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This is all the more reason for companies to continue to

build on recent efforts to improve the performance of

their sales professionals-especially in light of two studies

that indicate many companies could do a better job of

managing and developing their sales forces. 

Sales organizations typically are the center of the

corporate universe. Without a team of individuals to chase

leads, nurture accounts and close deals, most companies

would fail to survive in the long term. Indeed, as

companies today seek to boost their performance in an

environment of unprecedented complexity, they are

leaning more than ever on their sales forces to restore

institutional growth.



Where should companies begin? In our experience,

companies can dramatically improve the performance of

their most critical workforce by 1) spelling out more

explicitly the link between salespeople’s behavior and the

objectives of the company; and 2) implementing new

human resource and training programs to strengthen

salespeople’s abilities and motivation, as well as the

context in which work is performed.
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Our continuing research on high-performance businesses indicates a key

characteristic of these organizations is an obsession with continually winning

the battle for the customer—a pursuit in which the sales function plays a

crucial—if not the crucial—role. Quite simply, achieving mastery in sales

management is critical.

Yet, according to two separate surveys conducted by Accenture, sales forces in

many companies do not rise to the challenge (see sidebar “Research Shows

Sales Is a Critical but Under-performing Function”). These surveys show that

corporate executives in a majority of companies believe their sales force

performance is no better than average-some actually worse or much worse

than average. Even more troubling is the fact that most of these executives do

not point the finger at the tough economic conditions of the past few years

as the cause. Rather, they are more apt to find fault with the behavior of their

salespeople, or with how those people are managed and measured, than with

customers’ tight budgets or increased competition. This is clearly evident in

comments made by some of the executives participating in the research:

• “Our sales team is too stuck in its old ways to realize the potential of new

technology” 

• “Our salespeople sell products (features and functions) not solutions (value

and return on investment) to our customers”

• “Our sales managers do not leverage the new sales processes and tools to

manage their teams”
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• “Our people are not sufficiently

trained in prospecting and closing

sales opportunities”

• “We lack adequate metrics to

monitor the performance of our

sales force”

These survey results certainly are

troubling, yet they also point to a

number of opportunities for

companies to improve their sales

function’s performance-and,

consequently, their overall operating

and financial results. We see these

opportunities as part of a broader

perspective of the sales function

that we call the “ABCs of high-

performance selling”: 

• Achieving the right alignment of

salespeople and programs with

the customers and channels most

likely to produce the most

profitable results 

• Enabling and reinforcing the right

sales behaviors through effective

recruitment, advanced training

techniques, performance

management processes, metrics,

compensation and rewards

• Delivering more powerful selling

capabilities—i.e., designing and

implementing the right sales

processes and tools, and

implementing customer analytics

to focus the sales force on the

right opportunities, messages,

buyers and sales tactics.

In the remainder of this paper, we

focus on the second of these points:

how companies can change and

improve the behavior of their

salespeople to boost efficiency and

effectiveness of their sales efforts.

Research Shows Sales 
Is a Critical but Under-
performing Function
There’s no denying that the sales force is critical to corporate
success. A recent Accenture survey1 of 200 corporate executives
illustrates just how critical. When asked to rate each of 11
principal corporate functions in terms of their value contribution
to the overall company (where 1=no contribution and 5=very
significant contribution), 61 percent of participating executives
gave sales rating of 5 and 23 percent delivered a rating of 4.
Overall, sales received an average rating of 4.4—the highest of any
function. (Customer service finished second with 4.1.) Furthermore,
when asked to indicate which of the 11 corporate functions they
considered most important to their company, a large majority of
executives chose sales: 45 percent said sales is their company’s
most important function, 17 percent said it is their second-most
important function, and 8 percent noted it was third-most
important.

Yet, despite its importance, the sales force appears to struggle to
live up to expectations. In the same Accenture survey, most
executives who believe sales is an important function also think
the sales force could achieve higher performance. Forty-one
percent of these respondents said their sales force performs only
as well as their industry peers and 12 percent thought that their
sales organization actually performs worse. Echoing that
perspective are the results of a second Accenture survey2 of 178
global executives, more than half (56 percent) of whom said their
sales performance is mediocre. Twenty-six percent of these
respondents said their sales force performance is below average, 2
percent noted it is “catastrophically bad,” and 28 percent said it is
simply average. 

