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About this document 

How do you decide whether saving an at-risk customer is worth the cost? It is one of the most 
consequential decisions in Customer Success — and one of the most consistently undiscussed. 
CS leaders across the industry raise this question repeatedly, yet few organisations have an 
explicit, structured answer for it. This framework provides one. 

The Customer Retention Investment Framework gives CS leaders a structured, evidence-based 
approach to making the save-or-let-go decision: explicitly, consistently, and with criteria that can 
be shared across the team and defended to leadership. 

 
Who this is for 

• VP and Head of Customer Success at B2B SaaS companies 

• CS leaders building or maturing a post-sales function 

• CS Ops and Revenue Operations professionals 

• Anyone responsible for CS resource allocation decisions 
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1. The Problem 

A recurring debate in Customer Success is whether every at-risk customer deserves the same level 
of save effort. In practice, most CS teams answer this question implicitly — through escalation 

patterns, individual CSM judgment, and whoever has the most pressing deadline. Rarely is it 
answered with a shared framework, consistent criteria, or visibility into what the effort actually 
costs. 

The implicit assumption is that every at-risk customer should be saved. The instinct is 
understandable: retention is the function’s core mandate, and losing any customer feels like 
failure. But the assumption has a structural flaw. 

 

The core tension 

Every hour spent saving a low-value customer is an hour not spent developing a high-value one. 
Retention at the expense of growth is not a metaphor — it is a literal time allocation problem 
that compounds over time. 

 

Not every customer is worth saving at every cost. Treating all at-risk accounts as equally worth 
defending leads to a predictable and damaging outcome: the team exhausts itself on accounts that 
were never going to succeed with the product, while high-potential accounts receive less attention 
than they deserve. 

The Customer Retention Investment Framework makes this decision explicit, defensible, and 
consistent across the team. 
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2. Framework Overview 

The framework operates as a three-step sequential filter. Each step narrows the field and changes 
the question. The sequence is deliberate: establish what the customer is worth before assessing 
whether saving them is structurally possible, and only then ask whether the cost is justified. 

 

Step Question Output 

1 — Value map What is this customer worth? Customer type: Champion, Grower, 
Plateau, or Tail 

2 — Relationship map Can we win this customer 
back? 

Relationship type: Partner, Honeymoon, 
Rescue, or Exit candidate 

3 — Investment stress test Is the cost justified? Final score 1.0–4.0 with zone and 
recommended action 

 

Key principle 

Cost of save never changes the diagnosis — it changes the urgency and scale of the 
recommended action. A customer’s situation is what it is. The cost determines how much you 
should do about it. 
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3. Step 1 — Value Map 

What is this customer worth? 

The first step establishes the financial profile of the account by plotting it on two dimensions: 
current ARR and expansion potential. This produces four customer types that define the baseline 
level of investment the account warrants. 

 

Dimension 1: Current ARR 

Current ARR represents live, contracted revenue — the bird in hand. It is the most reliable measure 
of the account’s present value and the primary input to the cost-effectiveness calculation in Step 
3. 

 

Calibration 

Each company sets its own ARR range based on its portfolio. The framework divides the range 
into four equal quartiles. Scores 1–2 fall below the median; scores 3–4 fall above it. All 
thresholds are calculated automatically when using the accompanying scoring tool. 

 

Dimension 2: Expansion potential 

Expansion potential captures the realistic growth ceiling of the account. It is weighted slightly 
below current ARR because it requires effort to realise and carries more uncertainty. It is assessed 
across two horizons: 

• Near-term expansion (0–6 months): unseated licences, adjacent modules, active pipeline 
conversations. These are close to confirmed revenue. 

• Structural ceiling (6–24 months): the maximum the account could realistically become 
based on company size, growth trajectory, and ICP sub-segment behaviour. 
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The Value Matrix 

 

    

High 
expansion 

4 Grower 
Invest & develop 

Champion 
Protect & expand 

 3 

Low 
expansion 

2 Tail 
Scrutinise carefully 

Plateau 
Retain efficiently 

 1 

  1 2 3 4 

  Low ARR High ARR 

 

The Customer Value Profiles 

Type Profile Default posture 

Champion High ARR + high expansion potential Maximum protection. Senior CSM. Active 
expansion planning. 

