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The Digital Growth Imperative for Small- 
and Mid-Sized Businesses (SMBs)
There are many ways to think about growth, and many models to help stimulate your thinking. One of the 
more traditional, best known, and still effective models, is this one:

Expand Into New 
Markets

Enter New Markets
with New Offerings

Take Market Share
Bring New Offerings to
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For this discussion, though, I’m going to argue that 
this product/market model does not describe all 
the ways you should be thinking about growth. In 
some respects, it may be constraining your thinking 
since it does not directly address channels or more 
substantial business model improvements. When I 
talk about channels and business model improve-
ments, I’m thinking primarily of all the rich opportu-
nities afforded and enabled by digital technologies.

There are four major business improvement op-
portunities and related benefits enabled by digital 
technologies:

1: IMPROVE YOUR BUSINESS STRATEGY AND 
BUSINESS MODEL
At The Practical CMO, we are big fans of insights, 
especially those related to your customers, your 
competitors, and your own business performance. 
I call this “outside in” marketing, which works 
to understand the broad canvas your business 
operates on. Internet and mobile technologies are 

key opportunities to adopt this healthy approach 
to business strategy and planning via key 
insights. More prosaically, but also an important 
opportunity, is the ability to operate your business 
more effectively and at a lower cost using cloud-
based technologies. An example would be a cloud-
based financial and accounting system.

2: IMPROVE YOUR DISTRIBUTION CHANNEL 
PRESENCE AND PERFORMANCE
Digital technologies have one major contribution 
to growth: expanding your reach. Greater reach 
translates into more sales. Constraints on your cus-
tomer acquisition activities due to personal contact 
and geographical limitations are quickly eliminated 
with a well-constructed website supported by digi-
tal marketing programs.

3: IMPROVE YOUR CUSTOMERS’ 
EXPERIENCES
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Digital technologies can add value to your products 
and services through more personal customer in-
teraction. Digital technologies replace ineffective 
interactions with real-time, higher quality inter-
actions. Customer experiences become opportu-
nities to cross-sell, upsell, and understand what 
additional features customers desire. These inter-
actions support faster, higher confidence product 
iterations.

Getting Started: How’s Your Digital Growth Engine Today?

4: IMPROVE YOUR SUPPLY CHAIN 
PERFORMANCE
This is an area of digital impact that I think often 
gets ignored. Digital technologies can help you lo-
cate suppliers, reduce product costs, reduce time-
to-market, and improve employee productivity. A 
lower cost of doing business helps make your busi-
ness more cost competitive. Being more cost com-
petitive helps secure more business and market 
share. This might seem like a long chain, but speed 
is one of digital’s great benefits.

Let’s do a quick self-assessment of where you are 
on your digital growth journey today. Take a minute 
to honestly answer these ten questions. Score each 
question 0-3 points, and give yourself 3 points max 
if you can confidently answer “Yes” to each ques-
tion...

You use digital technologies in your business 
other than smart phones and a website
Your website is effective as a lead generation 
engine for your business
You proactively measure the performance of 
your website against key metrics like conver-
sion rates
Your website supports e-commerce capabili-
ties
Your marketing plan includes basic digital mar-
keting programs such as online email, newslet-
ters, and social media
You use digital technologies effectively to 
build customers through new channels
You use digital technologies to improve inte-
gration with suppliers and procurement
You are confident that you are getting a de-
sired ROI on your digital investments
You believe that your use of digital technology 
is a competitive advantage

You believe that your use of digital technolo-
gies is a growth-enabler for your business

While there are no absolute thresholds for what is 
a “good or bad” score, if you have fewer than 15 
points, your use of digital technologies may not 
be at a level of maturity to help drive your future 
growth. If you are below 5 points, your business is 
at risk when compared to more sophisticated com-
petitors.

Here are some statistics to add business context. I 
know that SMB executives like to benchmark their 
businesses, and so I’d like to offer some current sta-
tistics from the 2018 U.S. Chamber of Commerce 
study on the impact of technology on SMBs:

• 84% of small enterprises are using at least one 
major digital platform (such as a website) to 
provide information to customers

• 80% are using at least one major digital plat-
form to show products and services, and adver-
tise

• 79% are using digital tools to communicate 
with customers and suppliers

• 75% are using a digital technology platform 
(CRM) for sales

https://www.uschamber.com/sites/default/files/ctec_sme-rpt_v3.pdf
https://www.uschamber.com/sites/default/files/ctec_sme-rpt_v3.pdf
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You might be surprised, though, how few small- 
and mid-sized businesses (SMBs) are effective us-
ers of digital technologies. By effective, I mean pro-
actively setting goals and measuring performance 
and ROI.

WHAT ARE WE REALLY TALKING ABOUT WITH 
DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES?
The world of digital can be very complicated and 

confusing. Beyond the world of smart phones and 
the Internet that we understand as consumers, 
definitions get blurred and the world of technology 
literally explodes in complexity.

