
FINDING CASH TO REINVEST IN GROWTH

SUSQUEHANNA GROWTH HACKS



 

WHY DOES IT MATTER?

2020 was an unprecedented year. With the benefit of hindsight, we saw many Susquehanna  
portfolio companies maintain growth rates while thoughtfully reducing investment. This trend 
gave these companies more strategic flexibility, protected their teams from layoffs, and provided 
fuel for growth in 2021 (and hopefully beyond).  

Based on our learning throughout this tumultuous year, we’ve memorialized a set of best  
practices on how to cut expenses without sacrificing growth. This Growth Hack is focused on 
the three most significant areas of spend outside people for a growth-stage software company: 
marketing, rent & utilities, and technology. 

We hope you find this Growth Hack valuable, and look forward to hearing your feedback and 
growth story! 

 
ABOUT SGE 

Susquehanna Growth Equity (SGE) is unlike the typical investment model: our firm is backed solely by 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 suitably 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 should be your overall philosophy  
and approach? 

The Susquehanna “8 commandments” of reducing investment without sacrificing growth:

Adopt a “zero-based budgeting” approach. Do not begin with last year’s investments; start 
from a blank sheet of paper. Be cautious of spend inertia.

Push down accountability with clear KPIs. Reward sales leaders for increasing sales 
efficiency and finance leaders for reducing G&A%. 
 

Seek sound advice concerning existing contracts from your legal counsel.

Be numbers-driven — if you do not quantitatively see results and it is not fundamental to 
your growth, reduce investment for both tactical initiatives.

 Vice versa — “win with the winners.” If it works, pour gas on the fire. Folks tend to 
underinvest in core strategies that are driving growth versus the “bright shiny new object.”

For vendors, understand your leverage (e.g., upcoming real-estate lease expiration, 
software contract renewal) and alternatives for an effective negotiation.

Test, pilot, and learn (in particular, for marketing spend). Undertake A/B testing with clear 
success metrics to try new tactics while reducing risk.

 See 2020 as a driver for long-term business change, such as greater leverage of virtual 
events and work-from-anywhere policies. 2021 (and beyond) will not be 2019. 
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Where specifically should you focus?

This Growth Hack focuses on marketing, rent & utilities, and technology & software expenses 
that, collectively, are often 13-20% of expenditure for growth-stage software companies, and the 
largest three categories of investment beyond the team. 

Salary reductions

Wages & Benefits

70-75%

7-8%
3-7%

3-4%
3-5% 0-2% 0-2%

3-5% 100%

Cost 
saving 
levers

Marketing Rent & Utilities

Toolkit focus

Technology 
& Software

Travel &
Entertainment

Professional 
fees

Recruiting Other Total

Part-time

Deferral

Abatement

Optimization

Mix Shift

Seat reduce Travel freeze

Renegotiation Renegotiation

Insourcing

Furloughs

RIFs
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How should you thoughtfully optimize 
marketing spend?

Marketing is typically 7-8% of operating expense for a $20M revenue SGE portfolio company. Of the 
non-wage & benefit costs, this is also one of the highest risks in potential growth impact. Reducing 
investments in high, but medium-term, RoI spend trades off short-term cost savings at the expense of 
long-term growth!

What did we see in 2020?  
This varies by company and target customer. For SMB-focused companies, we saw most new 
leads come from self-service channels (Drift, website) and good returns from properly executed 
virtual events. However, since most leads are self-service generated (and the buyer has a clear 
need), conversion rates from inquiry to Marketing Qualified Lead (MQL) and from MQL to Sales 
Accepted Lead (SAL) have increased 10-15%.

For enterprise-focused companies, we saw many move from 1:many to 1:1 (personalized prospecting) 
messaging. This was catalyzed by a significant decrease in MQL generation (up to 50%) and initial sales 
conversations (up to 35%). However, once a Sales Qualified Lead (SQL) is generated, some companies 
are again seeing enhanced conversion rates.

CASE STUDY – ENTERPRISE SAAS PERSONALIZED PROSPECTING

One of our enterprise SaaS companies targeting mid-size to Fortune 500 customers has significantly 
increased focus on personalized prospecting with positive results.

TACTIC CHANGE 

ABM Prospecting Supplemented existing program with 25% more resources. More people, more 
accounts, more meetings.

Exec-to-Exec Picked 5 leaders X 50 accounts each and coordinate outreach on their behalf. 
Leveraged growth equity investors and value creation teams for introductions to key 
executives in their networks.

En Masse Connect Picked most connected employees and coordinate outreach on their behalf to 
LinkedIn contacts.

Customer Referral Structured outreach to existing clients for referrals.

2020 was the year of account-based marketing on steroids for 
us. Across the board, we increased personalization and leveraged 
every resource available to develop new relationships and help 
our customers realize value with HighRadius.” 
–  URVISH VASHI | CHIEF MARKETING OFFICER, HIGHRADIUS

“
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How should you thoughtfully optimize 
marketing spend?

