How to Build a Sales Force that Sells
By Oliver Connolly

Sales management is about so much more than selling. While the primary role of the sales manager is to generate the sales, revenue and profits that the company needs, the sales manager is no longer just "in sales." The sales manager (I use the title to describe the person responsible for sales whether it is the VP of Sales & Marketing, Director of Sales, CEO who also directs sales, etc.) must now generate those sales through others.... through the sales force.

Many of today's sales managers were really good salespeople. They were very successful and were then promoted in the hopes that they would teach other salespeople the skills and practices that they, themselves, had mastered. Usually, they were given little or no sales management training. As a result, they struggled in their new roles and often became frustrated or even failed.

Managing salespeople requires a very different skill set than just knowing how to sell. The following 8-point system, developed and tested with my clients over the past decade, has worked extremely well. Though it is intended for sales managers who manage a sales force of direct employees, it works equally well for those who manage independent reps, such as food and candy brokers, manufacturers reps, etc.

1. Understand that your job is to generate sales through the sales force
As the sales manager, your primary responsibility is to generate the sales that the company needs through other people. You are responsible for total company sales, not just the sales from your own accounts or territory. As a practical matter, particularly in smaller companies, the sales manager often has a number of accounts that he or she calls on. 
This is usually less than ideal because sales management is a full-time job and tends not to be performed properly by the so-called "working manager." If this is the case with you, it is critical that you set aside enough time every week to perform your sales management role and that you do this consistently. DO NOT NEGLECT THE SALESPEOPLE WHO DEPEND ON YOU FOR GUIDANCE.
2. Insure that you have the right salespeople: Salespeople who will sell rather than can sell
If there is only one rule that a sales manager has to follow to be successful, it is this one. You cannot, and I repeat, you cannot succeed as a sales manager if you don't have the right salespeople. Hiring friends and relatives or family members and hoping they will sell rarely works. This is very difficult for most companies, especially family businesses. 
What do you do about it? Step one is to evaluate your existing sales force. Do you have the right horses to pull the wagon up the hill? If you don't, you either have to get them up to speed or replace them. Period. Step two is to hire the right people. Take the time to do it properly. Remember, "A warm body is a recipe for disaster." Never hire a salesperson without screening them. The small cost will pay for itself over and over again.
3. Set clear expectations for each salesperson in the following areas:
· Sales objectives

· Weekly activities

· Behaviors

It’s not enough to assign sales goals to your people. By the time they fail to achieve their goals, it’s too late to do anything about it. Yes, the numbers are important but the taking the right steps to reaching those numbers is what you and your people can control.

You must also set clear expectations for activities. This can be the number of calls that you expect the salesperson to make each week or the number of face- to-face qualified appointments that each one makes. When you think about it, your salesperson really has no control over whether or not the customer buys - only the customer can do that. Your salespeople, however, have control over their activities. They can choose to make a certain number of phone calls or create a certain number of appointments every week. Based on history or experience, you can determine how many qualified appointments each one needs to close one piece of business. You can further determine what each one has to do to get a qualified appointment. Using this information, you can set expectations for each one's activities every week.

The third part of setting expectations is behavior - what your salespeople say and do when interacting with a customer or potential customer. You must insure that your people have a system for selling that's focused on the needs of the customers and that they use it. Spell out what you expect so that your salespeople clearly understand it.
4. Track performance of activities, behaviors and progress toward sales objectives
Almost everybody tracks the numbers - daily, weekly, or monthly progress toward sales goals, YTD sales versus last year, percent budget and on and on. You must also track activities and behaviors. Doing the right activities and making the calls leads to the numbers.
 By tracking activities the sales manager can tell what's going to happen in the future. If the salespeople are getting in front of enough people consistently, chances are that the sales will come in. If you find that your people are not making enough calls, you must act to correct it. Tracking methods can vary from simple call reports to very sophisticated software programs. Whatever method you use, make sure it gives you the information that you need to manage activities in a timely fashion.