Grower Low ARR + high expansion potential Invest in development. This account is on the 
right trajectory. 

Plateau High ARR + low expansion potential Retain efficiently. Watch the cost carefully. 

Tail Low ARR + low expansion potential Apply scrutiny. Every save requires explicit 
justification. 
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4. Step 2 — Relationship Map 

Can we win this customer back? 

The second step assesses the structural soundness of the relationship using two dimensions that 
are often conflated but meaningfully different: customer sentiment and ICP fit. 

 

Dimension 3: Customer sentiment 

Sentiment captures the current state of the relationship — how the customer feels right now. It is 
reflected in health scores, NPS, CSAT, engagement levels, escalation history, and renewal 
conversation tone. Critically, sentiment is changeable. 

 

Dimension 4: ICP fit 

ICP fit captures the structural reality — whether this customer was the right customer to sell to in 
the first place, whether your product genuinely solves their core problem, and whether their 
internal maturity allows them to succeed with what you offer. Unlike sentiment, ICP fit is largely 
fixed. 

 

Why this distinction matters 

A customer with negative sentiment but strong ICP fit is worth fighting for — the problem is 
solvable. A customer with positive sentiment but poor ICP fit is a time bomb — the relationship 

feels good now, but the structural misalignment will surface eventually. Treating these two 
situations the same way is one of the most common and costly mistakes in CS. 
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The Relationship Matrix 

 

Positive 
sentiment 

4 Honeymoon 
Happy but misaligned 

 

Partner 
Ideal state 

3 

Negative 
sentiment 

2 Exit candidate 
Stop spending 

 

Rescue 
Worth fighting for 

1 

  
1 2 3 4 

  Poor ICP fit Strong ICP fit 

Relationship Types 

Type Profile Implication 

Partner Positive sentiment + strong ICP fit Ideal state. Healthy and structurally sound. 

Honeymoon Positive sentiment + poor ICP fit Satisfied now but churn is structural. Do not be 
deceived by current health scores. 

Rescue Negative sentiment + strong ICP 
fit 

Unhappy but fixable. The structural foundation is 
right. Worth investing in recovery. 

Exit candidate Negative sentiment + poor ICP fit Unhappy and misaligned. Minimal investment 
justified regardless of ARR. 
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5. Step 3 — Investment Stress Test 

Is the cost justified? 

The third step applies a cost-effectiveness multiplier to the base score from Steps 1 and 2. It 
answers the question: given what we now know about this customer’s value and relationship 
health, does the investment required to save them make economic sense? 

 

What we measure: CSM time as the primary input 

Cost of save is calculated from CSM time — the resource that CS leaders directly control and can 
measure accurately. Escalation data (engineering, support, leadership involvement) can be added 
when available. Its absence should not block the analysis. 

 

Cost rate = (quarterly CSM hours × loaded hourly rate) ÷ quarterly ARR × 100% 

 

This produces a cost rate: how many cents of CS investment are spent per euro of revenue. This 
rate is then compared against industry benchmarks segmented by company ARR stage. 

 

A note on what is being measured 

All benchmarks in this framework measure CS team cost as a percentage of total company ARR — 
a cost efficiency ratio. This is distinct from GRR (Gross Revenue Retention) and NRR (Net Revenue 
Retention), which measure what percentage of revenue is retained or grown. Those are outcome 
metrics. Cost rate is an input metric: how much is being spent to produce those outcomes. 

 

GRR and NRR vs. Cost Rate 

GRR and NRR tell you whether CS is working. Cost rate tells you what it is costing to make CS 
work. Both are necessary. This framework focuses on cost rate because the save-or-let-go 
decision is fundamentally a resource allocation question, not a retention rate question. 
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Industry benchmarks: CS cost as % of total company ARR 

Benchmarks drawn from Gainsight survey data (2016, updated 2023) and SaaS Capital (2025, 
n = 1,000+ private B2B SaaS companies), segmented by company ARR stage. Full references at the 
end of this document. 

