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Over the past decade, the business world 
has been enthralled with experiences. We’ve 
created new executive positions focused on 
the customer experience, implemented new 
experience measures, and reorganized our 
companies to become experience-centered 
organizations. While there is merit to this 
quest, there is a new theory showing that 
“experience” may not be the point. The new 
theory suggests that experiences are simply 
the method; customer outcomes are the goal. 
When organizations shift their mindset from 
experiences to outcomes, they are able to 
accelerate sales cycles, help customers achieve 
value faster, and retain customers longer.
 
Brand new research conducted by Salesforce, 
Experience the Shift: Customer Experience 
Redefined, found that outcomes have become 
the new north star for progressive businesses, 
replacing experiences. A quote from Aaron 
Thompson, General Operating Partner, 
SuccessHACKER, sums up the idea:

Introduction

“We see happy customers 
leave all the time, and 
unhappy ones stay. The 
difference is the outcomes 
they receive.”

An experience-focused business will create 
more value than a product-focused one, but 
an outcome focused business will outperform 
them both every single time.“ “

Aaron Thompson
General Operating Partner, SuccessHACKER

It is for this very reason that we must rethink 
the role of experiences—specifically, from the 
perspective of delivering and proving outcomes 
for the customer. 

Despite numerous research studies suggesting 
that customers expect or even demand great 
experiences, we must not conflate what that 
data is actually saying. If you ask a customer, 
“is the experience just as important as the 
product or service?” you will hear a resounding, 
yes! This isn’t because consumers are ranking 
experiences over outcomes; rather they see 
the two things linked. Better experiences often 
produce better outcomes. For example, better 
UX in your product makes it more functional 
and better able to achieve the desired results. 
Experiences are not the goal, but they are 
certainly crucial to delivering better outcomes. 
 
While experiences are not the end goal, 
companies focused on experiences have 
outpaced their counterparts who are not 
focused on experiences. This has long been 
understood, but we can now see that even 
among these companies, there are leaders 
and laggards. Forrester VP Rick Parish finds, 
“Customer experience leaders grow revenue 
faster than CX laggards, drive higher brand 
preference, and can charge more for their 
products.” 

A new HBR study examines the difference 
between leaders and laggards in experience, 
and finds the biggest difference between the 
two to be that “Laggards are less likely to map 
customer journey interactions and illustrates 
that leaders recognize the importance of really 
understanding the end to end journey through
a customer lens.” 

So it isn’t a focus on “experience” that separates 
the two; rather, it’s the operational excellence to 
create an experience that guides the customer 
across their journey to reach their desired goal. 
Said another way: experiences are 
simply the method to producing 
better outcomes, and are not the 
goal in and of themselves.

To say a company must focus on 
outcomes seems regressive, and in 
a way it is. Outcomes have always been 
important, but what is different now is how 
businesses are operationalizing experiences to 
ensure the delivery of outcomes. This is, indeed, 
novel, and the next progression in business 
value. An experience-focused business will 
create more value than a product-focused 
one, but an outcome focused business will 
outperform them both every single time. 
Experiences matter, but only in so far as they 
help the individual achieve their desired 
outcome. 
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At first blush, the concept of selling on 
outcomes may sound just a bit too familiar to 
be taken seriously as a new insight. After all, 
virtually every sales methodology prescribes 
some variation on the idea as the foundation 
of its value selling framework. But the crucial 
difference comes down to the integrity of these 
promises: once they’re made, can they be 
proven, or even met? 

More often than not, selling on outcomes is 
exactly that: selling. Most salespeople don’t set 
out to mislead buyers with empty promises. 
Generally speaking, the claims sellers make 
are the ones they’ve been trained on and led 
to believe are perfectly true. Often they are, of 
course, but only anecdotally. The value realized 
for one customer doesn’t mean it will occur for 
the next one … or the one after that. 

This simple truth can create a fundamental 
misalignment between sellers and buyers. The 
seller can’t be certain these promises will be 

From Empty 
Promises to 
Engineered 
Outcomes

Experience is the Method, Outcomes are the Goal   |   An eBook by Salesforce & MetaCX

met after the contract is signed—and, frankly, 
it’s not their job to know for sure. This creates 
the perverse incentive for salespeople to be 
aggressive in the promises they make in order 
to get the deal done. For their part, buyers 
have been conditioned to expect this, and have 
discounted the value of these empty promises 
accordingly. It’s a vicious cycle.

