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THE DRIVE FOR OUTCOMES 

There is a drumbeat that is getting louder and louder in the technology marketplace. Customers are 
pressing their technology providers to deliver measurable business outcomes, not just whiz-bang 
technical capabilities. TSIA identified and began writing about this trend in 2010, when we introduced 
the framework shown in Figure 1 in a keynote presentation. 

Figure 1: The Value Level Agreement 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our argument was that technology-as-a-service consumption models would motivate customers to 
migrate from SLAs to ULAs, and eventually to VLAs. We matured this concept into our B4B operating 
models. Figure 2 maps the above framework to the B4B operating models.  
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Figure 2: B4B Operating Models 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And technology providers are beginning to respond to the challenge. IT practitioners have picked up 
the cause in articles and blogs: 

• A Major IT Shift – Delivering Business Outcomes1 
• What Role Should IT Play in Delivering Business Outcomes?2 
• Selling Outcomes Versus Items3 

Cisco, a TSIA member that has actively embraced our B4B models, has even established a 
certification related to selling business outcomes: 

New Specialization Training Requirement Available Now: Selling Business 
Outcomes v1.0 

Your conversations are changing. Customers want you to generate business 
outcomes to meet their long-term needs. Not simply sell them technology or point 
products for an immediate solution to a current problem. The new Selling Business 

                                                        

1Fenne, Marlowe. July 3, 2014. “A Major IT Shift – Delivering Business Outcomes.” 
http://blogs.cisco.com/enterprise/a-major-it-shift-delivering-business-outcomes 
2 http://www8.hp.com/h30458/us/en/discover-performance/c/it-strategy-leadership/cxo-insights/what-role-should-
it-play-in-delivering-business-outcomes-.html 
3 http://www.ucstrategies.com/unified-communications-strategies-views/selling-outcomes-versus-items.aspx 
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Outcomes (SBO) course helps you develop your sales skills to help customers reach 
their business goals with Cisco. Passing the Selling Business Outcomes exam (#810-
401) will soon be required to attain and renew Cisco specializations. 

Why all the intense interest now to deliver business outcomes? Well, follow the money—or the lack 
thereof. The traditional technology business models are under duress. As we track in the Technology 
& Services 50 Index, over 70% of established technology providers are facing flat or declining product 
revenues. The total quarterly revenues for companies in this index shrank by over $17 billion in our Q2 
2015 snapshot. Technology companies are looking for mechanisms to drive top-line revenue growth 
and protect margins. Simply creating “technology as a service” offers will most likely not meet both 
revenue and margin objectives. Case in point, look at the rapid commoditization of hardware-as-a-
service offers. As Figure 3 demonstrates, Rackspace is doing a phenomenal job of growing the top-
line revenues of their hosting services. However, bottom-line profits are flattening. Amazon’s massive 
AWS platform is generating an operating income of 5%—well below the historical operating incomes 
for most technology companies. 

Figure 3: Rackspace Hosting: Revenue and OI 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The ability to deliver outcomes unlocks margin potential and encourages customers to put new budget 
dollars on the table. Instead of being beaten down into market-based pricing for a “me too” offer, 
technology providers can leverage a value-based pricing model (pricing outcomes is the topic of 
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another TSIA Service Insight).4 The important point here is that the dwindling economics of legacy 
technology models is creating the interest in outcome-based offers.  

Equally exciting is that many tech companies are discovering that improving the business outcomes 
existing customers are getting from existing technologies creates significant increases in customer 
spending. A handful of TSIA members are beginning to engage with customers in outcome 
engineering efforts. Once these engagements are complete, most companies report that subsequent 
customer spending and vendor “share of wallet” increases dramatically. Member companies are 
reporting customer spending increases that range from 2X to 3X. However, despite such encouraging 
results, companies typically struggle to scale these outcome engagements beyond a handful of 
strategic accounts. 

Unfortunately, interest and enthusiasm—and even pilots—will only take a company so far as it 
attempts to transform its business model. 

OBSTACLES FOR OUTCOMES 

There are multiple ruts technology companies are hitting as they forge down the path toward customer 
outcomes. First of all, they need to determine what business outcomes they can actually deliver for 
their customers. Remember, we are discussing a model where the provider promises or even commits 
that the customer will achieve the business outcome. This is not some exercise in theoretical ROI. The 
technology provider must have confidence they can actually get the customer across the goal line. 
Next, providers are struggling with how they should price this type of offer. Closely tied to pricing are 
contract concerns. What does a good outcome-based contract look like? Why are providers so 
nervous about the contract? Because they are nervous customers will not complete critical activities 
required to achieve a contracted outcome. And even if we help a few customers achieve specific 
outcomes, how are we going to deliver outcome offers at scale? To date, outcome (or value) 
engineering engagements delivered by technology providers have been very labor-intensive, 
consultative affairs.  

