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Sales Excellence
vs. Excellent Sales
There's no room at the top anymore for those who just

make their numbers‑to separate the winners from the losers you

need to look at how they sell.

What do Michael Jordan, Bobby Bonds, Wayne Gretzky, and Whitney Houston have in common? OK, what do Mel Gibson, Anthony Hopkins, and Bill Parcells also share with this group? Yes, they all make a whole lotta

money, but that fact comes second. The reason they make a lot of money is that each is recog-nized as being outstanding in his or her field. 
What about our field? What distinguishes an outstanding sales rep? No doubt, those who con-sistently achieve quota‑steady producers‑would top the list. These are the "go-to" guys who jump into action when the sales manager needs an eleventh-hour deal to put his numbers over the top. But last-ditch heroics are difficult to count on and even tougher to plan‑so, while valuable, they are less valued today by senior management. Instead, emphasis is increasingly being placed on 
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the steady part as well as the quota-producing part.

Making forecast, in addition to making the numbers, has important ramifications for compan-ies and sales reps. With a reliable forecast, a company could leverage that information to invest in infrastructure and personnel (if sales were up), or begin to reduce expenses selectively (if sales were going to be significantly down).

Absent accurate forecasts, manufacturing com-panies have to keep huge dollars tied up in buffer stock, and service companies miss windows of opportunity due to lack of talented or trained per-sonnel when sales unexpectedly soar. Conversely, finding out too late that expected business will not materialize‑after money has been spent‑results in expense and headcount cuts performed with an ax rather than a scalpel.

Thus, forecast ability will become another dis-tinguishing characteristic of top salespeople. Other desirable attributes are the ability to penetrate accounts and call at all levels (from technical product information to conceptual ROI discussions), the ability to utilize internal resources appro-priately, and the ability to facilitate lasting cus-tomer relationships.

For the past several years we've been presenting the "Levels of Relationship" model, This is a pyra-mid with five levels, from Vendor and Preferred Supplier (at the bottom), through Consultant, Contributor, and, at the top, Partner. I've recently seen this same concept presented as a spectrum with slightly different names (trusted advisor vs. consultant), but the point is the same: Different levels of relationship have different characteristics and require different skills. 

Several interesting changes occur as you move up through relationship levels. Some characteristics increase: loyalty, trust and credibility, access within accounts, knowledge of accounts and their business, and opportunity for repeat business, to name just a few. The client's willingness to share future plans also increases, which bears directly on one's ability to forecast more accurately and over longer time frames.
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At the same time, some characteristics decrease as you move up through the levels: number of competitors, sensitivity to price, the significance of any particular product feature or function, sales cycle length‑again, only a partial listing.

As salespeople move up the pyramid, the likelihood that they will have direct sales contact increases. Moving down the pyramid (where the number of transactions increases dramatically), sales are more likely to lend themselves to indirect or nontraditional sales channels (e-commerce, telesales or catalog). 
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Climbing the Pyramid

Let's look at the characteristics of sales people at each level of the pyramid, from the bottom up, starting with "vendor."
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What does this mean to the tradi-tional field-based sales force?

To start with, automation is eroding the base of the pyramid, taking over routine, repetitive sales transactions. It should be noted that the base of the pyramid is where the mass is‑the most transactions, the most sales reps. Of the 14 million sales jobs identified in the 1990 census, more than two-thirds are at the consultant level or lower. These are the jobs most likely to be reduced or eliminated by technology.
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The upper levels of the pyramid are where fewer deals and fewer sales jobs are found, but where the future and the out-standing sales reps will be. Un-less they are looking forward to doing battle on the price-cutting field, sales-people will want to move up to more creative and complex selling work.

That brings us to the notion of sales excellence vs. excellent sales. Tradi-tionally, these terms were essentially synonymous.

Good production‑good sales rep; bad production‑no biscuit. But managers are growing more aware of the need to distinguish different types of sales skill‑not just sales volume.

This sea change, together with the availability of new sales metrics afford-ed by sales automation, opens the door for a new approach to recognizing sales excellence. For example, in addition to compensation based solely on revenue, other factors can be taken into consid-eration: forecast accuracy and horizon, sales cycle reduction, close rate, cus-tomer satisfaction, pipeline %full and consistency of flow, to name only a few. 


Every company has mission statements and core values that it claims to live by. Too often, these values are really no more than words in the annual report or plaques on walls. When we begin to re-ward sales excellence, and not just excel-lent sales revenue numbers, we've taken a step toward translating those values from theory into practice.

When asked what

made him so great,

Wayne Gretzky replied,

"Most Players skate to where the puck is;

I skate to where it's going to be."

And for the salespeople themselves, it provides an entirely new and‑judging from the thousands of sales reps who've respon-ded enthusiastically to this message ‑exciting way of looking at their sales career. Some people today are simply try-ing to survive their quota increases and their company's sales automation efforts. Many of them won't make it. But those salespeople who embrace the possibilities will not simply survive, but thrive in the winner‑take‑most future.

When asked what made him so great, Wayne Gretzky replied, "Most players skate to where the puck is; I skate to where it's going to be." Excellent Sales are where the puck is today. Sales Excellence is where it's going to be.

Sell well.

Trailer Vavricka, Inc. consults with clients to define, document, and sustain-ably improve their sales process. TVI also provides managers coaching and rapid learning/improvement approaches to improve your sales operating perform-ance level, and is currently working with several leading SFA software companies to incorporate its Naviguide advanced OMS design for sales process and operating performance metrics. Contact Joe Vavricka at (858) 755-1994 or email joevav@alumni.princeton.edu or see the website: www.raisesales.com
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