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Sales Performance Optimization 2013: 
Aligning the Right People, Processes, and 

Tools 
Sales leaders in the business-to-business (B2B) space are perennially 
challenged with "getting all their ducks in a row" when it comes to hiring, 
training, and supporting their front-line representatives as they seek to adopt 
the widespread business trend from product-oriented to solution-centric 
professional selling. Too often, these executives are under-resourced with the 
proper tools to identify ideal sales candidates, with external expertise to help 
them customize a winning sales methodology, or with the right social and 
enablement tools required to generate consistent and sustainable revenue for 
their enterprises. This Research Brief digs deeply into recent Aberdeen 
research focused on the Sales Training space, to uncover how the most 
successful sales teams integrate the people, processes, and tools that win. 

Ensuring That Top Sales Performers are Matched to the 
Right Role   
Rather than attempt to resolve any philosophical discussion about nature 
versus nurture — are great sellers born or made? — it should suffice to note 
that top-drawer selling skills are not frequently found in the general 
population. But the potential for matching successful salespeople to the right 
selling roles can be scientifically achieved.  

Figure 1: Stacking the Deck — Finding the Right Seller for the Job 

Source: Aberdeen Group, August 2012 
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Still, there is an inherent irony in hiring salespeople, which actually can damage 
the enterprise itself: if these individuals are effective enough at their craft, how 
can we avoid being sold into hiring someone who ends up not being the right 
fit for the role? The answer is quite easily found when we understand how 
Best-in-Class companies (defined in sidebar) from Aberdeen’s research on 
Train, Coach, Reinforce: Best Practices in Maximizing Sales Productivity (October 
2012) successfully identify their sales candidates. These top performers adopt 
the best practices highlighted in Figure 1 more frequently than other 
companies: 

Defined competencies for each sales role: Best-in-Class companies are 
31% more likely than All Others (85% vs. 65%) to avoid deploying a 
monochromatic sales hiring or training methodology across their entire 
enterprise. The Best-in-Class acknowledge that skill sets and defined 
competencies for various sales roles can vary widely among the different job 
titles that exist within enterprise sales organizations. Indeed, many firms, even 
smaller ones, deploy a number of well-defined but highly distinct sales staff 
profiles, such as inside versus outside, hunter versus farmer, national versus 
global accounts, etc. As a result, companies who adopt this best practice enjoy 
a 38% margin (40% vs. 29%) over other firms in terms of the percentage of 
first-year sales reps who achieved their year-one annual sales quota. 

Formal process to measure individual / region / team competencies: 
Companies adopting this approach report an average annualized team 
attainment of sales quota of 69%, compared with 59% among organizations 
that do not. The former group, like 80% of the Best-in-Class (versus 63% of 
All Others), are wisely choosing to adopt a “MoneyBall”-like approach to sales 
management and skills development: rather than letting emotion, 
persuasiveness, or desperation inform their sales hiring decisions, they take an 
intellectual approach that determines what skills are needed among individuals 
and groups, and then seek out candidates who demonstrate relevant 
proficiencies. This kind of rigorous hiring process may seem onerous to sales 
leaders in need of front-line staff, but the cost of hiring and training the wrong 
person is an even greater barrier to success. Indeed, we know from Motivate, 
Incent, Compensate, Enable: Sales Performance Management Best Practices 
(January 2013) that the average cost to replace a typical professional seller is 
over $35,000. With an average annual sales turnover rate of 15.1% in the 
current Sales Training data set, matching the right individual to the right sales 
job is clearly a top imperative for companies hoping to make their number. 

Assessment / measurement tools to understand post-training 
performance: There are no technologies or services, covered by 
Aberdeen's Sales Effectiveness research, not held accountable for return-on-
investment (ROI) culpability by either the line-of-the business Sales 
Operations leaders, or their CFO counterparts. Sales training is no exception; 
the Best-in-Class are 69% more likely than All Others (59% vs. 35%) to 
evaluate the effectiveness of assessment initiatives by examining how the sales 
results of their participants change after training — both initial and ongoing, 
reinforced lessons — is provided. Indeed, we see in Figure 2 that the most 
effective sales teams consider training, on the whole, to be a more vital 

The Sales Training 
Best-in-Class 

Between July and September 
2012, Aberdeen surveyed 312 
end-user organizations about 
their sales training practices and 
accomplishments. The 
performance metrics used to 
define the Best-in-Class (top 
20%), Industry Average (middle 
50%), and Laggard (bottom 30%) 
among these sales teams were: 

√ 83% of all sales reps reached 
their quota in the previously 
measured year, vs. 52% among 
Industry Average and 6% for 
Laggard firms. 

