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Common  
mistakes

As an independent CRM consultant I get to read a lot of CRM 

requirements documents, and it seems to be an area that most 

would-be buyers of CRM technology struggle with – probably because 

there’s little guidance out there about how to approach the exercise 

successfully.

This would be less of an issue if this was an inconsequential piece 

of project documentation, but, based on my twenty years in the 

industry, I’d say it’s not one of, but, the main determinant of CRM 

success or failure.

In other words, get the specification right and everything becomes 

a lot easier downstream, but, rush it, or mess it up, and you can be 

living with the consequences for a very long time.

So what are the problems? Here are some of the common ones:

There’s not enough detail to select a technology – the functional 

requirements are too high level, and the buyer is faced with a mass 

of software options, at vastly different price points, which all seem 

to meet the requirements. This not only makes the vendor selection 

process rather fraught, but heightens the risk of selecting and wasting 

time and money on an inappropriate technology.

Vendors can’t provide reliable guidance on pricing – there’s 

insufficient detail for a prospective vendor to be able to accurately 

quote for software and services. This means that organisations 

have to make purchase decisions based on vendor estimates. These 

estimates are often only firmed up once the project has started, and 
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may prove to be wildly different from the initial projections, at a time 

when your negotiating leverage is relatively limited because you’re 

already committed to some degree along a given path.

I’ve seen would-be purchasers spend months, and in some cases years, 

undertaking paid for ‘discovery’ exercises with vendors, involving 

considerable amounts of internal staff time, only to pull out and start 

the process again when the final costs become apparent.

Asking for something that doesn’t exist – where the stated 

requirements are – or at least appear – so out of context of what’s 

available in the market that prospective vendors simply walk away. 

I’ve seen businesses go out to tender for CRM systems, but get not 

responses at all, because the vendors didn’t feel they could offer 

a solution (even though in some cases they had a perfectly valid 

offering).

Asking for something that doesn’t exist at a price point they are 

willing to pay – this is a variation on the preceding point, but where 

the requirements are achievable, just at a price that’s way outside the 

buyer’s budget.

This can be because buyers of CRM technology aren’t always fully 

aware of what’s easy or hard to implement, but can also be the result 

of the use of MoSCoW- style approaches to requirements definition, 

where requirements are graded (Must, Should, Could, and Won’t 

in the MoSCoW case). The result can end up as a wall of ‘Musts’, 

and the odd, token ‘Should’ or ‘Could’, as the various departments 

and groups involved try and represent their interests as strongly as 
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possible, without necessarily reflecting the operational priorities of 

the organisation as a whole.

Scope creep – this is where project delays and cost overruns are 

incurred when additional requirements or complexity is uncovered 

during the implementation phase, as a result of requirements not 

being fully or accurately specified up front. This can force the 

implementation team to seek additional budgets, dumb-down 

requirements, or take short-cuts that jeopardise the success of the 

project.
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What’s the purpose  
of the CRM  

requirements  
document?

What are we trying to achieve with a CRM specification? I think there 

are five key objectives:

1.	 Identify suitable technologies – by setting out the functional 

needs we should be able to identify which CRM software 

products meet our needs and which don’t.

2.	 Allow prospective vendors to quote accurately – from the 

document we want vendors to be able to provide realistic 

costs for implementing the system. The aim is to avoid 

purchase decisions being made based on estimates that later 

prove unreliable.

3.	 Facilitate internal agreement – the document should forge a 

common internal understanding of the shape and function 

of the system, so it’s clear to all which areas of the organisation 

will be impacted by the system and how.

4.	 Secure appropriate funding and resources – the specification 

should allow organisations to identify and secure the necessary 

budget and resources to deliver the system. This might 

appear to duplicate point two above, but there’s generally a 

much broader range of costs associated with implementing 

a system than just those provided by the selected vendor, for 

example infrastructure costs and the allocation of staff time 

to the project.
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5.	 Smooth out the implementation process – a clear definition 

of the requirements up front, shortens the implementation 

phase, and reduces the likelihood of discovering new 

requirements which lead to project delays or cost overruns.

Perhaps the key takeaway from the above is that the CRM requirements 

document serves a much broader purpose than technology selection 

alone.

However, most of the requirements specifications I come across are 

largely just lists of functional requirements – often a few pages of 

bullet-points stating the system must/should/or could do X,Y, or Z. 