All of this undermines what it means to sell 
on value. If buyers don’t believe the claims, 
they’re less inclined to pay a premium or even 
convert. More acutely, empty promises create 
an untenable situation for the customer success 
team responsible for renewing the business. 
For SaaS companies and other businesses 
dependent on recurring revenue, this 
disconnect can become insidious, undermining 
the very premise of the model itself. 

Which is why outcomes must become 
more than empty promises. They need 
to be systematically engineered from the 
start, ensuring that there is a rigorous 
method for measuring their achievement, 
documenting and propagating the behaviors 
and best practices that helped unlock these 
outcomes, and ensuring that all of this is 
being consistently applied to each subsequent 
customer.
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There was a time when suppliers could get 
away with claims of transformational business 
impact that were accepted by buyers largely 
at face value or validated only with third-party 
customer proof. But as budgets come under 
closer scrutiny and companies reevaluate 
their posture on overall tech spending, SaaS 
companies will be held to a much higher 
standard. 

What SaaS giveth, SaaS taketh away. 
Subscriptions make it easier to purchase and 
adopt software, but the inverse is equally true. 
The reality is that most SaaS companies aren’t 
ready to prove attributable impact down to 
dollars earned and dimes saved, but there’s 
a lot they can do today to start laying the 
groundwork for a more resilient relationship 
with customers by demonstrating that they’re 
making good faith investments in proving their 
impact on outcomes. 

To understand the implications of these 
growing performance expectations on SaaS 
companies, look no further than the world of 
digital advertising. As a duopoly commanding 

The Dawn of the 
Performance Economy

Experience is the Method, Outcomes are the Goal   |   An eBook by Salesforce & MetaCX

over 50% of a nearly half trillion dollar industry, 
Google and Facebook are the two largest digital 
advertising platforms in the world. There are many 
reasons they’ve grown to such massive heights, 
but the real rocket fuel in their engines is proof of 
performance. Marketers are all too happy to throw 
dollars at the bets that are paying off. The digital 
advertising industry, of course, is well aware of 
this, so they make proof of performance central to 
their promise and perfectly visible to the customer 
in order to give them the confidence that their 
investments are yielding adequate returns.

By contrast, in the world of SaaS, there is no 
such construct. Today, SaaS companies sell on 
the promise of real business impact, but very 
rarely show actual attribution to outcomes. Value 
realization is opaque at best. This has to change—
and we believe it will. Companies that invest in 
a systematic approach to, not only selling on 
outcomes, but proving their achievement, will be in 
the favored position as the subscription economy 
inevitably gives way to the performance economy.

5

Selling on outcomes is the 
proverbial ‘eye-wink’ between 
marketers, sellers, customer 
success and their buyers. One 
promises to deliver results and 
one promises to implement the 
solution as prescribed, with 
both parties falling short.  Only 
until clear expectations and 
desired results are delineated 
throughout the implementation 
lifecycle, with the right tools 
and processes in place to 
measure success, will the ‘eye-
wink’ become a handshake.

Anne Slough
Principal Analyst, Sales Operations Strategies, Forrester “

“
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Unlike most SaaS companies, digital advertising 
platforms are already active participants in the 
performance economy. This is because they’re 
able to shine a bright light on the business 
impact of the paid media programs they 
enable. Without this sort of clear attribution 
back to a business outcome, no marketer in 
their right mind would plough scarce budgets 
into this channel. Today, SaaS companies are 
under pressure to follow the lead of these 
performance-based platforms by doing a better 
job of connecting usage of digital products with 
measurable business outcomes. 

By creating attribution between outcomes 
promised and outcomes proven, these 
companies are able to dramatically reduce 
churn and—much in the same way that the 
digital marketer is all too willing to pour gas on 
the fire when a program is working—unlock 
expansion revenue with existing customers. 