The reason for such weak performance is not a lack of
opportunities for most companies. Only 38 percent of the
executives in the second Accenture survey said their company was
not generating enough leads, while 55 percent reported they could
not analyze leads effectively and 47 percent said leads often fell
through the cracks. In other words, the ability to manage sales
opportunities was a greater problem than a dry lead pipeline-
which suggests that the root cause of mediocre sales performance
is not the lackluster economic environment of the past two years,
but shortcomings in the behaviors and capabilities of the
salespeople themselves. In fact, while a weakened economy and
uncertainty about when times will improve have heightened
competition and made sales harder to close, they’ve also exposed
the weak spots in corporate selling: critical performance issues,
previously concealed or minimized by a growth market, that
threaten to limit sales effectiveness even after the economy
improves.

1From the 2002/2003 Accenture High Performance Workforce Study.
2From the 2003 survey “Selling in Turbulent Times,” conducted by Accenture and the
Economist Intelligence Unit.



The first step in changing behaviors is to ensure that everyone understands the

expected, or target, behaviors. A proven way of doing so is to develop a set of

key performance objectives for sales personnel-objectives that create a direct

link between specific day-to-day actions and the financial and operational

performance of the business. From our client work and research, we identified

seven basic key performance objectives that most high-performance sales

organization should adopt:

1. Increase the value of selling time. Eliminate manual, time-consuming and

labor-intensive activities that divert attention and resources from having

quality interactions with customers. 

2. Increase customer retention. Encourage existing customers to avoid

switching to alternative providers.

3. Increase new product market share penetration. Provide the support

necessary to ensure the success of new products.

4. Sell the most profitable services and/or products. Focus attention and time

on the offerings that have the highest margin return to the company. 

5. Win the war for sales force talent. Attract, develop and retain the best

people within the sales function. 
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6. Organize the sales function for

efficiency and effectiveness.

Maximize the time during which

employees and activities are

adding value to the organization.

7. Reduce the time to learn required

competencies. Reduce the elapsed

time from day-one introduction

date to the time it takes for a

salesperson to meet the targeted

performance level. This reduction

may include the time to

performance for a new hire or for

an existing salesperson with a

new job responsibility, technology

to use or product or service to

support. 

To achieve these objectives,

employees must exhibit a set of

critical, specific corresponding

behaviors. For instance, if

salespeople are asked to help the

company increase customer

retention, they should develop

strong relationships with influencers

and buyers to encourage repeat

business; identify customer issues or

concerns early before they turn into

problems; and proactively monitor

the account after the sale. If the

sales organization is expected to

increase new product market share

penetration, salespeople should

ensure that they convey the message

about the new product clearly to

customers (taking care to adapt the

pitch to individual customers or

segments) and focus their sales time

on the new product during the

launch period. 

Point is: Goals are not achieved by

accident. If employees are charged

with accomplishing something, they

need to know not only what is

expected of them, but also what

they need to do to reach those

goals. 

Point is: Goals are not achieved by
accident. If employees are charged
with accomplishing something, they
need know not only what is expected
of them, but also what they have to
do to reach those goals. 
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Cisco Systems Boosts
Sales Force Performance
via the Web
Cisco Systems is the worldwide leader in Internet networking.
During ten year's of rapid growth, many non-standard systems
and processes had sprouted in Cisco's sales organization. Each
region had its own method of targeting accounts, for example.
Account plans were rarely shared.  Customer information was
under-used. According to John DiLullo, vice president of
worldwide field productivity at Cisco, "We had to gain consensus
on common, standardized platforms for the field, and we had to
start treating customer information like a precious asset."

Cisco tackled these challenges through a global, two-year
initiative called E-Sales.  The centerpiece of this program is a
dynamic, personalized Web portal that provides sales people all
the capabilities they need-online services, applications and
information-to manage their business more effectively.
Thousands of field representatives now use this capability.
Compared to the multiple tools used before, this single system
helps them focus on a common strategy aligned with customers,
and they are more productive as a result.