While this may assist with technology selection, it has little value in 

terms of achieving the other objectives listed above.



How to gather and
document A CRM
requirements
specification

7

Three key  
facts of life

Before I start to get into the detail of how to approach the 

requirements gathering process, I want to cover three facts of life 

that shape our approach:

1.	 CRM software does nothing on its own – you don’t buy or 

sign up for a CRM application and it somehow miraculously 

transforms your business. CRM is a tool kit. Decisions have 

to be made as to what you are looking to improve and the 

system set up to achieve that objective. A lot of organisations 

get wrapped up in deciding what functionality they need, but 

give little thought as to how they’re going to beneficially use 

it.

2.	 People will not just tell you their requirements – this is where 

a lot of people get into trouble. They see requirements 

specification as simply about interviewing staff and taking 

notes. They expect them to be able to fully articulate what 

they need from a CRM system. In reality this rarely works. For 

a number of reasons:

	 Firstly, their knowledge of CRM technology may not be up to 

the job. They may never have used CRM software before, or 

their views may be rooted in an application they used many 

years previously. Their input can often be backward looking 

and may take little account of what’s possible with the latest 

technologies. Secondly, because users are often only able 

to describe a narrow set of needs directly related to their 

role, they generally miss the bigger picture. For example, 



How to gather and
document A CRM
requirements
specification

8

I can’t remember that last time a user was able to describe 

key administration and security requirements. The point 

isn’t that staff input isn’t valuable – it’s essential – but it’s 

generally insufficient on its own to create a useful set of CRM 

requirements.

3.	 This isn’t something you  can leave to the vendor – so the 

line of thinking sometimes goes: all I need to do is select 

a technology and then the CRM vendor or implementation 

partner will help me work out how to get value from it. While 

there’s a certain logic to this approach, there are also a few 

potential gotchas, given that selecting a technology first may 

leave you with a product that doesn’t meet your needs when 

the full requirements become apparent, and that being 

committed along a certain path undermines your negotiating 

position – a situation that some suppliers are only too happy 

to exploit.

However the biggest issue is that, as a rule of thumb 

(and I acknowledge there are exceptions), vendors/

implementation partner just aren’t very good at working out 

how to apply CRM technology beneficially. This is slightly 

counter-intuitive, and you may simply have to take my word 

for it, but while they (generally) know the technology inside 

out, the – rather important – bit that trips them up, is working 

out how to apply it in a way that benefits the client.
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So to wrap up, the nub of the preceding section is:

	 Spelling out how you are going to beneficially use the 

technology is at least as important as working out the 

functional requirements

	 Requirements definition is much more involved than simply 

asking the question ‘what do you need?’

	 This is not a stage you can easily skip and expect your selected 

supplier that doesn’t really understand your business to do in 

your place
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Content  
and structure 

In this section I want to cover content. So what needs to be included 

in a CRM requirements document? The following covers the main 

headings:

Approach

This section sets out how the requirements were gathered, and, 

importantly, who was involved in the process. This helps ensure that 

the approach was thorough and comprehensive and that any gaps in 

coverage can be identified.

Overview

The overview gives a high level description of the new system, and 

will cover who will be using it, and what they will be using it for.

Phasing

For many organisations, making all functionality for all users available 

on day one is impractical. The phasing section set out how the 

deployment will be broken down and how these will be prioritised. 

For a more detailed discussion of project phasing see this article.

Business objectives

For me this is one of the most important parts of the requirements 

specification. It describes why you’re undertaking the project in 

the first place: What are the problems you’re trying to solve? What 

http://www.mareeba.co.uk/blog/2015/01/a-guide-to-phasing-a-crm-project.html
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beneficial outcomes do you expect the system will produce? This 

should be as specific and detailed as possible.

A CRM system needs to be set up and used with specific goals in 

mind. If these can’t be properly articulated, it’s unlikely that the 

project will be a success.

Defining clear business objectives also has an important role in 

securing appropriate funding and resources, as well as helping 

prioritise requirements based on business need.

Supporting processes

The role of this section is to specify how the system will support 

the business processes necessary to achieve the agreed business 

objectives.

For example, if a key objective is to grow sales by improving lead 

conversion rates, from say 10% to 15%, then this section would 

communicate how the processes from initial lead capture through 

to order will be managed within the system, and describe how the 

improvements will be realised.

