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The Challenge with 
Growth
6 SaaS Founders and Executives Share 
Their Experiences and Advice on Growing 
Successful B2B SaaS Businesses

CB Insights found in a recent study that “nearly 67 percent 
of startups stall at some point in the VC process and fail to 
exit or raise follow-on funding.” The odds of becoming a 
unicorn are about 1 percent.

Growth is necessary for a company to survive. However, 
throughout the process of growing a business, you are 
continuously discovering and solving new challenges that 
stand between you and growth. Whether it’s product-
market fit, finding the right funding, using the best tools or 
attracting talented people, change is the only constant.

The good news is other founders, CEOs and executives 
have been in your shoes and are willing to share what they 
learned. We spoke with six experts to get their advice and 
recommendations on what low-cost growth strategies work 
and how to sustain growth over time.

Learn From An 
Expert
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The Challenge with Growth

David Ryan: SaaSOptics 
Founder & COO

Rob Hoehn: IdeaScale CEO & 
Co-founder

Lauren Kelley: OPEXEngine 
Founder & CEO

Tim McCormick: SaaSOptics 
CEO

Jeff Wilkins: FMX CEO

Jay Vickers: Novusolutions 
Co-Founder

https://www.cbinsights.com/research/venture-capital-funnel-2/
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A serial entrepreneur with over 30 years of experience, David has both founded and held chief executive 
roles at several software businesses. He was co-founder and CEO of MarketingCentral, a SaaS provider of 
marketing resource management, acquired by Unica/IBM in 2008. As founder, David’s focus has been on 
creating a subscription management platform that would make it easy for others to manage their own SaaS 
and subscription financial operations.
 
Prior to MarketingCentral, David was CEO of Sirius Systems, a pioneer in sales force automation, which was 
acquired by Software Artistry (Tivoli) in 1997. He has also held positions at Gartner and IBM and earned a 
bachelor’s degree from Duke University.

Invest in Content & SEO
Before we had a product at SaaSOptics, we had a website with subscription analytics. We started producing content before we even 
had the product. I did it this way because I knew from previous experience that it took time to get search engine results to rank. But I 
knew if we could get it, it would last a long time and drive a lot of interest in the business for a low cost.

 
In the early stages when you don’t have money, you have time. Use that time to create content. The ROI on content that’s developed in 
the early stages of your business is enormous. It diminishes as you get bigger, but we survived for years on nothing but inbound leads 
based on content. We went years before spending money on marketing.

Move to an Annual Pricing Model
Because I’ve been involved in many SaaS startups, this one is a given to me. The best way to fund your business is through annual 
payments up front. A lot of businesses start with monthly subscriptions, but if you don’t have a ton of funding, you may end up cash-
strapped quickly.
 
Consider a business with an average selling price of $12K a year. If you invoice monthly, you will grow like a typical business. But if you 
invoice annually, the impact on cash flow of collecting everything up front is enormous. That’s why you see so many SaaS businesses 
who started with monthly now moving to annual.
 
Yes, you will have to sell your customers on it. They need to understand the value of what they’re buying. But that’s a good thing. Put 
your effort and time into proving your value instead of spending time getting 10 people to buy and finding only one likes it. Take your 
time to find the right early adopter and take care of that customer.
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Focus on Customer Success 
and Reducing Churn
In a SaaS company, your gross growth is directly 
affected by churn. Focusing on customer success 
will help you focus on reducing churn. A license 
business is a perpetual churn business. You have 
no ability to predict future revenue and it’s difficult 
to plan staffing investments. In contrast, with sub-
scription businesses, you have the ability to project 
invoices and cash flow but only to the extent that 
you have a handle on customer churn.
 
If you’re churning too many customers, then you’re 
treadmilling. You’re not moving forward. You’re not 
growing when you’re churning. With a subscription 
business, you’re capturing the life of a customer 
over a longer period of time, but you have to re-
tain the customer. You build cost structure up to a 
level you can manage with recurring revenue and 
other funding, and the more you churn, the fewer 
resources you have to continue growth.