Here’s a simple spectrum of digital technologies. I 
offer this spectrum to provide a starting roadmap 
for your business. My recommendation is two-fold: 
first, that you move left-to-right on the spectrum, 
and that your early digital initiatives bring value to 
your customers.

The second point is critical. I’ve seen companies, 
big and small, which have invested heavily in non- 
value-added digital technology and as a result, have 
lost their competitive advantage. In fact, when I 
hear clients talking about upgrading their ERP or 
ERM platforms, I honestly get nervous about the 
impacts, investments, and diversion of manage-
ment focus those projects will have on their busi-
nesses. I had a client who spent two years imple-
menting a new ERM, and consequently was not 
able to spend enough time and investment on up-
grading their ecommerce platform. It proved to be 
a major setback which cost them revenues, profits, 
and market position. It was an expensive decision 
both ways — in the cost of the ERM and in lost mar-
ket share.

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE 
BETWEEN DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY 
MATURITY AND BUSINESS 
MATURITY?
The question SMBs executives used 
to be faced with was whether the dig-
ital technologies they wanted to use 
were commercially viable. Think back 
a few years ago when there were 

fewer major technology players, where technolo-
gies were evolving rapidly, and whether questions 
about vendor and product viability were honest and 
timely. Remember the world of browser battles? 
Remember the world of Internet and email provider 
battles? How about more recent choices like smart 
phone technologies offered between competitors?

We have largely moved on from those, although 
the presence of major players does not seem to 
have stopped the pace of technology innovation. 
It still is a challenge to select the “right” technolo-
gies for your business. Here’s an example. Looking 
at this chart, you have 3,874 marketing technology 
options, according to Chief Martec:

SPECTRUM OF DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES
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Now what’s your reaction to these rich choices? No 
one, and I really mean no one, can effectively eval-
uate all of these options.

The right place to start isn’t on technology... it’s on 
your own business process maturity. I encourage 
clients to start with a list of their business process-
es. The APQC has a very helpful standard called the 

Process Classification Framework which you can 
simplify and adapt for your business. I believe that 
it is important to start defining your digital strategy 
and plan by identifying those business processes 
you feel technology can bring value to. Then, once 
you have that working list in hand, you can start by 
simplifying and then automating those processes.

There are a series of best practices to implement 
effective engines of growth in your business, and 
in the next few chapters, we’ll tackle them one at a 
time. Here’s what you can expect from a series of 
four follow-on chapters:

TOPIC: PROCESSES:
This chapter will focus on building a market facing 
stage-gate approach supporting regular manage-
ment reviews of growth initiatives and integrating 
growth management with EoS®/Traction™ or oth-
er management processes.

TOPIC: PEOPLE AND ORGANIZATIONAL 
CAPABILITIES:
This chapter will focus on developing a healthy 
organizational growth culture, define a “growth 
champion” role, and prioritize resources needed to 
support longer-term growth initiatives.

TOPIC: PLATFORMS:
This chapter will focus on building a robust set of 
enabling tools which fit into the business, adopt-
ing and standardizing scorecards, financial models, 

business cases and business plans, and completing 
periodic reviews of voice-of-customer VOC, com-
petitive monitoring, and market analyses.

TOPIC: ROADMAP, RESULTS, METRICS, 
BENEFITS:
This chapter will focus on effective adoption of 
best practices, offer a logical sequence to imple-
mentation, and discuss building organizational and 
program maturity.

Where To Next?

https://www.apqc.org/pcf
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You might be surprised that I’m not going to start 
with a discussion of technology. There’s a reason 
for that, and the reason is simply this: Until you 
understand what business processes you want to 
automate or digitize, you are out of order! From 
years as a CIO and as a CMO, I can tell you with 
confidence that processes come first, technology 
later. Your approach should follow the Understand, 
Simplify, Automate (USA) model:

ROADMAP TO DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION
Successful transformation must encompass each 
of these three areas of capability and follow this 
sequence:

“U” =Understand the opportunity and the approach

“S” = Simplify business and service delivery process

“A” = Automate through relevant technologies

Growing up in Wisconsin, we have an expression 
“Paving the Cow Paths.” For those of you who are 
rurally-disadvantaged, cows walk behind each 
other using the same path, which tends to wind 
around. The analog here is simple. If you pave (that 
is, automate) the cow path, you still have the same 
winding cow path you had before. No operational 
improvements were derived from straightening it 
out by identifying process efficiencies or effective-

ness. And now you have spent technology invest-
ment funding, while potentially losing major bene-
fits.

Straightening the cow paths before automating 
those processes drives substantially larger benefit. 
That’s called business process reengineering (BPR), 
and before it got a bad name years ago because 
some companies used it as a proxy expression for 
“layoffs,” there is a large body of evidence that even 
without adding new technology, benefits are sub-
stantial. Today’s BPR still delivers multiple benefits, 
but goes under the names of “lean,” “six sigma,” or 
other specific methodologies.