A sensible approach to this is to describe both the current ‘as is’ 

situation, highlighting known issues and inefficiencies, and then the 

‘to be’ processes. I tend to cover these processes in both a written 

narrative, as well as a series of flowcharts. The flowcharts for the ‘to 

be’ describe in detail what’s being updated in the system by the user 

for each step in the process.
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Most organisations neglect this area when defining their 

requirements, but it plays a key role in helping determine the fit 

with the ‘out of the box’ capabilities of the various CRM software 

options, and helps prospective vendors more accurately cost out any 

associated customisation and development required to bridge any 

gaps.

Entities

This section describes the main types of records managed by the 

system. For example, this might include information about people, 

organisations, sales opportunities, leads, and activities, but also 

may include new entities that need to be added to support an 

organisation’s processes. I generally start with a diagram of these 

entities, and how they relate to one another, and then describe each 

in detail, setting out what fields will be tracked within each.

This might seem like a lot of work up front, but it saves valuable time 

later during the implementation phase.

Functional requirements

This part of the specification describes all the supporting functional 

requirements. I tend to break this down into specific functionality 

required to support each business process, and more general 

supporting requirements such as administration, security, or access 

related functionality. 
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Data migration and integration requirements

Data migration and integration requirements can have a huge bearing 

on the cost of implementing the system. It’s therefore important to 

document in as much detail as possible needs in this area. A clear 

definition of what data is moving between which systems, is essential, 

and, in terms of integration, whether the requirement is for real 

time or more periodic integration.

Reporting 

This area should ideally identify what management information 

you’re looking to get out of the system. Detailing out reporting 

requirements, not only helps speed up the implementation, but can 

be a very effective way of validating that the processes have been 

modelled correctly and that the associated data capture is correct.

Systems replaced

Finally, the systems replaced section confirms which existing systems 

and data sources will be decommissioned as part of the roll out of 

the system. This helps remove any ambiguity as to how the post-live 

world will look.
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Approach 

This section covers how to go about gathering your CRM 

requirements. 

The starting point, if you’re not reasonably familiar with CRM 

technology, is to do some initial research. It’s very difficult to 

develop a set of requirements if you’re not comfortable with what 

CRM software is and does.

Fortunately lack of knowledge or experience is not an insurmountable 

obstacle. Most software vendors offer free trials, and getting hands-

on with a package is a great way to explore its potential. It’s also 

worth asking a range of vendors to demonstrate their offerings as a 

way of showcasing what’s available. Shows and events can be another 

way to get up to speed with the market, and looking at how other 

organisations, particularly those in a similar field, use CRM software 

can be very insightful.

I add one brief note of caution though, and that’s to remember this 

is a preparation phase, and to avoid getting rushed into a software 

purchase before the requirements are fully defined, no matter how 

attractive the offer or persuasive the pitch.

Having now acquired a decent working knowledge of CRM software 

the next step is to work out how it can be applied to your organisation. 

People are frequently surprised how broadly CRM technology can 

be used, and there are often very powerful applications outside the 

traditional domains of sales and marketing. So the starting point is 

to work out which areas of the business might potentially benefit. 
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It’s generally worth casting the net fairly wide at this stage and then 

focusing in on the more attractive areas in due course.

With a broad scope defined, the next step is to perform some initial 

business analysis. Talk to each area of the organisation and identify 

the business processes that each manage. For a sales team this might 

include contact management, sales pipeline management, quoting, 

forecasting, and managing orders. Look at how each is process is 

currently performed and how it’s supported by technology, and start 

to identify areas of ‘friction’ – where the process isn’t working as well 

as it could.

For example, a review of the lead management process might reveal 

that incoming leads are recorded into an Excel spreadsheet, then 

assigned to individual sales people. The marketing team consequently 

have no means of easily tracking whether a lead has been followed 

up and if it resulted in a sale. This means that marketing are unclear 

which of the campaigns it runs generates business and which don’t, 

and can’t allocate it’s budgets to maximum effect, and there’s a 

concern that lead conversion rates are lower than they should be 

because there’s no system to manage longer term leads.

While it’s important to note any requirements that users highlight 

during this analysis stage, the main aim is to understand the processes 

and related issues.

