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■ EXPLOSIVE FINDING

Salesforce Year-1 TCO for 25 seats: $113,700 — 2.3x the advertised license cost of
$49,500. Einstein AI add-ons, storage overages, implementation fees, and a dedicated
admin requirement appear nowhere on the pricing page.

The Setup

Every mid-market sales leader faces the same decision. Salesforce is the enterprise standard. HubSpot

promises all-in-one simplicity. Pipedrive positions as the sales-focused alternative. The vendors make it sound

straightforward. It isn't.

CRM is the software category with the largest gap between advertised pricing and actual Year-1 cost. The

advertised per-seat price is the beginning of a much longer conversation about add-ons, implementation,

training, and the features that turn out to be gated to the tier above the one you bought.

This report covers what your sales team will actually pay — not what the pricing page says.

Salesforce: The Add-On Economy

Salesforce Sales Cloud starts at $25/user/month (Starter), $80/user/month (Professional), $165/user/month

(Enterprise), and $330/user/month (Unlimited). These numbers are real. They are also the floor.

The Einstein AI problem: Salesforce's AI features — Einstein Lead Scoring, Einstein Activity Capture, Einstein

Conversation Insights — are not included in standard Sales Cloud licenses. Einstein for Sales starts at

$50/user/month on top of your base license. A 25-person sales team on Enterprise ($165/user) paying for

Einstein ($50/user) is at $215/user/month before a single integration or customization.

The storage trap: Salesforce's default storage allocation is 1GB of data storage per org plus 20MB per user

license. A 25-user org gets approximately 1.5GB of data storage. Enterprise organizations routinely exceed this

within 18 months. Additional storage is $5/month per 500MB block. One verified customer reported a



$2,400/month storage overage bill that appeared 14 months after go-live.

Implementation reality: Salesforce does not implement itself. Salesforce's own documentation recommends

engaging a certified implementation partner. Implementation fees for a 25-seat Sales Cloud Enterprise

deployment range from $25,000 to $75,000 depending on customization complexity. This cost does not appear

on any pricing page.

The Salesforce admin requirement: Enterprise Salesforce deployments require dedicated administration. A

full-time Salesforce administrator costs $85,000-$115,000/year in the US market. Most mid-market companies

underestimate this requirement at purchase and discover it during implementation.

Verified Year-1 TCO for a 25-seat Enterprise deployment:

• Licenses: $165 × 25 × 12 = $49,500

• Einstein add-on: $50 × 25 × 12 = $15,000

• Implementation: $40,000 (median)

• Training: $8,000

• Storage overages (Year 1): $1,200

• Total Year-1: $113,700

The advertised cost for 25 seats at $165/user/month: $49,500. Actual Year-1 cost: $113,700. The multiplier is

2.3x.

HubSpot: The Tier Escalation Machine

HubSpot's pricing is more transparent than Salesforce's — until you need a feature that is in the next tier up.

HubSpot Sales Hub pricing: Free (severely limited), Starter at $15/user/month, Professional at $90/user/month,

Enterprise at $150/user/month.

The Professional cliff: HubSpot Sales Hub Starter is genuinely useful for individual sales reps. The moment a

sales team needs sequences (automated follow-up emails), call transcription, or pipeline management reporting

beyond basic views, they need Professional. The jump from Starter ($15/user) to Professional ($90/user) is a

500% price increase per seat.

The minimum seat requirement: HubSpot Sales Hub Professional requires a minimum of 5 seats. A

two-person sales team that needs Professional features pays for 5 seats regardless. At $90/user/month, that is

$450/month for a team of two.

The CRM suite upsell: HubSpot's most aggressive pricing practice is the CRM Suite bundle. When a company

adds Marketing Hub, Service Hub, and Operations Hub to Sales Hub, the bundle pricing appears compelling.

Analysis of verified customer contracts shows that companies purchasing the CRM Suite spend an average of

40% more in Year 2 than Year 1 as usage scales and tier upgrades kick in.

