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MANAGEMENT SUMMARY

A post-sale team can observe a risk flag, send an intervention, see activity, and later record a renewal without
proving that the intervention prevented churn. Two field experiments show why the shortcut is unsafe: proact-
ive education improved several outcomes in one public-cloud setting, while a proactive plan recommendation
increased churn in one wireless-provider setting. A multi-method B2B SaaS study adds an onboarding-stage
boundary, but the supplied evidence does not establish a treatment effect. The practical proposal is an
author-designed event-audit checklist that keeps signal, assignment, delivery, behaviour, customer value, out-
come, and identification basis separate. Without a credible comparison, report retained after intervention, not
saved.
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The customer completed onboarding, used the product, and renewed. That sequence is good news. It is not yet
proof that the post-sale team prevented churn.

The missing question is what would have happened without the intervention. A risk score identifies a customer
who might need attention. Treatment assignment records what the team decided to do. Delivery records what
was sent and when. Usage and renewal are later observations. They are related events, but they are not inter-
changeable evidence.

The practical proposal is an author-designed checklist for keeping those objects distinct. It introduces neither a
new theory of account rescue nor new methods for uplift modelling or holdout design. Those are established
ideas. The checklist is a proposed operating record, not a validated intervention or a measured improvement in
customer-success decisions.

Why is renewal completion not proof of churn prevention?

In an operating record, onboarding completion, engagement, usage, value, and retention can collapse into a
single success label even though they describe different moments in the customer relationship. A completed
setup can show that the provider performed an activity. It cannot, by itself, establish that the customer realized
first value, found recurring value, or stayed because of that activity.

This is where a health score can mislead. The score may be a useful signal, a routing input, or a calibration vari-
able. It is not the outcome. Calling an account saved because its score fell after contact turns a prediction into a
treatment effect and a later observation into a counterfactual claim.

Two experiments expose the shortcut’s limits

Retana, Forman, and Wu provide a positive experimental anchor. At one public cloud provider, customers were
assigned either to proactive education or to a comparison condition. The treated group had fewer first-week
churn events and support questions, and higher accumulated usage over eight months. The design matters be-
cause the intervention and the comparison are visible, and the observation window extends beyond completion.

The result remains context-bound. It comes from one provider and one education intervention, in a setting where
early attrition and demand for technology support were measured as separate outcomes. It does not turn every
onboarding email into a treatment or create a portable SaaS effect size.

Ascarza, lyengar, and Schleicher provide the adverse anchor. In a randomized wireless-provider field experiment,
churn over the following three months was about 6% in the control group and 10% in the treatment group after a
plan recommendation. Proactive contact did not guarantee a beneficial result. The intervention moved the meas-
ured outcome in the wrong direction in that setting.

The two experiments do not average into a universal lesson about customer success. Together, they illustrate a
more limited point: the direction of an intervention cannot be inferred from the fact that contact occurred and the
customer later remained. The intervention, population, outcome window, and comparison design must travel
with each result.

Steinhoff and colleagues add a different boundary. Their multi-method B2B SaaS study examines retention dur-
ing the onboarding stage and treats onboarding as an early relational stage. The supplied description does not es-
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tablish a randomized identification strategy, so this article does not use it as experimental causal evidence. It is
not evidence that an add-on caused churn or that onboarding completion caused value. PV1R-C4

Kleinaltenkamp, Prohl-Schwenke, and Kerénen add a supplier-and-customer view of the implementation ques-
tion. Across 95 interviews, they identify eleven customer-success-management antecedents tied to expected
value in use, experienced value in use, and relationship value. Customers treated the project or relationship
phase, especially early onboarding, as more relevant than suppliers did. That supports recording capability and
value events during onboarding, but it does not show that completion causes renewal. PV1R-C8 PV1R-C9

The audit keeps the questions separate

The event audit below is a proposed operating checklist built from those distinctions. Each row names a different
observation or identification requirement. The checklist is hypothetical. It contains no customer records and no
universal effect size.
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Table 1 The post-sale event audit

Audit field

Question it answers

Errorit blocks

Risk signal

Treatment assignment

Delivery

Confirmed exposure or receipt

Treatment uptake or compliance

Immediate behaviour or use

Customer capability

First customer-value event

Recurring use or value

Downstream outcome

Design and estimand

What classified the account as at risk,
and which model version produced it?

