
SUSQUEHANNA GROWTH HACKS

DRIVING GROWTH AND DIRECTION  
THROUGH A  

PRODUCT ADVISORY COUNCIL



What features and functions should be in a product backlog and roadmap? What can help prioritize 
the product roadmap? How do I know if the items I am calling “visionary” are worth pursuing? Will these 
ideas actually drive value for customers, partners, my company? How do I better involve customers in my 
product management processes from envisioning to sequencing to scheduling?

As growth-stage companies scale, move upmarket, or expand to new markets, we find that these  
questions become more pressing. Companies asking these questions discover a greater need to  
collaborate cross-functionally both internally (sales, sales engineering, product, customer success, 
etc.) and externally (company to customers, and even customer to customer) in driving product 
roadmap contents and sequencing. 

Product Advisory Councils (PACs, also known as Customer Advisory Boards or Product Advisory Boards)
are groups of key customers that offer product feedback and, in some cases, industry insight or thought 
leadership, and they can play a big part in answering those questions. Even if there are many subject  
matter experts in the product management team, a PAC can serve as a validation function and smooth 
out any one individual’s bias.

This growth hack seeks to answer the following questions on PACs:

 1. What is the purpose of a PAC?

 2. Who is involved?

 3. Why would a customer want to join my PAC?

 4. When and how do you interact with the PAC?

 5. How do models differ?

ABOUT SGE 
Susquehanna Growth Equity (SGE) is unlike the typical investment model: our firm is backed solely by three bootstrapped  

entrepreneurs. This enables us to invest on your timeline and be incredibly flexible in our investment size and structure, as 

well as in how we work with our entrepreneurs. We are consistently partnering with and coaching our entrepreneurs with 

the long game in mind…

When we partner with you, we promise to offer guidance, while not forcing an operational playbook often imposed by our 

peers. We’d love to join you on your journey and be a trusted advisor as you grow your business. If you’re actively raising or 

considering raising capital, we would love to speak with you. Please don’t hesitate to reach out to us at info@sgep.com.

Disclaimer: This publication contains general information and is not intended to be comprehensive nor to provide investment, legal, tax or other 
professional advice or services. This publication is not a substitute for such professional advice or services, and it should not be acted on or relied upon 
or used as a basis for any investment or other decision or action that may affect you or your business. Before taking any such decision, you should 
consult suitability qualified professional advisers. SGE does not serve as your investment, legal, tax or other professional. SGE does not control you or 
the decisions you make with respect to investment, legal, tax or other professional advice. Although reasonable effort has been made to ensure the 
accuracy of the information contained in this publication, this cannot be guaranteed and neither SGE nor any of its subsidiaries or any affiliate thereof 
or other related entity shall have any liability to any person or entity which relies on the information contained in this publication, including incidental 
or consequential damages arising from errors or omissions. Each situation related to these materials is unique and needs individualized analysis.   
Any such reliance is solely at the user’s risk.
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What is the purpose of a Product Advisory Council?

The purpose of a PAC is to share the company’s vision and strategy in detail, and get key customer  
input into product/service/market planning. In addition, a PAC serves as an opportunity to build 
more strategic relationships with important customers. Key customers tend to be valuable customers 
that are also fundamental to or predictive of retention.  Most importantly, these are customers that 
are more visionary than average and consistently provide useful and insightful feedback on your 
product.  While you should create a vision internally (and back it up with data), these are the  
customers to pitch to and gather feedback from in a methodical way.

If you are moving upmarket, a PAC can act as a negotiating lever for getting large customers on board. 
Receiving early feedback from these customers can be key toward driving toward the right direction. 
Many customers are attracted to the idea of influencing a product or service to fit their needs. Consider 
using this negotiating lever selectively. One of our portfolio companies used this tactic for an account 
that they identified as a major expansion opportunity, as well as an industry thought leader. Including 
this company as part of their PAC helped to better solidify a defining partnership.

