The Art of Saying “No” as a CSM

Episode 23 Companion Download

Saying no is one of the most undervalued skills in customer success. Most CSMs
struggle with boundary-setting because they've been conditioned to believe that
making customers happy means saying yes to everything. But the reality is this:
CSMs who can't set boundaries burn out, lose credibility, and weaken customer
relationships by becoming order-takers instead of strategic advisors.

This framework will help you identify when to say no, how to deliver that no without
damaging trust, and how to build systems that prevent boundary violations from
becoming recurring problems. Use this as a reference guide when you're facing
difficult requests, unrealistic timelines, or situations where saying yes would
compromise your ability to deliver real value.

When You Need to Say No: A Decision Framework
Category 1: Scope Creep

What it looks like:
e Customer asks for custom development not included in their contract
e Customer requests implementation work that's assigned to professional
services
e Customer wants support level that requires different tier or engagement model
e Customer asks for one-off integrations or customizations outside standard
offering

How to handle it:
1. Acknowledge the need and validate its importance
2. Explain the proper path to getting it done
3. Connect them with the right team (professional services, sales, technical
account management)

Example language:
"l understand why you need that custom integration - it makes total sense for
your workflow. The way we handle that is through our professional services
team. Let me connect you with them so we can scope it out and get you a
timeline."

Category 2: Timing and Prioritization

What it looks like:
e Customer wants feature implemented next week when engineering needs two
months
e Customer requests EBR tomorrow when you need time to prepare properly
Customer expects immediate resolution to non-urgent issues
e Customer pushes for deployment timeline that compromises quality
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How to handle it:
1. Acknowledge the urgency
2. Explain the realistic timeline and why it matters
3. Offer an alternative that provides partial value sooner
4. Set clear expectations on final delivery date

Example language:
"l know you'd like to have that feature live next week, and | understand the
urgency. The reality is that it's going to take about six weeks for engineering
to build and test it properly. What | can do is get you a workaround for the
next month that'll get you 80 percent of the way there, and then we'll have the
full solution in place by early April. Does that work?"

Category 3: Resource Allocation

What it looks like:
e Lower-tier customer asks for executive alignment sessions reserved for
enterprise accounts
e Customer requests weekly check-ins when their package includes monthly
e Customer wants dedicated implementation support outside their service tier
e Customer expects CSM availability that exceeds their account value

How to handle it:
1. Validate that they're seeing value in deeper engagement
2. Explain current engagement tier and what it includes
3. Present upgrade options if they need additional support
4. Be clear about what you can provide within current agreement

Example language:
"I'm glad you're seeing value in these deeper strategic conversations. The
level of engagement you're describing is something we typically provide
through our premium success tier. | can walk you through what that looks like
and what the investment would be. In the meantime, here's what we can do
within your current plan."

Category 4: Not in Customer's Best Interest

What it looks like:
e Customer wants to deploy feature that doesn't align with their use case
o Customer wants to expand into module that will sit unused due to bandwidth
constraints
e Customer wants to rush rollout that will create more problems than it solves
e Customer requests change that conflicts with their stated business goals
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How to handle it:

Listen to understand why they're making the request

Explain why it won't deliver the outcome they want

Show them what successful customers in similar situations have done
Provide alternative approach that serves their actual goals

Hold the line even if they push back
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Example language:
"l understand the pressure to show progress quickly. Based on what | know
about your team's capacity and what I've seen work with similar customers, if
we rush this deployment, we're going to spend the next three months fixing
problems instead of driving value. Here's what a successful rollout would look
like, and here's the timeline that gives you a story your CISO will actually be
impressed with."

The Five Rules for Saying No
Rule 1: Never Say No Without Offering an Alternative

Why it matters: "No" by itself feels like a dead end. "No, but here's what we can do
feels like partnership.

What to do:
e Always provide a path forward, even if imperfect
e Show you're trying to solve the problem, not just shutting them down
e Make the alternative specific and actionable

Rule 2: Explain the Why

Why it matters: People can handle no if they understand the reasoning. They can't
handle no if it feels arbitrary.

