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Sales Management 2.0 eBook  

Project Overview 
 

One of the great personal benefits of the benchmarking work done by CSO Insights is that we get to tap 

into the wealth of experiences and wisdom of numerous sales and marketing thought leaders. Because of 

this, we are committed to continue to publish our series of Sales Management 2.0 eBooks to share the 

salient knowledge and firsthand experiences that our colleagues in the sales and marketing world have 

shared with us. In each eBook, we present a series of commentaries from the interviews conducted in 

which we profile the approaches that CSOs and their teams are utilizing to effectively leverage people, 

process, technology, and knowledge to improve sales results—even in tough economic times.  

In this eBook, industry leaders provide insights into the following topics that are top of mind for many 

sales and marketing executives: 

Social Selling as a Competitive Advantage: Ms. Liz Gelb-O’Connor, Senior Executive for Strategy and 

Innovation at ADP, talks about one of the hottest topics in sales and sales management today: Social 

Selling. Liz believes ADP has a 24-month window to take advantage of social selling/media as a way to 

effectively engage buyers and adapt to their buy cycle. After that, social selling will be another “me-too” 

technology similar to email. A key stat that supports aligning sales to the buy cycle is that buyers have 

completed 57% of the purchasing cycle before engaging a vendor (data from the Sales Executive Council). 

Why engage in social selling? Per Liz, the point is to build quality relationships. From this, sales will follow. 

To measure effectiveness, ADP developed a toolkit to score their team’s social presence. They determine 

where reps are on the skills spectrum and provide incentives to increase their competency levels and 

social presence. Liz’s advice to those wishing to embark down this path: be a contributing member of your 

community by providing thought leadership and joining the conversation when it makes sense. Your best 

approach is to add content, insights, and perspectives that are of value to the buyer while demonstrating 

you’re a trustworthy and savvy member of your communities. 

http://www.csoinsights.com/
http://www.adp.com/
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Sales Compensation and Incentive Management: From NICE, we spoke with two experienced 

executives. Ms. Wendy Kinney (Lauther) leads the Workforce Optimization practice, which includes 

Performance Management and Workforce Management, and Ms. Susan Milhau (Wheeler) leads the 

Incentive Compensation Management (ICM). They discuss the biggest pain point that sales operations 

executives and compensation managers face—and it nearly always boils down to complexity. They 

attribute this to the speed of change that companies face today especially in the areas of decreased 

product development cycles and expanding service types, all making it difficult for organizations to 

keep up. They also ascribe that the sophistication of compensation is getting more intricate as 

organizations seek to motivate their people with shared commissions, short-term SPIFs, and more. To 

address the challenge of complexity, NICE sees organizations focusing on three pillars: alignment, 

action, and administration. These firms recognize the need to align their people around the right goals 

with timely performance data. From alignment they drive action—focusing their salespeople on selling 

and their operations and compensation team on strategic issues. They avoid distraction and 

inefficiency by cleaning up administration.  

Strategic Account Management: Mr. Tim Braman, Vice President of Corporate Strategy at Revegy, 

begins his interview with us by stating the obvious: No wonder companies are interested in improving 

their strategic account management. When you look at average companies you’ll see that 60%-80% of 

their revenues come from their top 20% of customers. They are a huge revenue stream, whether 

you’re looking at these accounts from a revenue protection perspective and/or a revenue growth 

perspective. Tim goes on to say that when looking at revenue growth, if you’re able to generate even a 

small increase on 60%-80% of your revenues, this will be far greater than a much larger percentage 

increase on the remaining 20% of your revenue stream. He asserts that there is real gold to be mined 

from strategic accounts and that these accounts represent a small group to manage. He outlines five 

possible scenarios in which to penetrate and expand key customers. After explaining a few traps that 

sales and sales managers can get into when trying to transform from a tactical company that is 

transactional in nature to an organization that sells strategically into key accounts, Tim provides a five-

step approach to this transformation process, starting with customer segmentation and ending with 

developing a coaching infrastructure. 

http://www.nice.com/
http://web.revegy.com/
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Weathering Recessions: Ms. Janet Dolan, President and CEO at The Tennant Company, shared with us 

their ability to forecast an upcoming recession and put specific plans and communications in place to 

weather the storm. Janet explained there are certain leading indicators that can portend that the 

country is headed into a recession. Janet and her team knew a recession was on the horizon. She didn’t 

know how severe or for how long, but she was determined to know how they wanted to position 

themselves after the recession and how to ride the recovery out in as good a position as possible. To 

make this happen, worldwide leadership put together eight guiding principles that they used 

throughout the recession. From this they put a huge communications plan in place throughout the 

organization. While a recession would mean for most firms the need to hunker down and cut every 

cost conceivable, The Tennant Company didn’t stop their investments in major strategic initiatives such 

as their SAP implementation, product development, and their channel brand strategy. In these and 

other areas they were even hiring additional people. Because of their communications efforts, even 

though they were laying people off in specific areas, people understood in advance where the 

company planned to invest and where they were cutting back. The cutbacks were fair and across the 

board. Where headcount was concerned, Janet made them disproportionately at the top and did 

everything they could to cut smartly. When reducing headcount at the plant, they opted for a 

reduction and rearrangement in plant schedules so people worked four 10-hour days rather than being 

laid off. They did this because they needed the production and to retain their skilled labor when the 

recovery came about. This interview with Janet shows how a recession was a different phase of their 

development, and they needed to use it wisely across all functional areas of the organization to be in a 

good position after the recession.  

*** 

Through this continuing exchange of insights, we hope to make this eBook series an ongoing, 

educational process for sales executives—not simply a one-time learning event. If you have 

suggestions for topics you would like to see covered or have a story you would like to share, please 

contact Kim Cameron, Vice President of Research and Products at CSO Insights, at 

kim.cameron@csoinsights.com or phone 775-772-8688.  

http://www.thetennant.com/
mailto:kim.cameron@csoinsights.com
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Ms. Liz Gelb-O’Connor 
 

Liz is a Senior Executive for Strategy and Innovation at ADP. She has been with the company for three 

years and has helped bring her digital marketing experience in conjunction with new tools and 

approaches to bear on inside sales. She joined ADP after stints at American Express (nearly 12 years) and 

American Cyanamid (8+ years). Liz has an undergraduate degree in Marketing and Computer Science 

and an MBA in International Business from Seton Hall. She has received a number of awards from both 

American Express and American Cyanamid, is a frequent presenter at conferences, and a recognized 

leader in inside sales. I met Liz at the American Association of Inside Sales Professionals’ annual meeting 

a number of years ago and have turned to her for her expert input, perspective, and good humor ever 

since.  

