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Sales Management Optimization (SMO) Study Introduction 
 

The results of our 16th annual Sales Performance Optimization study confirmed the hunches we 
had that 2009 was a rough year for sales. The specific metrics from more than 2,800 companies 
worldwide showed exactly how bad things were. The percentage of reps making individual quotas 
dropped significantly, and the percentage of the overall company revenue target achieved 
dropped, as well. Yet, in spite of this poor performance, 85% of the firms surveyed reported that 
they had raised individual quotas again for 2010. 
 
This prompted us to expand the series of studies we do each year to include a new Sales 
Management Optimization (SMO) research initiative. Our intent was to better understand the 
challenges that first line sales managers are encountering, determine why those problems exist, 
and then look at how other firms are addressing those issues by effectively leveraging people, 
process, technology and knowledge. 
 
We solicited input from 625 companies. By way of demographics, 43% of these firms were small 
companies, 34% medium sized businesses, and 23% large enterprises. The participating firms 
represented a cross section of various industries; manufacturing, professional services, 
technology, financial services, etc.  Of these, 68% were U.S.-based firms and 32% international. 
 
For data gathering purposes, we utilized a web-based survey approach. Study candidates were 
pre-screened based on their job function. The survey instrument was designed to be completed in 
approximately 10 - 15 minutes. Participants had the option to sign-off from the site, return, and 
continue where they left off if they needed to get more information or had a time constraint.  
 
2010 SMO Study Findings Overview 
 
In the pages that follow, we present the key trends that surfaced from the new SMO study with 
our commentary on each metric. To complete this year’s analysis and give an overview of the 
marketplace as a whole, we leveraged the data aggregated across all responses received.  
 
For a list of all the metrics from the study, e-mail Laura Andrus at laura.andrus@csoinsights.com. 
 
In initially assessing the role of a sales manager, one of our advisory board members shared the 
following, "The primary goal of sales management is to create an environment where ordinary 
people can achieve outstanding results." As you go through this report you will see that the 
previous statement may well be easier to say than it is to achieve, as you consider the following: 
 

• Sales Manager Hiring Profile: Many companies are looking at successful reps to be the 
next sales managers. But do great players always make great coaches? 
 

• Sales Manager Training: With 45% of firms surveyed reporting that they spend $1,500 
or less per year per manager, is enough being invested  to help make them successful? 
 

• Sales Manager Time Allocation: With less than 50% of a sales manager's work week 
available to spend with reps, and with an average of six reps looking to them for help, do 
they really have enough time to make an impact on sales success for their team? 
 

• Sales Management Compensation: Companies say that building a positive sales 
culture, ensuring reps adopt a formal sales process, mentoring reps to success, 
minimizing turnover, etc. are key parts of a sales manager’s job, but when they link the 
sales manager’s personal compensation to just hitting the numbers, are mixed messages 
being sent? 
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• Forecast Management Dilemma: Win rates of forecast deals are at an all-time low. If 
companies don't invest in tools to help managers track what's happening in the pipeline 
and proactively identify which reps need help on which deals and effectively mentor 
them, are they really going to be able to improve sales success? 

 
The findings and observations that follow offer some insights into the answers to these and other 
questions. In the Going Forward Recommendations section at the end of this report, we offer 
suggestions on key elements we feel you should consider to improve the performance of your 
sales management teams this year.  
 
We encourage you to see what your peers are doing and then assess how your company 
compares to them. If you have questions regarding the data presented in this report or the 
observations we made, please contact us. 
 
We hope the information presented in this analysis will help you to more effectively optimize your 
organization’s sales management performance. While we believe the issues raised have broad 
applicability, we encourage you to use this information only as the basis for brainstorming and 
goal planning sessions for identifying and prioritizing your firm's sales effectiveness objectives.  
 
Everyone can benefit from understanding the strategies and tactics other companies are using, 
but in the end you must implement solutions that fit your specific business needs and not those of 
other firms. 
 
For a list of the survey questions, e-mail laura.andrus@csoinsights.com. 
 
 

Jim Dickie    Barry Trailer 
      Managing Partner                                   Managing Partner 
         (303) 521.4410             (415) 924.3500 

jim.dickie@csoinsights.com         barry.trailer@csoinsights.com 
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What is/are the primary experience profile(s) of new first line sales managers? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key Findings 

 
Observations 

  
 Successful reps 

are the most 
likely source of 
new management 
talent. 
 

 Previous 
management 
experience pays 
dividends in 
percentage of 
reps making plan. 
 

 Experienced 
managers 
develop new 
sales talent 
faster. 

 
 
 

Our initial question focused on where companies are turning to find 
talent to fill sales management positions. Respondents were given the 
option of selecting more than one choice if no one category was the 
main source of candidates.  
 