The E-Sales initiative is also helping Cisco improve customer
satisfaction by streamlining and accelerating interactions. It is
eliminating time-consuming and non-productive tasks, such as
following up on sales credits, and addressing hundreds of data
accuracy issues by ensuring more consistent data capture and
management across the organization.  Other functions such as
manufacturing, marketing, finance and Cisco business units are
also benefiting by having more relevant and timely data to
support their own business decisions. "E-Sales has benefited more
parts of the organization than we initially expected," says DiLullo.
"In that way, it has really exceeded our expectations."

Cisco also created a comprehensive change management plan
designed to influence the behavior of its sales force-specifically,
by motivating them to begin using the new program sooner-and
as a result Cisco has seen a fast return on investment.  Its
research shows that the top users of the E-Sales portal convert
more leads to sales and reach a higher percentage of their annual
sales goals.



However, having employees understand their goals and desired

behaviors is only half the battle. To ensure that salespeople

actually take the actions they need to, a company must

implement specific training and human resource programs

that address the three primary drivers of behavior: ability,

motivation and context. 

Three Keys to Changing Behavior
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Ability
Improving sales professionals’

abilities means not only enhancing

their knowledge, but also their skills.

While some may think of these as

somewhat interchangeable, in reality,

they are quite distinct from one

another and require different types

of training or human resource

support. 

Knowledge is familiarity with a

subject gained through study or

experience. In a business setting,

there are three types of crucial

knowledge: 

• Offerings-related: Do salespeople

have an in-depth understanding

of the company’s products or

services?; 

• Job-related: Do they know what

is involved in carrying out a

specific role in the company?; and 

• Customer-related: Do they know

to whom the company is selling

or should sell, what those

individuals or businesses need and

how the company’s products and

services meet those needs?

If one of the goals of the sales

function is to increase new-product

market share penetration, the

company could help salespeople

achieve this goal by implementing a

knowledge management system that

packages and organizes new-product

information and how it meets the

needs of various customer segments. 

A skill is defined as proficiency or

dexterity that is acquired or

developed. Public speaking, effective

writing and interacting with

customers are obvious skills that are

important for salespeople. So is

observing and recording customer

information, analyzing that data to

gain insights into his or her needs,

and making the connection between

those needs and relevant product or

service offerings. Training individuals

to learn new or enhance existing

skills generally is best done in a way

that approximates real-life situations

as closely as possible. Role-playing

and performance simulation, for

example, have proven especially

effective in honing employee skills,

while comparatively static methods

such as computer-based training are

often least-desired for such

situations. 

Motivation
Motivation is the second critical

aspect of transforming the sales

force—and, in many ways, the most

difficult. An individual can possess

the requisite knowledge and skills,

yet still fail to make a positive

contribution due to a lack of

motivation. There are four key

elements of motivation that a

company must address:

1. Goals (do people know what is

expected of them?). Improving

the performance of the sales force

is quite difficult if the goals of

salespeople are not aligned with

the company at large. It is up to

the head of sales to set the

strategic direction of the function

and ensure that corresponding

goals or key performance

objectives for each employee are

developed and communicated

accordingly (whether

automatically by using a

sophisticated performance

management software tool or

simply in person or via a memo).

For instance, if a sales executive

tells her employees to simply

move inventory without regard to

margins, she should prepare

herself for some undesirable profit

figures for that month. Instead of

emphasizing only inventory

clearance, the sales executive

should emphasize the goal of

balancing the cost of carrying

that inventory with the bottom-



line hit the company will take if

the merchandise is sold below a

particular price threshold. 

2. Metrics (how is performance

measured?). In addition to

knowing what is expected of

them, salespeople must know

how their progress toward those

goals is evaluated. Importantly,

these metrics must show the

salespeople, very easily, how they

are measured, and the metrics

must elicit behaviors necessary to

achieve the goals set for each

individual. Metrics are very

powerful behavior drivers. If the

sales organization is measured on

bottom-line monetary

contribution, evaluate a

salesperson with an equivalent

measure of bottom-line

contribution, not on the number

of sales leads she chases. 

