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"Was It Bad 

for You Too?"
We talk a lot about Sales Force Automation.

What about Sales Manager Automation?
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experiences are one of the factors contri-buting to many failed SFA initiatives.  

Yet, these same questions aren’t asked regarding sales managers, which leads me to ask those in charge of sales depart-ments, “Was it bad for you, too?”
One of the statements found near the top of the list of reasons why sales reps resist automation is, “This is great for management, but it does nothing for me as a rep.”  Yet the evidence shows just the opposite: Numerous issues challenge sales managers and senior management, but few of these are addressed by today’s software packages.
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The first part of this article looks at six issues confronting sales managers and what’s missing in the current generation of SFA/CRM packages.  The second part outlines how SFA’s promise of “People, Process and Technology” finally pays off when they converge on the manager’s desktop. The issues are: 1) Increased span of control; 2) Managing reps who are remotely located; 3) Increased competi-tion; 4) The need for increasing forecast accuracy; 5) Attracting/retaining great people; and 6) The need to get new hires up to speed more quickly.

Issue 1: 

Increased span of control

Traditionally, sales managers were responsible for a handful of direct reports. Numbers as low as four or as high as six were considered the norm.  We have worked with clients whose managers are responsible for double these historic figures. However, in addition to more people, other dimensions add complexity to a manager’s responsibilities today.

Some form of indirect channel is often part of today’s sales mix. In the past, Territory Manager was simply a euphemism for “Salesman.” The only person the Manager was managing was him/herself. Today’s Territory Manager may, in fact, be responsible for managing partners, VARs, or distributors within their area of coverage (geographic or content). This multiplies the number of people, transactions and/or relationships for which the Sales Manager is, by extension, accountable.

Business rules about who brings in whom and when on transactions can take the Wisdom of Solomon to untangle.  Deals below a particular size will be diverted to the channel, unless it is an account that represents strategic potential. In this case, the company will pursue it directly, unless a channel partner has an established relationship or presence, which can increase the chances of a successful campaign. And all of this may/may not hinge on who identified the opportunity in the first place.

Now, multiply all that by twenty and you can keep yourself busy for most of a day.

Issue 2:

Managing reps from afar 

WisdomWare’s Bob Schmonsees talks about the “virtual water cooler,” a reference to bygone days when people stood around the Alhambra bottle and shared wins, problems, ideas, gossip. The difference today is they’re standing around the latte cart—and those carts are scattered from Seattle to Boise to Denver to Sacramento.  

Phone, fax, email, cyber cafés and the like span distance, but do they convey to the sales manager a solid “feel” of the business’ health? Most managers’ Platinum status in frequent flyer programs testifies that these communication tools do not answer more fundamental business ques-tions.

When everyone is located in the same office, a manager can get a sense of the level and the quality of activity from the daily buzz—or lack of it. How much time are reps spending in the office? What are they doing with this time? How many proposals are out and how does the rep feel about any particular one today? How’s the energy level, morale, focus? What time are people showing up/leaving?

These are not easily assessed from 500 miles away.  Getting a handle on the 


flow and volume of business is tricky. To roughly paraphrase Bette Midler, every-thing can look pretty good “from a distance.” Marketing can be distributing leads from trade shows, campaigns, semi-nars, the web. Reps can give assurances that this week’s calls went “really well.” But that hands-on feel that a store manager gets by simply being “on the floor” a couple hours in a day, and that sales managers used to get by routinely joining their reps for part of a day is absent.  

You don’t just “drop in” unannoun-ced; trips are planned to maximize use of time. 

Issue 3: 

Increased competition
Every conference, every publication the past five years has talked about change. The litany recants that customers are more sophisticated and demanding, global competition and the worldwide web give buyers more information and choices, product lifecycles are decreas-ing, as are windows of exclusive product differentiation. Amidst all this change what new tools does the sales manager have to manage more effectively? How does a sales manager add significant value in this fiercely competitive and dynamic environment?

SFA/CRM conferences echo the refrain of reduced sales cycle lengths and in-creased close rates, but most systems don’t tell a manager what these metrics are, nor how they’ve changed over time.  There is lots of data in the system, but it can be frustrating and difficult to get

insights out. The reporting function is often the weakest component of today’s applications. Either the reports are not helpful or are too much work to get.

So, today’s sales managers continue to operate largely as they always have “staying on top of my guys and their deals.” But what does this mean and, more importantly, what value does it add?  In both cases the answer is “not much.”

What are needed are field proven best practices, competitive knock-offs, just-in-time tactical information and individualized coaching. Even as systems take over the job of simply communi-cating what deals are being worked on, the area of coaching is begging for manager attention—if only they could get those darned performance reports.

Issue 4: 

Forecast accuracy

For all the resource that companies have invested in SFA/CRM, most still cannot provide a decent forecast. The reason is the systems use imaginary numbers to first extend the individual opportunities (e.g., a $200,000 deal with a 60% probability closing in November will be shown as $120,000 in November), then roll them up for a forecast.

In presentations over the past two years, I’ve outlined the business advantages accompanying more predictable and smoother revenue generation. Among these advantages are higher profitability, less stress/burnout, lower employee turnover, higher market valuation, better resource allocation, etc.  In this light, forecast accuracy is not just a nice idea, it becomes a competitive necessity.