We initially created a board where we got  
a lot of tactical feedback. These are very  
valuable in the short-term, but we wanted to  
ensure our product strategy evolves in a way  
to meet the long-term needs of our customers. We set up  
and refined our now-PAC to validate that our longer-term  
product strategy aligns with our forward-thinking and activist 
customers. Our secondary motives were to foster deeper  
relationships between our customers and their execs, as  
well as help with customer stickiness and retention.” 
– ALAN BEIAGI, VP OF PRODUCT, POPPULO

“
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Who is involved?

PACs are typically comprised of around 10 customers, some of which rotate roughly every  
2-3 years. Rotating most of your customers is generally considered best practice in order to bring 
in fresh perspectives, give a seat to new leaders or partners, and incent customers to provide value/
insights. These customers are typically:

•   Stakeholders: If you are more SMB-focused, typically focus on “power users” who aggressively 
use your product.  For more enterprise-focused companies, you may want to try to include  
the highest-level stakeholder that still has some direct interaction/usage of your product.  
If the buyer is separate from the user (e.g. CHRO versus recruiter), consider creating separate 
“executive advisory boards” focused on executive influencers versus power users.  

•   Evangelists of your product: Ideally, members of your advisory councils are willing to serve as 
references – if you listen and react to their feedback. Make your PAC benefits a two-way street.

•   Full-feature customers: While difficult in enterprise, you ideally want a customer that has used 
and understands the breadth of your product and offering. These customers are more equipped 
and qualified to speak to direction. It tends to be disappointing when a customer gives you  
feedback wishing for certain product functionality that already exists. This type of feedback is 
certainly helpful to better understand where CSMs needs to better communicate, where  
onboarding needs to better instruct, or where product needs to improve time-to-value. 

•   Industry thought leaders: Similar to the point on “evangelists,” PACs may be active in your  
community – and therefore market your product. Thought leaders may be different from (some) 
evangelists in that thought leaders understand broader market dynamics in a way that evangelists 
may not be thinking about. This greater perspective and context is essential as you consider the 
future direction of your industry. What do they see as critical pivots? What do they think of your 
positioning and branding? What are their perceptions of the competitive landscape?

Find a senior non-ops person who provides  
input to the company’s overall strategic goals;  
this is often more useful from a growth  
perspective. The Executive Advisory Board  
should also be seen as an opportunity to sell, or to solicit  
references and case studies.” 
– GREG CARTER, FORMER CTO, GLOBALTRANZ AND SGE SENIOR ADVISOR

“
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Why would a customer want to join my PAC?

Aside from reasons listed above (passion as an industry leader, full-feature consumer, etc.),  
customers may also be driven by:

•  The opportunity to shape your product/service, since it affects them as a user

•   Perks such as a discount on your user conference, free hotel night/event for the  
PAC meeting, etc.

•  The ability to join exclusive events, conversations, presentations, or webinars

As mentioned previously, in some cases the opportunity to join a PAC can be helpful to your sales 
negotiation process. Seats on the council reinforce the deeper partnership between you and a  
customer post-a major agreement.

Create incentives for people to join the board.  
Aside from being able to participate in beta  
projects, make it so these customers can  
receive a value-additive service like an end-of- 
year industry report that covers trends that will affect  
their business. Conduct a webinar or presentation.  
Do something that tells them that they are a part of  
something exclusive and special.” 
– DUSTIN DOWNING, VP OF PRODUCT, ORDERMYGEAR

“
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When and how do you interact with the PAC?

Logistics depend on the company, but most meet bi-annually or quarterly to discuss strategy.  
This can be a mixture of video and onsite meetings.

The PAC is also a “go-to” for customer support and customer success to talk in near-real-time as 
stories and feedback are fleshed out, defects are stack-ranked, and operational issues are resolved. 
For example, if a significant issue is uncovered in your product, support and CSMs should conduct a 
health check together with the PAC to verify that product operations is reporting optimally.