So as we can see, the list of concerns quickly grows quite large. Economics are driving technology 
providers to the outcome conversation, but uncertainty and complexity are slowing progress. The 
objective of this TSIA Service Insight is to provide a framework a TSIA member can use to move the 
concept of outcome engineering forward in their company. The paper will help a technology provider 
answer the following questions: 

• How can we identify the specific business outcomes we can help our customers achieve? 
• How can we identify all the activities required to achieve target outcomes? 

                                                        

4 Lah, Thomas. May 14, 2014. “Outcome-Based Pricing: Taking the Plunge.” TSIA. 
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• How can we make sure customers do their required part in achieving target outcomes?  
• How will we scale outcome offers? 
• How can we assess our ability to conduct outcome engineering? 

DECOMPOSING OUTCOME ENGINEERING 

We will start our framework with a crisp definition: 

Outcome Engineering: The ability to consistently help customers achieve targeted 
business outcomes. 

The thought of consistently engineering customer outcomes can be overwhelming. There are so many 
things to worry about. Technology, business processes, the skills of your employees, and the skills of 
customers’ employees are just the beginning of the concerns. We believe the successful journey 
toward delivering outcomes begins by decomposing the challenge into four areas: 

1. Right outcome engineering (OE) framework. 
2. Right target outcomes. 
3. Right customers. 
4. Right OE tools. 

RIGHT OE FRAMEWORK 

As part of our research process on this topic of outcome engineering, we interviewed member 
companies that have developed programs designed to help customers realize business outcomes. 
Oftentimes these are referred to as value engineering programs. Reviewing the frameworks being 
used for these programs, there were common attributes that presented themselves: 

• There is a step early in the engagement process to document the business objectives the cus-
tomer would like to achieve. 

• You must define clear financial and performance KPIs that will be improved as part of the out-
come engineering effort. 

• The provider must understand the specific technology capabilities required for the customer to 
achieve their target outcomes. 

• The provider and the customer must understand the specific practices required for the cus-
tomer to fully leverage the technology. The customer must commit to adopting those practices. 

• Outcome engineering is a process, not an event. Ongoing monitoring and adjustment is re-
quired to be successful. 

• Benchmarking the current state of the customer on the relevant KPIs and financial measures 
is a critical early step in the outcome engineering journey. The customer must agree to the 
“before picture.” 

Although different providers have slightly different approaches, these attributes were common. By 
combining its B4B models with these common patterns, TSIA has developed a framework technology 
providers can use to guide their outcome engineering efforts. We call that framework outcome chains.  
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An outcome chain documents the key components required to engineer business outcomes. An 
outcome chain is a matrix optimized for technology providers and has a minimum of six rows: 

1. The Outcome(s). What are the business outcomes the customer wants to achieve? 
2. Financial Impact. What is the financial impact the customer plans to achieve. How is that fi-

nancial impact specifically being measured? 
3. KPIs. What are the performance metrics that will be monitored to act as the indicators that 

processes are improving and to predict that financial objectives will be met? 
4. Practices. What business practices need to be in place to improve the KPIs? 
5. Technology. What technology capabilities need to be in place to improve the practices? 
6. Roles. What roles with what skills must be in place to execute the practices? 

Figure 4 provides a graphical version of the framework. Starting with the target business outcomes of 
the customer, you can follow the chain downward to determine the building blocks required to enable 
those outcomes. 

Figure 4: TSIA Outcome Chain for Technology Providers 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The outcome chain framework creates a simple yet powerful way to begin the journey into outcome 
engineering. It helps a provider to quickly understand what information will ultimately be required to 
drive customer outcomes. But understanding the building blocks is just the beginning of the journey. 
The next step is to determine what outcomes you should focus on with customers. 

RIGHT OUTCOMES 

This is perhaps the greatest challenge facing our member companies today. Yes, they would love to 
be creating offers that guarantee business outcomes for customers. But there is so much risk. What if 
we fail? What if the customer doesn’t implement and operate the technology correctly? What if the 
customer asks for an outcome we can’t possibly deliver?   
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Intuitively, technology providers want to begin the outcome discussion at the top of the outcome chain 
framework by asking customers what outcomes they would like to achieve. You know the question: 
“Hey Customer, what keeps you up at night?” However, technology providers can face immense risk 
with this approach for three reasons: 

1. Weak Vertical Expertise. The technology provider does not possess the requisite vertical or 
process expertise to effectively define the target outcome with the customer. 

2. Wrong Outcome. The customer lands on an outcome that is not related to the capabilities of 
the provider. 

3. Incomplete Outcome Chain. The provider believes they have technology that can help attain 
the outcome, but the provider does not have a proven methodology to achieve the outcome.  

Figure 5 summarizes the challenge. 

