified by ISACA Survey

Common CRM Project Risks
Participation of different departments (12.91%);
Integrating multiple data sources (9.73%);
Integration of multiple technologies (8.27%);
Securing internal resources (8.18%);
Managing customer data integrity and obsolescence (6.82%);
Integration with back-office applications (6.73%);
Understanding and deploying new technolgies (6.27%);
Measuring and managing customer satisfaction (6.09%);
Changes in sales, marketing and customer service programs and strategies (6%);
Staff recruitment, training and retention (5.45%);
Realizing expected benefits within acceptable timeframes (5.09%);
Executive sponsorship (4.45%);
Large complex multi-national scope (4.18%);
Leveraging cross-selling opportunities (3.36%);
Managing external partners and vendors (2.91%);
Integration of in-bound and out-bound operations (2.27%);
Other (1.29%);

Source:  Information Systems Audit and Control Foundation (ISACA) member survey
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Keep in mind that you can phase across these 
domains as well.  For example, a typical Phase 1 for 
CRM might be “rollout sales force automation 
functions to 10 pilot program users and pre-load their 
account data into the CRM.”

In selecting phases, we suggest that you go 
back to the project goals and objectives and let those 
guide the phase development.  When you design 
phases around the business goals for the project, you 
eliminate risk in several ways.  You help ensure that the 
business case is achieved; you focus on the things that 
are the biggest points of pain and therefore improve 
user adoption rates; and you control the complexity of 
the technology parts of the project by limiting the 
scope of what must be supported.  

 That leads to another major opportunity to 
eliminate risk in CRM projects – technology.  
Technology risks include the software selected, the 
mode of deployment, the expertise of the staff 
deploying it, and data movement approaches.  If you 
look back to Figure 1, you can see that the top 
challenge is often a technical one – populating and 
maintaining data.

One of the best approaches we have observed 
that eliminates risk points in CRM projects is to 
implement a software-as-a-service (SaaS) delivered 

CRM system.  The advantages of SaaS deployments 
are numerous and all help reduce risk.  Much of the   
strength of SaaS CRM comes from the fact that it limits 
internal company IT staff involvement in the project 
which reduces cost, risk, and time requirements.  
Moreover, SaaS CRM vendors tend to deploy new 
features and functions more readily than traditional 
client-server vendors because the changes are so 
simple to distribute.  Some suppliers, such as industry 
leader salesforce.com use a model of partnering to 
add functionality (as we have mentioned before).  
Other vendors build a suite of integrated functions 
and upgrade them with regularity.   NetSuite and 
Aplicor release new functions almost monthly – many 
of which are new to the CRM systems world 
completely.  The release process is simple because it is 
a SaaS solution – customers are advised of the release 
and many new functions can be activated when the 
client is ready for them.  Figure 7 provides a summary 
of the advantages of SaaS CRM systems.

Like many new technologies, SaaS delivery of 
CRM has been somewhat slow to take off.  However, 
the marketing and public relations blitz by industry 
leader salesforce.com has paved the way for 
widespread adoption of SaaS CRM systems.  The next 
generation of SaaS CRM has built on the strengths of

Figure 7- Advantages of Software-as-a-Service (SaaS) CRM
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data center infrastructure to host the CRM
system.

Cuts project timeframes by eliminating
procurement and installation
Reduces capital expenditures
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the IT industry. Some will exceed internal IT
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platforms that use native XML can be
integrated with relative ease. Be wary of SaaS
providers that rely on imports and exports as
a means of integration.

Real-time data movement in lieu of batch
style imports and exports
Web services provide a flexible and proven
integration model
Enable bi-directional data exchanges

The total cost of ownership (TCO) for SaaS
solutions is often less than on premise CRM
installations. Certainly the risk of overruns
is mitigated.

More rapid time to benefits in business case
Eliminate risk of infrastructure cost overruns
Focus investment on business impact of
CRM and not on technology
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salesforce.com and its basic sales force automation 
functions to deliver complete CRM systems suitable for 
mid-size and large enterprises alike that encompass 
marketing and customer support.  NetSuite continues 
to elevate their product and Aplicor boasts a powerful 
feature set and some of the best security systems we 
have ever assessed including internal IT security 
systems employed by clients.  We remind you again to 
be cautious in selecting a provider and ask detailed 
questions to validate that the SaaS CRM advantages 
shown in Figure 7 are really inherent in the solution 
presented.  

 Finally, recognizing that all risk cannot be 
eliminated, we must have a process in place to deal 
with residual risk.  The project design – if executed – will 
yield success.  Anything that causes us to vary from 
that design represents risk.  Sometimes, we deviate 
from design because we uncover new requirements 
or define a new opportunity to improve the solution as 
it is being implemented.  These types of changes 
should be managed through some form of a change 
management program.  Change management 
programs seek to control the risk introduced to 
projects by demanding a strong explanation of the 
change and a complete assessment of its inherent 
risks.  Be sure to put in place a process to deal with 
change in your CRM project that is appropriate for the 
size and culture of your firm.