But this is easier said than done—and it takes 
the cooperation and accountability of both 
parties in the relationship—both the supplier 
and the buyer. 

The Broken 
Attribution Chain
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It takes two to tango. It is a cliche of the highest 
order but it’s never been truer in business 
than it is today. On day one, when a buyer 
and supplier agree to formalize a commercial 
relationship, the die is cast and stakes become 
high on both sides of the relationship. 

The supplier has convinced the buyer that they 
are the best choice to help solve a specific set 
of problems while the buyer has agreed that 
the supplier is best suited to help advance a 
strategy and deliver a specific outcome or set of 
outcomes. 

The path to customer success is engrained 
in mutual accountability. The supplier has 
aspirations to create customer relationships 
that live on for years, but they should also 
recognize that, while the success of a 
relationship requires work on both sides, the 
onus is on the supplier to guide the relationship 
forward. 

Shared Accountability 
on the Path to Outcome 
Achievement

Suppliers must understand the level of 
commitment that is required to make a 
customer successful. It is well established that 
it is more cost effective and profitable to keep 
a customer than to acquire a new one. Widely 
cited research by Fred Reichheld of Bain & 
Company (the inventor of the Net Promoter 
System) shows increasing customer retention 
rates by 5% increases profits by 25% to 95%.  

The notion of holding a buyer accountable to 
work may seem counterintuitive based on our 
traditional understanding of power dynamics 
in these relationships. But this conventional 
view is shortsighted. The buyer has expressed 
interest and made a financial commitment to 
the supplier and if the buyer is being honest 
as they formalize the relationship they should 
be offering a full commitment to ensuring the 
relationship has an opportunity to become 
successful. The buyer also has a lot of control 
in the relationship that should never go 
underestimated by the supplier. It is critical 
that the supplier understands the dynamics 
that are at work on day one.  

https://hbr.org/2014/10/the-value-of-keeping-the-right-customers
https://hbr.org/2014/10/the-value-of-keeping-the-right-customers
https://hbr.org/2014/10/the-value-of-keeping-the-right-customers
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High functioning supplier/buyer relationships 
are grounded in the shared understanding that 
the only way to create a true path to success is 
to have both parties recognize the importance 
of creating a collaborative relationship that 
embraces accountability and is supported on 
both sides with strong levels of commitment, 
communication and transparency.

The foundation of a customer partnership 
should be a mutual success plan that 
documents the outcomes your customers 
want to achieve and the responsibilities of 
stakeholders on both sides of the relationship 
necessary to deliver on that promise. Clearly 
documenting roles, responsibilities and 
milestones associated with these promised 
outcomes gives context to the relationship 
and the work. It creates structure for holding 
both sides of the relationship accountable. 
Writing things down and aligning mutual 
expectations from the start for sales, success 
and delivery teams around outcomes and the 
milestones you’re expecting to achieve is how 
you create conditions for success in a customer 
relationship.

Remember that your customers have skin in 
the game. They’re working with you because 
they have some problem or pain they need 
to solve. It’s your job to figure out what it is 
and then convince them that you’re worth 
partnering with to help them achieve these 
business outcomes. 

In order to create value over time, suppliers 
must understand a) what value means for 
the customer; b) how to achieve that value; 
and c) how to measure and prove it has been 
delivered. According to Michael Schrage, 
Research Fellow at MIT Sloan School’s Center for 
Digital Business, “The best investment you can 
make in measuring customer lifetime value is to 
make sure you’re investing in your customers’ 
lifetime value.”

Mutual 
Success Plans



Making customers successful takes a village. 
It requires a cross-functional organization 
working together in close orchestration to help 
a customer realize the value that was promised. 

Too often, customer success is thought of as 
a discrete role oriented toward the renewal 
phase of the customer lifecycle—rather than 
a cross-functional goal that begins before the 
commercial relationship is consummated. 
When companies appraise customer success 
in the narrow view, they create an untenable 
situation for the customer success team who 
are expected to exercise heroics to kicksave 
deals, piece together an incomplete view of 
value realization, and often reverse engineer 
what was sold or promised to the customer in 
the first place. 