—Barry Trailer 

 

 

 

Social Selling as a Competitive Advantage 

In my opinion, we have about a 24-month window for social selling to be a competitive differentiator. 

As more people replicate the many things we now consider new and innovative to win business, it’s 

likely the medium will slowly become saturated with “noise” like email is today. Then we’ll all be 

looking for the next disruptive trend in the marketplace to pursue. 

ADP launched social selling as another step to adapt to the evolving “buyer’s journey.” We consider 

this an integral part in meeting the needs of our clients and prospects in the marketplace as they travel 

The point of social selling is to build quality relationships, and sales will 

follow. Listen first, put things of value out there, and create social capital. 

http://www.adp.com/
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through their buying cycle. We are continuously looking at how we can leverage new technologies and 

emerging trends. That’s part of my role as the VP of Inside Sales Strategy and Innovation. 

I’ve been with ADP for a little over three years, bringing with me a digital media marketing background. 

I came in to see how I could leverage this expertise for inside sales.  

ADP, one of the four AAA rated companies left in the US, is known for cultivating a best-in-class 

professional field sales force and has had an inside sales channel for more than ten years. Initially, 

inside sales was seen as a low-cost channel to broaden our reach, particularly in the small business 

sales segment. However, it has grown to cover all domestic Employer Services business units and now 

can offer more than 200 solutions. We’ve recently added support to our multi-national business in the 

upper end of the market. 

That Was Then, This is Now 

However, the landscape continues to evolve both externally and internally. As a result, we’ve been 

able to incorporate new innovations in both our business model and trends in engagement. Social 

selling has been the most recent. For the two decades I’ve supported and been part of sales 

organizations, I’ve seen sales and marketing evolve from a focus on brand awareness and solution 

selling to a more relationship-centric and research-driven process. In the past, buyers were largely 

informed by traditional marketing channels and in-person presentations and demonstrations by the 

reps who called upon them. According to research conducted by the Sales Executive Council, buyers 

have completed approximately 57% of the purchasing cycle before they reach out to a vendor. 

Recently, I’ve heard this has increased to over 70%. 

How Social Selling Works at ADP 

First, I’ll give my plug. Social selling paves the way to shift thinking and to sell differently. Let me 

repeat, to sell differently. Success won’t be found by those who use it as another forum to push their 

sales message, adding nothing of value or relevance to the potential buyer. When salespeople focus on 

themselves, and not their followers, they’re misusing the medium. 
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Social selling is a marathon, not a sprint. 

What I love about social selling is that it can be used to build relationships and engage both clients and 

prospects. In a way, it’s a bit of a misnomer to call it “social selling” since it’s more about “social 

engagement.” If used correctly, social selling allows you to leverage a medium where your personal 

brand mixes with your professional affiliation, giving you the ability to create credibility and become a 

trusted advisor in the marketplace. The point of social selling is to build quality relationships, and sales 

will follow. Listen first, put things of value out there, and create social capital.  

If you look at buying psychology, people prefer to buy from people they like—relationships matter. So, 

how do we use social selling at ADP? 

We focus on three main ideas: 

1. Research to enable a relevant conversation at the right time with the right contact; 

2. Demonstrate thought leadership and industry expertise to help build relationships; and  

3. Engage/join the conversation early in a “non-sales-y” way. 

To do this, we generally focus on participating in forums, joining social networks, and monitoring for 

trigger events. Increasingly, buyers are actively participating in on-line peer communities built around 

specific topics of interest. Integral to social selling is “being part of the conversation” on sites where 

peers are speaking to each other about products and services in their industries. When reps get in on 

the ground floor with our social selling program, they’re able to proactively strengthen their position 

and demonstrate their industry expertise. 

This approach enables us to be “where the buyer is”, participate in the conversation, evolve with the 

buyer, and help inform the buyer with early self-education. As a result, ADP sales reps are positioning 

themselves as innovative thought leaders. 

A real world example of social selling involves one of our reps who set up Google alerts for some of her 

key clients and contacts. One morning, a Google alert popped up announcing an acquisition between a 
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company that was an existing ADP client and a 2,000 employee company that wasn’t. Our rep called 

the CFO of the acquiring company within 24 hours of the acquisition. The CFO was completely 

impressed—shocked actually—that our rep was so attuned to her accounts and their changing 

situation. Although the CFO’s early inclination was to go with the new company’s existing employee 

services provider (an ADP competitor), he decided to stay with ADP because our rep was in quickly and 

first, and she was able to provide additional information, insights, and influence to help sway the 

decision in ADP’s favor. 

So, by leveraging, listening, and researching using social media, our reps can be in the right place, at 

the right time, with the right conversations with their clients and prospects. 

Making Social Selling Part of Our DNA 

When I arrived at ADP, our reps couldn’t access LinkedIn or any other social sites. Clearly, to ingrain 

social selling into our culture, our reps needed to have access. We first assisted with the development 

of a strong social media policy, then just over a year ago, we opened access to all of the major social 

media platforms, with the exception of reps in our regulated industries.  

Social selling isn’t a “won and done” initiative for us. We offer regular training—from beginner to 

advanced, as well as 1:1 social tune-ups. We developed a monthly training curriculum, punctuated by 

sharing best practices and success stories on a monthly basis. To drive adoption, we sponsor internal 

contests and incentives based on learning and sustained usage. This has really helped to create 

relevancy and explain what’s in it for our sales teams. 

We provide access to curated content for our reps. The fact that the content is “curated” is key, 

meaning pre-developed and selected based on relevancy and timely messaging. We put everything 

“social” into a repository that can be readily located, keeping content only one button away. A lot of 

our content is created by marketing using content calendars (tweets, ready-to-use “nuggets,” etc.) to 

make sharing easy and so encourages broad and growing adoption. This is supplemented by videos, 

infographics, and thought leadership pieces.  
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In inside sales, this is more than an effort pushed by marketing and sales operations. Our senior inside 

sales leaders are behind social selling. They’re actively tweeting, aggressively sharing content, ensuring 

their profiles are complete, gathering and listening to feedback, and participating in social as much as 

our reps. 

One year ago, based on a benchmarking study, we decided to implement a new model in our large 

market space, teaming inside sales reps with field sales reps. We outlined primary and collaborative 

spaces in order to accelerate our growth. This inside sales team specifically harnessed the power of 

social selling to help accelerate results, closing large deals and contributing toward building their 

pipelines. 

Measuring Results: Baseline and Ongoing 

The question I’m always asked is whether or not we can measure the contribution of social selling. The 

answer is “yes.”  