√ 15.4% average year-over-year 
increase in corporate revenue, 
vs. a 5.6% increase for the 
Industry Average and a 1.5% 
decline among Laggard 
respondents. 

√ 5.3% year-over-year increase in 
the average sales deal size or 
contract value, vs. 0.7% for 
Industry Average firms and a 
2.6% decrease among Laggard 
organizations. 

  

 

http://www.aberdeen.com/Aberdeen-Library/7924/RA-sales-training-coaching.aspx
http://www.aberdeen.com/Aberdeen-Library/7934/RA-sales-performance-management.aspx
http://www.aberdeen.com/Aberdeen-Library/7934/RA-sales-performance-management.aspx
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component of their overall executive management responsibilities than under-
performing survey respondents. Fully 88% of the Best-in-Class consider these 
initiatives to be integral or vital to their enterprise, a 17% lead over the 75% 
rate of All Others. 

Figure 2: Relevant Importance of Sales Training, by Best-in-Class 

 
Source: Aberdeen Group, August 2012 
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dramatic 62% advantage over non-adopters in terms of first-year reps 
achieving quota — 47% vs. 29% — as well as double-digit deltas in overall 
team attainment of quota (73% vs. 61%) and keeping the average sales cycle 
under control (3.9 months vs. 4.8 months). 

Identifying the Value of Sales Process and Continuous 
Learning 
Contemporary sellers of high-value solutions face a number of roadblocks to 
success: highly educated buyers who are evaluating products and sellers prior 
to the sales pitch (see Aberdeen's “Hidden Sales Cycle” research), demanding a 
consultative rather than transactional selling approach, dragging out sales 
cycles with "no decision" responses, and withholding key decision-makers 
from direct interaction with the seller. As a result, Best-in-Class companies 
have learned the value of aligning sales processes with different buyer 
personas, developing customized formal sales methodologies with the 
assistance of external solution providers, investing in continual learning 
frameworks that piggy-back on initial sales training, and providing quota / 
compensation models. All of these are deliberately geared toward motivating 
the desired sales behavior that can vary depending on the market, geography, 
product line, and of course the different type of selling personas defined 
above. 

All of this boils down to process. In reality, today's professional B2B sellers 
require a great deal more than a SKU list, geographic territory, and a desk in 
order to eventually provide their customers with long-term value from their 
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Fast Facts 

√ 75% of Best-in-Class 
companies have deployed 
formal sales training for 2+ 
years, compared with 73% of 
Industry Average companies 
and 60% among Laggard 
firms. 

√ Sales quotas among Best-in-
Class average $1.208M per 
outside rep, per year; they 
are lower at $1.138M for 
Industry Average and 
$1.127M for Laggards. 

√ Best-in-Class companies pay 
their salespeople better: full-
loaded spend is $120k per 
year, compared with $109k 
among all other firms. 
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product or solution. Consultative selling requires a number of sales processes 
and best practices which, as we see in Figure 3, are more heavily adopted by 
Best-in-Class companies whose businesses results around revenue, quota, and 
other key sales metrics support ongoing investment in the processes required 
to win. 

Figure 3: Better Process = Better Solution Selling 

Source: Aberdeen Group, August 2012 

Formal sales methodology, homegrown or externally provided: The 
majority of all companies recognize the value of determining some standards 
around what sales reps should say, what they should send, what they should 
do — all associated with different watershed moments of a typical sales cycle. 
Best-in-Class companies lead the way in taking the time to develop and 
document a formal sales methodology that can serve as a roadmap for how 
different products and solutions are sold. This in turn leads to measurable, 
sustainable bottom-line benefit for the entire enterprise.  

Figure 4: Supporting Sales Process with External Help 

 
Source: Aberdeen Group, August 2012 
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Fast Facts 

√ Best-in-Class sales 
organizations spend an 
average of $397 per rep, per 
year, on sales training; other 
firms average $177. 

√ Sales reps for Best-in-Class 
companies average 3.14 
hours per month of sales 
training; 2.65 hours is the 
average among all other 
organizations. 

√ 87% of Best-in-Class firms’ 
sales reps receive formal 
sales training; 76% among 
other companies. 
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Formal methodologies have also proven value, when we compare the business 
metrics of those companies deploying it with non-adopters: 69% achievement 
of team sales quota versus 59%; 49% of sales reps achieving their individual 
quota versus 37%; 55% versus 46% customer renewal rate; and even a 24% 
lower sales turnover rate (13% vs. 17%). The next question to ask, then, is 
whether a formal sales methodology is best built within the company, or 
outsourced to an external provider tasked with bringing industry expertise 
into a one-off environment. In Figure 4, we see that external expertise is 
more frequently deployed by Best-in-Class sales organizations, while under-
performing companies rely more often on a homegrown approach. Outside 
help offers perspective: a solution or consulting provider that has assisted 
many other firms can offer guidance based on their familiarity with a range of 
industrial, geographic, and competitive variables. 