Once a full set of ‘as is’ business processes has been created, and 

the associated friction documented, decisions will need to be made 

on which areas will be supported by the new system, at least in the 
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shorter-term. Priority will generally be based on addressing the issues 

that are impacting the organisation most, and where an investment 

in technology is going to yield the greatest returns.

Having determined  what  the system will support, the next step 

is to develop the ‘to be’ processes. This will generally be a case of 

reframing how the existing business processes will operate in the 

new environment so that they deliver the desired benefits.

However, in some cases, the process itself may require more significant 

reengineering. For example, going back to our lead management 

example earlier, it may be viewed that the whole process of allocating 

and tracking leads needs to be revisited to avoid the potential pitfall 

of automating an already flawed process.

In addition, the introduction of a new system may well require 

processes that weren’t needed previously, for example to help 

maintain data quality. In both these cases the necessary steps will 

need to be taken to develop these processes before the requirements 

can be finalised.

Once complete, consideration will need to be given as to how 

they will work within a new CRM platform. This will build on the 

knowledge picked up in the initial research stage. I tend to do this 

by writing both a narrative to describe each major process and how 

the new system will support it, but I also create process maps which 

contain a commentary about what’s being updated in the system for 

each step. This is illustrated below:



How to gather and
document A CRM
requirements
specification

17

 

 

Incoming lead
received

Lead reviewed

Lead allocated to
salesperson

Potential fit?No further action No

Yes

Qualifies?

Yes

The lead is initially reviewed to see if there is a
potential fit or not

The contact and account record are added to
the system, assuming they don’t already exist.
An opportunity record will be added to the
system with a ‘Stage’ of ‘Qualified lead’. The
‘Lead source’ will be ‘Incoming lead’. If the
lead has been generated by a marketing
campaign the ‘Campaign’ field will be updated.
The ‘Owner’ of the opportunity will be the 
assigned salesperson.

No further action No

Lead Allocation
Process

 

 

Contacts

Organisation
Activities – emails,

phone calls,
meetings

Campaign Sales opportunity

 

 

This may sound time-consuming, but it’s worth undertaking because 

it helps flush out functional requirements that may not otherwise 

have come to light. For example, in a recent project, when we 

mapped out the ‘to be’ processes, it became apparent that a third 

party service provider would be entering data directly into the 

system, which threw up a whole range of new security requirements 

that previously hadn’t been identified.

Documenting processes in both story form as well as graphically 

tends to be very effective in helping users identify whether you’ve 
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understood and modelled their processes accurately, and, as a result, 

this phase tends to be fairly iterative.

Even if you’re not confident enough with CRM technology to fully 

define how the processes will be supported by the new software, just 

getting the processes documented is a huge step forward in its own 

right, as this will allow prospective suppliers to much more accurately 

assess implementation costs.

The next step is to work out what information you wish to capture in 

the system. This will be driven by the ‘to be’ processes you’ve already 

mapped out. I tend to draw out the different record types and how 

they relate to one another, and then record the fields that will be 

required for each one, per the diagrams below:

Principle Entities

 

 

Incoming lead
received

Lead reviewed

Lead allocated to
salesperson

Potential fit?No further action No

Yes

Qualifies?

Yes

The lead is initially reviewed to see if there is a
potential fit or not

The contact and account record are added to
the system, assuming they don’t already exist.
An opportunity record will be added to the
system with a ‘Stage’ of ‘Qualified lead’. The
‘Lead source’ will be ‘Incoming lead’. If the
lead has been generated by a marketing
campaign the ‘Campaign’ field will be updated.
The ‘Owner’ of the opportunity will be the 
assigned salesperson.

No further action No

Lead Allocation
Process

 

 

Contacts

Organisation
Activities – emails,

phone calls,
meetings

Campaign Sales opportunity
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9.2.8 – Opportunity entity fields 
 

Field name Description Field type 
Name The opportunity name Free text 
Opportunity type  The type of opportunity Pick list 
Organisation Link to the associated 

organisation 
Look up to organisation record 

Main contact Link to the main contact record Look up to contact record 
Opportunity stage Indicates where the 

opportunity has reached in the 
sales cycle 

Pick list 

Opportunity status Indicates the status of the 
opportunity i.e. open, closed 

Pick list 

Date lead received/generated Indicates when the lead was 
first identified 

Date field 

Description The description of the 
opportunity 

Free text 

Reference number Unique reference assigned by 
the CRM system 

Auto-populated by the system 

Estimated close date The date the opportunity is 
expected to close 

Date field 

Account manager The salesperson managing the 
opportunity 

Look up to a user record 

 

With the first cut of the data capture complete, the data integration 

and migration requirements for the system should be finalised. As 

these can have a significant impact on the complexity and cost of the 

project, it’s important these are defined in detail. This will involve 

working closely with the staff members who know these sources best. 