Having an analytical background, when I first arrived, we established baseline measures to build our 

long-range channel strategy. Rather than relying on some of the approaches used in the past, we took 

a new opportunity-based approach to growth. 

Using external market measures, internal strategic levers, market share, and retention data, we sized 

current and future opportunities along a five-year horizon. To incorporate a “slice of reality” to the 

operationalization of our plans, we measured the top five to ten areas for each business unit. Each year 

since then, we have fine-tuned our projections. I’m pleased to say, most of our major assumptions 

have held firm over the last three years.  

To help measure our organization’s proficiency, ADP developed a Social Selling Evaluation Toolkit used 

by our leaders to score their team’s social presence based on ADP’s Social Selling Strategy. Based on 

the results of our toolkit, we can determine where our reps are on the skills spectrum and provide 

them incentives to increase their competency levels and social presence. 
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Although we mainly focus on the three largest platforms, LinkedIn, Twitter, and Facebook, we’ve also 

developed training on other platforms to keep our reps current on the various offerings and what they 

can do for them. For the core platforms, we’ve internally developed a series of self-paced social media 

training modules that will help progress our reps from beginner, through intermediate, to advanced 

and expert levels. These are ever-evolving as the products continue to change. As an example, LinkedIn 

releases fairly frequent user interface changes that we need to monitor and account for.  

To further share best practices and celebrate success, we gather really great examples of social selling 

success on a monthly basis. We track these specific opportunities from initial engagement through to a 

closed sale. This has proven to be incredibly successful in leveraging social selling across the entire 

organization. This also makes the point that social selling is not just for prospecting and can be used in 

any size market.  

We’ve tracked opportunities from $2,500 to over $1million, where social selling has been used to 

identify opportunities, connect with key buying influences, get paperwork moving to close a deal, and 

much more. We see social selling spanning all segments of the market from small business to 

enterprise size accounts. 

What’s Next? 

I mentioned that the time is now to use social selling as a competitive differentiator. At ADP, we’re 

making social selling part of our inside sales culture’s DNA and the de facto standard for best practices 

in sales engagement. According to the IBM CEO study conducted in 2012, it’s predicted that social 

media will be the number two way to reach clients and prospects by 2015, after direct sales.  

The key is to continue changing the way we think about selling and transforming it into relationship-

building and engagement. As a marketer who has chased the trend of 1:1 relationship marketing since 

the mid-‘90s, this is really the first time I can say that I think it’s truly here. The people who really 

understand social selling and use it well will be rewarded. Those who don’t use it, well...not so much. 
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How many invitations have you received from people you don’t know to join their LinkedIn network? A 

personal pet peeve of mine is getting random invites without a personalized message from people I’ve 

never met or engaged with. I like to choose who I make part of my social community. I tend to ignore 

invitations from people I don’t know unless they add a message to give me an idea how we can help 

one another. For salespeople who spam me without attempting to personalize, I shake my head and 

think, ‘These are the people who will ruin it for everyone else’ and promptly ignore their invite. 

My parting advice is to remember that your social presence is part of your personal brand, and it will 

stay with you throughout your career. First, before you ask for something, let the conversation be 

about the other person you are trying to engage and look for ways to add value to build social debt. 

Be a contributing member of this vast and growing community by providing thought leadership and 

joining the conversation when it makes sense. Your best approach to accomplish these things is by 

adding content, insights, and perspectives that are of value to the audience while demonstrating 

you’re a trustworthy and savvy member of your communities. 

Our inside sales channel continues to grow from these humble beginnings. Today, inside sales at ADP is 

mainly focused in two centers of excellence with more than 1000 associates. For the foreseeable 

future, social selling will be one of the key components powering our growth. 
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Ms. Wendy Kinney (Lauther) and Ms. Susan Milhau (Wheeler) 
 

Wendy Kinney (Lauther), Regional Vice President of Workforce Optimization at NICE, leads the 

Workforce Optimization practice, which includes Performance Management and Workforce 

Management. She is recognized as a pioneer in the Performance Management industry with 

experience spanning 16+ years. She has developed management strategy and tactical execution 

plans from the agent level to C-level executives for both services and sales. 

 

Susan Milhau (Wheeler), ICM Sales Manager at NICE, has been helping fortune 1000 customers 

improve their compensation processes since 1998 and has been a speaker at World at Work and 

other industry specific events. Prior to NICE Susan spent 10+ years as a consultant for third party 

Sales Performance Management (SPM) implementation organizations helping institute best 

practices and gain efficiencies in their compensation processes. 

—Barry Trailer 

 

 

 
 

The pain of complexity stems from two factors: First, the speed of change. Product 

development cycles are shortening, service types are expanding, all making it harder for the 

sales organization to keep pace. Second, compensation sophistication. Incentive plans are 

getting more intricate as organizations seek to motivate their people with shared commissions, 

short-term SPIFs, spot bonuses, and more.  

 

When we sit down with sales operations executives and compensation managers, 

we ask about their biggest pain point—it nearly always boils down to complexity.  

http://www.nice.com/
http://www.nice.com/
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The result? The day-to-day activities of the sales operations team and compensation managers 

are fraught with complexity. Can you update compensation plans to keep up with business 

priorities? Can you roll out a new incentive or SPIF to meet an end-of-quarter push? Can you 

model the impact of program changes to help leaders make the right decisions? 

The good news is that there are many sales organizations that are taking the right steps to 

simplify and streamline their programs—we can learn from them. We see these organizations 

focusing on three pillars. Over the following pages, we’ll dig into those pillars, frame the 

common challenges we hear, and share the solutions that work in practice.  

The Pillars: Alignment, Action, and Administration 

Sales organizations that are bent on simplicity relentlessly focus on three pillars: Alignment, 

action, and administration. They recognize the need to align their people around the right goals 

and timely performance data. From this alignment they drive action—focusing their 

salespeople on selling and their operations and compensation team on strategic issues. They 

avoid distraction and inefficiency by cleaning up administration.  

ALIGNMENT  

A lot of complexity radiates from a lack of alignment. When the sales organization isn’t snapped 

into company priorities, it’s hard to drive the right behaviors and activities. Here are a few of 

the common symptoms we hear and how organizations are tackling the tension. 

The Pain: “Salespeople don’t trust our numbers, so they spend hours tracking and tuning their 

own spreadsheets, constantly calling commissions into question.” 

