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CRM and business automation guide

CRBM Implementation Guide

Most CRM projects fail on process and data, not software. This guide
walks through a six-phase implementation with checklists, a data field
template, a migration plan, testing scripts and a 90-day review.

Updated 25 September 2026
By Editorial team

Read online: https://freetoolshelf.com/resources/crm/crm-implementation-guide/

This guide is general educational information, not professional, legal or financial advice. Some details depend
on third-party products, platform rules or regulations that change; they are described as at the time of writing.
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Why CRM projects stall
Before you start: set goals you can measure
Choosing a platform (if you have not already)
Phase 1: Discovery and process mapping (week 1)
Phase 2: Data design (week 1to 2)
Phase 3: Data cleaning and migration (week 2)
Phase 4: Configuration and automation (weeks 2 to 4)
Phase 5: Testing, training and launch (week 4 to 5)
Phase 6: Adoption and continuous improvement (first 90 days)
Common mistakes
Implementation timeline at a glance

Next steps

Information to check before relying on it

« SMS and email consent and opt-out requirements (US TCPA and A2P 10DLC, Canada CASL, Australia
Spam Act, UK/EU GDPR and PECR) change; confirm current obligations with a qualified adviser.

- CRM import, de-duplication and export capabilities vary by product; check your chosen CRM's
current documentation.
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A CRM implementation is the work of turning a piece of software into the way your business
actually runs. The software part is usually the easy bit. The hard parts are agreeing what your
stages mean, deciding which data is worth recording, cleaning up old contacts, and getting people
to use the system every day.

This guide is platform-neutral. It works whether you choose a general-purpose CRM, an all-in-one
platform such as the one described in our GoHighLevel overview, or an industry-specific tool. It

assumes a small or mid-sized service business with somewhere between one and fifty people
touching leads.

Two free downloads accompany this guide:

e CRM implementation checklist: every task in this guide as a printable task list.

« CRM data fields template: a starting set of objects and fields you can adapt.

Why CRM projects stall

Before the steps, it helps to know the usual failure points, because the plan below is designed
around them.

Failure point What it looks like How this guide addresses it

No agreed process Everyone uses stages differently; reports Phase 1 maps the process before any
mean nothing configuration

Too many fields Forms with 40 fields nobody fills in Phase 2 limits required fields and ties

each to a decision

Dirty data Duplicates, missing phone numbers, old Phase 3 cleans before importing
unsubscribed contacts reimported

Automation without Leads get texts after booking; duplicate Phase 4 requires stop conditions and
guard rails messages testing
No adoption Staff keep using notebooks and personal Phase 5 trains on real tasks and removes
phones the old path
No owner The system decays after launch Phase 6 assigns an owner and a review
rhythm
]

Before you start: set goals you can measure

Write down three to five measurable outcomes. Avoid "be more organised". Use numbers you can
check before and after.

Good examples:
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« Median time to first response on new leads (for example, from 3 hours to under 5 minutes
during business hours).

« Percentage of leads with a recorded outcome (won, lost with reason, or still open) after 30 days.
* Appointment no-show rate.

* Lead-to-booked-appointment conversion rate.

» Percentage of completed jobs that receive a review request.

Take a baseline now. If you do not have data, spend two weeks recording it manually in a
spreadsheet. You cannot show improvement without a starting point.

A worked ROI example

These figures are illustrative. Replace them with your own and use the CRM ROI calculator to

check the arithmetic.

A cleaning company gets 200 leads a month. It currently converts 15% into paying customers, so
30 new customers. The average first-year value of a customer is $1,200.

e Current monthly new-customer value: 30 x $1,200 = $36,000
Suppose faster response and consistent follow-up lift conversion from 15% to 18%.

