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Introduction 
 
Developing a high producing sales team is a key to success for any organization that engages in 
direct sales. 
 
Sales people who produce above and beyond expectations are a valuable asset. Those that don’t 
are a source of on-going frustration and a drain on the bottom line. 
 
In most organizations, the 80/20 rule is alive and well when it comes to sales teams - the top 20% 
generate 80% of the profitable business. It’s a tremendous challenge to get each sales person to pull 
their weight and to make a significant contribution. However, if an organization can get all of its sales 
people to exceed expectations, the result is a significant positive impact on the bottom line because 
increased revenues would be driven by the same number, or even less, sales people.  

 
In this day and age of transient labour in which sales people change jobs whenever there’s a 
better offer, it’s critically important for business owners and executives to take a more 
enlightened approach to increasing sales person productivity. Simply cracking the whip will no 
longer cut it.   
 
There are a number of factors that impact the overall performance of a sales team, and each 
must be considered and intelligently addressed. This White Paper deals with five of those critical 
success factors: 
 
 

� Hiring the Right Sales People 
� Sales Compensation Plans 
� Personal Development 
� Consistently Filling the Sales Pipeline 
� Sales Performance Measurement and Analysis Tools 

 
 

Optimizing each of these areas will unequivocally increase sales person productivity, and  
ensure organizations are in complete control of how well their sales team performs.  
 
Less than optimal practices in these areas means the organization is at the mercy of sales 
people – and that overall performance is dictated by whether the sales team is willing or able to 
perform to expectations. 
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Hiring High Producing Sales Professionals 
 
Hiring sales people who will produce to expectations is a difficult challenge for most organizations. 
Making wrong hiring decisions is costly - both in direct as well as opportunity costs. 
 
Traditional hiring practices are a significant part of the problem. A recent survey of  business owners 
and executives indicated that 95% either disliked the hiring process or felt they were ill equipped to 
hire effectively. 
 
The traditional hiring process relies primarily on the interview, rather than on assessing how the 
candidate will actually execute in the critical areas of the position. As a result, most organizations 
find out how capable the person they’ve hired really is once they start on the job – which is too late 
and fraught with risk.  
 
The key to hiring high producing sales people is to avoid making the hiring decision based on the 
“emotion” inherent in the interview process - and to use hiring practices based on “logic” by 
accurately determining how the candidate will perform on the job. 
 
 
The Keys to Hiring High Producing Sales People  
 
There is typically little relationship between how someone performs in the interview and how they 
perform on the job. Most organizations have a poor track record of hiring sales people because they 
rely on their gut instincts versus objectively assessing ones ability to execute. 
 
One of the major mistakes most organizations make is “liking” a candidate before knowing whether 
that candidate can actually do the job. It’s critical to fight the desire to “like” someone before knowing 
whether they will be able to produce results.   
 
What would happen if business owners and executives put less emphasis on the interview and were 
able to “test drive” a candidate?  
 
By test driving candidates before hiring them, the traditional interview becomes secondary to 
experiencing first hand how the candidate performs. This is accomplished  by simulating activities 
such as how candidates handle themselves on the phone or in front of prospects, or how well they fit 
within the organization. 
 

Traditional Hiring Process 
 

 

Interview Process: Risk 
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    Skills Assessment Hiring Process 

 

 

Skills Assessment Process: Value 

 
 
In many instances, candidates who perform well in these simulations would have been passed over 
based on their performance in the traditional interview.  
 
 
Summary 
 
Think of hiring as the ability to peel back the layers and truly understand the candidate’s capabilities. 
To do this successfully, the candidate must be seen from a completely different perspective, and be 
evaluated based on performing activities that will be critical to success on the job.  
 
By taking this approach, sales hiring accuracy is increased and hiring risk is mitigated - ultimately 
resulting in a higher producing sales team. 
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Sales Compensation Plans that Produce Results 
 
Effective sales compensation is critical to the success of any go-to-market strategy. Yet the design 
and management of sales compensation is rarely easy.  After all, determining how people are paid is 
a sensitive matter which can become increasingly complicated when reconciling the disparate needs 
of key stakeholders: Sales, Finance, HR, and Marketing. 
 
To better manage this complexity and to keep the discussions constructive, the four cornerstones of 
effective sales compensation must be considered. 
 
 
The Keys to Sales Compensation Plans that Produce Results 
 
1. Alignment with Corporate Objectives 
 
Sales compensation is an output of the business planning process. It is defined within the context of 
business strategy, and directly supports the achievement of corporate objectives. However, in order 
to best align compensation with strategy, care must be taken to distinguish between simply being 
“directionally consistent” with corporate objectives and being in “lockstep”. 
 
To illustrate, consider a sales compensation plan that supports an aggressive growth strategy. One 
option in these circumstances is to use a flat commission rate, as salespeople earn more if they sell 
more. A second option is a plan which pays higher commission rates for new customers than for 
repeat business, and which offers attractive bonuses for exceeding quota. While one could argue 
that both plans are aligned with a growth strategy, the second demonstrates this alignment to a 
much higher degree. 
 