GETTING STARTED: IDENTIFYING AND 
PRIORITIZING PROCESSES FOR DIGITIZATION
If I have convinced you to start with processes be-
fore you think about technologies, then it is fair to 
ask which processes are the best to start with. The 
answer is easy. You can start with processes that 
are associated with each of the four major areas of 
digital benefits:

• Improve your business strategy and business 
model

• Improve your distribution channel presence 
and performance

• Improve your customers’ experiences

• Improve your supply chain performance

Each one of these areas of digital benefit is com-
prised of a series of business processes. Let me of-
fer a practical guide on what to do next.

The Role of Processes in Digital Growth for SMBs
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STEP 1: DEVELOP A PROCESS MODEL
If you have a process model of your business, you 
can skip this step. If you do not, the APQC has a 
very helpful standard called the Process Classifica-
tion Framework that you can simplify and adapt for 
your business.

There are several versions of the Process Classifi-
cation Framework, and if you are one of the lucky 
companies where a detailed framework already ex-
ists, you have a running head-start at listing all as-
sociated business processes in your industry. If you 
cannot locate an industry-specific framework, the 
APQC’s 6.0.0 Cross Industry framework will work 
just fine.

The Process Classification Framework organizes all 
business processes into hierarchies by function. 

Here’s the index for the Cross Industry Framework:

CROSS INDUSTRY PROCESS CLARIFICATION 
FRAMEWORK
Summary of Classification Taxonomy

1.0 Develop Vision and Strategy

2.0 Develop and Manage Products and Services

3.0 Market and Sell Products and Services

4.0 Deliver Products and Services

5.0 Manage Customer Service

6.0 Develop and Manage Human Capital

7.0 Manage Information Technology

8.0 Manage Financial Resources

9.0 Acquire, Construct, and Manage Assets

10.0 Manage Enterprise Risk, Compliance and Resiliency 

11.0 Manage External Relationships

12.0 Develop and Manage Business Capabilities

STEP 2: SELECT THE PROCESSES YOU ARE MOST 
INTERESTED IN DIGITIZING.
For example, if your strategy is to focus on improv-
ing your distribution channels and performance, 
look at the APQC processes under 3.0 (Market and 
Sell Products and Services) in their taxonomy. If 
you decide to focus on improving customer experi-
ences, you might look at section 5.0. If you decide 
to focus on supply chain improvements, you might 
look at section 11.0.

Below is a snapshot of what you will see if you view 
the APQC’s 3.0 section on Marketing and Selling 
Products and Services. Each process is comprised 
of specific, detailed breakdowns of sub-processes, 
activities and tasks.

https://www.apqc.org/pcf
https://www.apqc.org/pcf
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STEP 3: EVALUATE THE HIGHER-LEVEL PROCESSES 
USING THESE CRITERIA:
• current performance (quality, time, cost)

• customer benefit and value

• internal benefit and value.

I would make this selection at the Process Category 
and Process Group level, for example, 3.1 (Under-
stand Markets, Customers, and Capabilities). Oth-
erwise, you might get too deep too early. This will 
help you further narrow down those processes that 
are candidates for reengineering, and then for digi-
tal automation. You are going to score each process 
on those criteria and select those that maximize 
customer value first, and secondarily the ones that 

also create internal value. This will give you a prior-
ity list of processes to put through the Understand, 
Simplify, and Automate (USA) approach.

Here’s an example of a process evaluation ap-
proach. Score each process “1-5.” You will be look-
ing for processes with low performance scores and 
high value scores:

Below is a snapshot of what you will see if you view 
the APQC’s 3.0 section on Marketing and Selling 
Products and Services. Each process is comprised 
of specific, detailed breakdowns of sub-processes, 
activities and tasks.

STEP 4: USE PROCESS REENGINEERING TECHNIQUES 
TO STREAMLINE THOSE TARGETED PROCESSES
This isn’t a process reengineering article, but I will 
point you in the direction of some good resources 
on how to do BPR from iSixSigma and KiSSFLOW.

And, here’s an incredibly detailed (and free) hand-
book from the U.S. Government Accounting Office.

https://www.isixsigma.com/methodology/business-process-management-bpm/business-process-reengineering-six-sigma-world/
https://kissflow.com/bpm/:-process-reengineering/
https://www.gao.gov/assets/80/76302.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/assets/80/76302.pdf
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We are ready to discuss the second step on the 
“USA” digital roadmap: “Align People and Resourc-
es.”

ROADMAP TO DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION

CHALLENGES ALIGNING PEOPLE AND THE 
ORGANIZATION
Successful digital transformation requires all of 
these key organizational characteristics and re-
sources:

A DIGITAL GROWTH CHAMPION
A digital growth champion can come from your 
business or IT organization and has a strong pas-
sion for servicing customers in new ways, a good 
understanding of digital technologies, and also a 
good understanding of how your business oper-
ates.