The Practice: A one-time inaccuracy can turn into a long-term loss of confidence. Organizations 

that have used spreadsheets to manage compensation for decades are turning to dedicated 

software to (a) prevent overpayments (most organizations overpay 5%-12%) and (b) provide 

clear reporting for their salespeople. Sure, we’re biased, but if you are still using a spreadsheet 

http://www.nice.com/sites/default/files/eight_most_effective_strategies_for_icm_implementations_v7.pdf
http://www.nice.com/sites/default/files/nice_icm_6_2_brochure_final.pdf
http://www.nice.com/sites/default/files/nice_icm_6_2_brochure_final.pdf


Sales Management 2.0  Optimizing Sales Performance 2013 – Volume 10 
 

© CSO Insights CSOiCL67112 Page | 15 
 

or homegrown system to manage compensation, you should look at what a solution, purpose-

built for compensation can offer in terms of precision and confidence. 

*** 

The Pain: “It’s impossible to keep up with executive priorities. Every quarter they highlight a 

different solution, but by the time our compensation catches up they’ve moved on to the next 

month’s or quarter’s priority.” 

The Practice: This is such a common problem. Organizations will highlight different products or 

solutions in different time periods—demanding a burst of activity. But, when compensation 

systems lag, salespeople will continue to focus on the solutions that reward them most 

handsomely.  

The trouble is that when it’s time to make a change, it can take weeks or months to assess the 

impact on compensation, and, therefore, weeks or months for decision makers to approve 

changes. More operations are applying technology to translate their complex programs into 

simple processes—imagine a Visio diagram. Each “box” can be revised, or the compensation 

process re-arranged, producing a simple way to model the impact of changes. Now the right 

data are at their fingertips, and decisions can be made in time to mirror executive priorities. 

 ACTION 

Complexity can be paralyzing. When there is a muddle of data, accountability is shared, and 

action is rare. That is why we are seeing more organizations clear the way for their people, 

making their programs and processes more transparent. This way each individual knows what 

they are responsible for and the next action they will take.  

The Pain: “As a compensation manager, I spend most of my day responding to individual 

requests and triaging compensation disputes. There’s never enough time to tackle more 

strategic compensation planning for the company.” 
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The Practice: The role of the compensation manager is overly tactical at too many 

organizations. They have rich insight at their disposal—they know which incentives drive 

behavior, which programs need revision, and how to build a strategic compensation plan. So, 

rescue them from minor compensation disputes. Either they have to chase down data to 

address every dispute or you can have a solution that automates that work—pulling in the right 

data and even automating the decision based on predefined rules. Now the compensation 

manager can play a role in sales strategy and add far more value to the organization.  

*** 

The Pain: “Our sales managers are ineffective coaches—they spend the same amount of time 

with every sales person, regardless of whether they are a top or bottom performer. As a result, 

our top performers get bogged down, and our stragglers don’t get the right attention.” 

The Practice: Thought leaders in this space lean on a 5-part best practice coaching process. 1) 

Segment performers into quadrants. Tip: rather than focus on top and bottom performers, we 

see companies drive the greatest impact when they help second and third quadrant (middle) 

performers become top performers. 2) Identify the right topic to cover with each sales person. 

Rather than generically coaching to one topic, zero in on coachable weaknesses. 3) Drill into the 

root cause. Too many sales managers coach to a metric; rather, provide them with analytics on 

their people’s performance so they can coach to underlying behaviors. 4) Assign follow-up 

tasks. Charge a sales person with brushing up on product knowledge, up-selling a specific 

solution, or connecting with a colleague for support. 5) Assess coaching effectiveness. Sure, it’s 

important to hold salespeople accountable for coaching, but forward-thinking organizations 

also hold the sales manager accountable for being a great coach. 

Companies that follow this process see consistent improvements across time—creating a sales 

culture predicated on performance.  

*** 

http://www.nice.com/sites/default/files/performance_management_benchmark_study_report.pdf
http://www.nice.com/sites/default/files/performance_management_benchmark_study_report.pdf
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The Pain: “Sales person engagement is waning. There’s always a burst of energy at the end of 

the quarter, but we struggle to keep them engaged in developing knowledge and skills on a day-

to-day basis.” 

The Practice: Financial incentives are the number one motivator. However, close behind are a) 

other recognition and rewards, and b) competition with peers. That’s why more companies are 

turning to gamification—the application of game mechanics (levels, points, goals, badges, etc.) 

to sales activities. No longer is the monthly sales contest tallied on a whiteboard, but rather on 

a gamification platform where everyone can track their results. Badges acknowledge the 

accumulation of new skills. And because gamification is data-rich, decision makers can correlate 

completed challenges with sales results. Organizations are turning to gamification to 

complement their compensation programs. 

 ADMINISTRATION 

A compensation solution that drives consistent alignment and action must be easy to 

administer. We have seen many solutions shine in a demo but struggle when implemented. 

Fortunately, there are a couple of simple cues that sales and compensation managers have 

learned to watch for. 

The Pain: “Our solution is so complex that every time we need to make a change to our 

programs we need to engage our internal IT department.” 

The Practice: Ouch. Engaging the IT department costs you both time and money, as there is 

usually a long queue of projects. So, when you are evaluating solutions you must make sure 

that the compensation manager or sales operations team will have the keys—they can get in 

and make necessary changes simply and easily. When evaluating solution providers, it is 

important to ask for multiple customer references—companies with similar transaction 

volumes and plan complexities. Make sure your peers at those companies have the control they 

need to manage their solution. 

http://www.nice.com/sites/default/files/gamification_at_nice.pdf
http://www.nice.com/sites/default/files/gamification_at_nice.pdf
http://www.nice.com/sites/default/files/gamification_at_nice.pdf
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*** 

The Pain: “We often want to add new inputs, or deliver different outputs, but that requires that 

we spend a bunch of energy scrubbing and reformatting data. Consequently, we struggle to 

move data around and lack trust in the numbers.” 

The Practice: Companies are making it a requirement that their compensation solution be able 

to consume friendly file formats such as Excel. Adding a new data input shouldn’t require a 

heavy-duty data cleansing effort. Nor should building a new output, such as a report, require a 

huge amount of manipulation. You similarly need a solution with flexible reporting. This allows 

you to define the parameters and generate the information and insights you and your team 

need to make decisions. Your compensation program needs to have the right hooks to accept 

new inputs and produce the right outputs.  

CONCLUSION 

The pain of complexity that so many sales organizations face is solvable. In our experience, the 

fast movers are focusing on aligning their people around goals, driving targeted action, and 

simplifying administration. They get out of their own way so their compensation programs can 

keep up with the speed of change in the organization and stay connected to priorities.  

Ultimately, an organization that works from these pillars is in the best position to build a sales 

organization that is highly engaged and driving results. Alleviate your day-to-day pains and free 

sales operations and compensation managers to deliver strategic guidance and value to the 

organization.  