Post-training reinforcement: Reinforcement of original training content 
remains a strong knowledge management capability in Aberdeen's sales 
training research. Adopters of this best practice in continual learning report 
that 51% of their sales reps achieved annual quota, compared with only 36% of 
other companies. Most survey respondents, particularly the Best-in-Class, 
realize that even the most academically sound learners are likely to drift back 
into old habits after initial training. Reminders of key takeaways and lessons 
learned, especially if presented in smaller, digestible servings, can reinforce 
concepts those reps can apply to ongoing sales situations. Such touch-ups may 
include positioning statements, negotiation hints, competitive advantages, and 
the like. 

Internal social media collaboration tools: Aberdeen research published 
in Collaborate, Listen, Contribute: How Best-in-Class Sales Teams Leverage Social 
Selling (November 2012) teaches us the value of enterprises investing in 
platforms that support communal learning from user-generated content and 
the benefits of capturing and disseminating sales "tribal knowledge." Best-in-
Class companies recognize that today's millennial sellers have grown up in a 
more communal, digital age where tapping into the wisdom of the masses is 
an everyday occurrence. In the context of professional selling, while 
contemporary reps are no less eager to beat out their competitors for 
President's Club, they nevertheless place more value on learning and sharing 
than previous generations of sales people. 

Learning Management System(LMS): Aberdeen's Human Capital 
Management practice conducts significant research on the value of LMS 
technologies. In the context of sales training, Best-in-Class firms are slightly 
more likely than others to marry the acquisition of better selling skills to the 
platform deployed by the Human Resources line of business on a company-
wide basis. Best-in-Class survey respondents also spend a slightly higher 
percentage of their overall corporate training dollars on the sales function 
than under-performing organizations: 29.8% as compared to 28.8% of all 
corporate training expenditures. An LMS also represents a great way for non-
traditional employees to access sales training content and support long-term 
training content reinforcement. In any competitive market, this can only 
benefit an organization whose customer-touching employees in marketing, 

Aberdeen’s PACE Methodology 

Aberdeen applies a methodology 
to benchmark research that 
evaluates the business Pressures, 
Actions, Capabilities, and 
Enablers (PACE) that indicate 
corporate behavior in specific 
business processes: 

√ Pressures — external forces 
that impact an organization’s 
market position, 
competitiveness, or business 
operations. 

√ Actions — the strategic 
approaches that an 
organization takes in response 
to industry pressures. 

√ Capabilities — the business 
process competencies 
(process, organization, 
performance, and knowledge 
management) required to 
execute corporate strategy.  

√ Enablers — the key 
functionality of technology 
solutions required to support 
the organization’s enabling 
business practices. 
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help desk, customer service, or similar job roles are able to up-sell, cross-sell, 
or generate more loyal, ongoing spend from any given customer. 

Sales Enablement: The Right Tools Translate Learning 
Into Reality 
No successful sales leaders today have the luxury of simply trying to hit their top-
line number without regard for how their activities and results impact other lines 
of business within the enterprise. Indeed, much as their counterparts in corporate 
marketing roles have, in recent years, become increasingly accountable for 
delivering measurable value to the entire company (Sales and Marketing Alignment: 
The New Power Couple, December 2011), VPs of Sales Operations among Best-in-
Class companies are savvy enough to demonstrate their team's value to the 
overall organization. Figure 5 showcases two of the many ways in which sales 
leaders can build effective bridges to other departments. 

Figure 5: Sales Training Enablement Has Far-Reaching Enterprise 
Value 

 
Source: Aberdeen Group, February 2012 

Defined sales performance metrics are widely publicized: The sales 
organization tends to be the most transparent of any corporate line of 
business, and the majority of all survey respondents publicize "the big number" 
that everyone watches as the month, quarter, or year progresses. The Best-
in-Class are particularly open about the success or failure of the sales team 
itself — 41% more likely (83% vs. 59%) than others — and they are also far 
more willing to publicly link the training of their team members to the overall 
performance of the enterprise. Fifty-three percent (53%) of top performers 

47%

52%

58%

63%

69%

83%

40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

External
social
media

Defined sales
performance

metrics are widely
publicized

Percent of Respondents, n = 312

Best-in-Class

Industry Average

Laggard

Fast Facts 
Best-in-Class companies 
improved a number of sales 
metrics on a year-over-year 
basis, in comparison to other 
companies: 

√ 7.7% better team attainment 
of sales quota, vs. 0.3% 
among other firms 

√ 7.2% reduction in sales time-
to-productivity, vs. 1.2% 

√ 7.1% more first-year reps 
achieving quota, vs. -0.4% 

√ 4.1% reduction in sales 
turnover, vs. a 1.1% increase 

√ 3.4% stronger customer 
retention rate, vs. -0.4% 

√ 2.9% shorter average sales 
cycle, vs. a 0.5% longer cycle 
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do so, compared with 45% of Industry Average and only 33% of Laggard 
companies. 