More than anything, this champion has a unique 
combination of behavioral competencies and per-
sonal attributes:

BEHAVIORAL COMPETENCIES & PERSONAL ATTRIBUTES 
OF AN “IDEAL” DIGITAL CHAMPION

The Role of People and Organizational Structure in Digital 
Growth for SMBs

Intellectual Interpersonal Motivational
Handles 

Ambiguity
Adaptable Ambitious

Conceptual & 
Creative

Assertive Wants a 
Challenge

Analytical Collaborative Continuous 
Learner

Information 
Seeker

Independent Customer-
Oriented

Strategic 
Thinker

Persuasive Entre-

preneurial
Problem Solver Risk-Taker Resourceful

Quick Study Inspiring Results-
Oriented

MANAGEMENT COMMITMENT TO DIGITAL 
TRANSFORMATION
I’ve been in situations where the CEO or one oth-
er executive was the sponsor for digital initiatives, 
and while that can work, it is much healthier when 
the full management team gets on board. At one 
company where I led the digital initiatives, Phil, the 
vice chairman, was the sponsor, and while I had his 
unflagging personal support and access to financial 
resources, it did not guarantee me access to the 
business and IT support resources I needed. Saying 
“Phil wants this project” only works so many times.

I’ve also authored digital transformation strate-
gies for large healthcare organizations. Even with 
key influential medical staff on-board, other parts 
of the organization thought digital was more of a 
threat to their roles than an opportunity to serve 
patients better and improve patient care. Securing 
a broad management commitment takes work and 
can be time-consuming. But, getting this upfront is 
very critical to securing the resources the organiza-
tion will need to implement digital initiatives.
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ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE WITH A 
PASSION FOR CHANGE AND CONTINUOUS 
IMPROVEMENT
Some businesses think that what they have done 
historically will also serve them in the future. I’m 
all for bringing culture, values, assets and compe-
tencies with you on your digital path. Those or-
ganizations that realize change is inevitable, and 
which choose to get ahead of their competitors, 
will thrive. Digital drives growth, and growth is 
required for healthy revenue and profit streams. 
Growth-oriented businesses outperform their 
peers. Check these resources out here and here if 
you want to learn more.

Continuous improvement includes a willingness to 
try new things and an understanding of risk and

rewards. It also recognizes that few digital initia-
tives start and launch without some modification 
of requirements, features, and even market posi-
tioning.

ORGANIZATIONAL DEVELOPMENT BUILT ON 
LEARNING AND ITERATION
Here’s an example of both learning and iteration. An 
early version of a web-to-print business I launched

started with a software program which you need-
ed to install on your PC. Just like AOL... remember 
when you got your free AOL disks at the check-out 
line?

This business was very innovative, and offered 
many benefits over traditional short-run, color 
printing. On launch, industry analysts kept asking 
us what type of software they should categorize 
this under. It wasn’t really a fit with any existing 
category. Finally, we recognized that we needed 
to drop the “product” description and refer to this 
as a “service.” We re-positioned this as a service 
within 45 days after launch. If we had stayed with 
the “product” positioning, I don’t think the launch 
would have been nearly as successful.

The lesson here: you are unlikely to end up exact-
ly where you think you will go before you launch, 
but that’s OK. It’s much better to plan to be 65% 
correct with your initial release and have the inter-

nal iterative processes and funding reserve to fine-
tune once you are actually in the market.

ORGANIZATIONAL INSIGHTS INTO WHAT 
PROSPECTS AND CUSTOMERS WANT (VOICE-
OF-CUSTOMER)
What functionality and benefits do your prospects 
and customers want? What makes a great digital 
experience from their point of view? What would 
they suggest that you work on first? What are your 
competitors up to? Don’t know?

Rather than guess what value your digital initiatives 
can offer, and what order this list should follow, 
wouldn’t it be confidence building to ask them? 
After joining a major bank and reviewing the last 
two years of customer satisfaction surveys, I found 
that customers consistently rated our on-boarding 
processes as worst-in-class. We realized that these 
processes would benefit from digital support, re-
designed them, digitally-enabled them, launched 
them, and turned our customer ratings to best-in-
class in the next survey. In fact, we actually branded 
our onboarding services and included performance 
guarantees.

The benefits didn’t stop there, either. Since the 
faster and more efficiently we onboarded custom-
ers the faster we would see transaction revenue, 
we improved not only customer satisfaction, but 
also our own revenue streams and timing. These 
are the kinds on “win/win” scenarios we are look-
ing for in our digital growth plans.

It’s unlikely that in your relevant market, yours is 
the only business thinking and acting digitally. It’s a 
best practice to do deep dives on your competitors 
and their digital initiatives. Today, it’s pretty easy 
to make simple comparisons like the performance 
of your website against others’. It’s also pretty easy 
to understand what they are doing for online sales, 
customer experiences, and other value-added digi-
tal growth initiatives.

