
Effective Sales Operations: 
Are We There Yet?
A Spotlight On The Business Value Of 
SaaS CRM Solutions
As we move into another decade of the age of the customer, the 
flurry of technology-fueled disruptions that have shifted the power 
from businesses to consumers continues to drive greater customer 
expectations. Customer experience, or CX, remains the buzzword 
that businesses strive to grasp as they realize the competitive 
differentiation it delivers in their roadmaps toward sustainable top-
line and bottom-line growth.1 The ability to better understand and 
engage these empowered customers has never been more important 
as businesses battle for a bigger wallet share.

In their quest to more effectively manage customer interactions and 
improve customer relationships, businesses have increasingly looked 
to software-as-a-service (SaaS) CRM solutions. The use of SaaS CRM 
solutions is prevalent among sales organizations; as early adopters, 
sales teams commonly make CRM solutions the centerpiece of their 
operations.

However, with the rapid growth and fierce competition of the SaaS 
CRM industry, what started as lightweight systems have evolved in 
complexity over time. The silent revolution started in 2018, when a 
Forrester study2  commissioned by Freshworks found that more than 
half of CRM buyers in small and medium-size enterprises (SMEs) 
were planning to replace their CRMs within the next three years, as 
they struggled with overly complicated systems that faced poor user 
adoption.

In February 2020, Freshworks commissioned Forrester Consulting 
to evaluate the current state of mid-market to large organizations’ 
SaaS CRM adoption, challenges faced, and future CRM needs. 
Beyond looking at current SaaS CRM users, the research dove into 
the barriers faced by non-CRM users and in-house CRM users in 
adopting SaaS CRM solutions for their sales operations.3 To explore 
this topic, Forrester conducted an online survey with 315 respondents 
across Asia, Europe, and the US; all respondents were business 
decision makers and influencers of their organizations’ CRM solutions 
and strategies.
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METHODOLOGY

In this study, Forrester conducted 
an online survey with 315 
respondents across Asia, Europe, 
and the US; all respondents were 
business decision makers and 
influencers of their organizations’ 
CRM solutions and strategies.



KEY FINDINGS

 › Non-CRM/in-house CRM users struggle to build solid business cases 
for SaaS CRM solutions. While inefficient sales operations plague 
sales productivity and customer retention, the cost of SaaS CRM 
solutions and the inertia in changing existing business processes deter 
SaaS CRM adoption. 

 › Many existing SaaS CRM users are disillusioned with their CRM 
solutions after two years. Sales organizations typically use their new 
SaaS CRM solutions for two years, after which discontented users 
look to replace these dissatisfactory solutions that failed to meet their 
expectations. 

 › Ease of integration and a user-friendly user interface (UI) are key 
attributes of an ideal CRM solution. Amid the plethora of features and 
capabiltiies offered by modern CRM solution providers, the integrability 
and user-friendliness of CRM solutions are non-negotiable attributes 
that organizations require.

Modern customer 
engagement starts 
with CRM.

2  
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Is this study progressing your 
understanding of the adoption of 
SaaS CRM solutions for improving 
sales operations?



A Solid Business Case Is Critical For 
Successful SaaS CRM Adoption
For sales organizations that exhibit interest in SaaS CRM solutions or have 
longer-term (in the next 12 months) plans to implement SaaS CRM solutions, 
building a strong business case to justify the investment is critical, albeit 
not the easiest task. To win management approval and achieve successful 
deployment, sales teams must clearly communicate a compelling business 
proposition that lays out the projected business benefits and costs of SaaS 
CRM solutions. As a start, teams should acknowlege and address the 
challenges in current-state sales operations and adoption barriers: 

 › Inefficient sales operations plague sales productivity and customer 
retention. More than half (52%) of the surveyed decision makers report 
poor sales operation practices where customer data is recorded across 
multiple collaboration tools, such as file-sharing and project management 
tools. As such, firms manage data disparately, with no single view of 
customer information across the organization (see Figure 1).

 › The cost of SaaS CRM solutions and inertia in changing existing 
business processes deter SaaS CRM adoption. The deployment of 
SaaS CRM solutions involves doing away with legacy processes and 
defining a new way of working to better streamline sales operations. For 
many non-CRM/in-house CRM users whose sales forces are accustomed 
to existing business processes, the disruption to business, coupled with 
the high total cost of ownership, have prevented them from successfully 
implementing SaaS CRM solutions (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2

Key Barriers In Adoption Of SaaS 
CRM Solutions

Base: 102 business decision makers and 
influencers of their organizations’ CRM 
solutions and strategies
Source: A commissioned study conducted 
by Forrester Consulting on behalf of 
Freshworks, February 2020

Having to change existing 
business processes (46%)

High total cost of 
ownership (39%)

Long-term contract 
commitment (31%)

Figure 1

“How does your organization currently manage sales operations?”