 New customers: 200 x 018 = 36
e Monthly new-customer value: 36 x $1,200 = $43,200
« Difference: $43,200 minus $36,000 = $7,200 per month

If the CRM, usage fees and a share of the owner's time cost $900 a month in total, the illustrative
monthly return is $7,200 minus $900 = $6,300. The lift from 15% to 18% is an assumption, not a
promise. The value of the exercise is seeing how sensitive the result is: at a 16% conversion rate the
gain is 2 extra customers, which is $2,400 a month, still well above $900. At no lift at all, the CRM
costs $900 a month. Knowing the break-even point (here, less than one extra customer a month)
helps you decide how much risk you are taking.

To understand what a customer is worth over time, and how much you can afford to spend
acquiring one, use the customer lifetime value calculator and the customer acquisition cost

calculator.

Choosing a platform (if you have not already)

If you have not chosen a CRM vet, complete Phase 1 first, then choose. The process should decide
the software, not the other way round. A few principles help:
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« Match the category to your process. General-purpose CRMs suit complex B2B sales with
long cycles. Industry-specific tools suit businesses with specialist needs such as clinical
records or field dispatch. All-in-one platforms suit service businesses that want forms, booking,
messaging and pipeline in one place. See the GoHighLevel overview for one example of the all-

in-one category, including who it may not suit.

+ Test your must-have workflows. Build at least one real workflow during any trial, including a
stop condition.

« Check the hard-to-change items. Phone number porting, SMS registration in your country,
email domain setup, integrations and data export.

« Count the full cost. Subscription, usage charges for calls, texts, email and Al, extra users or
numbers, and your own setup and maintenance time. Check current pricing on each vendor's
official site.

* Involve daily users. The person who answers the phone and the person who writes quotes
should try it before you commit.

Question Why it matters

Can we export all contacts, deals and history in a standard format? Protects you if you switch later

Does it connect to our accounting or job management software? Avoids double entry

Where is data stored, and what data processing terms are offered? Privacy obligations

What does support look like, and in which time zones? Help when something breaks

How often does the interface change? Training and documentation effort
—

Phase 1: Discovery and process mapping (week 1)

The goal of this phase is a written description of how a lead becomes a customer today, and how
you want it to work.

Step 1: List every lead source

Walk through each way people contact you. Typical sources:
e Phone calls (main number, mobile, tracking numbers)

+ Website contact form and booking widget

e Email enquiries

* Social media messages

o Paid ads lead forms
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o Directories and marketplaces
+ Referrals and walk-ins

For each, note: who receives it, how quickly it is answered on average, and where the details end
up (inbox, notebook, spreadsheet, memory).

Step 2: Map the journey as it is today

Draw the steps from first contact to paid job and repeat customer. Include the uncomfortable bits,
such as "if the owner is on a job, calls go to voicemail and are returned in the evening". Interview
the people who do the work, not just managers.

Step 3: Design the target journey

Now design how it should work. Keep it simple. For most service businesses the target looks like
this:

—r

Lead arrives from any source and is created as a contact automatically.

Lead gets an acknowledgement within minutes.

A person or an automated sequence qualifies and books an appointment or quote visit.
Appointment is confirmed and reminded.

Quote or proposal is sent and followed up.

Job is won or lost, with a reason recorded.

N o o p W N

Completed jobs trigger a review request and a future rebooking reminder.

Our lead capture and follow-up tutorial and sales pipeline setup guide go deeper into steps 2 to 6.

Step 4: Decide who owns what

Assign an owner for each stage. Ownership means "this person makes sure it happens", not
necessarily "this person does it by hand".

Phase 1 checklist

[] Baseline metrics recorded for at least two weeks

[] Every lead source listed with its current owner and response time
[] Current journey mapped with input from front-line staff

[] Target journey agreed and written down

[] Stage owners named

[] Three to five measurable goals agreed
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[] CRM system owner appointed (the person accountable after launch)

Phase 2: Data design (week 1 to 2)

Data design decides what the CRM records. It is the most permanent decision you make, because
changing fields later means cleaning up records created under the old rules.