As we see above, companies are most often turning to people who were 
successful individual contributors. Here we have people who know the 
company, products, marketplace, competitors, etc., so they would be a 
logical group to consider.  
 
Second on the list is going outside of the company but staying within the 
industry to bring in new sales management talent. Here companies are 
trading off knowledge of the company and products for experience at 
tasks such as mentoring, forecasting, coaching, etc. 
 
So, are any of the above approaches better than another? We took an 
in-depth look into the study data and surfaced some noteworthy trends. 
The first is that experienced managers appear to be more effective at 
helping reps hit their plans, as seen in the table below. 
 

% of Reps Making 
Quota by Sales 
Manager Type 

Existing Reps 
Promoted to 
Management 

Hiring of 
Experienced 

Managers 
Reps Making Quota 
in 2009 44.8% 50.3% 
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Let us give you one other number to consider: the percentage of revenue 
plan achieved. For both groups the number is identical, coming in at 
84%. 
 
While the table results show experienced managers do a more effective 
job of getting work done through others, the fact that overall plan 
attainment is essentially a wash may make you wonder, who cares? Isn't 
the point to make the company plan? Not necessarily. 
 
Looking at the numbers again from a variety of different angles, we see 
other factors to consider. For example, let’s take a look at the time 
required to get new reps fully productive. Of companies relying 
predominately on existing reps going into management, 57% reported a 
ramp-up time of >10 months, compared to a 40% figure for companies 
turning to experienced managers to fill positions.  
 
Another factor is sales rep turnover. The experienced manager group 
had an overall turnover rate (involuntary: rep is asked to leave; plus 
voluntary: rep leaves on their own) that was 11% less than the existing 
rep group. We have often cited that the cost of rep turnover to a 
company is expensive. 
 
We should note that firms that invest the most in developing sales 
managers after they are hired into the position show minimal differences 
in sales performance regardless of the profile of the managers they hire. 
Next, we will look deeper into sales management training.  
 
Notes: 
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How much do you invest annually in training per first line sales manager? 

 

<$500
13.3%

$500 ‐ $1,500
25.3%

$1,501 ‐ $2,500
25.1%

$2501 ‐ $5,000
19.5%

>$5000
9.5%

No Training
7.3%

Annual Training Investment per Sales Manager
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key Findings 

 
Observations 

  
 A wide variety of 

training 
investments are 
being made to 
support sales 
managers. 
 

 More investment 
in sales 
managers 
produces better 
sales results. 
 

 Several aspects 
of management 
training need 
improvement. 
 

 
 
 

The above figures reflect the pure training expenses related to sales 
management education. This does not include travel costs or time out of 
the office. Here we see that companies have different perspectives 
regarding how much to invest in first line sales management talent. 20% 
elect to spend $500 or less (i.e., no training), while 10% are willing to 
invest in more than $5,000 per year per manager. 
 
CSOs have a wide array of options in which to invest when they are 
looking to maximize sales performance. The question is: should sales 
management training be high on that list? Looking at the high and low 
training investment ranges, the following table shows a significant 
difference in sales results. 
 

Comparison of Win 
Rates and % of 

Reps Making Quota 

Training 
Investments of  

$0 - $500 per Year 

Training 
Investments of 

>$5,000 per Year 
Win Rates of 
Forecast Deals 41.4% 52.1% 

 
What are some factors contributing to this? The firms that invest more in 
training report a much higher percentage of sales managers able to 
perform mentoring/coaching tasks such as assisting reps in determining 
which accounts to focus on, helping reps differentiate their company and 
their offerings versus the competition, ensuring salespeople can sell 
value and avoid discounting, etc. The trend seems to be clear: better 
training equals better managers, and better managers equals better 
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sales rep performance in the form of higher win rates. 
 
Yes, manager training can be expensive. However, if you invest $5,000 
in one rep, you help make that rep better. If you invest $5,000 in one 
manager, you help make the whole team more productive. 
 
To look at various training options companies could provide their sales 
management teams, study participants were asked to identify which 
areas they felt needed improvement. The following were cited most 
often: 
 

• Pipeline/Forecast Management  
• Purchase Justification/Business Case Building 
• Coaching/Mentoring  
• Knowledge of the Customer’s Marketplace/Business Acumen 

Our benchmarking efforts gathered firms’ feedback on the various types 
of training they are delivering and, in cases where they were using 
outside resources, the effectiveness of those vendors. Research clients 
looking for feedback on the sales management training space should 
contact their CSO Insights analyst. 
 
Notes: 
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How do your sales managers spend their time? 
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% Selling Time with 
Sales Reps
27.2%

% Coaching Time 
Sales Reps 

(reviewing strategies, 
proposal reviews, 

etc.)
21.6%

Internal Meetings & 
Management Tasks

20.3%

% Other (training, 
travel, etc.)