What is hard to discern, but still important, is being 
able to describe their digital strategies and plans. 
You’ll want to understand not only what you can 
see of your competitors, but what their plans are to 
stay in the race. This information is more of a chal-
lenge to discern, but also more important to know 
since your plan must consider delivering equal or 

https://www.strategy-business.com/article/06206?gko=4bc8c
https://www.chiefoutsiders.com/mid-market-ceo-growth-study
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better capabilities for you 
to remain competitive.

PEOPLE AND 
ORGANIZATIONAL 
BUILDING BLOCKS
There are several ways of 
illustrating the building 
blocks described in this ar-
ticle. Here’s a simple model 
to reinforce the points I’ve 
made.

Many articles on digital transformation start with a 
discussion of technology platforms. If you’ve read 
the previous articles in this series, you’ll remember 
I believe that is the last place to start.

Technology platforms are important, but that’s not 
what I’m focusing on here. They have their unique 
challenges in selection, onboarding, and implemen-
tation. It’s just that these platforms exist only to en-
able your business. That’s a critical point. This isn’t 
about technology for technology’s sake. Technolo-
gy can have a business-changing, transformational 
impact and add a competitive dimension to your 
business—but only when it is aligned with what you 
want to achieve.

In this article, I’m going to focus primarily on tech-
nologies related to growing your business. I’m going 
to discuss customer-facing and marketing technol-
ogies as examples. The approach I’ll present works 
with any technologies you are considering to bring 
in, though.

The Role of People and Organizational Structure in Digital 
Growth for SMBs
We are ready to discuss the third step on the “USA” 
digital roadmap: “Implement New Platforms and 
Technology.

ROADMAP TO DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION

CHALLENGES ALIGNING PLATFORMS AND 
TECHNOLOGY WITH YOUR BUSINESS 
STRATEGY

Digital Growth Champion

Management Commitment

Organizational Culture: Change 
& Continuous Improvement

Organizational Development: 
Learning & Iteration

Organizational Insights:  
Prospects, Customers, Competitors

Successful 
Digital Growth 

Plans
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• too much time between business defining their 
needs and the tech group delivering solutions

• poor return on technology investments

Henderson realized that high-performing busi-
nesses were also high-performing in their use of 
technology. Their technology strategy mapped to 
and directly aligned with their business strategy. 
Their technology processes directly enabled their 
business processes. And their technology selec-
tion and utilization outperformed their competi-
tors, too.

Talk about creating advantage! Among the high-
est performers were companies that not only had 
effective technology-enabling operations, but 
allowed their technology strategy to help shape 
their business strategy. Now that’s a different 
world that can be a true differentiator. Here’s an 
example:

In one corporate role I held, we built a new web-
to-print services business by chaining together four 
off-the-shelf commercially available technologies 
(desktop design, the Internet, Adobe pre-press, 
and digital presses). We didn’t invent any of these 
technologies—but, we were the first to realize a 
new business opportunity to offer short-run, quick 
turnaround color printing of personalized promo-
tional materials for small business.

INTRODUCING THE STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT 
MODEL FOR TECHNOLOGY ALIGNMENT
Years ago, John C. Henderson, an IBM Fellow and 
current professor emeritus at Boston University, 
introduced a model for the strategic alignment 
of business and technology. This powerful model 
serves to address many issues businesses have rel-
ative to their technology investment and results. 
Too many businesses make investments in technol-
ogy that do not have the impact and return desired. 
Henderson set about to understand the “why.” He 
found that business and technology need to align 
on both strategic and operational dimensions. He 
also discovered the “missing piece”—lack of Tech-
nology Strategies in many businesses.

You can find Henderson’s original paper here.

I have abbreviated the strategic alignment of busi-
ness and technology model for this article to illus-
trate the challenges small- and mid-sized business-
es face with effective use and deployment of digital 
technologies.

Henderson’s conclusions did not just identify is-
sues. Almost every business executive can list 
those:
• selection of the wrong technology (poor fit for 

purpose)
• poor use of technology selected (not enough 

training and education, poorly implemented)

https://dspace.mit.edu/bitstream/handle/1721.1/49184/strategicalignme90hend.pdf?sequence=1
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TECHNOLOGY TENETS
The first step in the process is to define a set of 
tenets--or operating principles--for technology 
acquisition and use. Here’s a set of tenets which 
I’ve used as a starting point for SMB clients look-
ing to acquire a customer relationship management 
(CRM) application.