Proper alignment means that each component of the sales compensation plan maps directly to a 
corporate objective and significantly increases the probability that it will be achieved. 
 
2. Not a Substitute for Sales Management 
 
A well-designed sales compensation plan articulates corporate priorities for sales people. It defines 
the context within which all decisions should be made, as well as the rewards for contributing to the 
achievement of corporate objectives. 
 
As a result, there is a temptation to let sales compensation play a larger role in the day-to-day 
management of sales people. Usually, this is in the form of rewards for good sales behaviour, such 
as booking appointments or passing leads, in place of actual sales results like revenue or margin. 
 
While the judicious use of behavioural measures may be appropriate in some selling environments, 
relying significantly or solely on sales compensation to manage salespeople is risky at best. Sales 
compensation is a very compelling tool when the challenge is to focus personnel on specific goals. 
However, it is just that—a tool. It should never be considered as a substitute for sales management. 
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Developing Effective Sales Productivity Systems 

 
Higher sales costs are driving the need to re-assess how sales teams are managed and measured. 
One of the keys to increasing sales productivity is the effective, strategic use of information and 
technology.   
 
There are several approaches to building sales rep productivity tools and sales management 
reporting systems:   
 

1. Management Reporting Driven  
2. Sales Person Driven 
3. Information Technology Driven 
4. Design Audit Driven 

 
 
The Keys to Developing Effective Sales Productivity Systems 
 
1. Management Reporting Driven 
 
In the early 1990's, management at one of the country’s largest publishing firms determined which 
reports were required to manage their sales teams. 

 
They invested heavily in 
technology that required 
sales people to fill in 500 
data fields to populate 
reports.  
The result: failure. 
 
The standard management 
reporting driven approach is, 

as the name implies, based on management’s need to make informed decisions.  However, reports 
are only as valuable as the accuracy of the data, which is primarily the responsibility of sales people 
who are driven by sales, not data entry or paperwork.   

Pros Cons 
 
Enforceable: “Do it 
or you’re fired”. 
 

 
Reports and forecasts “to please” are often 
inaccurate. 

  
Reduces selling time. 

 
The management driven approach ultimately suffers from “what’s in it for me” and is therefore 
destined to fail. 
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2. Sales Person Driven 
 
The sales person driven approach leaves the decision to what extent technology is used to sales 
people. This hands off attitude is based on leaving the sales people alone to do their jobs – “just 
focus on selling”. 

   
Sales people will usually turn to 
what they’ve used in the past: 
Excel, Outlook, ACT, etc. 
  
This may or may not work for the 
sales person, but  
 
does absolutely nothing in terms 
of capturing business 

intelligence and sharing knowledge across the organization.   
 
The end result is no standardization in record keeping, no sales visibility, duplication of sales 
technology, and sales people spending time on setting up systems rather than on selling. The real 
risk is if the sales person leaves, the intellectual property accumulated by the sales person is also 
lost. 
 
3. Information Technology Driven 

 
The information technology driven approach typically has more to do with available budgets and 
technology biases than with what sales people truly require. 
  

One of the country’s top financial 
institutions used their significant 
technical resources and budget to 
develop systems internally. 
 
Even with all this technical 
expertise and money, the ultimate 
result was a dismal failure 
because the system did not satisfy 
the needs of the sales people or 

the management team. 

Pros Cons 
 
Simple to 
implement. 
 

 
No reporting or forecasting. 

Focus is on “just 
selling”. 

Market insight is not captured or retained. 

Pros Cons 

 
Advanced technology. 

 
End user needs not met. 

  
Takes too long to implement, 
change. 

 
Implementing sales management systems must be driven by the needs of the business – not by the 
technology. 
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4. Design Audit Driven 

 
Using the afore-mentioned 
approaches is the primary 
reason why over 60% of sales 
technology projects fail.   
 
The most effective approach is 
to begin with a proper Design 
Audit that balances the needs of 
salespeople  
(ease of use, simple access to 
information to move prospects 
through the sales process) and 
the  
needs of management (instant, 
simple visibility to current 
activities and forecasted results). 
 
This approach results in 

sales people spending more time on selling, and less time on administrative and customer 
service tasks, which ultimately increases sales productivity. 

Pros Cons 
 
Buy-in of all stakeholders. 

 
Requires time of sales people 
and management to define 
system needs. 
 

 
Results in reduced 
administrative activity for 
sales people, leading to 
increased productivity. 
 

 

 
Access to detailed data with 
highest level of data integrity. 

 

 
 

Sales Person Activity: Before and After a Properly  
Designed Sales Management System 
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Summary 
 
It’s critical to fully utilize sales and marketing technology that balances sales productivity with 
management’s need for visibility. In these times of higher sales costs and shortages of top 
performing reps, organizations should seriously assess their sales technology and sales 
management reporting systems to ensure this balance is maintained.   
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