15.8%

% Pipeline/Forecast 
Management

14.7%

Sales Manager Time Allocation
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key Findings 

 
Observations  

  
 Many demands 

are placed on 
sales managers’ 
time. 
 

 Nearly half of 
their time is spent 
on revenue 
opportunities. 
 

 Forecast 
management is 
lowest in terms of 
time allocated. 

 

On any given day, sales managers are being pulled in a lot of different 
directions. Above, we see that the largest percentage of time managers 
spend on any task is actively working with reps. This involves direct 
client interaction. 
 
Second, in terms of amount of time spent is coaching reps on the deals 
they are pursuing. This could include helping salespeople prioritize which 
accounts to call on, developing account penetration plans for those 
accounts, reviewing presentations or proposals that a rep plans to share 
with clients, etc.  
 
Taken together, time spent on revenue generating tasks adds up to 
nearly one-half of sales managers’ time allocation. And if we factor in 
Pipeline/Forecast Management time it approaches two-thirds! 
 
Is one of these more important than another? We segmented the data 
based on companies where managers spent <20% of their time selling 
versus >40% of their time selling as shown below.  
 

Management Time 
Selling as Related 
to Quota Attainment 

Sales Management 
Time Selling <20% 

Sales Management 
Time Selling >40% 

Reps Making Quota 
in 2009 47.2% 53.5% 
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We did the same analysis for <20% versus >40% of time spent 
coaching. 
 

Management Time 
Selling as Related 

to Quota Attainment

Sales Management 
Coaching Time 

<20% 

Sales Management 
Coaching Time 

>40% 
Reps Making Quota 
in 2009 48.0 52.7% 

 
The results are nearly identical. The first take away for us is that whether 
you sell or coach, the key is to find more time to do either of these. 
Looking at the rest of the graph, we don't see a lot of places from which 
to borrow more time. But this is an area where our CRM 2.0 research 
has shown that technology can play an important role. The second 
suggestion is that while current results are essentially equal, coaching 
reps is more scalable over time (and increased number of reps) than 
direct manager selling involvement. 
 
Over the last year we published case studies and whitepapers on sales 
collaboration; that is, the use of web-based meeting technology to 
facilitate meetings for sales reps, as opposed to webinars for marketing. 
Companies that adopt the use of these applications consistently report 
that this approach allows managers to join a meeting virtually versus 
traveling to attend meetings. This can help reduce travel requirements 
(and expenses) and means that managers can be helping several reps a 
day versus spending time with only one. 
 
Another area we looked at closely in the Sales 2.0 arena is specific 
"playbooks." Here we see companies integrating CRM, sales process 
and Sales Knowledge Management. As reps are working deals through 
the pipeline, they are getting a continuous stream of virtual coaching on 
what to do next that is based on analysis and best practices collected 
from other sales teams around the world. 
 
Research clients looking for a briefing on these options should contact 
their CSO Insights analyst. 
 
Notes: 
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How Would  
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What is the current ratio of sales reps per sales manager? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key Findings 

 
Observations 

  
 Sales rep to sales 

manager ratios 
vary significantly 
from firm to firm. 
 

 The number of 
reps managed is 
less of an issue 
than how well 
they are 
managed. 
 

 Sales rep 
turnover appears 
to be directly 
linked to rep to 
manager 
coverage. 

Having assessed how managers spend their time, we next wanted to get 
an idea of how many salespeople they divide that time among. Across all 
the companies surveyed, the average came in at exactly six reps 
reporting to a given manager. But averages can hide important trends, 
so we divided the data from the full distribution curve into three 
segments as shown in the following tables. 
 

Reps Making Quota 
Related to Number 

of Reps per Manager 
1 - 4 Reps 

per Manager 
5 - 8 Reps 

per Manager 
9+ Reps  

per Manager 

Reps Making Quota in 
2009 46.7% 49.3% 48.8% 

 
Here we found that there were some, but not significant, differences in 
results across the three classes of rep coverage models.  
 
We then looked into the frequency of total sales rep turnover 
(involuntary: rep is asked to leave; plus voluntary: rep leaves on their 
own). Here we do see a major difference reflected in the table below.  
 

Sales Rep Turnover 
Related to Number 

of Reps per Manager 
1 - 4 Reps 

per Manager 
5 - 8 Reps 

per Manager 
9+ Reps  

per Manager 

Total Annual Sales 
Rep Turnover 30.2% 28.7% 40.7% 
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Recall the previous metric where we saw on average managers spend 
49% of their time selling with and coaching reps. Over a 40 hour work 
week that is ~20 hours. If managers are working with five reps, that 
equates to an average of four hours per week per rep, versus two hours 
if they are managing ten reps. 
 