 

Company ARR stage Efficient Acceptable Review needed 

>$100M ARR ≤5% of total ARR 5–10% of total ARR >10% of total ARR 

$10M–$100M ARR ≤8% of total ARR 8–15% of total ARR >15% of total ARR 

<$10M ARR ≤10% of total ARR 10–20% of total ARR >20% of total ARR 

All sizes — median (2025) 8% of ARR (SaaS 
Capital) 

Benchmark across 
1,000+ cos. 

Source: SaaS Capital 
2025 

Gainsight CXO Conference benchmark of 5.3% fully-loaded CS cost as % of ARR managed reflects a more mature, 
enterprise-skewed sample. The SaaS Capital figure of 8% is a broader cross-size median including CS and Support 
combined. All figures are % of total company ARR — not GRR or NRR. 

 

The cost-effectiveness multiplier 

 

Cost band Multiplier Effect on score 

Low (within benchmark) × 1.00 No penalty. The decision rests on the account profile. 

Mid (at the upper 
boundary) 

× 0.85 Moderate reduction. Raises the bar for borderline 
cases. 

High (above benchmark) × 0.70 Significant reduction. Pushes marginal accounts into 
the Exit zone. 

 

How the final score is calculated 

The final score is the product of two calculations performed in sequence. First, the four dimensions 
are combined into a base score using a weighted sum. Second, the base score is adjusted by the 
cost-effectiveness multiplier. Here is the complete chain: 

 

Step A — Base score (weighted sum of four dimensions) 

Base score = (ARR × 0.25) + (Expansion × 0.20) + (ICP fit × 0.30) + (Sentiment × 0.25) 
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The scale runs from 1 to 4 with no neutral midpoint. Every dimension is either above or below the 
median. Minimum possible score (all dimensions = 1): 1.0. Maximum possible score (all 
dimensions = 4): 4.0. 

 

Worked example — a mid-tier account with mixed signals: 

 

Dimension Score 
(1–4) 

Weight Weighted value Interpretation 

Current ARR 3 0.25 0.75 Above median ARR 

Expansion potential 4 0.20 0.80 Strong near-term pipeline 

ICP fit 2 0.30 0.60 Partial fit — structural risk 

Customer sentiment 3 0.25 0.75 Relationship intact 

Base score — 1.00 2.90 Caution zone before 
multiplier 

 

Base score = (3 × 0.25) + (4 × 0.20) + (2 × 0.30) + (3 × 0.25) = 0.75 + 0.80 + 0.60 + 0.75 = 2.90 

 

Step B — Apply cost multiplier 

Final score = base score × cost multiplier 

 

Using the same example (base score = 2.90), here is how the cost band changes the outcome: 

 

Cost band Multiplier Final score Zone 

Low (within benchmark) × 1.00 2.90 × 1.00 = 2.90 Caution 

Mid (upper boundary) × 0.85 2.90 × 0.85 = 2.47 Caution 

High (above benchmark) × 0.70 2.90 × 0.70 = 2.03 Caution — near Exit boundary 

 

In this example, low or mid cost keeps the account in Caution zone — conditional investment with 
defined boundaries. High cost pushes it to the boundary of Exit, where a more explicit go/no-go 
decision is warranted. 
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Final score zones 

The three zones map onto the full 1–4 scale and reflect whether the account’s combined profile — 
value, relationship health, and cost — justifies active investment. 

 

Score Zone Why this threshold 

3.0 – 4.0 Invest & protect Above 3.0 means the account scores above the median on most 
dimensions. Active investment is justified. 

2.0 – 3.0 Caution Mixed profile. Something is strong, something is weak. Cost multiplier 
does its most important work here. 

1.0 – 2.0 Exit Below 2.0 means the account scores below the median on most 
dimensions. Disengage or apply minimum-viable touch. 