External social media: Outside the firewall, user-generated content has 
additional significant value for the modern seller, as outlined in Social Selling: 
Best-in-Class Targeting of the Right Message, at the Right Time, for the Right Person 
(July 2012). In this research, Best-in-Class companies — defined by the most 
reps achieving quota, and annual improvement in revenue, deal size, and sales 
cycle reduction — consistently out-adopt other organizations in the use of 
LinkedIn, Twitter, and other user-generated social media sites to prepare and 
structure their sales messaging and tactics. In the current Sales Training data, 
Best-in-Class firms report a 69% versus 54% adoption rate of the same 
practices, specifically in the context of encouraging sales reps not only to use 
social media in their targeting efforts, but also to collect knowledge and best 
practices from their own social networks, regardless of whether this wisdom 
accrues from within their employer or from people who sell for other 
enterprises. 

Which Sales Numbers Matter? All of Them! 
Salespeople and their managers are no strangers to numbers; they live and die 
by quota. And yet, these same personas traditionally disassociate from the 
kind of fact-based analytical thinking that their counterparts in other lines of 
business are tasked with deploying. In reality, the most successful sales teams 
are far more supported by technologies and processes that help them dismiss 
the emotion-driven happy ears and sandbagging, and embrace data-oriented 
sales enablement best practices.  

Figure 6: CRM Integration by Best-in-Class Sellers 

 
Source: Aberdeen Group, May 2012 
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The Sales Forecasting / Analytics 
Best-in-Class 

In April and May 2012, Aberdeen 
surveyed 144 end-user 
organizations about their sales 
effectiveness practices and 
accomplishments, specifically to 
understand how sales forecasting 
is most effectively deployed. The 
performance metrics used to 
define the Best-in-Class (top 
20%), Industry Average (middle 
50%), and Laggard (bottom 30%) 
among these sales teams were: 

√ 90% customer retention rate, 
vs. 76% among Industry 
Average and 41% for Laggard 
firms. 

√ 13.0% average year-over-year 
increase in overall team 
attainment of sales quota, vs. a 
1.3% increase for the Industry 
Average and a 5.2% decline 
among Laggard respondents. 

√ 6.5% year-over-year 
improvement of (reduction in) 
the average sales cycle, vs. 1.1% 
for Industry Average firms and 
a 4.7% worsening (increase) 
among Laggard organizations.  
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Figure 6 presents three of these approaches, sourced from Aberdeen's July 
2012 research published in Better Sales Forecasting through Process and 
Technology: No Crystal Ball Required (Best-in-Class defined in sidebar, page 7). 

Sales forecasting work flow formally integrated into the CRM: A 
single dashboard or portal used by sales reps and managers alike includes all 
the crucial business and performance data in a single interface that quickly 
reveals sales accomplishments against sales goals; and this data should be 
housed in the sales system of record — the CRM. Adopters of this knowledge 
management capability report that an average of 63% of their sales reps 
achieved quota, compared with only 43% of other companies — a 47% delta. 

CRM dashboard integrated with goal versus actual sales results: 
Much as the previous best practice seeks to integrate a sales rep's 
accomplishments, goals, and operating data, there are few motivators more 
effective than the easily-eyeballed gas gauge view that many CRM products 
provide showcasing whether a rep is in the red or green zones, depending on 
their accomplishments and the calendar. Fifty-eight percent (58%) more sales 
reps in companies adopting this approach hit their number compared to other 
firms (63% vs. 40%), validating the investment in linking all of these data 
sources. 

Sales stage analysis used to identify deal velocity problems: “What 
happened to this opportunity? Why did it slip into next month?" These annoying 
and embarrassing questions are all too common in professional sales 
environments, but Best-in-Class firms are less likely to experience such 
situations because they more effectively marry the sales training and process 
methodologies described above with the analytical capabilities of forecasting 
and CRM technologies. They accomplish this through the use of trigger alerts 
informing all relevant stakeholders when a sales opportunity has remained at 
any given stage for longer than the expected period of time — a blip in the 
selling stream, in other words. This allows sales leaders to provide hands-on 
coaching and solution selling expertise in the context of specific deals and 
opportunities, and eventually yields far better results: adopters lead other 
companies by double-digit margins in terms of individual and team quota 
attainment, as well as in customer retention metrics. 

 

 

 

 

For more information on this or other research topics, please visit 
www.aberdeen.com.  
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