To counteract this, revenue teams should revisit 
five key areas to ensure proper alignment 
across marketing, sales, services, product, 
and customer success teams in the service of 
achieving customer outcomes.

Functional silos can drive a wedge between 
suppliers and buyers, negatively impacting 
the customer experience and breaking 
the all-important “steel thread.” This 
thread should trace through the outcomes 
promised in the sales cycle; the outcomes 
delivered through the implementation, 
onboarding and adoption phases; and the 
outcomes proven through value realization 
and renewal. 

The rubber meets the road in the delivery 
phase. Here, the promises made in the 
selling phase intersect with the teams 
assigned to delivering on the promise. 
Implementation, onboarding and success 
enter the picture and they need to a) 
understand what was promised; and, b) 
be in a position to align people, resources, 
training, systems, and product and 
services adoption and utilization to achieve 
customer goals. This is the first precondition 
to outcome achievement.  

In a MetaCX blog post, noted customer 
success thought leader, Ed Powers, 
wrote: “We shouldn’t leave things to 
chance. As customers subconsciously and 
automatically formulate their beliefs early 
in the sales cycle, we must be explicit—and 
truthful—about what they can expect.” His 
point is that proper expectation ensures 
business relationships are built on solid 
ground from the very start and that every 
subsequent phase of the relationship is 
aligned around the same thing. As suppliers, 
our memory needs to be at least as long as 
our customers’ for what has been promised 
from the relationship.”

Without a framework in place to track 
outcome achievement, it can be difficult to 
demonstrate  how value is being delivered 
against the customer’s definition of 
success. Why does this matter? Without 
proof of performance, you’re at risk for 
customer attrition, wavering support, and 
inability to grow lifetime value. Instead, 
you should begin with a shared definition 
of desired outcomes, a plan to deliver 
on them, and a way to prove that these 
outcomes are being achieved.  

Accidents happen in the intersections. 
It’s often the handoff from sales to 
implementation, from implementation 
to customer success, and so on, where 
knowledge is lost and continuity is broken 
in the service of promised outcomes. 
Customers notice and the disconnect is 
never a good look. More importantly, it 
means that the foundation of expectations 
set and expectations met is compromised 
at each and every handoff, weakening the 
foundation for the renewal phase of the 
relationship. 

The Connected 
Roles of Marketing, 
Sales and Customer
Success
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A shift to an outcome focused strategy must be underpinned by three key 
principles: 1) Collaborative; 2) Continuous, and 3) Closed loop.

The old African proverb, “To go fast, go alone; 
to go far, go together” effectively argues for the 
power of the collective. This applies, of course, 
to every part of the business, but equally so to 
customer relationships. 

“Progressive businesses are embracing 
co-creation at all levels of their businesses 
from marketing to product design,” says 
Marc Escobara, sr. director of innovation at 
Salesforce. “This is allowing those businesses 
to innovate faster, deliver better solutions, and 
truly put their customers at the center of their 
businesses.” 

There’s nothing particularly new about this 
idea, but offering advice about the importance 
of collaboration is much easier than putting it 
to practice, particularly where customers are 
involved.

One way companies are operationalizing 
collaboration is by elevating it from an episodic 
exercise to a continuous practice. This shift can 
be seen in progressive B2B organizations as 
they imagine new pre- and post-sales motions. 
Here, sales processes are centered around 
collaboration to define customer outcomes, 
which is turned into a shared success plan, 
which then becomes the basis for managing 
the customer relationship over time. The 
success plan is broken down into milestones, 
and backed by metrics and data to create a 
clear pathway towards success that both parties 
can agree upon. 

When a business learns to co-create with 
their customers, two radical things happen. 
First, the customer is engaged and becomes 
a fundamental part of the process from the 
very beginning. This creates commitment and 
allows the supplier to show their investment in 
a partnership from the very early stages of the 
relationship. Secondly, the customer buys into 
the process and understands what it will take 
to achieve the outcome, which creates shared 
accountability toward the goal of achieving 
outcomes together. These may seem like subtle 
nuances, but you cannot overstate the power of 
this dynamic in a customer relationship. 