Base: 102 business decision makers and influencers of their organizations’ CRM solutions and strategies
Note: Percentages may not total 100 because of rounding.
Source: A commissioned study conducted by Forrester Consulting on behalf of Freshworks, February 2020

28% Data recorded in a consistent manner across multiple collaboration tools

24% Data recorded in an inconsistent manner across multiple collaboration tools

13% Data recorded in an inconsistent manner on a single collaboration tool

12% Data recorded in a consistent manner on a single collaboration tool

11% Data recorded in a consistent manner on an in-house CRM tool

10% Dispersed data managed on personal spreadsheets

3% Data recorded in an inconsistent manner on an in-house CRM tool



Disillusionment With SaaS CRM 
Solutions Kicks In After Two Years
Organizations that successfully build the business case for SaaS CRM 
investments then spend time, effort, and money in identifying and 
implementing their ideal SaaS CRM solution, with the hope of enabling 
sales professionals to be more successful. Firms establish aspirational 
goals and metrics for their sales operations and outcomes. However, the 
stark reality is that many sales organizations never get to see the value 
they expect from their shiny new tools. In fact, one out of four surveyed 
decision makers plans to replace their SaaS CRM solution (see Figure 3):

 › Sales organizations implement their SaaS CRM solutions with 
expectations of quicker ROI. Classic CRM tools have not kept up with 
the fast pace of technology change. Sales organizations instead look 
to SaaS CRM solutions, which often boast mobile capabilities, real-
time analytics, and automation features, all of which promise greater 
information capture and cutbacks on manual intervention. Thus, sales 
organizations adopt these solutions expecting faster ROI and higher 
value to be delivered.

 › However, many existing SaaS CRM users are discontented with their 
SaaS CRM solutions after two years. Inevitably, organizations fail to 
see the value they expected; two years tends to be the make-or-break 
point for many organizations in assessing the business value of their 
SaaS CRM solutions. In the survey, most decision makers (43%) who are 
replacing their current tools within the next two years have been using 
their SaaS CRM solutions for more than 24 months (see Figure 3).
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Figure 3 

“What is your organization’s plan when it comes to SaaS CRM adoption?”

Base: 213 business decision makers and influencers of their organizations’ CRM solutions and strategies
Source: A commissioned study conducted by Forrester Consulting on behalf of Freshworks, February 2020
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 › Unmet business needs result in lowered expectations of SaaS CRM 
solutions. Organizations that are not looking to replace their SaaS 
CRM solutions have largely just started exploring their new tools. 
These organizations remain optimistic of the value that their solutions 
can potentially bring and intend to deploy them for sales planning and 
forecasting purposes to achieve improvements in their broader and 
more forward-looking metrics (e.g., total revenue, revenue from new 
customers).

On the other hand, while organizations that want to replace their SaaS 
CRM solutions consider aspirational target metrics (e.g., revenue for 
new customers, market penetration), they have seen how their CRM 
investments have failed to meet their expectations. As such, they have 
recalibrated their business goals for CRM and resigned to using their 
SaaS CRM solutions for more rudimentary purposes of leveraging sales 
analytics to improve revenue from existing customers (see Figure 4).

 › Managing data quality on overly complex systems with unnecessary 
features and functionalities remains a key challenge. Most SaaS CRM 
solutions in the market are difficult to use, are complex to implement, 
and come loaded with unnecessary features. This deters sales 
representatives from making a consistent effort to enter data into their 
CRM systems or spend time cleaning up data recorded in the system. 
This leads to the long-standing issue of data quality, which causes 
sales representatives to trust and use their CRM solutions even less 
(see Figure 5).

Figure 5

Key Challenges In Using Current 
SaaS CRM Solution

Base: 54 business decision makers and 
influencers of their organizations’ CRM 
solutions and strategies
Source: A commissioned study conducted 
by Forrester Consulting on behalf of 
Freshworks, February 2020

Managing data quality (52%)

Overly complex system with 
unnecessary features and 

functionalities (43%)
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Figure 4

“Which are the metrics that your organization uses in tracking sales performance? What are the primary SaaS CRM use 
case scenarios in your sales organization?”

Base: 213 business decision makers and influencers of their organizations’ CRM solutions and strategies
Source: A commissioned study conducted by Forrester Consulting on behalf of Freshworks, February 2020
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CRM Solution Providers Must Address 
Users’ Needs
Over the last two decades, we have seen accelerated growth in the CRM 
market, which has not only driven down prices of CRM solutions, but 
also led to commoditization and consolidation, yet also fragmentation, 
of the CRM landscape. Sales organizations struggle to plow through the 
saturated CRM market to identify, evaluate, and decide on a SaaS CRM 
solution that would meet their needs. That said, amid the plethora of 
features and capabilities offered by CRM solution providers, organizations 
focus on a few non-negotiable attributes (see Figure 6):

 › Ease of integration with other systems. To be effectively utilized as 
the core backbone of sales organizations, a SaaS CRM solution must 
easily and seamlessly integrate with other apps and platforms. 

 › System that is user-friendly and intuitive, with only necessary 
features and functionalities. A visually appealing interface that 
enables ease of navigation and requires a shorter learning curve is a 
key driver of user adoption. Users should be able to come up to speed 
quickly, instead of having to spend time figuring out functionalities 
that are not critical to business needs, alleviating the initial inertia of 
deploying a new technology platform. 