Rob Hoehn | CEO & Co-founder, IdeaScale
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Rob is the co-founder and CEO at IdeaScale. He has helped build feedback tools for the Obama Administration, 
Nancy Pelosi, Xerox, The Veterans Administration, and others. He holds a B.S. in computer science from the 
University of Vermont.
 

Spend Within Your Customer Acquisition Cost (CAC)
It used to be hard to understand how much money I could spend on marketing. When you don’t know how much you can spend, it’s 
kind of scary.. When you have a budget, you can get creative, and that’s what CAC helps you do.
 
We figured out early on at IdeaScale that we can’t spend too far beyond our CAC. It turned out to be a blessing b/c it gave us some 
guardrails to operate within.

As a young company, we knew we would never be able to attend conferences the way other SaaS companies do or our competitors. If 
you want to do it well, you have to get a booth and it’s crazy expensive. When you know your budget, you can get creative and find ways 
to get some conversations started without overspending. Instead of spending money on a booth, we would open a tab at a bar near 
the conference and then just strike up conversations with people.

Having a strong understanding of your budget makes it more fun to figure out how to grow.

Get Smart With Outsourcing
Consider international support and outsourcing software development work. Its a great way to drive margins in the early stages of 
the company. But if you do it, make sure you go all in. I always travel to the region where my team is three to four times a year. I do 
everything I can to get to know the team - even have dinner with their families

To outsource well, you need to spend a lot of time vetting and getting to know the expertise of potential remote workers or 
contractors.



Lauren Kelley | Founder & CEO, OPEXEngine
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Lauren is the founder of OPEXEngine. After 25 years in fast-growth, high-tech companies, she founded 
OPEXEngine to solve the problem that high-tech companies lack: Good quality benchmarks from a neutral 
provider—especially operational benchmarks —to reduce risk and improve efficiency and growth. Lauren is 
also a big believer that data and benchmarks level the playing field in decision-making, reducing all sorts of 
biases that can cloud management decision-making, affecting efficient growth.

Prior to OPEXEngine, Lauren led WW revenue and operations for internet and e-commerce pioneer, ATG, 
as SVP of WW Sales and Strategic Development, from start-up through ATG’s IPO (with one of the highest 
market valuations in the industry). ATG was later acquired by Oracle. Before ATG, Lauren managed part of 
Borland Software’s European business from Paris, France; and helped build Compaq’s East European business 
from Munich, Germany. Lauren has a BA from Tufts University and M.I.A. in political economy from Columbia 
University.

Consider All Your Funding Options
There are more sources of capital now than there were 10 years ago. So there are many options:  venture funding, angel investors, 
strategic investors, different varieties of debt capital, bank lines of credit, and more funding vehicles are appearing all the time. There’s a 
lot of money that’s looking for a good business to invest in. 

Start Benchmarketing from an Early Stage
It’s really important to benchmark your business, even when you’re small because you can see how similar companies are 
allocating resources. Benchmarking gives you context to how you are spending your cash, and how productive your organization is.  
Benchmarking is also a good management process to reduce your risk in over-allocating or under-performing.

Stay Close to Your Customers
It’s important to stay close to your customers, even when you are growing fast.  Staying close to customers can sometimes get lost in the 
chaos of growth.  You needt to make this a core activity and process at your company from the start. Most customers are nice if you’re 
respectful of them and will be happy to talk about the pros and cons of your product. Not everyone will, but you need to make sure 
that’s part of the way you’re working. 

You also need to be keeping tabs on your customers’ engagement with your product. It’s fairly standard to have a tool to track 
engagement on the backend with your customers’ permission. 
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This is important is because the number one indicator of churn is engagement with the product. Most customers will not renew a product  
that they’re not using. 

Keep Tabs on Metrics that Matter
It is critical to look beyond the traditional financials and look at your operating metrics in Sales, Marketing, and R&D to track how the 
business is developing.