Figure 5: Finding the Right Outcomes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our recommendation is that technology providers should begin building an outcome chain by leading 
with their strength: expertise in their own technology. The first question to ask is: What are the key 
features a customer should be using? What are the technical features we believe help customers save 
time and money? Even better if these are features that are unique to your technology. The second 
question: What are the specific performance KPIs we believe improve when customers use these 
technical features? The third question: What are the practices required for a customer to successfully 
adopt and leverage the technical features we identified? By answering these three questions, the 
technology provider can build out the center of an outcome chain, as shown in Figure 6. 
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Figure 6: Truncated Outcome Chain 

 

 

 

 

 

The provider can then engage with customers on improving the specific KPIs documented in this 
truncated outcome chain. Once these three links in the truncated chain are firmly proven, the company 
can begin moving up and down the outcome chain. What financial metrics improve when these KPIs 
improve? What roles are best suited to execute these practices? Finally, what business outcomes are 
we now prepared to discuss with customers based on our completed outcome chain? Figure 7 
captures this journey from the center of the outcome chain outward.  

Figure 7: Building Out the Outcome Chain 
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Ultimately, to build multiple outcome chains, a technology provider will be executing the following 
steps in a continuous loop: 

1. Understand the key technology trends or disruptions in the industries you serve. 
2. Focus on the technology first. 
3. Identify your strengths. Map them to the key trends or disruptors you can contribute to. 
4. Identify the key KPIs that will improve through the use of your technology. 
5. Connect your technology capabilities to the specific practices that will lead to the improvement 

or disruption. 

Now you have a tactic to start defining and testing specific outcome chains that can be used with 
customers. Yet, how will you actually write the contract for an outcome engagement? Let us explore 
that challenge next. 

RIGHT CUSTOMERS 

When speaking with TSIA members, one of the significant concerns they have regarding outcome 
engineering can be summarized in one sentence: “What if the customer doesn’t do what they need to 
do to achieve the target outcome?” 

This is a real concern. The intuition is to solve this challenge contractually—to design contracts that 
hold customers accountable to deliver their end of the outcome chain activities. When you look into 
the technology industry today, you find two common types of service contracts. There are contracts 
crafted by technology providers that are centered on meeting service level agreements. Then there 
are contracts crafted by system integrators that cover large, complex technology implementations. 
Figure 8 captures these two contract examples. 

Figure 8: Two Contract Types in the Technology Industry 
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The purpose of these two contract types are different. SLA-based contracts are designed to meet 
customer expectations regarding technology availability. From the provider’s perspective, these 
contracts minimize risk when technology goes down if the provider has been meeting all of their SLAs. 
SI contracts centered on detailed terms and conditions are designed to minimize risk if an 
implementation project fails. As shown in Figure 9, neither of these contract types really fits the bill for 
creating a contract that is designed to create a partnership with the customer to achieve targeted 
business outcomes. 

Figure 9: Missing Outcome-Based Contracts 

 

 

 

 

 

Speaking with pioneers in the area of outcome engineering, like Riaz Raihan from Infor, we believe at 
the current time that attempting to craft a detailed contract that will drive customers to execute their 
side of the outcome activities is not time well spent. Outcome engineering is not achieved through 
contracts. Outcome engineering is achieved by working with the right customers. 

Customer Profile     

The recommended tactic at this point in time is to identify the attributes required in a customer to make 
them a viable candidate for an outcome engineering offer. There are at least four attributes we believe 
a provider should test for before attempting an outcome relationship with a customer: 

1. Do senior customer executives view you as a strategic provider? If you spend your time 
with procurement or mid-level IT managers, it is not likely you will be able to influence the 
customer to execute the practices required to achieve a target outcome. Even worse, great 
progress and measurable results may not lead to increased customer spending. 

2. Does the customer have a history of listening to your recommendations? If not, an out-
come relationship is high risk. Why will they start listening now? 

3. Has the customer demonstrated reasonable project management and IT governance 
capabilities? If not, this customer will struggle to implement the technology and practices 
required to achieve the outcome. 

4. Do you have the ability to benchmark the customer’s current performance on targeted 
KPIs? If the customer refuses to share data or does not have the ability to generate the data, 
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this is a significant red flag. How can you improve performance KPIs if you do not know the 
current starting point?  

The above list is just a starting point. Technology providers should build on it to create a 
comprehensive set of customer attributes that should exist before engaging in an outcome relationship. 
This approach will minimize the risk that a customer will not do what they need to do.  

For decades, customers have qualified suppliers to ensure a good fit. When it comes to promising 
outcomes, suppliers need to qualify customers. This will not come naturally to many sales reps who 
historically saw any customer with budget as an eligible prospect. If you are simply selling a 
technology asset to a customer who then assumes responsibility for getting benefit from it, that tactic 
is fine. But if you are relying on customers to successfully adopt or attain specific business outcomes 
from your technology in order to achieve your revenue or margin goals, you must qualify their 
willingness and readiness to take the necessary actions. No contract, no matter how detailed, will 
replace the need for applying a solid customer profile tactic. 