We have been seeing the rep to manager ratio edge up over the past 
year as companies tried to cut their cost of sales. As the saying goes, 
“You can definitely do that, but you cannot do it indefinitely.” This is 
where the scalability issue raises its head. Two hours of rep coaching 
per week can pay higher dividends than two hours of selling with that rep 
per week.   
 
Notes: 
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How do you measure the performance of/compensate sales managers? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key Findings 

 
Observations 

  
 Overall revenue 
number is the top 
priority for 
managers in 
relation to 
compensation. 
 

 Individual rep 
success has less 
bearing, with 
margins a distant 
third. 
 

 Many other 
aspects of 
management are 
tied to evaluation 
but not 
compensation. 

Taken straight from our Sales Compensation & Performance 
Management report, "An organization elicits the performance it rewards." 
Given this, it’s time to look at the messages being sent to sales 
management teams based on what is being rewarded. 
 
Number one on the list should be no surprise: 91% of all firms surveyed 
use sales teams’ quota attainment as a key performance indicator, with 
15% using it as a criterion for measuring an individual manager's 
performance. 76% also link that to the manager's compensation, 
including bonuses, commissions, etc.  
 
Looking at number two on the list, we see that 74% of the companies tie 
the performance of managers directly to individual reps. This helps 
managers focus on all of the members of their team rather than focusing 
on working with/through a couple of "rain makers" to hit the team goal. 
 
For the next eight items we found that, once we got past margins, the 
use of the metrics becomes more skewed toward influencing a sales 
manager's performance review versus impacting (positively or 
negatively) their paycheck. 
 
If a manager's "wallet" is talking to them, then clearly the message is: hit 
your number. Items such as hiring effectiveness, reinforcing/enforcing 
adoption of the company's sales process, utilization of their CRM 
application, and even effective coaching and mentoring can fall by the 
wayside. 
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One factor contributing to this is that many firms lack the ability to 
implement multi-factor compensation plans. In our 2009 Sales 
Compensation & Performance Management study, 52% of the firms 
stated they were managing their sales incentives programs with 
spreadsheets. This severely limits the complexity and flexibility of the 
programs they can design and administer. 
 
Sales organizations that are not getting their managers to focus on the 
right priorities should start by taking a look at their compensation plans. If 
you want managers to improve forecast accuracy, find ways to get new 
reps up to speed faster, or minimize turnover in the sales force, etc., you 
may need to tie those performance metrics directly to their pay in order 
to motivate them to focus time and energy on these issues. 
 
Notes: 
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What aspects of sales execution need to be improved? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key Findings 

 
 
Observations 

  
 Plenty of room for 

improvement for 
sales managers. 
 

 All best practices 
are directly linked 
to manager’s 
ability to 
effectively coach 
and mentor. 
 

 CRM 2.0 
resources will be 
taking on a bigger 
role in supporting 
several of these 
areas. 

Survey participants were next presented a number of objectives/tasks 
that sales managers could work on with their sales teams. Respondents 
were asked to rate how important each of those tasks were in terms of 
positively impacting sales performance. The above chart reflects the top 
ten rated best practices from that part of the analysis. 
 
A follow-up question asked the firms to assess how effectively and 
consistently their sales teams executed these best practices. As you can 
see above, there are a number of areas that can and should be 
improved. 
 
A common theme is that all of these metrics are directly linked to 
coaching/mentoring work sales managers need to conduct with their 
direct reports. The first factor, being able to dynamically detect changes 
in the pipeline/forecast, is essential if managers are going to effectively 
prioritize which reps to help on which deals. 
 
The next nine items focus on managers being able to help salespeople 
improve their sales skills and personal judgment related to prioritizing 
which accounts/opportunities to pursue, how to determine the right game 
plan for selling the right products to the right stakeholders in order to 
solve the right problems.  
 
Sales teams can also benefit by improving their ability to differentiate 
themselves from the competition, create a sense of urgency to get the 
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client to see the need to make a decision now (rather than when the 
economy turns around), and develop a solid business case so that the 
need to discount to close the deal becomes less of an issue. 
 
For each of these ten items we are seeing more companies turning to 
CRM 2.0 technologies for help. We recently published case studies 
where ArcSight improved forecast accuracy via a dynamic pipeline 
management initiative; Heartland Payments Systems increased sales 
cycle effectiveness via a sales best practices sharing portal; and 
Experian optimized its proposal generation/business case building 
capabilities by leveraging Sales Knowledge Management innovations.  
 
In addition to improving sales management training to help managers 
become more proficient at each of these tasks, leveraging technology to 
augment and support virtual mentoring and coaching is an option more 
companies should investigate. 
 
