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PLG is hot, but it’s not for everyone

If it’s for you, buckle up:
○ 4 years
○ $4M
○ Your best and brightest people

PLG and SLG are not either / or… it’s not binary

Best companies going forward will blend GTMs 
to serve the customer
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What is PLG?
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W
H

AT IS PLG
?

Product-Led Growth (PLG) is…
a growth model where product 
usage drives customer acquisition, 
retention, and expansion.

-OpenView Partners

“
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W
H

AT IS PLG
?

Balance between Acquisition and Expansion.

Achieve 
Impact

GrowthAwareness Education Selection OnboardCommit

V I
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W
H

AT IS PLG
?

How does this model shift in PLG?

V I

Value vs. Impact

IM
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CT
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N
TI

AL
Impact promised Value Realized

IM
PACT REALIZED

Mutual
Commit

VALUE IMPACT 
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Customers 
experience the 
product before 

purchasing

W
H

AT IS PLG
?

How does this model shift in PLG?

V I

Value vs. Impact
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W
H

AT IS PLG
?

What software product(s) have you 
personally discovered, installed and used 
without help from another human?
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W
H

AT IS PLG
?

PLG = the “consumerization” 
of enterprise software

What software product(s) have you 
personally discovered, installed and used 
without help from another human?
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W
H

AT IS PLG
?

Source:  HBS Digital Initiatives
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Canva
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W
H

AT IS PLG
?

Gitlab

Atlassian

Canva

Non-linear growth machines…

…take time to build



|  18Proprietary & Confidential - Do not distribute - Winning by Design™

Why Does it Work?
(quantitative)



|  19Proprietary & Confidential - Do not distribute - Winning by Design™

W
hy Does it W

ork?

PLG Leverages Marginal Unit Economics
Economically, PLG ensures: Marginal cost of marginal $ARR approaches $0

Achieve 
Impact

GrowthAwareness Education Selection OnboardCommit

I have 
an issue 
impacting our 
business

I can 
educate 
myself

I can try it out, see 
if it works for me

I can see the 
impact

I can buy 
more as 
needed

 Customer-Centric.

Marginal cost: acquisition → $0
Marginal cost: activation → $0

Marginal cost: renewal → $0
Marginal cost:  expansion → $0

Variability = 0
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W
hy Does it W

ork?

?Why
can PLG growth 

accelerate at scale?

Stackable Revenue

PLG Reduces Variability
Since all decisions about contract terms and use case fit are made programmatically, variability approaches 0 
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W
hy Does it W

ork?

Land and Expand Strategy Drives Growth Across Cohorts 
Since PLG can “afford” to start small, cohort growth is almost built in, assuming an excellent user experience
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How Does it Work?
(process)
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H
ow

 Does it W
ork?

First 
Principles
of PLG

01 Empathy (for the end user)
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H
ow

 Does it W
ork?

First 
Principles
of PLG

01

02

Empathy (for the end user)

Generosity
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H
ow

 Does it W
ork?

First 
Principles
of PLG

01

02

03

Empathy (for the end user)

Generosity

Instrumentation
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When Does PLG 
Make Sense?
(Is PLG for Me?)
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W
hen Does PLG

 M
ake Sense?

PLG may be for us if…

✔
Our product effectively solves a problem that a large market cares enough about to want to pay to 
solve (works best in a “red ocean”)

✔ Our customer will be able to self-serve to experience our product value

✔ Our product is one that users choose to use and love to use vs forced to use

✔ Our product can be adopted by end users directly (i.e. doesn’t require BU/company-wide adoption - 
such as HR system, intranet etc)

✔ Our current GTM motions are predictable and stable

✔ We have complete exec alignment and sponsorship
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How to build PLG 
from Ground Up
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PL
G
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Up Executive Commitment

Focus on End-User Value

Measure what Matters–at the Right Time

Give it Time–4 years?

01

04

05

06

Dedicated Team–Best Talent02

Carve out and Protect PLG03
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PLG Team

Led PLG, developer experience 
and developer education at Snyk

(Recent article - a best-in-class PLG org)

Build a “Full Stack” Team

Product 
Manager

Engineer
(3-5)

Designer Data 
Scientist

Marketer

PLG Team / Typical Roles

H
ow

 to build PLG
 from

 G
round Up

https://www.plg.news/p/a-best-in-class-plg-org
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H
ow

 to build PLG
 from

 G
round Up

Snyk’s PLG Team Principles

Know the User

Optimise for Learning

Data over Opinion

Focus on Value

Test to Invest

Progress over Perfection
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H
ow

 to build PLG
 from

 G
round Up

PLG Discovery Process

Discovery

ICP–”important”

● What needs are we serving?
● For what type of company?
● Where do we find them?
● How many are there?