TENETS FOR ACQUISITION & OPERATION OF 
A CRM APPLICATION (EXAMPLE)
• Marketing, product, sales, and service groups 

will use the same platform
• We will only consider an integrated CRM 

and Marketing platform
• We will only consider vendor-hosted plat-

forms with a strong preference for SaaS ar-
chitectures

• We prefer subscription pricing on a per-seat 
basis to licenses & maintenance fees

• We will narrow our selection down to two 
candidates only

• We will trust a set of existing requirements 
as our base, and add unique requirements 
only if substantial benefits are identified

• We will use any technology for 12 months 
before we consider enhancements or cus-
tomizations

Tenets keep everyone focused and provide guid-
ance to your technology acquisition efforts. When 
you need to make a major technology decision, 
tenets help provide the structure for the options 
being considered.

BUSINESS AND TECHNOLOGY ARCHITECTURE
Architecture is also fundamental to engage an ef-
fective technology strategy. There are two levels 
of architecture: business architecture and technical 
architecture. For this article, let’s focus on business 
architecture.

As a business executive, you are the architect of the 
business strategy, and that means you also need to 
be involved in defining the technology strategy. It’s 

SPECIFIC CHALLENGES FOR BUSINESS 
EXECUTIVES
Beyond the four challenges just identified, small- 
and mid-sized business executives have an addi-
tional set to contend with:
• relatively small technology departments
• relatively weak or uneven internal technology 

expertise
• a high need to insure returns on all invest-

ments--risk mitigation is critical
• a technology focus on Operations, but a miss-

ing Technology Strategy
• an “information inequality” as a technology 

buyer versus technology sellers

Perhaps the last challenge, an “information inequal-
ity,” is the least well known. But think about this: As 
a business executive, how many times during your 
career have you purchased back-office ERM/ERP 
systems or customer facing eCommerce or CRM 
systems? Maybe a few times? You are up against 
vendors selling those systems every day. They have 
the deeper knowledge which you don’t have - cre-
ating an immediate disadvantage.

THE FIRST STEP: FILLING IS THE MISSING 
PIECE: TECHNOLOGY STRATEGY
Without deep internal technology resources, you 
may be feeling like you are out doing battle alone. 
The first action you can take is to start to define 
your technology strategy. You don’t need to be a 
technologist to do this--many of the better CIO’s 
are primarily business execs and to a lesser extent 
technology execs.

Let’s look at what should be covered in your tech-
nology strategy.

TECHNOLOGY STRATEGY
(plan, goals)

What’s in a Healthy Technology Strategy?
1. Tenets for Guidance & Scope

2. Architecture
3. Target Technologies

4. Technology Acquisition Plan
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your smart phone options—within one brand or 
across brands. Business technologies have more 
options than personal technologies. Here’s one ex-
ample.

Chief Martec reports that today there are around 
6,000 marketing technology applications alone! I’d 
encourage you to spend some time on their web-
site as this is a wonderful resource and will help 
you feel more confident in your decisions: http://
chiefmartec.com/

How does anyone sort through 6,000 options? I’ve 
been both a CMO and a CIO, and I wouldn’t want 
that task. So, your approach must include finding 
business associates, friends, and industry experts 
who can help you.

My advice is to find advice from people and orga-
nizations who are agnostic to the solutions being 
considered. Any sales rep from any vendor is going 
to convince you why theirs is the best option. Get 
references from people you trust. Look at the prod-
uct and corporate evaluations from professional 
organizations like Gartner and Forrester. Winnow 
your list to two or three vendors, then go deep with 
each one. And don’t focus on cost alone. It’s busi-
ness value you are seeking, especially value in help-
ing grow your business.

TECHNOLOGY ACQUISITION
Please note that in the Tenets example there were 
preferences stated, which put scope around tech-
nology acquisition. Here are the three:

1. Preference for an integrated CRM and Market-
ing automation platform

2. Vet two candidates only (meaning we may need 
help narrowing the field)

3. Preference for a hosted, or cloud-based SaaS 
solution, over a solution installed on-site

Tenets start to shape your technology strategy by 
indicating what technology is acceptable, what is 
not, and the reasons why or why not. Think about 
tenets as defining the playing field. The three te-
nets referenced above will, by themselves, dramat-
ically reduce the number of systems or applications 
you should consider.

I would also encourage you to look for a third party 

at this point that many SMB execs want to leave 
the leadership to others. But this is exactly when 
you need to be the leader, because decisions that 
will be made have a high impact on your business.

The wrong decision about customer-facing tech-
nology could destroy your relationships and ex-
isting customer relationships. The wrong decision 
about a marketing automation system might mean 
the difference between thousands of poorly quali-
fied leads and a smaller number of highly qualified 
leads. And those are just the impacts on your reve-
nue streams and ability to grow your business.

The architecture you select can have a high impact 
on operating costs, too. One big decision SMBs 
have to make is to choose between hosted and 
on-site options. A vendor-hosted or cloud-based 
system has lower entry costs, but if you look at the 
ongoing subscription costs over a five-year period, 
how would those compare with a system you install 
on-site? And let’s talk about your ability to operate 
the hardware and software yourself if you choose 
to install the system on-site. Do you have the in-
ternal expertise and technology maturity to do so? 
These are fundamental decisions that should be a 
joint decision between business and technology 
executives and stakeholders.