3. Feedback (are people advised of

how they are doing?). One of

the biggest workforce-related

mistakes companies make is

reserving employee performance

feedback for the typical annual

review. Instead, managers should

provide continuous feedback to

salespeople so that the

salespeople always know if they

are doing what’s necessary to

achieve their goals. If they are

not, regular feedback helps to

correct their behavior and get

back on track before their

performance is a real problem.

And again, feedback must align

with the function’s goals. If the

sales organization is measured on

bottom-line results, applauding

the sales force’s achievement of

product revenue goals will send

an incomplete message. Sure,

sales figures are important, but

without the accompanying cost

element, the feedback does not

convey the importance of sales

efficiency in the pursuit of

greater revenues. 
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4. Reward (how are people

compensated?). Most employees

work to get rewarded in some

way. That is why compensation-

whether it is an annual salary, a

monetary bonus, a non-monetary

reward or some combination of

the three-is a key element of

motivation. It also is why it is

critical to link appropriate rewards

to the achievement of sales goals.

For instance, if one of the goals

of the sales organization is to sell

more profitable products, such

goods should carry a higher

potential bonus or commission

than others. Another important

aspect of rewards is to provide

rewards that your sales force

values. This presents an

interesting balance. If you reward

below what an individual values,

the reward is viewed as

insignificant and can actually de-

motivate. If you reward above

what an individual values, the

incremental reward is wasted.

Context
The context in which salespeople do

their jobs also has a high degree of

influence on the effectiveness of the

overall workforce. By “context,” we

mean the tangible and intangible

aspects of the company that

facilitate (or hinder) salespeople’s

interaction with each other and the

flow of work across the sales

function. 

Essential contextual capabilities

include new or enhanced processes

for managing sales leads, account

planning, forecasting, territory

alignment and so on. They include

tools that automate nonproductive

activities, and that make sales

performance easier to track and

measure. And they include solutions

for managing and analyzing

customer data and delivering the

“sales intelligence” the sales force

needs to focus on the right

opportunities and decision-makers,

using the right messages and sales

tactics. 

For instance, web-based

collaboration tools have proven very

effective in connecting salespeople

with marketing and customer service

employees to enhance the

performance of all three groups.

Tools that support real-time

interaction (such as Web

conferencing)—as well as dynamic

content repositories that provide

access to crucial and up-to-date

documents such as lead-generation

templates, product launch status

reports and market intelligence work

products—are key (see sidebar “Cisco

Systems Boosts Sales Force

Performance via the Web”). These

technologies facilitate employees’

ability to develop constructive

relationships among each other,

reduce the time needed to make

critical decisions and streamline the

exchange of important information.

Similarly, applications that provide

salespeople with in-depth

information on all customers and

enable sales professionals to develop

real-time insights into customers’

behaviors and needs are critical to

increasing customer retention. Using

such tools, salespeople could

understand when certain customers

have a high propensity to switch to

a competitor and step in with a

highly tailored and meaningful

incentive to stay.

Other aspects of context that require

attention include the sales function’s

culture, organization structure, job

descriptions and physical

environment. Changes to reporting

relationships and job duties-some

extensive-also may change a sales

force’s behavior. Or, a company may

determine that it must dramatically

change its culture or adopt new

workspaces to boost salespeople’s

performance.



For the vast majority of companies, achieving high performance begins with

the sales force. No other function has as big an impact on an organization’s

top line. Yet as we have discussed, the sale forces in many companies are

seriously under-performing, affecting the ability of the company to compete

and grow. 

Research conducted by Accenture has shown that the typical $1 billion

company can generate millions of dollars in additional revenue simply by

addressing critical human performance issues such as motivating and

rewarding people, improving selling skills, and attracting and retaining quality

individuals. For companies with average to below-average sales forces, such

actions can be critical first steps toward restoring the growth that many once

took for granted.

Conclusion
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