How should you approach this?  
Overall, for enterprise-focused software companies in particular, we are recommending reducing 
1:many campaigns/activities and instead focusing on personalized 1:1 messaging. For SMB-focused 
businesses, be highly selective — if spend was questionable before 2020, it’s likely not worth it now. 
Invest/reallocate spend to the most highly efficient channels (e.g., Reddit). Be careful on SEO (vs. paid 
search) — underinvestment can have a long-term impact on your ability to generate inquiries and leads.

WHAT WE ARE SEEING RECOMMENDATIONS 

Field  
Marketing

•   Practically obsolete – most 3rd party organizers 
have moved to “virtual” conference

•  Limit investment for now

Webinars &  
Educational 
Content

•   Appetite for “roundtables” vs traditional presentation

•   Repackage as “tools” and more surveys

•   Be selective – virtual events done well 
can generate significant pipeline

•   Long return horizon getting longer

•   Recycle materials from personalized 
content

Paid  
Advertising

•   Some have increased budget but are finding it 
hard to get enough quality impressions/clicks

•   Others prioritized the most efficient channels 
(e.g., Reddit)

•   Judiciously increase spend if you don’t 
have in-house expertise

•   Wouldn’t build now. Find an agency

Higher Cost 
Content

•  Reduced Return on Investment (RoI)

•  Many companies reducing/suspending budget

•   De-prioritize unless clear short to  
medium-term RoI

Personalized  
Prospecting

•  Significant success

•   Moved people from field marketing and content 
marketing to focus on prospecting

•   Double down on account-specific 
outreach and individualized content

•   Context-sensitive email campaigns still  
top producer

We undertook our first ever global virtual conference in 2020 – 
iCIMS INSPIRE. We kept sessions under 30 minutes, had iCIMS 
marketing moderate, and brought in some big-name headliners 
like Trevor Noah and Mindy Kaling. With the entire team coming 
together to execute, we ended up with approximately 4,500 
attendees around the world. INSPIRE was fantastic for brand awareness 
and engagement across our community of talent innovators, and drove 
significant pipeline and ARR for our business.” 
–  SUSAN VITALE | CHIEF MARKETING OFFICER, iCIMS

“
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How should you thoughtfully optimize 
marketing spend?

Most importantly, approach marketing spend reductions strategically. You need to understand your 
current investments’ effectiveness, levers, and how you can shift/optimize spend to reduce cost 
while minimizing the impact on your growth trajectory.

We recommend the following framework:

 

This is not one-and-done. Companies should continually re-evaluate return on marketing 
investment (ROMI) as they shift spend and the underlying dynamics of the market evolves.

Determine RoI − 

both quality of 

leads generated 

and conversion

Understand your 

current spend − by 

tactic and target 

segment
Develop strategy based on overall 

reduction in spend required – make it 

specific to spend category and target 

(increase/shift/reduce) and align with 

executive team

Implement 

changes and 

renegotiate /

rationalize 

agency spend

Monitor results / 

adjust strategy 

and spend as 

needed

1 2 3 4

Example levers:

Reduce spend with unclear RoI (e.g., PR)

Decrease high-cost content

Cut bottom 20% of ad spend

Increase 1:1, personalized prospecting
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Rent & Utilities

What did we see in 2020?  
Nothing was more disrupted than real estate strategy at our portfolio companies. For the majority of 2020, 
physical space sat unused. Many of our companies shifted toward virtual workforce strategies, hiring new 
executives and employees far beyond their traditional core geography.  

The good news for you: your landlord does not want to lose you. Replacing a tenant is almost always 
more expensive.

 
Throughout our portfolio in 2020, we saw 60-70% success rates on gaining some meaningful 
concession from their landlords. Most typically, this included a rent deferral of 3-6 months. 

RENEWAL NEW TENANT 

SQ FEET: 20,000 sq. ft.
RENT: $30.00/sq. ft.
TIA: $100,000 ($5/sq. ft.)
ABATEMENT: 2 Months ($100,000)
OPEX/SF: $8.00
DOWNTIME: 0

Landlord Profits
FIRST 2 YEARS: $680,000
OVER 5 YEARS: $2,000,000

SQ FEET: 20,000 sq. ft.
RENT: $30.00/sq. ft.
TIA: $1,000,000 ($50/sq. ft.)
ABATEMENT: 6 Months ($300,000)
OPEX/SF: $8.00
DOWNTIME: 9 Months ($450,000)

Landlord Profits
FIRST 2 YEARS: ($870,000)
OVER 5 YEARS: $530,000

Source: Keyser Commercial Real Estate Brokerage

From early on, we were an international company with a presence 
in Israel, California, Colorado, and Brazil. 2020 provided us an 
opportunity to re-evaluate our approach to having a hybrid 
workforce going forward. With our lease expiring, we were able 
to partner with our landlord to right-size our costs for a space in 
Silicon Valley and continue to support our employees there while  
significantly reducing rent cost.” 
–  STEPHANIE HSIUNG | CHIEF FINANCIAL OFFICER, DUDA

“
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Rent & Utilities

How should you approach this? 
Most importantly, prepare and proactively approach your landlord.   

Understand your leverage (e.g., upcoming lease expiration) and options (subleasing, short-term 
relief, blend & extend, etc.)