 › Strong customer support. Readily available support is another 
fundamental attribute that organizations look for, especially among non-
CRM/in-house CRM users who are new to SaaS CRM solutions. Around-
the-clock customer service or a dedicated account manager are potential 
ways to assure CRM buyers of the quality post-purchase support they 
would receive to achieve the desired success with their solutions.
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Figure 6

“Which attributes of an ideal CRM solution are most important to you?”

Overall Existing SaaS CRM users Non-CRM/In-house CRM users
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Base: 315 business decision makers and influencers of their organizations’ CRM solutions and strategies
Source: A commissioned study conducted by Forrester Consulting on behalf of Freshworks, February 2020
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Key Recommendations
How can sales organizations leverage their SaaS CRM solutions to 
achieve more effective sales operations and greater business benefits? 
What baby steps can non-CRM/in-house CRM users take to justify the 
investment in SaaS CRM solutions?

As with any initiatives, having a clearly defined and focused CRM strategy 
is of foremost importance. Forrester’s in-depth survey of managerial to 
executive-level individuals across mid-market and large organizations 
yielded several recommendations for more effective sales operations 
with a SaaS CRM solution:

Define and articulate key drivers and business goals for CRM 
investment.4 The foundation of a sound CRM plan is one that focuses 
on business value, underpinned by an outside-in, customer-obsessed 
strategy instead of an overt focus on internal processes. In addition to 
understanding and segmenting customers based on their value to your 
organization, attaining a solid understanding of which competitors you 
lose customers to and why is important as well.

Collaborate and develop a business case that involves stakeholders 
from other business areas. While sales organizations may front their 
organizations’ utilization of CRM solutions, the use cases often extend 
to the other business functions, given the wide-ranging functionalities 
that modern CRM solutions offer. Moreover, delivering an unparalleled 
customer experience is never one team’s job. As such, business 
stakeholders from other functions that are responsible for parts of the 
CRM initiative should contribute to the development of a holistic CRM 
business case. 

Establish measurable metrics to track the business value of SaaS CRM 
solutions. The last step in having a well-defined CRM strategy is creating 
clear business-specific metrics that can be tied back to all CRM goals. Not 
only can you avoid having to rejustify your CRM investment, but you will 
also establish measurable metrics that align employees toward common 
business goals, driving the success of CRM initiatives.
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CRM plans must 
focus on business 
value.



Appendix A: Methodology 
In this study, Forrester conducted an online survey of 315 respondents across Asia, Europe, and the US to 
understand their organizations’ adoption of SaaS CRM solutions to organize and synchronize sales operations. 
Survey participants included business decision makers and influencers of their organizations’ CRM solutions and 
strategies. The study was conducted in February 2020.

Appendix B: Demographics
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Base: 315 business decision makers and influencers of their organizations’ CRM solutions and strategies
Note: Percentages may not total 100 because of rounding.
Source: A commissioned study conducted by Forrester Consulting on behalf of Freshworks, February 2020

Note: “Others” include industries with <4% 
respondents, such as consumer services, 
government, media and/or leisure, and travel 
and hospitality.

Note: “Others” include industries with <4% respondents, such as consumer 
services, government, media and/or leisure, and travel and hospitality.

REGION

CRM USAGE

JOB FUNCTION/ DEPARTMENT

68%
Existing SaaS CRM users

32%
Non-CRM/in-house

CRM users

Europe (34%)
[France, 
Germany, 
Luxembourg, 
The Netherlands, 
UK]US (33%) Asia (33%)

[Australia, India, 
Malaysia]

17%

12%

7%

7%

7%

6%

6%

6%

5%

4%

4%

4%

Others

Energy, utilities, and/or waste 
management

Consumer product goods and/or 
manufacturing 

Advertising and/or marketing

Telecommunications services

Education and/or nonprofits

Computer software and 
hardware

Business or professional services

Information technology and 
services

Construction

Transportation and logistics

Revenue operations

Sales operations

Marketing operations

Sales management / 
business development

Financial services and/or 
insurance

Manufacturing and materials

12%

INDUSTRY

22%

18%

14%

47%



Appendix C: Supplemental Material
RELATED FORRESTER RESEARCH

“Define Your CRM Plan,” Forrester Research, Inc., March 6, 2018

“Quantify The Business Value Of CRM,” Forrester Research, Inc., November 15, 2019

“Gauge Your CRM Maturity,” Forrester Research, Inc., August 30, 2019

“The Five CRM Trends In 2020 That Will Shape Engagement, Relationships, And Revenue,” Forrester Research, Inc., 
January 15, 2020

Appendix D: Endnotes
1 Source: “Transform Customer Processes And Systems To Improve Experiences,” Forrester Research, Inc.,  
April 15, 2019.

2 Source: “Riding The Next Wave Of SaaS CRM,” a commissioned study conducted by Forrester Consulting on 
behalf of Freshworks, September 2018.

3 Non-CRM users refers to users in sales organizations who currently do not use any CRM solution for managing 
sales operations; in-house CRM users refers to users in sales organizations who currently use on-premises CRM 
solutions for managing sales operations. 

4 Source: “Define Your CRM Plan,” Forrester Research, Inc., March 6, 2018.
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