Notes: 
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How Would  
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What is your current win/loss/no decision rate for forecast deals? 
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% Wins
44.8%

% Losses
31.3%

% No Decisions
23.9%

Outcome of Forecast Deals 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key Findings 

 
Observations 

  
 For many, win 

rates continue to 
erode from past 
years. 
 

 Win rates are 
directly related to 
level of sales 
process. 
 

 Even when deals 
close, they often 
differ from what 
was originally 
forecast. 

If one metric drove home the clear need to optimize the performance of 
sales management personnel it is this one—outcome of forecast deals. 
Here we are not talking pipeline, but rather the opportunities that 
progressed far enough down the sales cycle, to a point where the odds 
of winning the business were deemed to be high enough that a rep and 
manager added them to the revenue forecast. 
 
In the 16 years we have been tracking this particular metric, the 44.8% 
win rate is the lowest we have ever seen. But not all companies are 
experiencing the same level of pain. 
 
We further segmented the study data to see if certain factors had an 
impact on the outcome of forecast deals. One item that deserves 
attention is the level of sales process a company achieves, as shown in 
the following table. 
 

 
Win Rates By Level of Sales Process 

 
Deals Resulting in Wins 

Level 4 – Dynamic Sales Process 52.3% 
Level 3 – Formal Sales Process 45.4% 
Level 2 – Informal Sales Process 41.6% 
Level 1 – Random Sales Process 41.1% 

 
If sales managers are fully trained in how to reinforce and enforce a 
company's sales process, and if they have access to the right sales 
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analytics tools—to track the use of that process for each sales 
opportunity—they can significantly influence the odds that the deal will 
close. 
 
One other noteworthy item the research surfaced is that even for "wins," 
sales managers and their teams are encountering challenges. When 
asked what percentage of the deals that close end up being what was 
originally forecast (what products, at what price, by what date, etc.), the 
accuracy falls dramatically. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As you can see in the chart above, only 16% of the firms reported 
forecast accuracy levels of >75% on deals they closed. This can cause 
problems for other functional areas such as finance, customer support, 
distribution, manufacturing, etc., when they can't trust the forecast data 
to support business decisions. 
 
Notes: 
 
 

  

<25%
12.6%

25%  ‐ 50%
36.4%

51% ‐ 75%
27.9%

76% ‐ 90%
13.3%

>90%
3.0%

Do not know
6.8%

Percentage of Deals Closing as Originally Forecast
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How Would  
 

Use Spreadsheets
30.4%

Use Core CRM 
System 
45.5%

Use Sales Analytics  
(internal or 
commercial)

20.1%

Other
4.0%

Systems Used to Manage Sales Forecasts
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What tools do you use to create and manage sales forecasts? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key Findings 

 
Observations 

  
 There are three 

primary ways for 
forecasting, with 
CRM applications 
the most cited 
approach. 
 

 Size of firm is not 
directly related to 
the type of 
forecasting 
application 
utilized. 
 

 Analytics get 
highest ratings 
regarding impact 
on forecast 
accuracy. 

In 1992, when we first started tracking the methods sales managers 
were using to manage their forecasts, spreadsheets were the dominant 
choice. Delving into the 2010 SMO study data, there are now three 
camps of users. 
 
Just over 30% of firms surveyed reported they are still using 
spreadsheets. However, over 45% said they are leveraging data already 
contained in opportunity management applications that are part of their 
core CRM systems (salesforce.com, Oracle, SAP, Microsoft, etc.) to 
manage their forecasts. Finally, we see that one in five firms is utilizing 
sales analytics technology that has been internally developed or licensed 
from a CRM 2.0 solutions provider. 
 
If you are tempted to conclude that spreadsheets are the choice of small 
businesses, CRM by medium sized firms, and sales analytics is the 
choice of Fortune 500 enterprises, don't. We have found the adoption of 
all three methods across companies of all sizes. 
 
The real question is do any of these methods have advantages over the 
others? The answer appears to be, “Yes.” We asked the CRM 
application and sales analytics system users to share the impact those 
applications are having on their ability to accurately forecast business. 
 
In the following table we see that these two groups report those systems 
are improving their ability to handle this aspect of sales management. 
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Impact of Forecast 
Management Based on 
Forecasting Platform 

Forecasting Using 
Core CRM 

Functionality 

Forecasting Using 
Sales Analytics 

Functionality 
Significantly Improves 
Forecast Accuracy 19.0% 31.3% 

Improves Forecast 
Accuracy  54.2% 43.8% 

 
Both approaches have supporters, but more users of sales analytics 
applications are reporting significant improvements as opposed to firms 
managing their forecast within their core CRM application. 
 