Not only should each source be catalogued, but it’s useful to record 

at field level what data will populate the CRM system, or, in the case 

of integration, pass from CRM to other systems.

The same attention to detail should also be applied to determining 

the reporting requirements, because, as with data migration and 

integration, these will help validate whether the data capture needs 

have been correctly defined. You can’t report on data that you aren’t 
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recording, so creating detailed mock ups of the reports you expect 

to run from the system can be very helpful.

Finally, work through the supporting functional requirements. 

To a large extent these will flow from the ‘to be’ processes, so in 

our previous example of the lead management process, a key 

requirement might be to automatically email the salesperson when a 

new lead has been assigned to them.

Defining more generic requirements, for example around security or 

administrative needs can be more demanding if you’re not familiar 

with CRM software, which is one of the reasons that the first research 

step is so important. Here’s a link to an article which describes some 

of the areas that commonly get missed.

Once the requirements are documented, it’s important that these 

are fully reviewed by the user community before you move on to 

procuring software. This is likely to be an iterative process, but it’s 

critical that the requirements are understood and accepted before 

you proceed too far, in order to limit the potential for scope creep, 

where ‘new’ requirements extend the implementation phase.

http://www.mareeba.co.uk/blog/2015/03/specifying-crm-functional-requirements.html
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Benefits 

Putting this sort of document together isn’t a trivial exercise, but the 

payback from the time invested can be huge. Here are some of the 

key benefits of this sort of approach:

Increased return on investment – the focus on having well defined 

business objectives means that there’s a much greater likelihood that 

the system will generate value to the business once it’s implemented. 

Many CRM projects fail to achieve anything meaningful either 

because there are no business goals or that they’re not fully 

articulated or understood.

Less white elephants – this emphasis on operational outcomes also 

means that investment tends to be focused on areas that make the 

biggest difference, and there’s less likelihood of expenditure on 

unnecessary frills or expensive white elephants.

Improved functional fit – the approach of fully documenting how an 

organisation’s business processes will be supported by the system is 

very effective at flushing out functional requirements, and tends to 

give a much greater understanding of what is and isn’t needed. This 

helps avoid the risk of selecting a CRM technology that doesn’t meet 

your needs or spending on unnecessary capabilities.

Reduced costs  – the emphasis on process, and spelling out 

requirements in more detail, particularly in the areas of data 

migration and integration, means that prospective vendors can 

provide much firmer and more accurate pricing proposals. This 

avoids the common pitfall of having to make procurement decisions 

based on very loose estimates, which are only firmed up when the 
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selected vendor undertakes a more detailed, and often expensive, 

discovery phase – the outcome of which is invariably a hefty uplift 

in costs.

The cost reductions through using this approach can be significant. 

We generally expect to purchase a system 30-40% cheaper through 

tightly defining the details up front.

Increased implementation speed  – the time spent spelling out 

requirements in detail in advance of purchasing CRM software, 

means that the project can progress a lot quicker once the technology 

is selected and the implementation partner is on board, because this 

potentially time-consuming phase is already done.

Improved project control – a clear, shared, vision of what the system 

looks like, means that there’s much less likelihood of budget overruns 

or live date slippage through new requirements being discovered 

during the implementation phase.
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To wrap up 

The aim of this article was to explain why CRM requirements 

definition is so important, and how to go about it in a way that helps 

you smoothly implement a CRM system that makes a real difference 

to your organisation.

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at richard@

mareeba.co.uk – I’m always happy to help if I can.

Finally, while the purpose of this paper is to give you the tools to 

undertake the requirements gathering process yourself, we’ve been 

managing requirements definition for clients for over ten years. If 

you’d like to discuss how Mareeba can help you through the process 

feel, free to email me at the above address, or through the Mareeba 

‘Contact’ page.

mailto:richard@mareeba.co.uk
mailto:richard@mareeba.co.uk
http://www.mareeba.co.uk/contact/
http://www.mareeba.co.uk/contact/
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