Most people, and entrepreneurs especially are by nature optimistic and forget bad things. And people like to use numbers and say they 
achieved targets. But what you really want to see is growth from one month, quarter and year to the next in both dollars, customers 
numbers and retention of customers. It is the momentum that matters.

Maybe you’re good at getting new customers, but you churn lots of customers. Having high churn is like having a bucket with a hole in 
it. You can pour huge amounts of water on it, but if significant portions are pouring out the bottom, it will never get full. New customer 
acquisition is more expensive than retaining existing customers so your cost of renewing customers should be much lower. 

You need to pay attention to both. If you can understand why people are churning and renewing, that’s fabulous intelligence for your 
product and sales and marketing.

Be Smart about the Tools and Contractors You Use

It’s amazing how many inexpensive tools are out there that are a lot better than what you can do manually. I think using and being smart 
about tools is really important. For example, there are so many applications that are inexpensive for newsletter and email management. 

Plus, early on it can be helpful to use contractors. There are so many great people out there with valuable experience. If you can’t afford a 
full-time person, it’s all about learning what your company needs and what creates momentum.
 
Once you get enough momentum and funding, you can commit to payroll, but contractors are a great first step. For example, with 
development, rather than investing in a really expensive development team right from the start, you can use different contractors who are 
efficient and reliable. Modern development process is well documented in terms of the discrete functions so it’s easier to contract pieces 
of it. Using contractors is good until you know exactly what your model is. 

When you’re ready to make your first hire, be sure to have an open mind about your strengths and weaknesses and that of your 
management team. I’ve found that founders tend to fall into two categories: Founders who have good business experience or founders 
who have a strong tech background. 

A standard tenant in management is: don’t hire people who are just like you. Hire people who make up for your weaknesses.



Tim McCormick | CEO, SaaSOptics
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Tim has over 30 years of experience in building, launching and growing successful enterprise software 
businesses. Before joining SaaSOptics, Tim was director of Americas sales operations at Cisco Systems 
following its acquisition of JouleX, where he was the vice president of sales and marketing from the founding 
in 2010 through the acquisition in 2013 for $107M.
 
Tim has experience leading multiple B2B software companies from start-up through acquisition. He was a 
member of the founding management team and vice president of marketing for Internet Security Systems 
(ISS), where he increased market share and grew the company’s revenue from $5M in 1996 to over $400M. 
He saw the company through a successful IPO in 1998 and in 2006, when ISS was acquired by IBM for 
$1.9B, and served as vice president of the business solutions group, leading business line and product 
management, product marketing, marketing communications and programs, partnership strategy and 
business development. Tim earned a bachelor’s degree from the University of Delaware.

Be Patient with Marketing
The problem I see with CEOs and CFOs is that they’re not willing to make the longer-term investment. They see how sales can move the 
needle quickly. They get impatient with marketing, and they bounce around trying this and that. You need to grind it out for a while to 
see results. Growing and nurturing leads takes time. Be patient with marketing tactics.
 
Just like you grow salespeople over time. With marketing, you have to put a team together and then incrementally grow your programs 
over time. Look at the metrics to see what’s working better than others. It doesn’t mean that one day you’ll only be doing one thing 
once you find something that works – the journey is figuring out your optimal marketing mix.

Develop a Marketing Mix that’s Right For You
 
There’s no one mold that will fit for every SaaS business. People buy in different ways, and you need different tactics aimed at buyers. 
Different marketing tactics require a different set of activities. They call it a marketing mix for a reason.
 
The goal of the marketing team is to figure out what the optimal mix is. I don’t think it’s just inbound marketing or outbound marketing. 
You may want to pursue account-based marketing (ABM). You have to figure out the right strategy and mix based on your business 
model, sales cycle, the customer acquisition cost (CAC) and the average lifetime value of your customer. 
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Saturate One Market Before 
Moving On 

In the early stages, you need to look at market sectors like 
bowling pins. Start by knocking down top companies in 
one sector and then move on to the next market sector. 
Don’t try to do too many things. Define your market as 
small as possible, and then own the market share in that 
market and replicate it. There are several reasons why this 
makes sense, and a lot of it has to do with how much time 
and resources you have on hand.