This is an area where many of the core CRM/CRM 2.0 solution providers 
say they are planning to make investments. As they deliver more robust 
applications to the market, we expect sales management teams to 
quickly embrace these solutions. They will finally be provided the current 
metrics they need to manage their longer-term pipelines and shorter-
term revenue forecasts rather than relying on hunches. 
 
Notes: 
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How Would  
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0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Proactively determine which forecast deals have 
changed

Proactively determine which forecast deals are slipping 
and how

Proactively determine which reps need extra 
coaching/mentoring

34.3%

41.0%

44.3%

56.7%

47.9%

45.6%

9.0%

11.0%

10.1%

Forecast Management Best Practices Assessment

Needs Improvement Adequate Exceeds Expectations
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What aspects of forecast management need to be improved? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key Findings 

 
Observations                                                                

  
 Mentoring is seen 

as the most 
important item 
influencing 
forecast 
accuracy—and 
hardest to do. 
 

 Becoming more 
"proactive" versus 
reactive is the key 
objective many 
sales 
organizations 
want to focus on. 
 

 Payback for 
making this shift 
and getting ahead 
of the curve is 
significant. 

In looking into the types of best practices that were identified by the 2010 
SMO study participants to improve forecast management, the three 
above were noted by the vast majority of firms. Again, we asked 
respondents to rate their ability to effectively execute these tasks. 
 
We see a few firms excelling at these best practices, many rating 
themselves as adequate, and a noticeable percentage seeing that their 
performance needs improvement. Going back to the current reported win 
rate of 44.8% and reflecting on the fact that this number was in the low 
50% range only a couple years ago, we might be tempted to take issue 
with some of the "adequate" ratings. Instead, let's focus on the items 
listed here. 
 
Reflecting on these three practices, sales management sees the 
importance of coaching and mentoring. By virtue of the fact that they 
have to divide their time between multiple reps, they most often do 
coaching by exception—working with the reps that most need their help 
at any given time. For 44% of the firms this is also seen as the area 
where they need to improve the most. 
 
To do this, it is worth noting that one concept—the need to be 
proactive—pops up in all three cases. Too often we hear sales 
professionals lament that a deal fell apart at the end of a month or a 
quarter. But we all know when we are honest with ourselves that things 
often start to unwind days or weeks before the opportunity derails. Sales 
management is intuitively aware that the sooner they can see the clouds 
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on the horizon, the faster they can take action to minimize the negative 
impact that deal slippage (or disappearing deals) can have on sales 
results. 
 
Let's put some numbers alongside that intuition. We segmented the data 
into companies which needed improvement at proactive forecast 
management compared to those who were adequate at the task and 
those that exceeded expectations.  
 

Win Rates of 
Forecast Deals 

Related to Ability to 
be Proactive 

Being 
Proactive: 

Needs 
Improvement 

Being 
Proactive: 
Adequate 

Being 
Proactive: 
Exceeds 

Expectations 
% of Forecast Deals 
that Result in Wins 42.9% 46.5% 51.8% 

 
Looking at the table above, which type of firm would you want to serve 
as the CSO? The answer is obvious, but it is also obvious that there is 
plenty of upside potential for all three groups. 
 
Notes: 
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0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Improve Ability to Negotiate

Bow Out of Poor Deals Sooner

Optimize Our Forecast Accuracy

Improve Ability to Identify/Reach People with Real Power

Optimize Competitive Differentiation Strategies

Optimize Our Sales Process

Increase Customer Loyalty/Repeat Business

Improve Ability to Show Our Strategic Benefit/Value

5%

5%

8%

17%

12%

17%

20%

34%

8%

6%

14%

15%

18%

16%

19%

21%

7%

15%

12%

11%

18%

18%

18%

13%

Sales Effectiveness Priorities Going Forward

1st Priority 2nd Priority 3rd Priority

How Would  
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What are your sales effectiveness priorities for the next 12 months?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key Findings 

 
 
Observations 

  
 Current scrutiny 

of all deals 
requires vendors 
to build strong 
business cases. 
 

 Creating 
customer loyalty 
is linked to level 
of relationship 
earned. 
 

 Optimizing sales 
process is not a 
one-time event. 

As part of our 2010 Sales Performance Optimization (SPO) study, we 
found that 85% of the 3,000+ companies surveyed had raised individual 
rep quotas for this year. As a follow-up, we asked the participants in this 
study to share the types of sales effectiveness initiatives sales managers 
focused on in order to help their salespeople hit these higher targets.   
 
At the top of the list is helping salespeople sell the full value of their 
solutions. While this is always important, in tight economic times, being 
proficient at this task becomes paramount to getting deals closed.  
 
Your customers may want to buy—and may really need to buy—but if 
they can't sell the business cases to others in their firms they may not 
get approval to buy. This puts the responsibility on sales reps to build the 
justification case and on managers to make sure their reps are proficient 
at this task. 
 