 

  

http://www.nice.com/sites/default/files/nice_icm_6_2_brochure_final.pdf
http://www.nice.com/sites/default/files/nice_icm_6_2_brochure_final.pdf
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Mr. Tim Braman 
 

Tim Braman, Vice President of Corporate Strategy at Revegy, has 20+ years in sales and sales 

management. Tim has extensive experience in management consulting, ERP, business 

intelligence, financial management, supply chain for financial services, government, and hi-tech. 

He specializes in sales process and sales and marketing alignment and has comprehensive 

experience in startups and large companies. Tim genuinely enjoys working with companies to 

understand their business challenges to develop straight forward and rapidly implementable 

solutions to improve revenue and performance. Based on his experience in sales culture change 

and performance improvement, Tim bases all engagements on a strong process foundation with 

metrics and best practices always focusing on “what’s in it for the sales and account teams and 

always, always looking through the customer’s eyes.” 

—Barry Trailer 

 

 

 
 

No wonder companies are interested in improving their strategic account management. When 

you look at average companies you’ll see that 60%-80% of revenues come from their top 20% 

of customers. So they’re a huge revenue stream, whether you’re looking at these accounts 

from a revenue protection perspective and/or a revenue growth perspective. But when looking 

at revenue growth, if you’re able to generate even a small increase on 60%-80% of your 

revenues, this will be far greater than a much larger percentage increase on the remaining 20% 

of your revenue stream.  

The Strategic Account Management Association (SAMA) reports that if you 

strategically manage your best customers, the revenue growth rate is twice that 

of non-strategic customers.  

http://web.revegy.com/
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And industry metrics back this up. The 

Strategic Account Management 

Association (SAMA) reports that if you 

strategically manage your best customers, 

the revenue growth rate is twice that of 

non-strategic customers. The chart to the 

right shows that over 50% of companies 

grew year-over-year revenue from key 

(strategic) accounts by 11% or more, while 

only 17% grew their non-strategic 

accounts that fast. So there is real gold to 

be mined from these key accounts. The other good news is that, in absolute numbers, this is a 

fairly small group to manage. 

There are five possible scenarios to going “high, wide, and deep” with strategic customers. 

Briefly, the approaches are: 

1. Targeting a major corporation that’s not currently a customer that represents huge 

opportunity if made a customer; 

2. Expanding the existing sales of currently purchased product within a business unit that 

already buys; 

3. Maintaining current product sales but sell additional products into a business unit that 

already buys; 

4. Extending the sale of products currently being purchased, but into new business units 

that don’t currently buy from you; and/or 

5. Selling new products into new business units in an existing major customer. 

However, before doing any of these, the first thing to figure out is which accounts and business 

units to go after. This is segmentation. There is a Peter Drucker quote: “Culture eats strategy for 
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breakfast.” Before targeting an account just because it’s big, it’s worth determining whether 

the account is a good fit. And a key component of fit is the company’s culture.  

For example, for decades there has been a tremendous amount of talk about consultative 

selling and shifting from pitching product to selling solutions. Yet, sales reps continue to pitch 

product, talk feeds and speeds, show up and throw up. These types of deals are highly 

transactional and driven primarily, if not solely, by price and delivery (assuming basic quality 

criteria are met). These companies aren’t looking for an intimate customer relationship, and 

you’re wasting your time if you do more than focus on how to streamline the process and boost 

efficiency and economy of effort. 

Having said this, let me also say, I’m all about transforming your sales organization to be much 

more consultative and strategic—which starts with customer segmentation. You have to be 

able to segment customers not only by how big they are and how much they buy and are 

capable of buying, but also by how they want to be sold to. Further, it may not just be about 

segmenting your customers but also segmenting your sales force. There is an opportunity to be 

more strategic with some accounts—relationships, and a different kind of opportunity with 

accounts that simply want price and availability—transactions. 

Rethinking the Strategic Account Manager Role 

A notion often associated with account management discussions is that an account manager is 

a “farmer.” As you know, this connotes someone looking after the account and is contrasted 

with the term “hunter.” It is generally thought that hunters go out to find and capture new 

accounts (i.e., hunt down), while farmers maintain and grow existing relationships (i.e., tend 

the garden or flock). 

It may be time to think of “ranchers,” “hunters,” or “general managers” in account 

management roles. This line of thinking means adding on the next fertile pasture, and the 

next—not simply farming the existing pasture as we have the past several years. This new 

mindset is dynamic, consultative, and strategic. If you segment your customer base and target 
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accounts appropriately, you can identify accounts that do, in fact, want to strategically engage 

with you. 

Unfortunately, this is easier said than done. The reason? It’s fairly straightforward—and, again, 

a common approach—to segment customers and prospects by purchase history and potential: 

Accounts that are in the top 5% of revenue are Tier 1 accounts. Those that generate the next 

10%-15% of revenue are Tier 2 accounts. And the next 20% are Tier 3. Below this figure, we 

don’t consider them strategic accounts. 

Clearly, this is both easy and rational, but it doesn’t address the question of the customer 

relationship strength and the ideal customer fit. Instead, I’m suggesting that you want to 

segment by asking: “Do they fit our business model and the way we do business? Does this 

customer want to engage with us strategically? Do we have the right people involved, with the 

right set of skills and the right tools?”  

Two things. First, a word of warning. Second, more about how to define “fit.” 

While there are firms that want to buy strictly based on price and availability, firms with tight 

product specs and the ability to do huge volumes, these same firms also are doing high-speed 

transactions—rapid, repetitive, and routine. The cautionary note is not that this is bad or 

wrong; the observation is these buyers are being attracted to high-speed, high-volume, 

technology enabled transactions (i.e., EDI, self-service, and kiosks) and don’t really need or 

want a strategic account manager. They want the rep who makes sure that all the Testing 

Procedure Specification (TPS) reports are properly stapled. 

Hard Work: High Payoff 

So let’s talk more about fit. You really want to determine whether there exists a match between 

their business philosophy and mindset and yours. Criteria I’ve seen for this are all over the map. 

It could be: centralized versus decentralized purchasing; strategic, long-term visionary versus 

low-cost provider in their space; alignment of our solution with their value chain. Does our 
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solution allow them to achieve their key objectives (e.g., increased customer satisfaction, 

greater account penetration)?  

Beyond culture, beyond your company’s capabilities, does the account want to develop a more 

robust relationship which will provide access to senior level people? When and if they do, does 

your account manager have the ability to paint the vision showing you can assemble the right 

resources, demonstrate how to help the client achieve their objective, deliver insight in the 

eyes of their executives? 