Objects: what things you track

Most service businesses need only a few objects:

Object Represents Example

Contact A person Jane Smith, mobile, email
Company An organisation (B2B only) Smith Property Management
Opportunity (deal) A potential sale moving through the pipeline Bathroom renovation quote, $8,500
Appointment A booked time Site visit, Tuesday 10:00

Task Something a person must do Call Jane to confirm scope

Note or activity A record of an interaction Call summary, email, text

Fields: the rule of decisions

For every proposed field, ask: "What decision or action will this field drive?" If nobody can answer,
leave it out. Fields that drive segmentation (service type, location), routing (assigned owner),
automation (lead source, consent status) or reporting (lost reason, deal value) earn their place.

Keep required fields to a minimum. A typical starting set for a contact is: first name, mobile or
email (at least one), lead source, service interested in, and consent status. Everything else can be
optional.

The free CRM data fields template lists suggested fields for contacts, opportunities, appointments

and activities, with type, whether required, an example and the purpose. Delete what you do not
need before you build.

Picklists over free text

Wherever possible use dropdowns instead of free text. "Lead source" as free text produces
"Google", "google ads", "GAds", "search" and "web". A picklist produces clean reports. Good picklist
candidates:

 Lead source
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« Service type
o Lostreason
« Appointment outcome (attended, no-show, cancelled, rescheduled)

o Consent status

Naming conventions

Agree conventions now and write them down:

o Tags: lowercase with a prefix, for example source-google-ads, service-roof-repair, status-
do-not-contact,

e Opportunity names: Service - Contact last name - Suburb (for example Roof repair -
Nguyen - Parramatta).

» Custom fields: plain English labels, no abbreviations only one person understands.

Tracking lead sources properly

Lead source data is only as good as how you capture it. For web leads, add UTM parameters to
every ad and campaign link using the UTM link builder, and pass them into hidden form fields so

the CRM records where each lead came from. For calls, consider separate tracking numbers per
major channel where your platform supports it.

Phase 2 checklist

[] Objects agreed (contact, opportunity, appointment, task, notes; company if B2B)
[] Every field justified by a decision, action or report

[] Required fields limited to five or fewer on contacts

[] Picklists defined for source, service, lost reason, appointment outcome, consent
[] Tag and naming conventions written down

[] UTM parameters planned and mapped to hidden form fields

[] Consent fields defined (channel, date, method, source)

Phase 3: Data cleaning and migration (week 2)

Step 1: Gather every source

Export contacts from spreadsheets, email tools, phone contact lists, old CRMs, booking tools and
accounting software. Put each export in its own file and keep the originals untouched.
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Step 2: Clean before you import

Work through this list in a spreadsheet:

1. Standardise formats. Phone numbers in one format (ideally international format with country
code), names in proper case, emails in lowercase.

2. Remove duplicates. Match on email first, then phone. Merge rather than delete if records hold
different useful information.

3. Remove junk. Test entries, spam submissions, obviously fake details.

4. Flag consent. Mark who has given consent for marketing messages, and who has
unsubscribed or asked not to be contacted. Never reimport unsubscribed contacts as
marketable.

5. Map to your new fields. Add columns that match the CRM's field names exactly.

6. Tag the import. Add a tag such as import-2026-09 so you can find, check or undo the batch.

Step 3: Import a test batch

Import 20 to 50 records first. Check that fields landed in the right places, phone numbers are
formatted correctly, and no automations fired unexpectedly. Many CRMs can trigger workflows on
contact creation, so pause or exclude imported contacts from welcome sequences unless you
intend to message them.

Step 4: Import the rest and verify

Import the full file, then spot-check at least 20 random records against the source. Compare
totals: the number of contacts in the CRM should match the number of rows imported minus any
rejected duplicates.

Worked example: estimating cleaning effort

Illustrative figures: you have 3,400 rows across four exports. A quick sample of 100 rows shows 18
duplicates and 6 junk entries.

o Expected duplicates: 3,400 x 0.18 = 612
« Expected junk: 3,400 x 0.06 = 204

» Expected clean contacts: 3,400 minus 612 minus 204 = 2,584

Knowing this in advance helps you plan the work and sanity-check the final count.