Explore all relief and assistance programs (if applicable)

Talk to your tenant broker (if applicable) and attorney

Be forthright on your financial situation to confirm you will be a viable long-term tenant 

 
Generally, landlords need to cover operating expenses at an absolute minimum (typically half of your rent 
payments).  

We recommend the following approach and methodology:

Determine your 

leverage (end of 

lease, ability to 

reduce space, 

landlord financial 

position)

Discuss your lease 

agreements with 

your legal counsel 

to understand your 

specific context

Develop strategy and ask (deferral, 

abatement, space reduction) – as well 

as your BATNA (best alternative to 

negotiated agreement) if landlord 

“does not negotiate” 

Call your 

landlord, explain 

your situation, 

make your ask, 

and express 

your desire to 

negotiate

Negotiate with 

landlord – move 

ahead with 

agreement if 

above BATNA  

1 2 3 4

Potential asks:

3-6 month X% deferral to end of lease

Apply security deposit to current rent

X% Rent abatement

Space reduction

If no concessions, determine whether or not 

to make rent payment with legal counsel
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Rent & Utilities

SHOULD I USE A TENANT REP? 
Potentially, if you have one who doesn’t 

also represent landlords and have an 
existing relationship — they can be helpful 

in this process. 

SHOULD I JUST  
STOP PAYING?  

Potentially can increase your 
leverage, but talk to your legal 
counsel and your landlord to 

inform them in advance. Signal 
you are open to negotiations.

SHOULD I LEVERAGE 
FORCE MAJEURE?  

Discuss with your legal 
counsel; however, typically 

Force Majeure does not 
directly apply to rent 

payments.

WHAT IF MY LANDLORD WILL 
NOT NEGOTIATE?  

Determine what leverage you have 
in the discussion (contract duration 

remaining, reducing space, extending 
term, etc.). 
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Software costs

What did we see in 2020?  
As previously mentioned, software investment is generally 3-4% of operating expenses for a $20M 
revenue portfolio company.   

Our portfolio companies are bifurcating their software spend into 4–5 high-value contracts — the 
key suppliers of infrastructure and application software for the business — versus other lower-value con-
tracts.

For high-value contracts, these tend to be more complicated negotiations with multiple savings 
levers, but the most common are:

•   Seat reduction (helpful if there has been a headcount reduction)

•   Usage optimization (e.g., optimizing for unused or nice-to-have capacity/modules)

•   Contract extension for payment discount/deferral

Your growth equity or financial sponsor may also have relationships, or Master Service Agreements 
(MSAs), with some of these larger providers that you can use to increase leverage and identify  
additional savings opportunities. MSAs tend to be most helpful when negotiating new or  
expanding existing contract agreements.

Typical savings we saw in 2020 for successful renegotiations:
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Software costs

How should you approach this?  
Because complex, high-value contracts are essential technology partners for your business, 
you must strategically approach renegotiation to maintain your long-term relationship. We 
recommend the following framework:

 
 
It’s all about efficiency for lower-value contracts since any savings are likely to be relatively 
small. First, identify software you are no longer using or that provides questionable value to the 
organization. If the software was purchased via “maverick” purchasing on manager credit cards, is 
it still used? If so, could you move to a broader enterprise agreement and reduce cost per user?

If you do use the software, we often see our portfolio companies utilizing “mass approaches.” 
Quickly review contracts to ensure usage/value and right-size seat counts, then ask for across the 
board credits (typically ask for 3 months) or payment deferrals. Here, the hit rate tends to be higher, 
since your vendor realizes your switching costs are lower, but the savings per vendor is much smaller.

Determine your 

current usage level 

(e.g., seats), 

criticality of 

software, and

 alternatives

Establish single 

point of contact 

to review all 

contracts

Develop strategy and ask by vendor, 

as well as Best Alternative to 

Negotiated Agreement (BATNA)

Deeper dive into high-spend 

contracts (e.g., AWS)

Engage with 

your software 

vendor, explain 

your situation, 

express desire 

to negotiate

Negotiate 

with software 

vendor  – move 

ahead with 

agreement if 

above BATNA

1 2 3 4

Potential asks:

3 months credit

90 day deferment on payment

Seat rationalization

If no concessions, determine whether or not 

to move to alternative (if feasible)

In 2020, we left no stone unturned in looking at our software investments.  
We grouped vendors by spend and strategic importance. We then made 
fair, but meaningful asks and worked collaboratively to secure near-term 
cost savings. The result was significant dollars saved that we reinvested 
into innovation for our customers.” 
–  SUSQUEHANNA PORTFOLIO COMPANY FINANCIAL OFFICER

“
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 * Focus of this growth hack

Go-to-Market:
New Customer  

Acquisition

Strategy

New customer growth strategy

Channel strategy/introductions

International expansion

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

S&M hiring, development, retention

S&M compensation design & benchmarking

Process
S&M process design & implementation

S&M pipeline management and forecasting (e.g., lead ranking)

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., 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

Overall organization design

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

BEST PRACTICES FROM 60+ PORTFOLIO COMPANIES‘ GROWTH JOURNEYS