RIGHT OE TOOLS 

So far we have established a framework that can be used to document outcomes. We have defined a 
tactic for identifying what specific outcomes to pursue with customers. And, we have defined a tactic 
for determining what customers to engage. Another building block to moving outcome engineering 
forward in your company is related to technology. Scaling the ability to consistently achieve targeted 
outcomes with customers is an endeavor that requires software. Hoping to scale outcome engineering 
on the back of smart employees, painstakingly working with customers, project to project, is unrealistic. 
This is one reason a majority of the companies that have experimented with outcome engineering 
efforts have kept those efforts focused on a small subset of customers—the cost of engagement is 
high.  

There are two ways companies should leverage technology as they build their outcome engineering 
capabilities. First, outcome engineers can be enabled with software to facilitate the creation of 
outcome chains. The research staff at TSIA has been using software to build out outcome chains 
related to optimizing service businesses. Figure 10 provides an example of an outcome chain built for 
our professional services discipline. 
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Figure 10: Outcome Chain Developed in OCI Inc. Software 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The software allows subject-matter experts to document complete outcome chains. The software also 
enables subject-matter experts to attach content related to each box that is part of the outcome chain. 
This approach is incredibly powerful because it provides easy access to all the knowledge assets 
supporting an outcome chain. Working with this software-driven approach to outcome engineering, we 
have experienced the following benefits: 

• Helps subject-matter experts codify practice and KPI correlations. 
• Documents insights and expertise that may have previously only existed within the subject-

matter expert’s head. 
• Creates a tool (the outcome chain) that can be used with customers to explain insights. 
• Creates a collaboration that can involve sales, services, the customer, and even third parties 

to customize outcome chains to a particular customer situation.  

The second way software should be used to scale outcome engineering is to reduce delivery costs. 
Outcome engineering apps allow customers and partners to navigate an outcome chain without the 
presence of a subject-matter expert—apps that walk the user through each step in the chain, 
explaining what needs to be done to move the outcome forward. The premise here is simple: Software 
needs to eat services. Software needs to reduce the amount of expert labor required to facilitate an 
outcome engineering project. 
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OE MATURITY MODEL 

This Service Insight has introduced four key tactics to move the concept of outcome engineering 
forward within your company. These tactics are designed to meet the challenges identified in the 
opening section: 

• How can we identify the specific business outcomes we can help our customers achieve? 
• How can we identify all the activities required to achieve target outcomes? 
• How can we make sure customers do their required part in achieving target outcomes?  
• How will we scale outcome offers? 

As companies embark on this outcome engineering journey, they will want to know how they are 
progressing. How mature is their OE capability? To help answer that question, TSIA has defined an 
OE maturity model. The four stages of maturity are defined by the experiences of companies like Infor 
and SAP that have been experimenting with outcome engineering for several years.  

If we double-click into the journey of becoming a Level 4 supplier (a company that can monetize 
technology offers based on target outcomes), we witness our distinct phases of building Level 4 
capabilities: 

LEVEL 4.1. Company has established an outcome engineering team. The team engages with 
strategic customers to define target outcomes. The activity is typically done for free as an 
enabler for account growth. 

LEVEL 4.2. The company continues to invest in outcome engineers. The company has 
mastered the ability to consistently achieve outcomes with customers through consultative 
projects. The company begins charging some customers for OE projects.  

LEVEL 4.3. The company begins to leverage software to scale the OE capability. There is a 
well-defined portfolio of outcome offers that are being sold into the marketplace. OE offers are 
being sold beyond a small set of large accounts. 

LEVEL 4.4. The company has mastered four types of outcome engineering scenarios: 

1. Free pre-sales outcome engineering to accelerate account growth. 
2. Fee-based outcome engineering offers. 
3. Partner-led outcome engineering (partners enabled by your OE assets). 
4. Customer self-led outcome engineering (customer enabled by your OE assets). 
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The company is building a Success Science library. Success Science is TSIA’s term for 
capturing the specific conditions and steps that triggered the success of top-performing 
customers. Companies at this level deliver knowledge and services that endeavor to replicate 
those attributes across the entire customer base, thus bringing up the success rate of a far 
larger number of customers, and doing so in a scalable way.  

Table 1 provides more details on the attributes of each phase.  

Table 1: TSIA OE Maturity Model 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We are not at the end of our “Primer for Outcome Engineering.” TSIA firmly believes outcome 
engineering will be a core capability of technology providers that are able to secure higher margins 
with differentiated offers. There will be companies that feel the journey to outcome engineering is too 
far and too difficult. Those companies will face a different set of challenges—those created when 
offers commoditize and margins grow thin. 