The best way to track behaviors is making joint calls with your salespeople. You can see first-hand what they're doing and what they're not doing. Sales call debriefing will also give you a very good idea of how your people are acting on their sales calls. When it comes to tracking, remember the old adage, "You get what you inspect ... not what you expect."
5. Hold each salesperson accountable for activities and behaviors
Often dreaded by sales managers, holding salespeople accountable is one of the keys to getting results through the sales force. Maybe because managers are used to accepting excuses for non-performance:  "I was too busy getting ready for . . .", "He didn't call me back", "no answer yet”, "I'm planning to do it soon" ... and so on. When an assembly line worker fails to show up for work, the production line stops. When a bus driver calls in sick, someone else has to drive the bus or it doesn't go. 
It’s the same with salespeople. If they don't make the calls, sales drop. So why do managers have such a tough time holding salespeople accountable? Why do they feel that they're being too hard on their people or doubt their right to expect action? Usually it's because they don’t have a system for holding salespeople's feet to the fire. 
Here’s a simple process for holding salespeople accountable:

You must first set clear expectations for what you want your salesperson to do. (Step #3 above). Then you have to spell out the consequences of non-compliance. I like the "three strikes and you're out" rule: First time the salesperson doesn't do what you ask, you give him/her the benefit of the doubt, maybe they didn't understand. Second time, you impose a sanction of some kind. Third time, they're out! If you do this properly, you will rarely have to go to strike three. Learn to act, as opposed to conditioning your salespeople to ignore you by teaching them that there is no downside for not doing their jobs.

6. Provide ongoing training in product knowledge and sales skills.
Most companies have competition ... lots of competition. Your salespeople simply have to be better than the competition. They must have better product knowledge, better business skills and above all, better sales skills. They must be perceived as the expert in the field, the one who can solve their customers' problems. 
How do you get them there? Training, training, training. The occasional one-day sales training extravaganza or sales technique posted on the bulletin board is not going to cut it. Neither will investing $5,000 to $10,000 or more per person and sending them to some outside guru and hoping for miracles. You have to be actively involved and you have to run regular ongoing sales training practice sessions. In addition to reviewing sales techniques, every session should include role-plays of real world situations that stretch the participants.

7. Provide superior coaching.
I like to break the coaching process into four distinct parts:

• Pre-call strategizing

• Post-call debriefing

• Weekly review

• Salesperson development

Pre-call strategizing is very important and is often not given the time or attention it deserves. Its purpose is to prepare the salespeople for the sales call and insure that they have the right tools to get the order. You start by reviewing the purpose of the call, discuss the participants and their needs, talk about the approach and how the salesperson will handle the call and, in some cases, role-play some possible scenarios. Good solid pre-call strategizing will accomplish a number of things. It will make sure that the salesperson is well prepared for the call, deals with some possible obstacles up front and gives the salesperson confidence.

Post-call debriefing is too often a quick question at the water cooler - "How did the call at the Big Prospect go?" The limited information that this elicits is quickly forgotten and of little use for coaching. Post-call debriefing must be a formal affair and conducted to dig much deeper than the top line results of the call. It should help the sales manager uncover exactly what happened during the call: Did the salesperson use the skills and techniques that they have learned? Did they ask questions to find the prospects real needs and concerns? Did they ask about money at the appropriate time? Did they uncover the customer’s agenda and timeline? Post-call debriefing is an incredibly effective coaching tool, but you must use it consistently.

During the weekly review, the sales manager discusses the salesperson's progress toward goal over the previous week and both agree on the activities to be performed during the coming week. Review the salesperson’s pipeline for real progress versus fluff.
Salesperson Development

One of my core beliefs as a person involved in sales force development is that we have an obligation to those who work for us. They begin at a certain level of development and during the time that they're with us, we must do all that we can to help them grow as sales professionals or sales managers. This involves doing an initial assessment to establish a baseline and then monitoring and guiding their programs. There is no shortage of evaluations and assessments on the market today. Some are worthwhile and some are useless. Many are skewed to specific selling situations so make sure that you use a tool that makes sense for your organization.
8. Know when to cut your losses.
There comes a time when it's not working. Despite your best efforts, a salesperson is simply not cutting it. You've done everything in your power to help them, but either they don't get it or they won't do the behavior. At this point, you have no choice - you're not doing them or yourself or your company any favors. You have to fire them. Don't hang on to them and hope they'll get better - they won't. Just do it and move on.

I believe that if you use the above system, you will have a greatly improved sales team. Much of the ideas and steps I picked up and developed over the past 20 years being active in the management of salespeople. I continue to read everything I can find on the subject. I have written more than 300 articles on sales and sales management and work with CEOs and sales managers of sales driven companies. It’s still a people business and even though we see tremendous changes and improvements in technology and sales tools, the same fundamentals of sales management still apply.
Good luck!
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Oliver Connolly coaches and mentors a limited number of sales management professionals every year. For more information contact him at oliver@clevelstrategic.com  

FREE STRATEGY SALES MANAGEMENT STRATEGY SESSION

Would you benefit from a free strategy session on sales management? Would it help to have a one-on-one conversation about your sales management challenges? Are you frustrated by less than stellar sales results? Contact me at oliverc@clevelstrategic.com to set a telephone appointment for your no cost, no obligation strategy session. Limited time offer.