And just as quality improved consistency in other functional areas, it can pay high dividends in CRM. We’ve identified five areas of quality: 1) Input quality; 2) Process quality; 3) (Process) Execution quality; 4) Reference quality and 5) Feedback quality. Each of these areas impacts a rep’s ability to sell. And to the extent that managers have a window into the operational performance in each of these areas, system improvements can be made to improve the selling team’s results—hence, the forecast.

Issue 5: 

Attracting and Retaining 

great people

Unprecedented job creation, the trailing edge of the baby boom, a fluid workforce all create a premium for finding and keeping great employees.  Perhaps nothing is felt more acutely by sales managers than the hole left by departing reps. Huge chunks of time are spent recruiting, hiring, training new sales reps. All of this to get back to essentially Ground Zero. Typically, sales managers do not get quota relief when a rep departs putting a heavier than normal load on those remaining.

Continuity of relationships is in peril and reestablishing lost or broken correc-

tions also takes time and reduces produc-tivity. Can SFA/CRM address any of this?

In a tight employment market these supports for success are a key consid-eration. Certainly a competitive compen-sation plan is required, but this is just openers. Clear paths to quota attainment, high percentages of reps doing so, and an arsenal of selling tools are also part of today’s recruiting package.

The same applies to the best reps you want to retain. Providing systems that both enable reps to be successful and have a life is the way to keep franchise players from defecting. The #1 key to Mastery is coaching and beyond making decent/good money, having a solid work-ing relationship with a manager/coach becomes a strong anchor (remember Michael Jordan and Phil Jackson?).

Too often, sales managers are focusing on raising up poor performers and their main job with top reps is to stay out of the way.  While this may seem like a reasonable division of labor, top reps need attention too.  The best line I ever heard in this regard is: “We work for the money, but we live for the strokes.”  What insights, value added coaching and/or relevant feedback are your managers giving your best reps?

Issue 6: 

Ramping up new hires

Even if you keep all your people and 
exploit channels, web technology and inside sales, if your enterprise is successful it will grow. Adding new people and getting them productive as quickly as possible is in everyone’s interest. 

In the best circumstances, with an existing rep leaving for another territory or company, scheduled transitions and introductions to accounts rarely happen. Under less than ideal circumstances it never happens.  

Does your SFA/CRM system provide a solid history and database for the incoming rep?  Are your company’s sales process, best practices and timely tactical information reinforced? Does Marketing provide a steady flow of leads and Customer Service/Support a consistently high level of references and referrals?  (Incidentally, all these are also part of retaining reps that might be asking: “Why stay?”)

These questions are critical for all reps, and especially so for new hires.  If your new rep is a replacement, it’s usually not because the prior rep was doing overly well.  Let’s face it, most reps leave, or are asked to leave, when they’ve done poorly over time. Even when a replacement is found and gotten up to speed, the territory itself may be fallow for some time.

Reducing these various components to minimal times by having a system that supports the new rep and informs his/her manager is essential.


Wrestling with these issues takes inordinate sales management time, reduces productivity, diverts energy from building a commanding and sustainable sales presence and leads to reactive/crisis management.  

Only you can answer the first of these, but the convergence of people, process and technology is beginning to provide answers to the second.  And that answer is “Yes, systems and tools can now provide unprecedented insights to support your sales managers.”

Next month: How should SFA/CRM systems incorporate process and metrics to make it good for managers too?

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.










Experts and analysts continuously question how “good” or ”bad” SFA/CRM systems were for sales reps who have used them.  Reps, annoyed by data entry and other requirements of automation, have often reported only the bad.  Most observers agree that bad rep











“Lost is the gut level knowing of how things actually are going.”





“Increasingly new hires are asking what tools and systems are available to help them be successful.”





Having identified the issues and their importance, consider your answers to the following checklist:





Span of Control—Is my team main-taining adequate pipeline flow?  Are the team roles/rules clear and consis-tenty interpreted? Do I have a plan in place to which I’m managing, or am I responding to one firefight after another?





Managing Reps that are Remotely Located—Do I feel I have my finger on the pulse of my business?  Is too much of my conversation with my reps devoted to probing about “how things are going?”  Are my visits viewed as value-added or as a necessary evil?





Need for Increased Forecast Accu-racy—Do the deals we forecast come in when we say they will and the way we say they will?  Do leads/oppor-tunities we’re tracking sometimes “evaporate” from our pipe-line?  Does our forecast performance improve or diminish Sales’ credibility?





Increased Competition—Do we have relevant and reliable customer references?  Do we capture/share best practices?  Do our marketing materials and efforts provide timely competitive knock-offs?  Are my sales people able to access these resources and do they do so effectively?





Need to Attract/Retain Great People—Is turnover a problem here?  Have any of my “best people” surprised me with their departure?  Is this a great company at which to be a sales rep and if so, why/why not?





Need to Get New Hires Up to Speed More Quickly—Do our new people enter their territories confidant they know what to do and how to do it?  Or, do they emerge from new-hire training feel they’ve just been given a drink of water from a fire hose and parachuted into their assignment?





Other questions naturally follow. Are any of these issues for you/your sales mana-gers? Can automation systems provide answers to any of these pressing issues? 
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