Before you can cross a sector, you have to research and 
know what kind of language to use. Maybe you did really 
well in healthcare and you want to do well in retail. The 
marketing and sales material you used for healthcare isn’t 
going to cross over perfectly into retail. It takes a lot of 
work to create a new set of materials to go after this new 
segment.
 
Many companies will be tempted to go international right 
off the bat, but you shouldn’t do that lightly. To compete 
internationally, you have to translate your website, support 
customers in other countries and pull a lot of resources 
from your core business. There are a lot of shiny objects 
you will want to chase, but resist the urge. Go with the top 
priority market segment first.



Jeff Wilkins | CEO, FMX
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Since 2001, Jeffrey M. Wilkins has served as managing partner of Wilkins Associates, a privately held 
investment management firm, which provides strategic management consulting services and advises on 
mergers and acquisitions for growth-oriented companies.

Currently he serves as Chief Executive Officer of Facilities Management Express, LLC, a growth-stage software 
as a service company, and Chairman of the Everhart Financial Group, an independent financial advisory firm. 
He previous served as Chairman of the Board and Chief Financial Officer of Health Care DataWorks, Inc., a 
data analytics and business intelligence services firm which was acquired in 2015.

Explore Funding Options
I‘m generally skeptical about taking venture capital except when the time to scale aggressively is highly certain. Venture Capital 
is usually about spending a lot of money quickly, hoping for successful scaling and exiting with large gains. I’ve always been in 
favor of meeting the high-value needs of customers, understanding the likely market opportunity and matching external funding 
appropriately. Exits happen naturally when companies are solidly successful. 

When customers are getting excited about your product and telling others about it, that’s when you can be confident you have 
something special. You are now clearly building your brand.  

When you start to build your brand, that’s when you can really start to consider funding. But you should be careful to avoid the 
mistake of getting ahead of yourself. You really need to be as certain as possible it’s time to go with a more aggressive growth 
strategy, and you need to have reliable financial systems to monitor the performance of your strategy. Growth capital expects a 
return and you need to be prepared to deliver results before taking accepting the capital.

Find a SaaS Community to Join
Our director of business development came up with the idea to assemble a group of executives from SaaS companies around 
Columbus to take on discussions of mutual common problems.  While I was initially skeptical, it turned out to be a great idea and has 
become very productive for everybody involved. We now have other local companies calling and wanting to join.
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Find a SaaS Community to Join (continued)
Every month, the group picks a new topic, and every month I find I get a lot of value out of every meeting. 

I recommend people try to find such a group in their geographic area and, if there isn’t one, start it. You can learn much from others, 
even if they’re in dissimilar businesses, without having to go through trial and error. Peer groups aren’t just great for networking; they’re 

great for learning. That can be a huge help as we strive to become better leaders and grow our businesses.

Research Go-to-market Strategies and Track what Works
Finding the best GTM strategy can be challenging. It involves a lot of research, trial and error, and careful monitoring. You will try a num-
ber of things before you settle into a successful rhythm.

When I first became involved with this business, first to assess its potential, and then agreeing to scale it, I looked at AdWords. I quickly 
learned you can sink a tremendous amount of money in AdWords and get almost nothing out of it. It may be a highly ineffective strate-
gy for some businesses, but it certainly wasn’t for ours.

There are a number of paid lead services available and we have tried most of them. We have had some success, but if you have a low-
priced product, paid leads don’t work very well unless you have very high conversion rates. You will want to try a number of different 
approaches that appear promising, but the most important step is to analyze them very quickly before you invest too much on the 
ineffective ones. But you do have to stay with your attempts long enough to get reliable results.
 
You will need to do a lot of work to find the best strategies to test. I recommend reading blog posts, eGuides (everything you can imag-
ine). In these times you can sit in your office and get so much information about all the different ways people have tried go-to-market 
strategies and learn from their experience. You will identify a multitude of options in just this research phase. 

