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Why Expansion Is the Highest-Leverage Growth 
Motion
For most B2B companies, the growth playbook looks the same: hire more reps, send more emails, 
spend more on ads, repeat. For a while, it works, but at a certain point, the math stops cooperating. 
Cost per lead creeps up while reply rates decline, and each new rep produces a little less than the last 
one.

The motion gets more expensive without getting more productive.

The highest-performing SaaS companies have been quietly building a second engine. They're 
growing revenue inside their existing customer base, and they're doing it systematically.

Top performing B2B SaaS companies post 113% net revenue retention, meaning they grow revenue 
from existing customers faster than they lose it to churn.

Bottom performing companies sit at 98%, and that gap compounds quarter-over-quarter.

The old adage holds up: it's significantly cheaper to grow a customer than  
to acquire a new one. Bain and Harvard Business School found that a 5% 
improvement in customer retention can increase profits 25%-95%.

Your existing customers already trust you, use your product, and have budget allocated, so the cost to 
expand an existing account is a fraction of acquiring a new logo and the sales cycle is significantly 
shorter.

The companies pulling ahead right now are the ones building repeatable systems for expansion, with  
a clear process for identifying which accounts are ready, and a way to quickly act on buying signals.
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Grow revenue from your existing customer base as predictably as you 
acquire new logos.

In this guide we’ll teach you how to transform expansion into a distinct revenue motion with its own 
pipeline, metrics, and playbook.

The Customer Value Journey  
(The Prerequisite Most Teams Skip)
Before you can sell a customer more of anything, they need to be winning with the thing they already 
bought. This sounds obvious, but it's the step most expansion motions skip. Before building an 
expansion motion, map the customer value journey for your product.

This is the progression every account moves through post-purchase:

Baseline

Documented problem to solve and  
outcomes they expect. This is your 
baseline. Every expansion conversation 
you have later will reference back to 
these initial goals, so make sure they're 
documented clearly during the sales 
process.
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Live

Live on the product and producing 
real output. The customer has 
completed onboarding, configured their 
setup, and started using the product in 
their day-to-day workflow. They're active, 
but they haven't proven results yet.

First Results

Usage is turning into tangible results. 
The customer can point to specific wins 
that came from using your product and is 
starting to build internal confidence that 
the investment is paying off.

Tangible ROI

Results they can tie directly back to 
their investment. This makes renewal a 
no-brainer. The customer knows what 
they're getting for every dollar they 
spend and can articulate that internally 
to their leadership team.
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Expansion-ready

The account has proven value. Trust is 
established, and the customer is open to 
new ideas.

Your customers need to be at least seeing results before any upsell conversation has credibility.

Anything earlier and you're asking them to spend more on something they haven't fully proven out yet. 
Map this progression for your own product, determine where each of your accounts sit, and use it to 
understand when to initiate an expansion conversation.

Pro Tip:

Get specific with your milestones. Define the exact point in the value journey where an account 
crosses from "still proving out the original purchase" to "ready for an expansion conversation."

The Expansion Taxonomy
Before you build plays and assign ownership, it helps to get the language right. Expansion means 
different things to different teams, and if your org doesn't share a common definition, conversations 
about pipeline, ownership, and process can get messy.

Expansion, simply put, is the umbrella term that covers any revenue growth from an existing 
customer, whether it's an upsell or a cross-sell.
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Upsells

An upsell is selling more to the same stakeholder and buyer.

The relationship and buying center stay the same, and the conversation is about additional capacity or 
a bigger commitment on the product they already use. There are two basic types:

Adoption-based upsells Sales-led upsells

The customer surfaces the need themselves 
because they're using more of what they already 
bought and need additional capacity. These are 
the easiest expansion deals to close because the 
customer is already bought in on the value.

The AM or account-facing rep identifies 
opportunity beyond what the customer is actively 
asking for. This requires demonstrated value and 
a logical narrative connecting what they've 
accomplished to why going bigger makes sense.

Cross-sell

A cross-sell is selling into a new stakeholder or team within the same account.

You're reaching a new buying center, often a new persona, and the motion looks more like new 
business than a typical expansion conversation. The account is existing, but the buyer is new. The 
critical prerequisite is that the existing team needs to be happy first. A cross-sell almost always 
depends on a warm introduction from the team you're already working with, and if they're not getting 
value, that intro won't happen.