I’m sure as you’re reading this; none of it seems startlingly new. Once you’ve identified the 

accounts that clearly are a good fit, why isn’t organic, dramatic, account growth automatic? Or, 

at least, why does this issue of great account management seem so elusive? 

Part of it may just be execution. Reps know they need to be calling higher, want to establish 

higher level relationships but remain stuck lower in the buying organization. Why? Here are 

three common traps: 

Trap #1. The rep becomes mired in day-to-day tactical issues. This is an important account, they 

order a lot of stuff, and a good deal of rep energy may be siphoned off running down 

operational details rather than exploring what other opportunities may be around the corner. 

So the company is under-investing in the appropriate staffing model for this strategic account. 

If the account is generating millions and you want to double revenue, consider an operations 

partner for the strategic account manager. 

Trap #2. Skills based issues, such as challenges your account manager has when lower level, 

day-to-day contacts in the account don’t understand why your rep wants to be calling higher or 

may openly resist and/or resent reps going around them. 

Trap #3. Compensation. One company we worked with talked about wanting their reps to be 

longer-term and more strategically focused, but they pressured their reps—and rewarded 
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them—based on monthly revenue performance targets. It’s really hard, if not impossible, to be 

a long term, strategic, and visionary partner if you are focused on making a monthly number. 

Getting Started: It’s a Journey 

You cannot just declare, “You, Mr./Ms. Customer, are now a major account” and, “You, Mr./Ms. 

Rep, are now a strategic account rep,” and everyone starts playing in a long-term, strategic 

way. Rather, you have to make an investment, committing time, energy, and resources now for 

an anticipated larger return later. 

Like so many other things presented to CSOs, if you invest in this now (e.g., CRM, account 

management, enabling technologies), then you will see a bump in sales with a 

disproportionately high ROI sometime in the future. This is an easy argument to resist, because 

CSOs know they have things their salespeople are currently doing today that are paying the 

bills, bringing in the orders, and keeping the lights on. And if you stop doing those things, then 

you are out of business! 

With account management, you can’t flip a switch and suddenly your entire sales team is now 

enjoying fabulous high-level relationships. You must continue with business as usual, while 

trying to create change and shift culturally to more strategic partnerships. 

A Glimpse of the Road Forward 

One company we worked with is in Business Intelligence (BI). They’re a smaller company 

focused on creating a great BI solution. Their major competitor was a large company that sold 

both hardware and software and could outgun our client with size and budget. In fact, they 

would tell customers, “Our BI is sufficient for your needs, and we’ll simply include it at no 

additional cost when you buy our hardware and operating system.” 

A compelling approach, especially for a purchasing agent measured and rewarded for cutting 

costs and reducing the total number of vendors their large corporation buys from. 
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What our client realized was that they couldn’t compete by simply saying, “We have a better 

solution.” Instead, they had to focus on engaging more strategically with their customers and 

prospects and making the product’s differences relevant to the customer in the customer’s 

language and in the perspective of the customer’s value proposition. 

They were embarking on a journey of transformation. They knew they needed to keep the 

lights on and continue to grow their company 10%-15% per year, but they also realized they 

needed to become a different company five years from now. This wasn’t a program you launch 

with a sales training event and thirty days hence all your reps will be strategic account 

managers. They had to create a compelling reason to change and have carefully planned their 

steps to move from the tactical to the strategic sales environment. 

Here’s the basic value of this 

journey: 

The Roadmap 

1. Start Segmenting—Look at 

your customer base and 

market space from a strategic 

perspective where you can 

add the most value. This can 

be based upon vertical 

industries in which you have tremendous (and unique) expertise; strength of existing 

relationships; companies whose buying approach inclines toward you (in the BI example above, 

companies where business units drove buying decisions rather than IT or purchasing doing so); 

and in creating your targets you want to include a mix of growth customers and protection 

customers. 

2. Build Supporting Infrastructure—This can include marketing resources and sales engineering 

resources that your strategic account managers can access. Incorporate vertical industry 

 

http://go.pardot.com/l/24422/2013-06-11/32r
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subject matter experts (SMEs) and marketing campaign people who help craft relevant and 

effective messaging. In addition, these resources need to have time allocated to work on 

strategic accounts. 

3. Don’t Forget the Process—Planning and execution are critical, as we all remember the old 

axiom: you don’t “plan to fail, you fail to plan”. Develop a process that can be managed and 

measured that spans the spectrum from planning through execution to value measurement. 

Then ensure your team collaborates and executes the plan, measuring and adjusting it 

throughout the year. 

4. Sales Enablement Infrastructure—This journey is not a training “event” but does include 

training to develop specific skills (business acumen, consultative interviewing skills, etc.). Sales 

enablement must also include implementation of a technology platform to automate managing 

and measuring the account engagement and development process. At Revegy we are careful to 

include visual tools in our product so that organizations can collaborate on the plans and easily 

see how they are fleshing out.  

5. Coaching Infrastructure—It may be there’s no time available for coaching because managers 

are already busy preparing forecasts, managing policies, and more. Or managers aren’t good at 

it, or they don’t know how to coach. Whatever the reason, if your managers are not coaching 

your strategic account managers, developing a pool of other coaching resources to do so is vital 

to progressing down this road to change. Incidentally, these resources needn’t be experts on 

your customers or products, but they should be skilled at asking questions and causing your 

account managers to come up with their own answers. For example, “Am I really being 

customer focused or simply listing products I have to sell?” 

The next table summarizes what I see as the general themes discussed above and the critical 

success factors for you to evaluate the progress you’re making.  
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Conclusion 

There is tremendous incentive for enacting and enabling a strategic account management 

program in your company. The BI company discussed above had sold millions of dollars of 

software into one of their accounts. In assessing their account plan, they realized the next year 

was to be less one of selling more software and more one of helping the customer implement 

and utilize all that they’d bought. See the “investing” discussion earlier. The funny thing was, 

Program Theme Critical Success Factors 

Culture Eats Strategy for 

Breakfast 
Segment your teams based on customer buying 
culture/philosophy 

Choose Wisely, Grasshopper Selection criteria to prioritize accounts 

Avoid the 'Tower of Babel' 
Common process and tools 

Common language 

Seek First to Understand 
The clients' strategy 

How they measure success 

It Takes a Village 

Build an internal team 

Enlist a mentor/coach at client 

Neutralize enemies 

Take the Long Way Home 
Collaborate for success 

Work toward ‘Trusted Partner’ 

Don’t Take the Money and Run Get the credit for the value delivered 

Lather, Rinse, Repeat Make this strategic account part of the culture 

Put Me In, Coach 
Coaching drives behavior and performance 

disproportionately higher than other elements 
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they thought they were “high, wide, and deep” in the account because of the volume they’d 

already done. When they started working with the client, asking questions, learning intimately 

about the customer’s business and, what they called “unraveling the thread,” they actually 

identified many more opportunities than they’d ever imagined! 