While I always recommend extensive research before committing significant resources, there is the well-known “paralysis by analysis” 
problem. At some point, you have to decide to take a risk and take the first steps. But hopefully you will be prepared with the benefit of 
others’ experiences and the tools to successfully manage your own strategy.



Jay Vickers | Co-Founder, Novusolutions
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Jay Vickers founded his first company as a 22-year-old immediately after graduating from college. Along 
with his college roommate, he started a company in the technology training industry that would eventually 
become the fastest growing and most profitable franchise of North America’s largest technology training 
company, Productivity Point International. In a little over seven years, the company would grow from a startup 
with a single location and two employees to five locations, over a hundred employees and $10M in annual 
revenue. He would successfully exit the business in 1997 through the sale of the company to a large private 
investment company.

After taking a few years off, Jay started his second business, Novusolutions. Over the next 15 years, he 
managed the company through a number of business model changes, challenging economic conditions 
and the rapidly evolving technology market. He and his partners ultimately found the right niche and 
NovusAGENDA became the leading legislative management solution in North America. In 2017 Jay 
successfully exited the business through the sale of the company to a large private equity firm.

Scale Costs with Revenue
The single most important thing you can do to conserve cash as a startup is to align your costs with your revenue through the use of 
variable cost contracts. A good example is the use of Salesforce.com. Salesforce will entice you to sign long-term contracts and pay 
annually in exchange for a discount. Revenue growth for a startup is often unpredictable so long-term commitments with upfront 
payments can squeeze cash flow.

Instead, choose shorter-term contracts with “pay as you go” options to maintain flexibility.  Once you gain reliable revenue visibility you 
can feel more confident in signing longer commitments and pre-paying to lower the overall costs. 

Capital investments are one of the biggest risks a small business can take. Take advantage of “infrastructure as a service” providers like 
Amazon Web Services or Microsoft Azure. Not only do these services require almost no up-front investment but they also can scale 
with your revenue to further reduce risk.

Utilize Case Studies
When you’re an early stage company you are usually a complete unknown to your potential customers. If you’re also in an emerging 
market, the products/services you are providing may also be unknown. This creates a very challenging and potentially expensive 
problem for new companies.
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Utilize Case Studies (continued)
One of the fastest ways to overcome these challenges are case studies.  Do whatever you have to do to secure your first few custom-
ers. Give customers big discounts or free products/services in exchange for serving as a reference for a case study.

Task your sales person with writing out the details of the customer’s pain points and how your products/services solved those pains. 
Hire a contract marketing person through an online service to clean-up, brand and professionalize the case study.

Reference that case study on your website, social media accounts, outbound email and call campaigns, and in direct-selling efforts.

Create a Culture of Fiscal Responsibility
One of the secrets of successful businesses, big or small, is return on investment (ROI).  Every dollar you spend (the investment) should 
have an expectation to create even more money (the return) over time.

Many startups are in a hurry to “look big” and feel powerful. They believe they can impress customers, employees and competitors by 
spending money. While you have to “spend money to make money,” learning HOW you spend that money is infinitely more impactful to 
your business long term.

Build a culture of fiscal discipline early. Help your employees understand that discipline is a characteristic of successful companies by 
involving them in your decision-making process. As your company grows, and your employees grow along with it, they will become pros 
at making wise spending decisions.
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Additional Resources
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https://www.saasoptics.com/guides-webinars/a-guide-to-using-metrics-to-triage-your-subscription-business/
https://www.saasoptics.com/guides-webinars/ceo-guide-to-saas-metrics/
https://www.saasoptics.com/guides-webinars/11-things-to-do-now-to-prepare-for-your-first-audit/
https://www.saasoptics.com/guides-webinars/preparing-for-asc-606-8-components-of-a-rock-solid-revenue-recognition-policy/
https://www.saasoptics.com/saaspedia/