 

Why 2.0 and 3.0 as boundaries 

These are not arbitrary thresholds. A score of exactly 2.0 means every dimension was rated 2 — 

consistently below the median. A score of 3.0 means every dimension was rated 3 — 
consistently above median. The boundaries are anchored in the scale itself, not chosen for 
convenience. 
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6. The Scoring Model 

The four dimensions from Steps 1 and 2 are combined into a weighted base score. Weights reflect 
the relative predictability and controllability of each dimension in driving long-term customer value. 

 

Dimension Weight Rationale 

Current ARR 25% Live contracted revenue. The most reliable measure of 
present value. The bird in hand. 

Expansion potential 20% Future revenue signal. Important but requires effort to 
realise. The crane in the sky. 

ICP fit 30% Structural foundation. The most predictive long-term factor 
and the hardest to change. 

Customer sentiment 25% Current relationship state. Significant but recoverable with 
the right intervention. 

Total 100% Base score range: 1.0 – 4.0 

 

On weight customisation 

These weights reflect practitioner judgement calibrated against industry patterns. CS leaders 
are encouraged to review and adjust weights to reflect their company’s strategic priorities. The 
weights are an input to the conversation, not a constraint on it. 

 

Why a 1–4 scale with no neutral midpoint 

The scoring scale runs from 1 to 4 deliberately. Every account is either above or below the median 
on each dimension. The absence of a neutral option forces an explicit positioning decision — which 
is the entire purpose of the exercise. In a workshop setting, teams that disagree on a score are 
surfacing a misalignment in how they understand the account. That disagreement is valuable. 
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7. Combination Logic 

The 16 combinations of customer type (Step 1) and relationship type (Step 2) each produce a 
specific base verdict. The cost band (Step 3) then modifies that verdict. The full decision matrix 
across all four customer types is shown below. 

 

Champion combinations 

Relationship type Low cost Mid cost High cost 

Partner Flagship — maintain Healthy investment Audit servicing model 
— why this expensive? 

Honeymoon Monitor closely Diagnose ICP gap now Stop escalating — fix 
root cause first 

Rescue Save urgently 60-day recovery 
milestone 

Escalate to leadership 

Exit candidate One structured attempt Go/no-go in 30 days Stop — cost not 
justified 

 

Grower combinations 

Relationship type Low cost Mid cost High cost 

Partner Invest — build this Invest with efficiency 
targets 

Reduce cost — the 
relationship is fine 

Honeymoon Observe — monitor fit Pause — structural risk 
rising 

Exit — potential vs. 
cost fails 

Rescue Save — worth it 90-day boundary Likely not worth it at 
current ARR 

Exit candidate Exit cleanly Exit now Stop immediately 

 

Plateau combinations 

Relationship type Low cost Mid cost High cost 
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Partner Retain efficiently Acceptable Reduce — over-
servicing a capped 
account 

Honeymoon Monitor Reduce investment Restructure the 
account model 

Rescue Targeted intervention Careful — cap the 
spend 

Hard call — define a 
ceiling 

Exit candidate One conversation, then 
decide 

Protect ARR — plan exit Begin offboarding now 

 

Tail combinations 

Relationship type Low cost Mid cost High cost 

Partner Minimum touch — they 
are fine 

Reduce immediately Stop — reallocate now 

Honeymoon No action needed Reduce to minimum Stop over-investing 

Rescue One attempt only Not worth it Stop immediately 

Exit candidate Exit cleanly Exit now Stop immediately 
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8. How to Use This Framework 

Workshop format 

The framework is designed for use in CS leadership workshops and team portfolio reviews. A 
typical session runs 2–3 hours and produces decisions on 5–10 accounts. 

Before the session 

1. Define your ARR range: the minimum and maximum ARR in your portfolio. This calibrates 
the scoring scale to your reality. 

2. Identify your ARR stage (<$10M, $10M–$100M, or >$100M). This sets the cost-effectiveness 
thresholds. 

3. Establish your loaded CSM hourly rate. This enables accurate cost rate calculation. 

4. Select 5–10 accounts to review — prioritise those where the save decision is unclear or 
contested. 

During the session 

5. Score all four dimensions (1–4) for each account as a team. Disagreements on scores are 
valuable — they surface misalignment in how the team understands the account. 