Phase 3 checklist

[] All contact sources exported and originals kept

CRM Implementation Guide | FreeToolShelf Page 9 of 15



O 0O00O000o0o0aod

Phone, name and email formats standardised

Duplicates merged

Junk and test records removed

Consent and unsubscribe status flagged for every record

Columns mapped to CRM fields

Import batch tagged

Automations paused or excluded for imported contacts

Test batch imported and checked

Full import verified by count and spot check

Phase 4: Configuration and automation (weeks 2 to 4)

Build in this order. Each layer depends on the one before.

1.

Users and permissions. Give each person their own login. Limit who can export data or delete

records.

Pipeline and stages. Use written definitions with entry and exit criteria. The free sales pipeline

stages template is a ready starting point.

Lead capture. Connect forms, calendars, phone numbers and inboxes so every lead creates or

updates a contact automatically.

Core automations. Start with the few that address your biggest measured problem.

Reporting. Build a simple dashboard for your goals from Phase 1.

The first five automations for most service businesses

Automation Trigger

Instant lead ackn New form or chat lead
owledgement

Missed call text- Unanswered call in
back business hours

Lead follow-up New lead with no booking

sequence after 15 minutes
Appointment Appointment booked
reminders

Review request Job marked complete
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Actions

Text and email within one minute;
create task for follow-up

Text offering a callback or booking link

Series of texts, emails and call tasks
over 14 days

Confirmation, 24-hour and 2-hour
reminders

Request two hours later, one reminder
after three days

Stop condition

Not applicable (single
send)

Contact replies or
books

Reply, booking, or opt-
out

Appointment
cancelled or
rescheduled

Review left or opt-out
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The lead follow-up sequence template and appointment reminder templates give you copy-ready

message text for these.

Guard rails every automation needs

A stop condition. What ends the sequence? Reply, booking, opt-out, or a manual stage change.

Quiet hours. No texts at night or early morning in the contact's time zone. Rules on permitted
hours vary by country and state, so confirm locally.

Opt-out handling. Every marketing text must honour STOP (or local equivalent) and every
marketing email must include an unsubscribe link.

Duplicate protection. Prevent a contact from entering the same sequence twice at the same
time.

Human handover. When a lead replies, a person should see it and take over, or at least be
notified.

N
Want this to run automatically?
A CRM with built-in automation, such as GoHighLevel, can capture leads, send follow-ups and
reminders, and track your pipeline in one place. Everything in this guide can also be done manually
or with other tools. Some links on our site are affiliate links.
Read our GoHighLevel overview

J

Compliance before launch

Consent and opt-out requirements for texts, emails and automated calls differ by country. [tems to

confirm with a qualified adviser include the US TCPA and carrier A2P 10DLC registration for

business texting, Canada's CASL, Australia's Spam Act, and the UK and EU rules under GDPR and

PECR. Record how and when each contact gave consent. This guide is not legal advice.

Phase 4 checklist

[] Users created with appropriate permissions

[] Pipeline stages built with written definitions

[] All lead sources connected and creating contacts

[] Hidden UTM fields capturing campaign data on forms

[] Instant acknowledgement automation live

[] Missed call text-back configured (if applicable)

[] Follow-up sequence built with stop conditions

[] Appointment confirmations and reminders built
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[] Review request automation built

[] Quiet hours set on all messaging

[] Opt-out handling tested on every channel
[] SMS registration completed where required
[] Email sending domain authenticated

[] Goal dashboard built

Phase 5: Testing, training and launch (week 4 to 5)

Test like a customer

Create test contacts using your own phone numbers and email addresses. Run each scenario and
record what happens:

Test scenario Expected result Pas
s?