Can be done with secondary research
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H
ow

 to build PLG
 from

 G
round Up

PLG Discovery Process

Discovery

ICP–”important”

JTBD–”critically important”
● What needs are we serving?
● For what type of company?
● Where do we find them?
● How many are there?

● Who is our end user?
● In what situation does she find 

herself wanting to “hire” a solution?
● What are her alternatives?
● What are her priorities?
● How does she search for a solution?

Can be done with secondary research

Requires primary research

“I need to ____. I’m looking for a solution 
to help me get that done.  I’ll search, try, 
and choose, based on how quickly and 

easily I can get my job done.”
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Yr1 GoalLaunchDiscover Build

H
ow

 to build PLG
 from

 G
round Up

PLG Metrics Evolution

When starting a new PLG GTM from 
scratch, we observe 4 distinct 
post-launch phases:

● PMF (Product-Market Fit)
● GTMF (Go-to-market Fit)
● Monetization
● $ARR Scaling

Each phase has distinct measurement, 
with exit criteria established to avoid 
wasting money on scaling too soon.

A
RR

Phase

Objective

Measure

PMF GTMF Monetization Growth

Usage Retention Unit Economics % Conversion Pace

Activation* > X% 
within time t

LTV:CAC > 3
(assumed)

LTV:CAC > 3
(confirmed)

MoM User Growth
MoM $ARR Growth 

Yr3-4 Goal
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PLG Metrics Evolution

When starting a new PLG GTM from 
scratch, we observe 4 distinct 
post-launch phases:

● PMF (Product-Market Fit)
● GTMF (Go-to-market Fit)
● Monetization
● $ARR Scaling

Each phase has distinct measurement, 
with exit criteria established to avoid 
wasting money on scaling too soon.

A
RR

Phase

Objective

Measure

PMF GTMF Monetization Growth

Usage Retention Unit Economics % Conversion Pace

Activation* > X% 
within time t

LTV:CAC > 3
(assumed)

LTV:CAC > 3
(confirmed)

MoM User Growth
MoM $ARR Growth 
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H
ow

 to build PLG
 from

 G
round Up

Product-Market Fit: 
Customer Retention
New user churn should flatten, indicating 
that a % of users are finding sustained 
value in your product over time. 

As you gain more customers,  you can 
continue analyzing retention to optimize 
the user experience further.

This is a lagging indicator.

Retention Curve
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Churn

Resurrection

H
ow

 to build PLG
 from

 G
round Up

Product State Model

NEW

ACTIVATED

DORMANT

ENGAGED (RETAINED)

Engagement

Acquisition

Activation

Churn

The spectrum of Engagement
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H
ow

 to build PLG
 from

 G
round Up

Retention equation
Retention is lagging. It’s the output. You improve retention by improving your ability to activate 
new users, keep current users engaged, and resurrect users who have gone dormant.

Retention f(Activation, Engagement, Resurrection)=
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Retention equation
Retention is lagging. It’s the output. You improve retention by improving your ability to activate 
new users, keep current users engaged, and resurrect users who have gone dormant.

Retention f(Activation, Engagement, Resurrection)=

Activation:
The best leading 

indicator of retention
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H
ow

 to build PLG
 from

 G
round Up

Activation

Activation Process

Setup Aha Habit

The steps users/teams need to take to be 
able to experience the core value

Team 
experiences 
core value

Team builds 
habit 

around core 
value

Step Step Step

01 02 03
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H
ow

 to build PLG
 from

 G
round Up

Activation - Snyk example

Activation Process

Setup Aha Habit

>=1
Issue 

Details 
Viewed

>=1
Issues fixed 
within first 

30 days

Seen a 
non-empty 
project list

>=1
Projects 
Imported

>=1
Integrations 
Connected

___% of activated teams still fixing issues 15 weeks after sign-up vs ___% of non-activated teams.

A B

(retained)



|  42Proprietary & Confidential - Do not distribute - Winning by Design™

H
ow

 to build PLG
 from

 G
round Up

Activation - Snyk example

48% of activated teams still fixing issues 15 weeks after sign-up vs 3% of non-activated teams.