6. Identify the Step 1 customer type and Step 2 relationship type. Note the combination. 

7. Calculate the cost rate from CSM time data. Assign a cost band. 

8. Read the final score and zone. Agree on the specific action and owner. 

After the session 

9. Document decisions and rationale for each account reviewed. 

10. Set a review date for accounts in the Caution zone — typically 30–90 days. 

11. Track outcomes over two quarters to calibrate the framework to your specific context. 

 

On team alignment 

One of the most valuable outputs of running this framework as a team is not the individual 
account decisions — it is the conversation that produces them. Teams that disagree on ICP fit 
scores are revealing a misalignment in how they understand their ideal customer. That 
misalignment, surfaced and resolved in the workshop, is worth more than any single save 
decision. 

 



Customer Retention Investment Framework • SuccessOptima 

 

Bringing Structure to CS  •  www.successoptima.com 

 

9. Why This Matters Beyond the Individual Account 

The save decision is not just about one customer. It is a time allocation decision for the entire CS 
function. 

Every hour spent saving an account that was never going to succeed is an hour not spent 
deepening relationships with high-potential accounts, identifying expansion signals, or building the 
trusted advisor status that drives natural, unforced growth. The opportunity cost is real, structural, 
and rarely made visible. 

 

What the framework enables 

•  A shared language for save decisions across the CS team 

•  Defensible rationale for leadership when deprioritising or exiting an account 

•  Visibility into portfolio health beyond simple health scores or renewal forecasts 

•  A foundation for capacity planning: knowing which accounts warrant heavy investment 
clarifies where lighter touch is sufficient 

•  A stronger CS voice at the revenue table: decisions grounded in explicit criteria are easier to 
defend and act on 

 

 

The question is never simply “should we save this customer?” Given what we know about their 
value, their structural fit, and the cost of the effort, is this the best use of our team’s capacity 
right now? 

That is a question worth asking explicitly. This framework is how you do it. 

 

 

 



Customer Retention Investment Framework • SuccessOptima 

 

Bringing Structure to CS  •  www.successoptima.com 

Sources and References 

All benchmark data in this document is drawn from primary industry research. The cost 
benchmarks specifically measure CS team expenditure as a percentage of total company ARR — a 
cost efficiency ratio, distinct from GRR or NRR. URLs verified June 2026. 

Source Reference 

Gainsight (2023) Customer Success Team Planning & Cost Benchmarks. Survey data from 
Gainsight CCO Summit and CXO Conference. Key findings: >$100M ARR 
companies benchmark at ≤10% of ARR; $10M–$100M at ≤15% of ARR; <$10M at 
≤20% of ARR. Average fully-loaded CS cost across CXO conference attendees: 
5.3% of ARR managed (enterprise-skewed sample). — 
https://www.gainsight.com/blog/customer-success-team-planning-cost-
benchmarks/ 

SaaS Capital (2025) 2025 Spending Benchmarks for Private B2B SaaS Companies. Annual survey, 
n = 1,000+ private B2B SaaS companies. Median CS + Support spend: 8% of ARR 
across all company sizes. Figures are % of ARR, not GRR or NRR. — 
https://www.saas-capital.com/blog-posts/spending-benchmarks-for-private-
b2b-saas-companies/ 

SaaStr / Lemkin How Much of My ARR Can I Spend on Customer Success? Guidance by ARR 
stage: early stage (<$10M): ~10% of ARR; growth stage ($10M–$50M): 5–7% of 
ARR; mature (>$50M): ~5% of ARR. References Gainsight CXO 5.3% benchmark. 
— https://www.saastr.com/dear-saastr-how-much-of-my-arr-can-i-spend-on-
customer-success 

Gainsight / Nick 
Mehta 

CSM ratio and ARR coverage benchmarks. Enterprise CSM median: $2M–$5M 
ARR managed; Mid-market: $2M–$5M ARR across more accounts; SMB: $1M–
$2M ARR. — https://www.linkedin.com/posts/nickmehta_whats-the-ideal-
account-ratio-for-a-csm-activity-7119703341474988033-76E7 
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