Submit website form Contact created with correct source; text and email within one
minute; task assigned

Call and hang up during business hours  Missed call text received

Reply "yes" to follow-up text Sequence stops; owner notified

Reply "STOP" Opt-out recorded; no further texts

Book via calendar Confirmation received; opportunity moves to Booked
Cancel appointment Reminders stop; cancellation follow-up sent

Mark job complete Review request sent after delay

Submit form twice No duplicate contact; no double sequence

Submit form at 11 pm Messages wait until quiet hours end (if configured)

Fix every failure and retest before launch.

Train on real tasks

Training works best when it mirrors the daily job. Run short sessions (30 to 45 minutes) focused on
tasks:

 "A new lead just came in. Show me how you find it, reply, and log the outcome."

« "A customer wants to reschedule. Show me the steps."
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 "A quote was declined. Record the lost reason."

Write a one-page cheat sheet for each role. Record short screen videos for common tasks.

Remove the old path

If the old spreadsheet or notebook remains available, people will keep using it. On launch day,
make the old tools read-only or archive them. Set the expectation clearly: if it is not in the CRM, it
did not happen.

Phase 5 checklist

[] Every test scenario passed

[] Role-based training sessions completed

[] Cheat sheets and short videos available

[] Old spreadsheets and tools archived or read-only
[] Launch date communicated

[] Support contact named for the first two weeks

Phase 6: Adoption and continuous improvement (first 90
days)

Weekly for the first month

* Review every lead from the past week: does each have an owner, a stage and a next step?
+ Read automation logs for errors and unexpected sends.
e Ask users what is slowing them down.

» Fix one friction point each week.

Monthly

e Compare metrics against the Phase 1 baseline.
» Review lost reasons and look for patterns.
« Retire unused fields and tags.

» Check opt-out rates on each sequence. A high rate suggests too many messages or poor
targeting.
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At 90 days

Hold a review against your goals. Use a simple table:

Goal Baseline Target Day 90 Next action
Median first response time 3 hours Under 5 minutes

Lead-to-booking rate 22% 28%

No-show rate 14% 8%

Leads with recorded outcome 40% 95%

The figures in this table are an illustrative format, not expected results.

Common mistakes

1. Configuring before deciding. Building stages and fields before agreeing definitions leads to
rework.

2. Copying someone else's setup wholesale. Templates help, but your stages must match your
process.

3. Too many required fields. Staff will enter junk just to save the record.

4. Importing without consent flags, then sending marketing messages to people who never
agreed.

5. Launching all automations at once, making it impossible to tell which one caused a problem.

6. No testing with real phones. Messages that look fine in an editor can be truncated, mis-
merged or sent at the wrong time.

7. Keeping the old system alive alongside the new one.
8. No named owner for ongoing maintenance.

9. Measuring nothing, so nobody can tell whether it worked.

Implementation timeline at a glance

Week Focus Key output

1 Discovery, goals, process mapping Written target journey and baseline metrics
1to 2 Data design Field list, picklists, naming conventions

2 Cleaning and migration Clean, tagged, verified import
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2to4  Configuration and automation Pipeline, capture, five core automations
4to5 Testing, training, launch Passed tests, trained team, old tools archived

5to17 Adoption and review Weekly fixes, monthly metrics, 90-day review

Smaller businesses can compress this to two or three weeks. Larger teams with integrations may
need longer.

Next steps

 Download the CRM implementation checklist and work through it phase by phase.

« Adapt the CRM data fields template before building anything.

« Define your stages with the sales pipeline setup guide.

e Build your follow-up and booking flows with the lead capture and follow-up tutorial and the

appointment automation guide.

* Review the overall architecture in the CRM automation blueprint.

» Estimate your return with the CRM ROI calculator.

e If you would rather have help setting this up, you can request an implementation consultation.

N
Keep learning
Find the online version of this guide, related free tools and more guides at https://
freetoolshelf.com/resources/.
https://freetoolshelf.com/resources/crm/crm-implementation-guide/

y,
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