Who Owns Expansion (and How It Varies)
Here's how expansion ownership typically maps across a revenue org. Your structure may vary, but 
every expansion type needs one clear owner.
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Role & What They Do Adoption Upsell Sales-Led Upsell Cross-Sell

Account Managers

Holds the commercial 
relationship and is accountable 
for account growth

Owns Owns Owns

 Growth / Lifecycle Marketing

Builds automated expansion 
plays (self-serve flows, usage-
triggered emails, in-app 
prompts)

Builds and runs automated plays Supports AM-led motion Limited

CSMs

Closest to day-to-day product 
usage and customer health

Surfaces signals, hands off to AM Surfaces signals, hands off to AM Facilitates warm intro to AM

BDRs

Prospects into new buying 
centers within existing accounts

Limited Limited Multi-threads into new personas

Whatever your structure looks like, the most important thing is to write down who owns what for every 
type of expansion event.

If a customer hits a usage threshold, who follows up? 

If a new executive joins a key account, who reaches out? 

If a team at an existing customer starts browsing a product page they don't have yet, whose job is it to 
act on that?

Answer those questions clearly and make sure the team knows where to look for the answers.

Signals That Tell You an Account Is Ready
Most expansion efforts rely on gut feel, relationship strength, or calendar-based check-ins. These 
approaches work for your top accounts where the AM is deeply embedded, but they fall apart across 
a full book of business.

The best expansion motions are signal-driven, built around specific actions a customer or someone at 
their company takes that indicate upsell or cross-sell potential.
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Here are the signal categories we recommend tracking:

Product Usage Website Behavior

Activity patterns that indicate an  
account is getting value and may  
be ready for more

Existing customers browsing pages that 
suggest interest in expanding or 
changing their plan

Heavy login frequency across the team Viewing pricing page

Approaching usage limits or paywalls Browsing a product page for something they don't have

High feature adoption Repeated visits to upgrade or feature pages

Multiple organic signups from same company

CRM / Subscription Data People Signals

Account and contract data that reveals 
expansion timing or opportunity

Hiring and job change activity that 
creates urgency to reach out

Products or features not yet adopted N ew hire in a key persona role (CRO, sales manager)

Renewal windows approaching F ormer champion starting at a current customer

C ontracts nearing usage caps

PLG / Freemium Custom / AI-Monitored

Free or low-spend users showing buying 
behavior through product adoption

Business-specific, expansion-related 
events tracked by agents 

U sers hitting usage limits regularly C ustomer expanding into new region

Multiple signups from same company on free tier N ew initiative requiring additional tooling

Product sharing across the org N ew product line launch

L eadership change

Churn Signals Custom / AI-Monitored

Warning signs to address to protect 
renewal opportunities

Many seats but low login activity

Business events uniue to your 
expansion motion tracked through 
agents or monitors

D eclining usage over time C ustomer expanding into new region

S upport tickets increasing N ew initiative requiring additional tooling

N ew product line launch

L eadership change
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Most teams have this data sitting in a dashboard or scattered across tools. Very few have a system 
that connects it to a rep taking action the same day. The gap between tracking signals and acting on 
them is where most expansion revenue gets left on the table.

Pro Tip:

Start with three to five high-confidence signals and build plays around those before adding 
more. Trying to monitor everything at once leads to noise.

Targeting, Segmentation, and Rules  
of Engagement
Before building expansion an play follow these steps:

1. Filter your install base through the customer value journey: Only accounts at the "measurable 
outcomes" or "ROI" stage belong in an active expansion pipeline. Everything else goes into a health-
first track where the focus is adoption and value realization, not upsell conversations.

2. Map your total addressable upsell market (TAUM) across your customer base: How many 
seats could this account realistically use? How many teams could benefit? What's the gap between 
what they're paying today and what they could be paying? This gives you a sense of the expansion 
opportunity across your full book of business.

3. Stack rank by signal density: Accounts showing multiple expansion signals at once (pricing page 
views plus high usage plus a new hire in a key role) should be prioritized over accounts showing a 
single signal.

4. Get the rules of engagement on paper: Every revenue org that involves more than one customer-
facing role needs to answer these questions clearly:

Who owns upsells in the first 90 days post-close: AE or AM?

Who owns churn conversations: AM or CSM?

Who owns the overall relationship, and who talks to end users versus economic buyers?

At what point does a BDR get involved for cross-sell prospecting?

The Expansion Playbook for the Signals Era 09



unifygtm.com

A typical pressure point is when a CSM builds a strong relationship through weekly meetings, but the 
AM is supposed to own commercial conversations and has no rapport with the customer. A question 
comes in about a new feature or an upsell opportunity, and the AM has no credibility to have that 
conversation.

Pro Tip:

Document who owns what for every compelling customer event, whether it's an upsell, renewal, 
churn, or cross-sell. If it's not written down, it's ambiguous.

The "Unarguable" Messaging Framework
When you're ready to start building plays and crafting outreach around your expansion signals, the 
messaging matters just as much as the timing. Too many expansion conversations open with a pitch 
for something new, which gives the customer an easy reason to say no.

The best expansion outreach follows a logical narrative that the customer 
can't argue with.

Reference a shared reality and propose the natural next step.