Who was assigned to what interven-
tion, under which rule?

What was actually delivered, and
when?

What evidence shows that the custom-
er received or saw the intervention?

Did the customer act on the interven-
tion, where uptake is part of the treat-
ment?

What did the customer do next, over
which window?

What capability did the customer
demonstrate?

What initial customer-value event was
observed?

What repeated use or recurring value
event was observed?

What retention or churn outcome was
measured, with which definition and
window?

What are the eligible population, as-
signment unit, treatment contrast,
outcome window, and comparison
design for the stated effect?

A prediction is called a treatment.
A contact is treated as an unplanned
event.

Planned treatment is treated as received
treatment.

Delivery is treated as exposure.

Exposure is treated as treatment com-
pletion.

Contact is treated as response.

Activity is treated as capability.

Activity is treated as customer value.

First value is treated as durable value.

A proxy is substituted for the outcome.

Retained after contact is called preven-
ted churn.

Author's synthesis of Retana et al. (2016), Ascarza et al. (2016), and Steinhoff et al. (2025). The rows are a proposed operating checklist, not a causal res-
ult.

The final row is easy to omit in an operational dashboard. The two field experiments make the boundary explicit:
risk and later retention are not enough. The relevant question is what happened under treatment compared with
what would have happened without it. One clear route is a randomized untreated holdout. Other designs require
their own identification justification. The checklist records that design and the stated estimand rather than pre-
tending that an entry can create identification.

How should customer success audit proactive renewal interven-
tions?
The audit is useful only if it changes the record a team keeps. Before the next renewal review:

1 Freeze the signal. Save the risk flag, model version, score date, and decision threshold.
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2 Separate assignment from delivery and exposure. Record the intended treatment, the rule that assigned it,
actual delivery, confirmed receipt or exposure, and uptake where relevant.

3 Name the event’s distance from value. Mark immediate behaviour, capability, first customer value, and recur-
ring use or value as separate observations.

4 Define the outcome and estimand. State what retention or churn means, the eligible population, assignment
unit, treatment contrast, observation window, and comparison design.

5  Write the terminal verdict. If the comparison does not identify a defined effect, write “retained after interven-
tion”. A valid design may support a cohort-level claim such as “the intervention reduced churn in the treated
population”; it does not normally identify which individual cancellation would have been prevented. Reserve
“prevented churn” for a defined estimand, not an individual account label.

This is not another health score. It is a refusal to let a single score absorb an intervention, an activity, a
customer-value event, and an outcome. PV1R-C7

The audit sits beside the retention number measured from your side of the table and the marketing attribution
model that needs a counterfactual, which make the same distinction between an observed commercial signal and
the comparison needed to interpret it.

The claim must stop where the comparison stops

The positive field experiment shows what a measured intervention can look like. The adverse experiment shows
why its direction cannot be assumed. The B2B SaaS study shows why an onboarding-stage finding does not be-
come a treatment effect simply because it is placed in a model. Together, they motivate the proposal for an
event-audit checklist, not a benchmark or a validated solution for every post-sale team.

If a later renewal is the only evidence available, the honest sentence is “the customer renewed after the interven-
tion.” That sentence is still useful. It tells the next analyst exactly what evidence is missing, and it leaves room for
a better comparison to change the verdict.

Evidence base. The analytical frame also draws on these additional sources: Kleinaltenkamp et al. 2022. The links
identify the exact works; they support the mechanisms and boundary conditions discussed here, not every claim
inisolation.
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