Activation Process

Setup Aha Habit

>=1
Issue 

Details 
Viewed

>=1
Issues fixed 
within first 

30 days

Seen a 
non-empty 
project list

>=1
Projects 
Imported

>=1
Integrations 
Connected

(retained)
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Yr1 Goal Yr3-4 GoalLaunchDiscover Build
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PLG Metrics Evolution

When starting a new PLG GTM from 
scratch, we observe 4 distinct 
post-launch phases:

● PMF (Product-Market Fit)
● GTMF (Go-to-market Fit)
● Monetization
● $ARR Scaling

Each phase has distinct measurement, 
with exit criteria established to avoid 
wasting money on scaling too soon.

A
RR

Phase

Objective

Measure

PMF GTMF Monetization Growth

Usage Retention Unit Economics % Conversion Pace

Activation* > X% 
within time t

LTV:CAC > 3
(assumed)

LTV:CAC > 3
(confirmed)

MoM User Growth
MoM $ARR Growth 
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H
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 to build PLG
 from

 G
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PLG is Not an “Either-Or”

Every PLG Company at scale has Sales.

Sales-Led Growth (SLG) companies can 
add PLG in a number of ways:

● Side-car product that does not 
compete with core product

● Down-market product for a different 
set of users

● Free trial or freemium product to 
onramp existing ICP users

And principles of PLG apply across the 
spectrum of an SLG company:

● Self-service onboarding
● Self-service renewal
● Self-service upgrading
● Self-service expansion
● Templates
● Guides
● Wizards
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PLG + SLG at Scale
H

ow
 to build PLG

 from
 G

round Up
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H
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 from

 G
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Atlassian Has Grown 
30% YoY for 20 Years
Atlassian is famous for *not* having a sales 
team… until they hit $100M in revenue.

But now they do.

What does the sales team do, and how is it 
different?

1. They are called “advocates”
2. They are not allowed to sell to 

non-customers (all new account 
acquisition is #plg )

3. They are not allowed to sell to customers 
with <$30K *existing* commitment to 
Atlassian

○ even if they’re Chevron, Inc.
○ even if they spend $5K already
○ even if they want to buy more

4. They run 4 expansion plays—that’s it. 
Those 4 plays are optimized for a 
minimum ACV of $100K (if an advocate 
is going to work on it, it better be a big 
deal)

5. No discounts, ever

“You have to believe in the system. Could we grow faster with sales led? Yes. Twilio 
did. But we built a system that is consistent and long-term. Next milestone is $10B. 
And I sleep fine at the end of each quarter.”

Cameron Deatsch, Atlassian CRO

“
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H
ow

 to build PLG
 from

 G
round Up

HubSpot Added PLG at 
$100M ARR

After having built a $100M business and 
immediately prior to their IPO roadshow, 
HubSpot spun out a separate team to 
launch a separate product for 
salespeople.

10-person team was chaired by CEO 
Brian Halligan, with a steering committee 
consisting of other company leaders.

Focused on end-user value for sales.

Insisted on self-service activation.

Began with free-forever product; upgrade 
to Pro for $10 per month.

Team stayed under 15 people for 3 years, 
until the business had hit $10M 

When the business was folded back in, 
the core business took lessons from the 
spin-off, not vice versa.  Everything at 
HubSpot became product-led.

“The way to differentiate in a world of AI and self-service is to provide value to your user far ahead 
of the transaction, so they  can understand your product and value proposition.  It's a show, not tell. 
And it gives you the core opportunity to be different via ease, not better via features.””

Kipp Bodnar, CMO, HubSpot

“

separate 
PLG team
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H
ow
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 from

 G
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MongoDB Added PLG at 
$100M ARR

At $100M ARR and 4 years prior to IPO, 
MongoDB carved out a “self-service 
cloud” business called Atlas.

This team “took over” the inside-sales 
segment of the business, which wasn’t 
producing good unit economics.

First order of business was to create 
self-service monetization.

CEO (Ittycheria) hired Sahir Azam to lead 
a product team and set an unreasonable 
goal of $10M in 18 months.  A cloud 
engineering team was dedicated to the 
effort (dotted-line).

Upon initial success, a formal Growth 
Team was created, including analytics, 
product marketing, product management, 
performance marketing and engineering. “We run 3 GTMs and allow the customer to transition seamlessly based on what’s best for them.””

Sahir Azam, Chief Product Officer, MongoDB“
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Critical Success Factors 
when Adding PLG as 
Additional GTM 
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Focus on End-User Value

Measure what Matters–at the Right Time

Give it Time–4 years?