The final principle is the ability to prove the achievement of the 
outcome. This requires a  closed loop method of measurement and 
reporting. This can be manual, or automated; it doesn’t really matter. 
What does matter is that during the collaboration reporting is 
discussed, and the metric and method are agreed upon up front.   
 
With a closed loop reporting structure outcomes can easily be 
proven, new services and go to market models can be created. 
One Chief Experience Officer of a SaaS based company in a recent 
interview told us their focus on outcomes, with clear metrics to 
support them, has opened up the doors to a new go to market 
strategy. 

Their focus on outcomes has allowed them to reduce the time 
to value for a customer by 65%. They now have a repeatable 
process that allows them to ensure outcome delivery, and are now 
investigating a freemium go-to-market model. As they can now 
easily identify outcomes, and deliver them walking a customer up 
the value chain to a paid subscription with great accuracy. 

When you work with your customers to define the outcomes early in 
the buying processes, are able to align around a method to achieve 
the outcomes, and can prove the delivery of the outcomes with 
a closed loop structure new levels of business innovation can be 
unlocked.  

There’s power in an outcomes-based approach, to be sure, but it also 
requires some change in thinking. All change, of course, starts with 
taking the first step.

First Principles: Collaborative, 
Continuous, Closed Loop

Collaborative Continuous Closed Loop
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Outcome-based selling and success is a journey. There is no reasonable 
expectation that change of this magnitude will happen overnight. But an inch 
over time yields miles and every ambition needs a plan and every plan needs a 
stepwise path for making progress. Once an organizations has executive approval 
to move in this direction, they will move through the five levels of maturity: 

The Path to Outcome Maturity
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The first step enroute to achieving 
measurable outcomes for customers 
is ensuring that the supplier and 
buyer are aligned around a shared 
definition of success. Every purchase 
begins with one or more outcomes in 
mind. Level 1 on the journey focuses 
on documenting and validating these 
target outcomes with the buyer 
as a foundational first step toward 
both closing a deal, and creating the 
conditions for a lasting and profitable 
partnership.

Too often, the goodwill and 
momentum created in the sales cycle 
doesn’t convert downstream into 
the implementation and onboarding 
phases because of a fumbled handoff. 
Level 2 of the journey focuses on 
coordinating this handoff to ensure 
all of the stakeholders are oriented to 
the same set of target outcomes, and 
organized to get the solution deployed, 
delivered to the customer, and getting 
them using it as efficiently as possible.  

The obvious but sometimes overlooked 
reality is that your customers can’t get 
value from your product unless they 
use it–and use it in the right ways. 
Level 3 focuses on measuring adoption 
and understanding usage patterns 
to ensure your customers are taking 
advantage of the capabilities that help 
them unlock value.

Enroute to demonstrating attributable 
ROI are various leading indicators 
that show positive impact in the right 
directions. Level 4 is where you start 
to start measuring impact for your 
customers by looking at the metrics 
that signal positive trends directionally 
aligned to attributable ROI.

Finally, Level 5 focuses on the 
attributable ROI that your customer 
cares about most. These are generally 
expressed as some combination of 
increased revenue, reduced costs, 
or mitigated risks. Since these are 
lagging indicators, measurement of 
these things often requires data from 
your customer–either directly from 
their systems or manually provided to 
complete the picture.

Alignment Delivery Adoption Impact Performance
LEVEL 1 LEVEL 2 LEVEL 3 LEVEL 4 LEVEL 5
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The MetaCX Maturity Model

Are supplier and buyer 
aligned on a shared 
definition of success?

Are supplier and buyer 
on track with key tasks 
necessary to outcome 
achievement?

Are users demonstrating 
the usage patterns and 
behaviors necessary to 
outcome achievement?

Is the use of the product 
yielding improvement in 
leading indicators enroute 
to business outcomes?

Is the achievement of these 
leading indicators having 
the expected positive 
impact on desired business 
outcomes?

Outcomes Engagement Project Data Project Usage Data
Instrumentation of Supplier-
Controlled Data Sources

Instrumentation (or manual 
entry) of Buyer-Controlled 
Data Sources

Alignment Delivery Adoption Impact Performance
LEVEL 1 LEVEL 2 LEVEL 3 LEVEL 4 LEVEL 5
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