The best customers on PACs in my experience  
are a go-to list of customers where we can  
have both episodic talks, as well as a cadence  
of more formal meetings (organized call,  
video, etc.).” 
– GREG CARTER, FORMER CTO, GLOBALTRANZ AND SGE SENIOR ADVISOR

In some cases, we held monthly progress calls  
with these customers, asking them for new  
ideas. These acted as more tactical meetings  
that lasted about one hour. On the other hand,  
our bi-annual meetings pertained to more strategic topics  
and were more formal.” 
– OLIN WISE, PARTNER, TECHCXO AND SGE SENIOR ADVISOR

“

“
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When and how do you interact with the PAC?

Some companies also conduct more frequent meetings (e.g. monthly) with members of their PAC  
(beyond the formal annual or bi-annual get-together). Despite the frequent calls being less formal in 
most cases, monthly calls should still be curated and planned, so that they facilitate forums for useful 
and thoughtful suggestions, rather than a stream-of-consciousness, random solicitation process.  
Resources involved from your company (e.g. product team, CSMs, etc.) should collaborate on  
questions and conversation preparation ahead of the meeting. 

For a more structured approach, below are two high-level, sample agendas for monthly calls and 
quarterly meetings: 

 
Regardless of the model, cadence, or format, you should kick off your PAC meeting with some 
lightweight education, or glossary of relevant methods and terms. Vocabulary may include:

 •  Story or story point

 •  Backlog

 •  Stack-ranking

 •  Sprint

 •   How to give input outside of the PAC (e.g. help desk, CSM, etc.), and the format thereof  
(web format, Word document, PDF, etc.)

MONTHLY CALL QUARTERLY MEETING

Pre-call (internally)
•  Curate questions (cross-functionally) to drive  

conversation methodically

Call (externally)
•  Discuss customer challenges and feedback

•  Discuss in-progress and new functionality

•  Informal brainstorming and feedback

Day 1:
•  Dinner: build relationships, make introductions  

(internally/externally)

Day 2: 
•  Present on broader market trends

•  Present product roadmap: share vision, discuss feedback

•  Discuss customer’s context: market forces,  
challenges, needs

•  Vote on roadmap: card sorting
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How do the models differ?

To better illustrate how different companies approach their PACs, we have outlined three examples  
on the following page. While the objective remains the same (build relationships with key customers/
executives, receive product roadmap feedback, and field/trial new features or products), slight differences 
may exist in selection, logistics, etc. These are basic factors to consider as you create and refine your 
own PAC.

While these customers are key, keep in mind  
that you also have to take their feedback with a  
grain of salt. What’s good for them may not be  
good for some or all other customers. Start with  
what works for your ideal customer profile, then trickle 
down to the masses; you may find your solution to  
be too complex or it may not be as robust as what  
they’re asking for. We’ve learned firsthand to be  
thoughtful when driving direction based on a single  
customer’s feedback.” 
– MARK STEWART, SVP ENGINEERING, BOOMTOWN

“
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How do the models differ?

Growth-stage marketplace  
company (10-25M revenue)

Mid-stage SaaS company  
(25-50M revenue)

Mature payments company  
(50M+ revenue)

PAC 10 25 10

Lighthouse* 1-10 (no limit on PAC) 10 1

Rotation 2-3 years Mostly static 2-3 years (some carry-over)

Selection •   Industry leaders; drive trends
•   Strategic partners
•   Contributing customers

•   Some early adopters pushing 
bleeding edge of functionality

•   Evangelists of product
•   Aggressive users, full-feature 

consumers of the product

•  Bigger customers / revenue
•  Stronger relationship
•   Thoughtful, (regularly) offer  

suggestions that translate into  
positive outcomes 

Prioritization Card sorting (give 5 min to  
prioritize) – if larger group, can put 
features on a board and allocate  
3 stickers (can use all on 1)

Card sorting or points  
budgeting

Rank top 20 features – force  
prioritization by allocating limited 
number of units/points of investment

Reactionary  
vs Visionary

•   About 60 (roadmap) -  
40 (reactionary)

•   About 50-50 (present sanitized 
roadmap – vision – but also 
collect features that  
customers want)