You basically have to ask one question before you embark on this journey: Do you have the will 

to make this how you do business? 

To answer this, fully realize that: 1) it won’t be cheap. You’ll need to invest and there are no 

shortcuts; 2) management and managers will have to buy into this vision; 3) you will need to 

include rewards that are longer than a monthly horizon; and 4) you will need to develop and 

implement tools to make it all operational. 

If you decide to go for it and do these things, you’ll find that you’re enjoying more robust, loyal, 

and secure relationships over time. Customer churn will decrease, margins will increase, and 

relationships will be mutually beneficial. These are all good things. 

To learn more about Revegy, view our corporate video. 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www2.revegy.com/l/24422/2013-10-15/mdct
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Ms. Janet Dolan 
A CSO Insights Classic Interview  

 

Born on a farm to a fourth generation of Minnesotans, Janet set out to be an attorney. After 

graduating from the William Mitchell College of Law in 1976, she worked for four years as a trial 

attorney with The Southern Minnesota Regional Legal Services, where she assisted low-income 

clients in dealing with such issues as immigration and housing. From there, she moved on to the 

Minnesota Lawyers Professional Responsibility Board, becoming its First Assistant Director in 

1981. When I met Janet she had already served as Corporate Counsel for The Tennant Company 

and was then Vice President of Sales. In 1999, she replaced well-respected Roger Hale as 

President and CEO. Today, she is one of only twenty-two women CEOs of companies listed on 

the New York Stock Exchange (symbol: TNC). I enjoy every time I have a chance to connect with 

Janet and am impressed with her enthusiasm, upstanding character, and ability to handle the 

big jobs without taking them or herself too seriously. 

—Barry Trailer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Tennant Company has been in business for 132 years. We’ve twice been 

listed as one of Fortune’s Best 100 Companies to Work For and were on the 

leading edge of the quality movement. All of this gives us a certain 

perspective; we attract and hire people with a certain mindset and value set. 

We used this foundation to build bench strength and pull away from 

competitors with short-term focus and challenges. 

http://www.thetennant.com/
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NEW APPROACH TO AN OLD CHALLENGE  

Communicating the Plan Early and Often 

Clearly, the past couple years have been challenging times. Often you don’t have anything 

clever that helps you get through, but I’ll tell you something that we did. Our business is 

dependent on capital spending, which gives us a cyclical view of things. We know there are 

certain leading indicators that, when they start appearing, barring the stars lining up differently, 

you know you’re headed into a slump.  

These indicators showed we were in for a rough ride. When we knew that we were going into a 

recession, we pulled together the worldwide leadership group for our company, which is the 

top thirty or so people, and said, “We can batten down the hatches and do this the way we’ve 

always done it before and die of a thousand cuts, or we can choose to do it differently. We 

could say to ourselves, ‘Let’s not look at going into the recession; let’s look at coming out of the 

recession, and how we want to position ourselves to really ride that recovery curve in as good a 

position as we can.’”  

So we put together eight guiding principles that we have used throughout this recession. And 

then we put in place a huge communications plan throughout the organization. Of course, we 

didn’t realize at that time how long it would last, whether it would be two quarters or two 

years. It turned out to be eight quarters and still counting. 

Surgery with a Scalpel, Not a Machete 

For example, we invested in the major strategic get-ahead initiatives that we thought we had to 

keep going throughout the recession. Some of these initiatives included new product 

development, our SAP implementation, and our channel brand strategy because we were going 

to market with multiple brands. We decided to keep going forward in those areas.  
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This sent the message to our organization that we would be hiring people in those areas even 

though we were laying people off elsewhere. Because we were clear about this message, we 

didn’t have people grumbling around the water fountain, saying, “Why are they are spending 

money in that area and not in ours?” We identified the key areas so everyone would know 

where we’d be investing; all other areas we’d be scaling back. 

We actually stepped up our engineering expense. We spent several million dollars on a new 

CAD/CAM software system. We did a number of things through the recession while we laid off 

10% of the workforce. And we’ve stayed pretty clear on it. We also said, whatever cuts anybody 

bears, they will be greater on the top than on the bottom. So, for instance, we took a salary cut 

across the organization except for the income-producing parts. I took a 10% cut, and everybody 

else took a 3%, so it was staggered.  

‘I Feel Your Pain’ 

We said that whatever headcount reductions we had, we would make them disproportionately 

at the top. So, out of the 10%, we didn’t allow it all to come from the bottom. I took out two 

executives on the senior team, and we took out five or six of the next layer. We didn’t want 

people to feel, “Oh it’s easy for those guys because they never suffer the pain.”  

And we did everything we could to cut smartly. For instance, we didn’t take a headcount 

reduction in the plant. We took a reduction in hours and rearranged the plant schedules so 

everybody worked four 10-hour days. The plant went to four-day weeks rather than lay people 

off. In essence, they took a 10% reduction, but they did it in hours, not straight salary, because 

we didn’t need the production and, more importantly, we wanted to hold on to the skilled 

labor. When the recovery comes, we won’t be out looking for untrained workers.  

Actions like that were important and consistent with the tone we set. And we stated that, if we 

take a salary reduction, we will continue it until we see two quarters that indicate that we are 

getting back on steady ground. We didn’t want to say, “Hey look, we think it will be three 

quarters, so that’s it.” We said, “This could be two quarters or it could be two years. Whatever 
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it is, we are going to weather it. So, we will be looking for signs of recovery before we replace 

people.”  

We cut back on travel and labor, all the discretionary areas. We said, “We’ll try to reduce 

everything we can, such as discretionary spending, but we still need to travel for business.” We 

also believe that you should use this recession as a time to really build your bench strength. We 

urged managers to deal with low performers, and, more importantly, to hire good, strong 

performers. Slow times are an opportunity to recruit talent you cannot get in the good times. 

If you have high-potential people, get them trained. If you have know-how that you should be 

spreading horizontally across the organization, do that. We have emphasized that it isn’t just 

about hunkering down; this is a different phase of our development, and we need to use it 

wisely.  

Making Solutions Fit the Situation 

We wanted to avoid blanket statements across the organization or around the world. It’s too 

easy to say, “No travel or training,” but that may not be appropriate for everyone. Instead, 

some people invested in training and developing their people further. Others decided to cut 

training, travel, everything before reducing any headcount. Some people cut headcount 

willingly because they said they’d much rather have the remaining people be happy; others feel 

headcount reductions leave those remaining spread too thin. There was room for these 

differing approaches. 