A second big decision SMBs have to make is be-
tween a more integrated set of systems, or a best-
in-class portfolio of systems. This often happens 
when someone in the organization wants to use 
the native CRM that comes with the ERP/ERM sys-
tem (because you got it “free”), and someone else 
perceives that there is a better (but less integrated) 
preferred option. Here’s an example. Let’s say you 
are using Epicor for your back-office, but the sales 
and marketing team wants to use HubSpot for the 
CRM and Marketing application instead of the 
CRM that is part of the Epicor package. HubSpot is 
a market leader, but would be less integrated if you 
used the Epicor CRM. I’ve seen these decisions get 
very emotional because defining what’s “right for 
the business” may not have been clearly evident or 
obvious. Now we are back to the tenets! How do 
our tenets inform this decision?

TECHNOLOGY TARGETS
As a consumer, you are already aware of the pleth-
ora of technologies available for use. Think about 

http://chiefmartec.com/ 
http://chiefmartec.com/ 
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in people/organization, processes, platforms and 
technology and you’re on your way to digitally-en-
abled success.

To understand the compounding effects of bene-
fits, let’s discuss the concepts of a “virtuous cycle” 
and a “vicious cycle.” These cycles are defined as 
complex chains of events that reinforce themselves 
through a feedback loop. A virtuous circle has fa-
vorable results, while a vicious circle has detrimen-
tal results.

Both circles are complex chains of events with no 
tendency toward equilibrium—at least in the short 
run. Both systems of events have feedback loops 
in which each iteration of the cycle reinforces the 
previous one. These cycles will continue in the di-
rection of their momentum until an external factor 
intervenes and breaks the cycle.

You may have come across these models before, 
but let me adopt them to the digital pathways 
theme.

(not from your business or from a potential ven-
dor) to help you both evaluate potential technolo-
gy solutions and to help you negotiate a contract. 
These people have unique knowledge and skills. 
Remember the information inequality issue? Now 
you have balanced the negotiation with additional 
expertise on your side of the table. I have heard of 
negotiations where a third party was able to reduce 
technology license or subscription fees by 50% or 
more. Wouldn’t that help your bottom line?

HOW SMALL- AND MID-SIZED BUSINESS 
(SMBS) CAN EXECUTE THE “VIRTUOUS 
CYCLE” OF DIGITAL GROWTH

BUILDING VALUE BY COMPOUNDING BEST PRACTICES
If you have followed the guidance provided in this 
series of best practices, then it is fair to ask what 
additional benefits you can derive from combining 
the benefits identified. Follow the best practices 

VIRTUOUS VERSUS VICIOUS CYCLES OF DIGITAL INVESTMENT
A version of a virtuous cycle of digital investment can look like this:
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at this early stage in the virtuous cycle. 

If you are doing step #2 well, you will see the ben-
efits in step #3.

STEP 3: DIGITAL CHANNELS FOR CUSTOMER 
ACQUISITION
Your ability to acquire new customers will improve 
in several ways:
• more highly qualified leads acquired at lower 

costs
• more efficient use of marketing and sales dol-

lars
• new business derived from targeted digital pro-

grams

Digital channels may not be the primary source of 
new business, but when you look at customer ac-
quisition costs from digital programs compared to 
leads generated from more traditional channels 
like direct sales, field sales, and trade shows, we 
think you’ll like the results. This isn’t an argument 
to use only digital channels. It is an argument to 
use them to supplement your other effective lead 
generation and qualification programs. The com-
pounding effects of the virtuous cycle continue.

STEP 4: IMPROVED CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE AND 
LIFETIME VALUE
With more revenue coming in from effective lead 
generation and conversion programs, the natu-
ral benefits of increased customer lifetime value 
will be realized. This is the primary benefit of step 
#4. Customer value is the compounding financial 
benefits from customers acquired cost-effective-
ly and serviced appropriately. In its simplest form, 
customer lifetime value is the sum of a customer’s 
contribution to the business minus customer ac-
quisition and ongoing servicing costs. The higher 
the lifetime value, the more a customer is worth 
to your business over time.

There is also substantial evidence that seamless 
digital experiences are rated higher than more 
traditional customer experiences. There are lots 
of good examples. Think about your own person-
al experience with online retailers. You get more 
information on your order, more timely. You may 
appreciate recommendations for add-on products 

STEP 1: DIGITAL PRIORITIES, PLANS AND PROGRAMS
Let’s have a guided tour “around the horn.” The ap-
propriate place is with step 1—the development of 
digital priorities, plans and programs. Good plan-
ning creates good results. Good planning can take 
time, though, and there is always the temptation to 
“do something.” We call “doing something” with-
out a plan random acts of investment because 
they are not performed in a consistent context, 
create a scenario where investments are wasted, 
and often cause investments to have to be repeat-
ed.