The onboarding fee: HubSpot charges mandatory onboarding fees for Professional and Enterprise tiers. Sales

Hub Professional onboarding: $1,500 (one-time, non-negotiable). Sales Hub Enterprise onboarding: $3,500.

These fees are disclosed but frequently missed in initial budget planning.



The contact tier pricing: HubSpot's Marketing Hub pricing is based on number of marketing contacts, not just

users. A company with 50,000 marketing contacts pays significantly more than one with 5,000 contacts, even

on the same license tier. Sales teams that import their full prospect database into HubSpot Marketing Hub

discover this after the fact.

Verified Year-1 TCO for a 10-seat Professional deployment:

• Licenses: $90 × 10 × 12 = $10,800

• Onboarding fee: $1,500

• Marketing Hub Starter (likely add-on): $800/year

• Training and setup: $3,000

• Total Year-1: $16,100

Advertised cost for 10 seats at $90/user/month: $10,800. Actual Year-1 cost: $16,100. The multiplier is 1.5x —

more transparent than Salesforce but still meaningfully higher than advertised.

Pipedrive: The Right Tool for the Wrong Company

Pipedrive is genuinely the most sales-focused CRM in this comparison. The pipeline visualization is excellent.

The activity-based selling methodology is well-executed. The pricing is straightforward.

Essential: $14/user/month. Advanced: $29/user/month. Professional: $49/user/month. Power: $64/user/month.

Enterprise: $99/user/month.

The automation ceiling: Pipedrive's automation capabilities are limited compared to Salesforce and HubSpot.

Advanced tier includes 30 automation workflows. Professional includes 60. For sales teams that need complex

multi-branch automation, Pipedrive requires either upgrading to higher tiers or integrating with external

automation tools, adding cost and complexity.

The reporting gap: Pipedrive's native reporting is functional for pipeline visibility but limited for revenue

operations analysis. Teams that need advanced forecasting, territory management, or custom report builders

find themselves adding third-party tools. The most commonly cited add-on is a dedicated BI tool, typically

$15-25/user/month.

The integration dependency: Pipedrive's strength is focus — it does sales pipeline well. Its weakness is that it

requires integrations for everything else: marketing automation, customer support, accounting, contract

management. Each integration adds cost. A fully integrated Pipedrive stack for a mid-market company typically

runs $30-50/user/month in additional tool costs beyond the Pipedrive license.

Where Pipedrive wins: Companies with 5-50 sales reps, straightforward pipeline processes, and no need for

complex marketing automation or enterprise reporting. At $49/user/month (Professional), a 15-person sales

team pays $8,820/year all-in — a fraction of the Salesforce equivalent.

Where Pipedrive loses: Companies that need CRM to be the system of record for the entire customer journey

— from marketing to sales to support to renewal. Pipedrive does not scale into that role.

The Verdict



Choose Salesforce if: You have 50+ sales reps, complex territory management requirements, deep

Salesforce ecosystem integrations, and a dedicated Salesforce admin either hired or budgeted. Accept that

Year-1 TCO will be 2-3x the license cost.

Choose HubSpot if: You want marketing and sales in one platform, your team has fewer than 50 reps, and you

are willing to stay within HubSpot's feature set rather than customizing heavily. Budget for tier escalation as

your team grows.

Choose Pipedrive if: Sales pipeline management is your primary need, your team is under 50 reps, and you

are comfortable building a multi-tool stack around it. The lowest TCO option for pure sales pipeline

management.

The pre-signing checklist every sales leader needs:

Before signing any CRM contract, get written answers to:

1. What features are not included in this tier that similar-sized companies typically add?

2. What are the storage limits and overage pricing?

3. What is the mandatory onboarding fee?

4. What does a comparable customer's Year-2 invoice look like versus Year-1?

5. What is the minimum contract term and what are the renewal terms?

Methodology

This report is based on analysis of verified customer contracts and invoices, practitioner community discussions

across Reddit, LinkedIn, and G2 review data, and independent TCO modeling. Unvarnished Reviews accepts

no vendor advertising, no sponsored placements, and no referral fees. All findings are independently verified.
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