What to do:
e Be transparent about constraints (product roadmap, resource availability,
engineering capacity)
e Connect the limitation to broader priorities that benefit all customers
¢ Provide visibility into when situation might change

Example: "We can't prioritize that feature request right now because we're focused
on stability improvements that affect all customers. But here's when we'll revisit it,
and here's how you can track progress."

Rule 3: Acknowledge the Impact

Why it matters: Minimizing the request makes customers feel dismissed. Validation
shows you understand the stakes.

What to do:
e Don't act like it's not a big deal if it's important to them
e Acknowledge the business impact or workflow disruption
e Show empathy while maintaining the boundary
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Example: "I know this integration is critical for your workflow, and | understand the
frustration of not having it available yet. Here's what we're doing to get there, and
here's what | can do in the meantime to reduce the friction."

Rule 4: Don't Apologize for Things You Can't Control

Why it matters: Unnecessary apologies undermine your credibility and suggest you
should have prevented something outside your authority.

What to do:
e Own the communication and follow-up process
e Be clear about what you can control vs. what you can't
e Focus on accountability for next steps, not apology for constraints

Example: "l wish we had that feature available today. We don't. But here's what I'm
going to do to make sure you're updated on progress, and here's how we're going to
support you in the meantime."

Rule 5: Know Your Authority Boundaries

Why it matters: You can't set effective boundaries if you don't know what decisions
you can make independently.

What you typically CAN approve:
e Extending trial periods (within limits)
Scheduling additional training sessions
Providing temporary workarounds within certain scope
Service credits up to specific dollar amount
Expedited support for genuine emergencies

What you typically CANNOT approve:

Contract modifications

Pricing changes beyond standard discount limits
Custom development commitments

Commitments requiring engineering resources
Policy exceptions that set organizational precedents

What to say when something requires escalation: "Let me escalate this to the
right team and get you an answer by end of week." (Not: "l don't have the power to
do that.")

The Harder Boundary: Saying No to Your Own Team

Internal boundaries are harder than customer boundaries because:
You can't point to contract terms or service tiers

There's organizational pressure to be a "team player"

Saying no to sales feels like blocking revenue
Saying no to leadership feels like insubordination
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But if you can't hold boundaries internally, you can't protect your ability to deliver for
customers.

When to Say No to Sales:

When they ask you to commit to timelines without engineering scoping
When they want you to promise features that aren't on roadmap

When they overpromise implementation scope to close a deal

When they ask you to own renewal without giving you the tools to influence it

Example approach: "I'll join the call. I'll talk about our integration capabilities. I'll
walk them through similar use cases. But I'm not committing to a timeline until
engineering gives me a realistic estimate. If we overpromise and underdeliver,
that's my problem for the next 12 months. If you want me to own the customer
relationship after the sale, you need to let me protect the integrity of what we're
promising."

When to Say No to Product:
e When they want to deprioritize fix for critical customer issue
¢ When they dismiss feedback you've gathered across multiple accounts
e When they ask you to manage customer expectations around indefinite
delays
o When roadmap changes will break promises you've already made

When to Say No to Leadership:
¢ When they want to stretch your portfolio beyond sustainable capacity
o When they ask you to deliver outcomes without providing necessary
resources
e When they want you to own metrics you don't have authority to influence
¢ When timeline expectations compromise quality of customer engagement

Building Scalable Boundary Systems

The Problem: When you handle every boundary violation individually, you're
constantly firefighting. You never build the systems that prevent these situations from
recurring.