Number two on the list is not just maintaining but improving customer 
loyalty. Looking back at our survey data over the past 16 years, we see 
that when times get tough, companies rely heavily on their existing 
customer base for the deals they need to make plan. 
 
So what contributes most to improving customer satisfaction? In looking 
at all the factors we track in our studies, one clearly comes out on top. 
The better job you do at showing your clients the value-add you can 
bring to the table, the more often they will reward you with the order.  
This can clearly be seen in the table below, where we compare win rates 
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based on the level of relationship a vendor has with the majority of its 
customer base. 
 

Win Rates as Related to Level of 
Sales Process Deals Resulting in Wins 

Level 5 – Trusted Partner 49.8% 
Level 4 – Strategic Contributor 49.3% 
Level 3 – Solutions Consultant 44.2% 
Level 2 – Preferred Supplier 42.1% 
Level 1 – Approved Vendor 38.0% 

 
This supports the need for sales managers to ensure that sales reps are 
creating specific account plans for how to move up the relationship 
ladder with more of their clients. 
 
Item three in the Sales Effectiveness Priorities Going Forward ranking is 
directly related to items four and five: optimizing the sales process. This 
includes tasks such as determining the best methods for ensuring your 
client knows why you are different from or better than your competition. It 
also involves assessing who the stakeholders are that can make the deal 
happen (or veto it) and determining ways to get these key individuals’ 
buy-in. 
 
In times of massive change you need to understand that the strategies 
and tactics that worked well yesterday may not be effective today. This 
means that you need to constantly reassess how you are selling, and 
make changes as market conditions demand. 
 
Notes: 
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Going Forward Recommendations 
 
For our initial foray into better understanding the world of sales managers, we were very pleased 
at the level of participation we received—both in terms of companies sharing the metrics on how 
well their management teams were performing, as well as offering best practices they found 
effective to deal with the challenges their sales managers were facing. 
 
Reading through this analysis and reviewing each of the charts in the 2010 SMO survey results 
deck, we get a clearer idea of the complexity of the job asked of sales managers. As the 2010 
SMO project team discussed what we learned from doing this study, and what our 
recommendations to our research clients would be, one of the participants got up and wrote the 
following sentence we referred to during our opening introductory remarks of our 2010 SMO Key 
Trends Analysis:  
 

"The primary goal of sales management is to create an environment 
where ordinary people can achieve outstanding results." 

 
She then shared the Percentage of Revenue Generated by Rep Class from the survey as shown 
below in Figure 1: 
 
 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Revenues Generated by Top 
20% of Reps

Revenues Generated by 
Remaining 80% of Reps

60.2%

39.8%

Percentage of Revenue Generated by Rep Class 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1 
 
The message was clear. Too often we are relying on what we refer to as the "rainmakers" to pick 
up for the lack of performance from the rest of the team. The subsequent discussion then focused 
around what needs to be done at the sales management level to help improve the performance of 
the entire sales team. 
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Five Sales Management Factors to Consider 
 
After considering all of the data from the 2010 SMO study, and the best practices that surfaced 
during our benchmarking interviews with teams who have already optimized the performance of 
their sales managers in certain areas, we came away with ideas companies could consider to 
help increase the effectiveness of their sales management teams. Research clients are 
encouraged to set up a one-on-one briefing with their CSO Insights analyst to discuss which of 
these concepts would be of most benefit to their sales organization. We did, however, narrow the 
list down to the top five recommendations we feel the majority companies would benefit from.  
 

• Ensure You Select the Right Leaders: The fact that the majority of firms are looking to 
successful reps to be one of the primary sources of candidates to fill their future sales 
management positions raises a yellow flag. Several of the firms we talked to said their 
experience was that the attributes that make a great sales rep are not the same as those 
that make a great sales manager.  

 
Similar words of caution were heard from study participants regarding hiring individuals 
with previous sales management experience (either from their industry or other 
industries). “Can they fit into your culture?” is a key question to answer regarding these 
candidates. 

 
The importance of ensuring that you get the right individuals matched up with the right 
sales teams begs the question, "Do you need to re-engineer your hiring processes?" How 
successful a rep or experienced sales manager has been in the past is one consideration 
as you interview new candidates. But you need to expand the criteria to examine their 
"sales DNA" and the cultures they can work well in if you are going to do a 
comprehensive job of assessing sales management talent. 
 
Only 45% of the firms we surveyed stated that they were doing competencies and 
attributes testing during the hiring process. Our recommendation is that everyone should 
be including this in their hiring process. There are a number of firms that provide very 
cost effective tools for conducting this type of assessment, so there is no reason for a 
company not to make this a standard practice. 
 