•   Market dependent, but about  
70 (visionary/reactionary) -  
30 (roadmap)

“Watch-outs” 
and Tips

•   Set expectations at the  
beginning of the process

•   Communicate that you  
need transparency 

•   Take feedback with a grain  
of salt; what’s good for a 
customer may not be good 
for majority

•   Answer to what your  
advisory board asks for,  
but simplify it

•   Don’t be too driven by one  
customer’s feedback

•   Challenge beta customers on  
feedback – what is market vs.  
customer specific, prioritize  
market needs 

•   Take a broad set of features; develop 
in a generic way (e.g. keep a branch 
of code without customization). 
Configurable features drive services 
revenue and an opportunity to build 
an ecosystem

Cadence •   Bi-annual: in-person.  
More strategic. 1 conference 
peel-off; 1 in-office session

•   Bi-annual: virtual. More  
tactical. Webinar on updates, 
EOY industry report/trends

•   Bi-annual: 1-hour webinars  
(all customers)

•   Annual: 1 day (advisory board) 
before annual conference  
(latter all customers)

•   Annual: 1-day retreat

•   Monthly: 1 hour per customer  
(more tactical, relay product update)

•   Bi-annual: 1-2 days (more strategic)

Meeting 
format

•   Dinner/relationship-building
•   Present product vision/ 

roadmap; discuss direction, 
gaps, etc.

•   Request people don’t come  
as a representative of their  
company, but rather as an  
industry thought leader

•   Dinner/relationship-building
•   Review product roadmap  

(more sanitized)
•   Brainstorming/dialogue on  

product features and feedback

•   Dinner/relationship-building
•   Discuss customer’s context,  

what’s impacting them, their 
needs/challenges

•   Product roadmap items
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*  Lighthouse refers to customers that are on the PAC, but also serve as “lighthouse customers.”  These are early adopters or beta testers, customers who can 
give preliminary feedback while driving the product roadmap, product development process, and essential pivots. Lighthouse customers should be selected 
carefully and thoughtfully.

Here is how three companies (that differ by size and business model) have executed their PACs.  
Note that many of these considerations (how many seats should be on a PAC, whether you should  
rotate seats, meeting cadence, etc.) are not “doctrine” or requisite to size or model, but rather how 
each company’s head of product uniquely decided to structure his/her PAC.



Go-to-Market:
New Customer  

Acquisition

Strategy

New customer growth strategy

Channel strategy

International expansion

People

Sales & Marketing (S&M) organizational design (roles, responsibilities, territories)

S&M hiring, development, retention

S&M compensation design & benchmarking

Partner introductions

Process
S&M process design & implementation

S&M pipeline management and forecasting

Tools S&M systems/services selection, implementation, integration

Go-to-Market:
Existing  

Customer 
Growth

Strategy Existing customer growth strategy design

People
Account Management (AM) & Customer Success (CS) hiring, development, retention

AM & CS compensation design & benchmarking

Process AM & CS process design & implementation

Tools
AM & CS enablement (e.g. lead scoring, pitch decks, health scoring)

AM & CS systems/services selection, implementation, integration

M&A

Strategy Acquisition strategy design 

People Strategic introductions 

Process
Diligence process assistance 

Transaction process assistance 

Foundations

Strategy Long-term growth strategy design

People

Executive hiring, development, retention

Executive compensation design & benchmarking

Culture & Benefits

Process
Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), dashboarding & benchmarking 

Financial and board reporting process design

Tools Non-GTM systems/services selection, implementation, integration

Product & Tech
Strategy

Product strategy and roadmap development *

Pricing & packaging strategy

People Product & dev hiring

Exit

Strategy Exit strategy design

People Strategic introductions

Process
Diligence process assistance

Transaction process assistance

OUR EXPERIENCE ACROSS 50+ PORTFOLIO COMPANIES INFORMS A BROAD  
CATALOG OF BEST PRACTICES TO HELP YOU ACCELERATE GROWTH.

 * Focus of this growth hack
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