CRM is fundamentally a customer-focused 
technology.  All too often, that concept is forgotten in 
implementing CRM. As cross-functional teams wrestle 
with internal organizational boundaries and struggle 
to define processes where there have been none in 
the past, decisions are made that often compromise 
the quality of the customer’s experience.  Ironically, 
the goals that we see most clients establish for CRM 
projects rarely encompass the customer experience!  
Things like lead generation, marketing, and 
management reporting top the lists of reasons that 
companies pursue CRM. 

Here’s a good example.  A wholesale supplier 
contacted us to assist in selecting and implementing 
its second CRM system.  The first system they deployed 
met its initial goal of streamlining customer contact for 
both sales and service.  However, the business relies 
on timely price quotes as a competitive differentiator 
and the CRM simply did not have the functionality to 
handle quoting.  Our client knew that quoting was 
vital to their business, but in choosing and 
implementing their first CRM system, they let the 
internal goal of improving sales force automation take 
precedence.  As a result, quotes often took longer as 
sales people logged contacts in the CRM and then 
requested quotes in a separate system.  The delay 
cost the company in lost orders until the root cause 
was determined and a manual work-around put in 
place.  The happy ending came once the new CRM 
was deployed with full quoting and sales force 
automation functions in one convenient system.

Designing systems around customers often  
requires clear segmentation of your customer base or 
markets.  Segmentation is a good idea not only 
because it forces a focus on the customer in designing 
the CRM and process, but also because every CRM 
software system requires some degree of 
segmentation to handle different data on different 
types of customers.  Segmentation is also wise for 
reporting purposes.  Segmentation also assists with 
process definition because you can create a base 
process and then modify it as needed to fit different 
segments.

 It is very difficult to have a meaningful 
relationship with a customer unless you understand 
them.  It is essential that we know what the customer 
values, how we differentiate our product/service, and 
how they like to interact with partners.  Here are 
several areas that if addressed enable us to develop a 
CRM solution that is designed with customers in mind:

The final item of note that we can learn from 
failed and successful CRM projects to increase our 
chances of success is the importance of the product 
offerings and product mix.  It is often said that CRM 
projects are a mix of people, process, and technology 
– we believe that product (what you are selling) is just 
as essential. 

Lesson: Design for Customers

Customer Profiling:  This process identifies 
customer demographic and geographic 
characteristics such as age, household size, 
and proximity to your nearest retail location.
If you are profiling businesses rather than 
consumers, information such as vertical industry, 
number of employees, and company revenues 
are important.

Customer Segmentation:  The objective is to 
identify logical, unique groups of customers 
that have similar characteristics and demon-
strate similar behaviors relative to the purchase 
and use of your products. While the promise of 
"one-to-one marketing" sounds appealing, 
identification and differentiation of customer 
segments is a practical place to start.

Primary Research:  This effort is undertaken to 
understand customer needs and attitudes 
relative to your products, services, and organi-
zation as a whole.

Customer Valuation:  You must quantify how 
and how much each customer group contrib-
utes to your organization's current profitability
as well as future potential value.
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Fortunately for those starting CRM projects in the 
near-term, there are ample lessons- good and bad- to 
be learned from prior CRM projects.  Starting with 
strong project leadership and a clear definition on 
requirements that are business-focused leads to a 
CRM project that has the prerequisites for success. As 
you execute the project, it’s essential to eliminate and 
mitigate risks whenever possible and that the overall 
design have significant focus on the end customer.

 The paper opened with a brief case study of 
Synovus’ failed attempt to implement an enterprise 
wide CRM system.  While the broader project was 
terminated, one business unit – Synovus’ Financial 
Management Services (FMS) – was unwilling to give up 
on CRM.  The management team in FMS elected to 
pursue its own CRM project.  Using the lessons in this 
paper and the lessons that they learned internally, the 
FMS CRM team successfully deployed its CRM solution 
in 60 days.  Why was the outcome so different than the 
enterprise project?

The senior executive responsible for the business 
unit took a personal role on the steering team.  
As a member of the corporate Board of 
Directors, he ensured that the project could be 
funded fully and that business-level goals were 
clearly defined and communicated to 
everyone in the division.  The steering team was 
comprised of heads from each business unit in 
the division, and all were asked to assume 
active roles on the project.

FMS selected a SaaS CRM solution and held the 
line on customization of the system.  One new 
screen was developed to provide a single view 
of all relationships between the bank and the 
client.

The project was phased in several ways.  FMS 
selected a pilot group to use the system initially 
and learn from their experience.  They 
implemented primarily sales force automation 
functionality instead of a full scope deployment.  
Finally, they populated only the data that they 
new for certain their reps would need, which 
was only a subset of the total data they wanted.

Finally, the project forced a comprehensive 
review of the customer segments, markets, and 
products that were delivered.  Once the data 
were loaded into the CRM, it became apparent 
that the go to market approach for smaller 
accounts was in fact unprofitable.  Through the 
view of data in CRM and the fact that CRM 
provided a tool to deliver service better, FMS 
made changes to move these smaller accounts 
to a shared service model that was less costly 
and assured reliable service.

If only all CRM implementations could go so well.
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