• Invest in Their Personal Development: As you review the charts we have compiled, 
you can see that sales managers are being asked to excel in a variety of areas: helping 
reps develop effective sales strategies, execute effective sales cycles, manage existing 
customer relationships, etc.,—the complexity of the role is evident.  Once you get the 
right players on board, you need to ensure that you are delivering to these players the 
training that sufficiently prepares them to execute everything that is demanded of them. 
 
We have previously published case studies on firms that have established a formal 
program for educating their sales managers, and we have two more we are working at 
that should be released shortly after this report. The consistent feedback from these firms 
is that the ROI is significant.  
 
Looking at the 2010 SMO study data on sales management training in more detail, we 
see a number of areas where companies can improve the quality and quantity of training 
support services that they are providing to their sales management teams, as seen in 
Figure 2. 
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Figure 2 
 

Exceeds Expectations

• Re-examine Your Sales Management Compensation Strategy: Make sure you have 
the right sales managers in your company who have been given the sales management 
training that best fits your sales objectives. Once this is complete, then ensure they are 
motivated to deliver the right results. Reflecting back in this report, we see that most 
sales manager compensation packages are tied to one message: "Make it happen!" With 
“it” being revenues.  
 
If along the way you hire the right reps you need to ensure they have a positive sales 
culture to work in, mentor them to improve their personal effectiveness, etc., when it 
comes time for your annual review you likely will get some additional kudos. But the most 
important thing is the team’s number.  
 
This seems to be in conflict with the early objectives statement (Creating an environment 
where ordinary people …), and we need to resolve this mixed message. This may well 
require companies to re-engineer their compensation strategies to tie more factors into 
determining a sales manager's paycheck. Fortunately, the new generations of incentive 
management applications can help make this a standard practice. Replacing the 
spreadsheets that more than 51% of the firms who participated in our 2009 Sales 
Compensation and Performance Management study said they were using with CRM 2.0 
sales management analytics applications can be done quickly and cost-effectively for any 
size company. 
   

• Help Managers Optimize Time with Their Teams: With the right behavior motivators in 
place, you then need to help sales managers execute on the most important aspect of 
their jobs: mentoring and coaching their team members to help them achieve the best 
results they are capable of.  
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We published a case study on how Computershare was able to effectively penetrate the 
China market for options management software. A key part of its success was leveraging 
sales collaboration technology to allow its senior sales executive to take part in selected 
sales calls in China remotely from his office in Australia. Giving sales managers and reps 
access to these applications and then teaching them when and how to integrate them 
into the sales cycle can help sales managers take part in more sales to assist the reps as 
needed.  
 
Another option to consider is giving sales managers access to tools to do virtual 
coaching. Case studies we previously published on sales effectiveness projects at 
Experian and Heartland Payments Systems show the value of leveraging CRM 2.0 
technologies for creating sales "playbooks" and for sharing best practices across the 
sales force. These types of tools give reps access to sales management advice and 
counsel even when they can't get in touch with their manager. 
 

• Manage More Using Metrics versus Hunches:  Finally, as the number of reps an 
individual manager is being asked to manage continues to increase, you need to do a 
better job of helping them "manage by exception.” The key to improved performance is to 
significantly increase sales management visibility into the sales pipeline.  
 
The adoption of sales management analytics is providing a proactive way for managers 
to easily track which forecast deals are on track and which are not. With immediate 
identification of what opportunities are at risk, sales managers can then better manage 
their time focusing on coaching the reps that need their help the most. 
 
Another benefit of these systems is that they allow managers to mine the gold contained 
in CRM opportunity management data to gain insights into where and how to change the 
sales process as conditions shift in the marketplaces they are selling into. This then helps 
them more effectively coach their reps on which deals to actively pursue and which to 
avoid, improving everyone's productivity. 

 
In closing, we would again like to thank all of the sales executives who took the time to be an 
active part of this inaugural Sales Management Optimization study. The baseline for performance 
is now established, and as we repeat this in the years ahead, as we have with our Sales 
Performance Optimization, Inside/Telesales, Lead Generation Optimization, and Sales 
Compensation & Performance Management studies, the trending data will provide even more 
value to us all. 
 
Research clients who would like to survey all of their sales managers to create a sales 
management performance baseline for their own firm can contact their CSO Insights analyst to 
set up a company-specific link to the survey to allow us to easily facilitate that request. 
 
If you would like insights into how other companies are successfully dealing with these issues, 
please contact us or visit our web site: www.csoinsights.com.  
 
 

Jim Dickie    Barry Trailer 
      Managing Partner                                   Managing Partner 
         (303) 521.4410             (415) 924.3500 

jim.dickie@csoinsights.com         barry.trailer@csoinsights.com 
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