01

04

05

06

Dedicated Team–Best Talent02

Carve out and Protect PLG03
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Product-Led Sales: 
Customer Journey

Our job with Product-Led Sales is to create an 
easy way for prospects to experience our 
product prior to purchase (PLG), and then for 
our sales team to recognize and respond to 
signals that they can use assistance.

Sales shows up not as sales, but as a “buying 
concierge.”  To do this, we must display true 
empathy and work to discover:

● The user’s Job To Be Done (Situation)
● The user’s struggles (Pain)
● What our solution may be able to do to 

help (Impact)

The magic moment is when we are able 
to “scoot around to their side of the table” 
(virtually) and begin working on the 
problem with them.

PLS requires orchestration across 
marketing, product, and sales

Understand: 
Prospect has a 
Job To Be 
Done.  She is 
looking for 
help.

MPACTI

ECISIOND

ITUATIONS

AINP

PRODUCT USE

Establish 
the Impact!

LANDING PAGE

MPACTISet the scene: Clear 
language, single 
CTA–get started

Aha! User experiences an Aha 
moment – decides she may have 
found the right product

Identify 
Critical 
Event and 
Decision 
Criteria

User does not 
achieve Aha 
moment – 
loses interest

MARKETING:
MEET THE USER  
WHERE SHE IS
Use language and 
CTA that speaks 
directly to the Job 
To Be Done.  Zero 
friction to start

PRODUCT:
MAKE IT EASY
● Time-to-aha in minutes
● Usage retention
● Usage tracking & triggers

SALES:
BUYER CONCIERGE
Offer assistance in solving their 
JTBD and getting what they 
need

Onboarding: 
User is 
immediately in 
the product, with 
guardrails, 
tackling their 
JTBD

MPACTI

ITUATIONS

MPACTI

RITICAL          
VENTC E

Establish 
empathy around 
Situation and 
Pain

TRIGGER 

MPACTI MPACTI MPACTI MPACTI

ICP:
Account with characteristics qualifying it 
as an ideal target customer

PQA:
Multiple users from the same account display 
usage patterns qualifying the account as a 
prospect for enterprise purchase

PQL:
User displays usage patterns qualifying 
her as a prospect for paid upgrade

growth 
loop

+USERn

self 
service

Time

  E
ng

ag
em

en
t
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The product-led sales process

Looking at the product-led sales process from 
50,000ft, we can break it down to 4 key steps:

1. Collect data about accounts
2. Objectively score each account
3. Act on the subset of accounts that meet 

scoring criteria
4. Periodically review performance to 

improve each of the first 3 steps

Scoring Action ReviewInputs

FEEDBACK

FEEDBACK

FEEDBACK
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What is PLG? (5 slides)
● Definition

● Examples

● Prominence

Why does PLG work? (4 slides)
● Economics

How does PLG work? (3 slides)
● Mechanics

● First Principles

When does PLG Make Sense (Is PLG for Me)? (1 slide)
● Single slide

How to build PLG from Ground Up (6 slides)
● Carve out a team

● Focus on end-user value (Persona & JTBD)

○ Core value

○ Or sidecar product

● Give it time–protect the team

● Measure what matters at the right time

Critical Success Factors when Adding PLG as Additional GTM (1 slide)
● Single Slide

Dot-Dash
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Product-Market Fit
Activation as Leading Indicator of Retention

Customer retention is the best 
statistical representation of achieving 
Product-Market Fit (PMF), but it is a 
lagging indicator.

If we define Activation as “achieving first 
value” and insist on this being the core 
value proposition of the product, it can 
be a leading indicator of retention, and 
therefore a good measure of PMF.

We want to provide value before 
requiring value: Reducing friction in user 
onboarding and optimizing for 
time-to-value is critical to ensuring new 
users experience value and don't just log 
off and never return.

A leading indicator [LI] can vary, but 
should be framed as: What percentage 
(P) of customers achieve a certain 
event(s) [E] within time [T]?
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W
H

AT IS PLG
?

2022 Forbes Cloud 100:
66 out of 100 are PLG

PeerSignal

(PeerSignal.org Verified)

Each year, Forbes partners with 
Bessemer Venture Partners and 
Salesforce Ventures to identify the 
top 100 Private Cloud companies in 
the world.

Each year some companies exit 
this list via IPO or otherwise, and 
others enter.

Of the 2022 class of 100, 66 have 
been verified by PeerSignal.org as 
having a legitimate PLG GTM 
motion