What to Say

Step 1

Upsell Cross-Sell

Reference why they bought Lead with the existing partnership
"You came to us to solve X..." "I've been working with [team A]..."
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Step 2

Upsell Cross-Sell

Remind them of the success metric you 
defined together

Build trust through understanding of 
context

"The goal was to achieve Y..." "My understanding from them is it would be helpful if we worked with you 
on XYZ"

Step 3

Upsell Cross-Sell

Show what they've accomplished Frame it as mutually beneficial
"Your team has used x agent credits this quarter" "We've seen strong results with [team A] and think there's a similar 

opportunity for your team around [specific use case]"

Step 4

Upsell Cross-Sell

Connect that to the value it's driven Propose a discovery conversation
"That's generated Y in results" “What time next week works to understand a bit more about your 

workflow?” 

Step 5

Upsell Cross-Sell

Propose a scoping conversation
"Now that you're approaching your limit, let's talk about what additional 
capacity looks like"

Best Case ave your champion 
introduce you directly
The customer hears it from their coworker , building trust far faster than 
rep outreach
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For upsells the ideal scenario is that your champion introduces you directly.

The customer hears it from their coworker, which builds trust far faster than any outreach from a 
rep. Champion intros are the gold standard, but they're limited to the handful of accounts where 
your AM has a strong enough relationship to ask for one.

When to Say It

The right messaging only works if it arrives at the right time. For example, the upsell framework above 
is most effective the week a customer hits a usage threshold. The cross-sell message lands best 
when a new hire just joined the team you're trying to reach.

Tying your expansion outreach directly to customer behavior is how you deliver the right 
message at the right moment, across your full book of business.

Research consistently shows that behavior-triggered messaging outperforms fixed-schedule 
outreach on both engagement and conversion. A message that arrives in response to something the 
customer just did feels relevant. One that arrives because it was scheduled feels like a sales pitch.

Build your expansion plays around key signals:

Customer approaches a 
usage cap

New executive joins  
a key account

Customer browsing a new 
product page 

Play: Upsell sequence Play: Protect-and-expand play Play: Cross-sell sequence

Action: Trigger automated outreach with the 
unarguable messaging framework

Action: Route to AM to reach out before the 
new hire brings in their own stack

Action: Route signal to the right rep with 
context on the account

Each signal should map to a specific play with a specific message and a specific owner, so that when 
the trigger fires, the team knows exactly what to do and the outreach goes out while the signal is still 
fresh.
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Measuring What Matters
The way most teams measure expansion is by tracking emails sent and meetings booked. Those are 
activity metrics, and they'll tell you whether your team is busy, but they won't tell you whether the 
motion is actually working.

Instead, we recommend tracking the following:

Pipeline: Expansion pipeline created, pipeline velocity, and expansion win rate compared to new 
business. Track these separately from new business so you can see how the motion is performing 
on its own.

Revenue: Net revenue retention (target 110%+) and expansion MRR as a percentage of total new MRR. 
The higher your expansion MRR percentage, the less dependent you are on net new deals to hit your 
number.

Leading indicators: Feature adoption rates correlated with upsell, PQLs crossing usage thresholds, and 
time from signal detection to outreach. These tell you whether your expansion pipeline will be healthy next 
quarter.

Account health: Activation rate on new features, login frequency across the team, and the ratio of 
expansion conversations to churn conversations. If that ratio starts to flip, you have a value problem to 
address before pushing for more revenue.

Pro Tip:

Ask whether the outreach changed customer behavior in a way that impacts revenue. If usage 
went up, if the account added seats, if the deal closed faster than average, those are signs the 
motion is working.
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Bringing It All Together
This guide has covered a lot of ground, so here's how to put it into action. The expansion motion has a 
few core building blocks, and they work best when you build them in order.

1. Map the value journey and fix retention first. Know where each account sits from purchase to 
ROI. No expansion motion will work on top of a retention problem.

2. Assign clear ownership. Decide who owns each type of expansion event and write it down. Every 
signal and every play needs one clear owner.

3. Instrument 3-5 high-confidence signals. Usage thresholds, pricing page views from existing 
customers, new hires in key roles, and champion job changes are good starting points.

4. Build one play and measure it. One signal, one audience, one sequence. Start with adoption-
based upsells, tie messaging to behavior, and track expansion pipeline separately from new business.

Pro Tip:

Your expansion motion will look different six months from now than it does on day one, and that's 
the point. Start with one play that works, learn what signals convert, and build from there. 
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Unify Helps Teams 
Turn Customer 
Signals into Revenue

If you're looking to build a signal-driven expansion motion, 
or want to see how leading teams are orchestrating upsell 
and cross-sell outreach across their full book of business, 
we'd love to talk through how Unify fits into your workflow.