Digital priorities and plans are driven by your pro-
cess priorities. If you want a refresh on how to 
identify process priorities, you might re-read the 
second chapter. You do everything at once, and 
you can’t digitize all your processes at the same 
time, either.

There is no way we can strongly encourage you 
enough to spend the time building you digital strat-
egy and plan.

STEP 2: DIGITAL MARKETING & DEMAND 
GENERATION
For many businesses, we suggest that your im-
mediate priorities should be on digital marketing 
and demand generation. These two activities start 
to fill your sales pipeline with a larger number of 
more qualified prospects. Many will refer to this 
as “top of funnel” and “middle of funnel” activities. 
You should be measuring improvements in both 
the number of new leads, but also in lead quality. 
Your goal here is to improve your marketing-qual-
ified leads (MQLs) to create more productivity in 
your customer acquisition programs, and to make 
it easier for your sales force to convert them into 
customers.

Digital marketing programs have the potential to 
generate more leads at lower costs. Good digital 
programs leverage investments in content. For ex-
ample, a customer case study can be used as sales 
collateral, trade show handouts, topics for media 
and PR, online email programs, online newsletters, 
resources on your website, and postings on social 
media like LinkedIn. “Build it once, use it multiple 
times” is the mantra for content re-use. You can 
see how benefits are starting to compound even 
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STEP 6: INCREASED REVENUE, PROFITS, AND CASH 
FLOW
You may want to stop here and harvest the bene-
fits which you have been accruing from your digital 
investments. In that light, the virtuous cycle would 
stop here. That may be an option, but it may not be 
the best option.

Financial benefits can be reinvested in your busi-
ness. Now you can revise your digital priorities, 
take on more process digitization, spend more 
on marketing and sales, and start to see the com-
pounding value possible in a virtuous digital mod-
el.

Remember the definitions we started with? These 
cycles are defined as complex chains of events that 
reinforce themselves through a feedback loop. A 
virtuous circle has favorable results, while a vicious 
circle has detrimental results.

We haven’t talked much about vicious cycles, but 
they are easy to understand. Start with Step 6 and 
work your way counterclockwise around the mod-
el. Lower profitability means less to invest in digiti-
zation, which means less effective and less efficient 
customer acquisition and customer development 
programs.

Fewer customers with shorter relationships reduce 
both revenues and profits. Reduced customer sat-
isfaction and reduced customer loyalty are part of 
a process of progressive collapse.

or services. You may find online support resources 
like online training videos are more effective than 
talking with support resources over the phone. And 
they are available 24/7.

Here’s one example of improved customer experi-
ence from online customer experiences. Years ago, I 
implemented a self-service Q&A and problem case 
system. Customers quickly migrated to that option 
versus talking with our staff. We were able to sup-
port twice the number of customers with existing 
personnel backed up by the online service option. 
And our net promoter scores improved, too.

Now you can start to see the major compounding 
benefits of more customers, with longer-term re-
lationships who are more loyal and more satisfied.

STEP 5: SUPPLY CHAIN COST REDUCTIONS
As you build increased revenues and profits from 
the previous steps, you can start to see the addi-
tional benefits of scale. Contribution to fixed costs 
improves. Your buying power increases as your 
volume increases and you can get more favorable 
costs from suppliers. You have more leverage with 
suppliers in negotiating more favorable service lev-
els.

Even without digitizing your supply chain process-
es, the previous steps are already creating the po-
tential for improved time, value, and reduced costs. 
More benefits are accumulating.
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Now you can realize all the benefits of a Digital 
Growth Champion:
• Accelerated revenues
• Increased profits

HOW DOES YOUR 
ORGANIZATION LOOK WHEN 
YOU HAVE THE VIRTUOUS 
CYCLE OPERATING ON YOUR 
BEHALF?
You’ll recall the digital goal 
we presented earlier.

Virtuous Cycle for Digital Investment:
Adding up the Compounding Benefits

• More customers acquired more cost-effectively
• Increased customer satisfaction and loyalty
• Benefits of increased operational scale
• Benefits of an improved financial results
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Contact Info:

Mark S. Coronna 
Founder & CMO
mark@thepracticalcmo.com

He helps CEOs across multiple industries and 
business sizes develop key market insights, 
innovative products and services, and effective 
go-to-market programs to accelerate business 
growth. Mark employs his entrepreneurial spir-
it, former executive experience in marketing, 
business development, sales, product manage-

ment, operations, and technology management to skillfully build, 
grow, and revitalize organizations. He applies best practices from 
many sources and industries, effectively using digital marketing and 
digital technology to transform operations and create new revenue 
and profit opportunities. Mark is also an expert at horizon growth 
integration into EOS/Traction.

Do you have ideas to share? Do you have needs you would like to 
discuss? Send me an email and I’ll be happy to chat with you.

An Opportunity to Engage