The Solution: Service Tier Definition Document

What to include:
e Clear definition of what's included at each service tier
e Specific examples of what requires professional services engagement
e Clear upgrade paths when customers need more support

e Authority matrix showing what CSMs can approve vs. what requires
escalation
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Business impact when done right:

e 40% reduction in out-of-scope requests (because expectations are set
upfront)

e 6 hours per week freed up per CSM (redeployed to strategic accounts)
e 25% increase in expansion opportunities identified
¢ Reduced CSM burnout and improved retention

Implementation steps:

Document recurring boundary violations you're seeing across team
Create one-page service tier definition with clear language

Get buy-in from CS leadership, sales, and professional services
Integrate into every customer onboarding conversation

Use in renewal discussions to set expectations for next contract period
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Train CSMs on how to reference it during customer conversations
Consequences Of Not Setting Boundaries

Consequence 1: You Train Customers to Expect Miracles
e Customers expect you'll always find a way
e When you finally can't deliver, they feel betrayed
e The relationship is built on unsustainable precedent

Consequence 2: You Set Yourself Up for Burnout

Constantly overextending

Constantly scrambling

Delivering on commitments that should never have been made

Average time to burnout: 18 months for CSMs who can't hold boundaries

Consequence 3: You Lose Credibility Internally

Sales won't trust you to hold the line during negotiations

Leadership won't see you as strategic

Product team sees you as someone who just relays requests without filtering
You become known as the CSM who creates problems, not solves them

Consequence 4: You Weaken Customer Relationships
¢ You're responding, not guiding
e You're accommodating, not advising

e Customers don't need another vendor who responds - they need a partner
who leads

e Trust comes from honesty, not accommodation
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Boundary-Setting Decision Tree

Step 1: Assess the Request

O s this in scope for their current contract/tier?

O Is the timing realistic given current resources/roadmap?

O Does this serve their actual business goals?

O Can | deliver this without compromising other commitments?

Step 2: If You Need to Say No

0 Acknowledge the need and validate its importance
O Explain the constraint or limitation clearly

O Offer a realistic alternative or path forward

[0 Set clear expectations on next steps and timeline

Step 3: For Internal Requests

[0 Assess impact on customer commitments

O Evaluate whether you have authority to commit

O Consider long-term sustainability of the ask

O Offer alternative approach if direct request isn't feasible

Step 4: Document and Follow Through

O Send recap email confirming what you can/can't do

O Document decision in CRM or customer success platform

O Set reminder to follow up on committed next steps

O Track whether this becomes recurring issue requiring systemic fix

Your Action Plan

This Week:

1. Identify one boundary you've been struggling to hold
2. Use the framework above to plan how you'll handle it next time
3. Practice the language with a colleague or manager before the conversation

This Month:

1. Review last 10 customer requests that made you uncomfortable

2. Categorize them using the four categories framework

3. ldentify which could be prevented with better upfront expectation-setting
This Quarter:

1. Draft service tier definition document for your team

2. Share with leadership and get buy-in

3. Integrate into customer onboarding and renewal conversations
4. Track reduction in out-of-scope requests and time savings

These templates are part of The Advanced Relationship Management toolkit
Available at ClearPathCX.com



Remember: Saying no is not about being difficult. It's about being strategic. It's about
guiding customers toward outcomes that actually work. And it's about protecting the
relationship by setting expectations you can actually deliver on.

Customers respect CSMs who are honest more than they respect CSMs who are
accommodating.

Next Steps and Resources

This guide is part of The Advanced Relationship Management mini-series on
ClearPath Conversations:

e Episode 21: Stakeholder Mapping 201: What to Do When Everyone Changes
e Episode 22: How to Manage a CSM Portfolio During a Crisis
e Episode 23: The Art of Saying “No” as a CSM

Upcoming Episodes - The CS Strategy miniseries:

e Episode 24: The Internal CS Playbook You Wish You Had

e Episode 25: Building Your Personal CS Brand (Without Being Cringe)
e Episode 26: Customer Success Metrics That Actually Matter

e Episode 27: What Makes a CSM Great? My Non-Negotiables

Additional Resources:

e (ClearPath CX Website: Templates, frameworks, and resources at
ClearPathCX.com
e LinkedIn: Connect with Mark at linkedin.com/in/markbernardin
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