Another reason a blanket dictate wouldn’t work is that 20% of our revenues come from Europe. 

These initiatives are harder to implement in Europe. We took some salary cuts where we could. 

A lot of labor in Europe was by contract because of the labor laws. In the plant, we tend to have 

what they call temporary labor so that you can flex more with volume. It’s easier in the plant.  

What we did in Europe was focus more on profit and proven efforts that would, over time, 

systemically reduce our fixed cost structure. We outsourced some of our manufacturing to the 
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Czech Republic and we’re moving to a central call center. We moved to a Pan European 

operating model. We reduced our infrastructure in five countries by centralizing finance, 

customer service, and logistics in one European center. “One SAP” worldwide allowed us to 

move to this leaner, more transparent operation. 

This is the kind of thing we are going to keep and not stop midstream. It all sounds good, just 

like listening to Jack Welch always sounds good. However, this did not all happen without a lot 

of pain. We have many employees who would say, “We didn’t cut back near enough on the 

activity. We cut back people, but we still kept doing way too many things—too many initiatives. 

Everybody is stretched thin, and they are layering on too many activities.”  

Widening the Gap 

We came up with a name for this entire approach so that it would be easier to communicate. 

We call it “Widening the Gap”. In other words, we’re going to use this recession to widen the 

gap between us and our competitors. And that is actually the theme of our annual report. We 

tried to make it tangible, not just a flavor of the month. “Widening the Gap” was the theme of 

every conference call, quarterly earnings call, and company meeting. A beautiful picture of two 

sailing ships, one out ahead of the other, graces the cover of our annual report, and the report 

is titled Widening the Gap. 

Most of our competitors are financially stressed. Our industry has seen tremendous 

consolidation where companies have bought out and/or are being bought out. For many of our 

competitors, the recession was going to be a lot tougher because they had as part of their cost 

structure a large debt due to acquisitions. By contrast, Tennant is a cash-generating company. 

We didn’t generate as much free cash flow during the recession as in good times, but we still 

managed to generate a fair amount of cash with zero debt. Being in this position can help you 

weather tough times and, in Tennant’s 132-year history, we’ve seen both good times and bad. 

We went through a substantial strategic review, asking the tough questions and challenging our 

core competencies. One strength we underestimated was our real core competency for taking 
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the long view—making decisions that assure that the company survives. I mean, we’ve been 

here 132 years. We’ve always made money. Even in our worst year—we never lost money. So, 

you hire people with a certain kind of mindset. You reward them in a certain way. But, there is a 

deep cultural appreciation for longevity and making things work—we don’t zigzag a lot. 

It’s Hip to be Boring 

In a time when major companies are folding or seeking bankruptcy protection, some of the 

more conservative, dare I say “old time values”, seem to be getting a whole new shine. It’s the 

Warren Buffett philosophy: If I can’t understand how you make money, I am not going to invest 

in you.  

The horror stories from anyone who was knocking on fund managers’ doors just a few years 

ago, between, say, 1996 and 2000, are just staggering. The arrogance, herd mentality, and 

ignorance were just unbelievable. This potential conflict of interest between analyst and 

investment bankers under the same roof was well known. 

This practice—that sell-side analysts generally would not provide coverage if there was not 

investment banking opportunities for their firm—was well known. It was the height of cynicism. 

Because Tennant was trying to get sell-side analyst coverage, we had little debt (i.e., no need 

for investment banking), and we were also thinly traded, which counted against us, so it was 

just taken as orthodoxy of the marketplace. No one was interested in us. Those analysts were 

no longer as independent as they once were at generating good, thoughtful analyses that the 

brokers in the firm could rely on to advise their retail clients. They had become shills for their 

investment banking business partners. And that was all well known. The current effort to 

change this practice just affirms it. 

Also well known, especially in the mania years ’98 and ’99, was firm managers saying, “If you 

don’t have multiples of high double-digit or triple-digit P/E ratios; if you don’t have market caps 

in the stratosphere; and if you don’t have ‘dot-com’ in your name, you’re just boring. We’re not 

interested in you.”  
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When you get in the middle of a mess, nobody wants to look around and say, “You know, we all 

had a hand in it.” Every one of us was deluding ourselves. 401(k) people thought they were 

going to get a 15% increase in their fund performance every quarter, and fund managers said, 

“I’ll move that money in a nanosecond. I couldn’t care less about your strategy or your long-

term performance.” Everybody had a hand in it, but you can’t find them now. 

Selling Smart—Deploying the Sales Assets 

When you have a direct sales organization, you can more quickly change how you deploy the 

resources, but they are also largely a fixed cost. We were constantly trying to look at markets 

that had money. For us, last year during the recession, sectors with money were education, 

government, the drug industry, the healthcare industry and, post 9/11, the defense industry.  

We constantly tried to say to our sales reps, “Don’t visit 60% of your customers anymore. Put 

them on a planned-call list, because they don’t have the money anyway.” There’s no use 

pushing something that doesn’t work. So, you redeploy. We went to the top. Many of us were 

out going to the top customers. We focused on our commercial business because that’s less 

cyclical compared to industrial. 

For us, commercial would be “walk behinds”—smaller equipment that the operator does not 

ride on—and below. These are lower priced products, driven less by capital and more by 

operating budget. These smaller units tend to be viewed as more of a necessity because they 

are used for day-to-day cleaning and facilities that are not impacted by the recession. So, 

hospitals, schools, office buildings, cafeterias—anything with carpet, tile, floor—fall in the 

commercial category. And these commercial products tend to be sold to contract cleaners who 

are going to purchase for their business anyway.  

We also put a real focus on accounts receivable, working on the balance sheet. Our view was, if 

it’s not going to come from the income statements this year, let’s work on the balance sheet. 

Let’s get the inventories down and stretch out delivery times wherever possible because then 
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you can do more just-in-time manufacturing. And your sales force gets more involved in that. 

You just try to think smart and use your resources smartly. 

Conclusion: When the Going Gets Tough, the Tough Prepare for the Future 

We looked at all of our resources. Tennant has a reward system focused on shifting toward 

economic profit (EP). We’re just into it two years and, unfortunately, they have been two pretty 

ugly years, so we haven’t given it a fair test. Luckily, I have enough political capital left that they 

don’t think I put it in just to rob them.  

As an EP company, at least for the VPs of Sales and for the Regional Managers of Sales, a 

significant part of their at-risk pay is based on the economic profit of their business unit (North 

America). So they, the operations people, and the functional people in North America are all 

getting rewarded on the same thing: How much do you generate in capital improvement year-

over-year? To the extent we collect receivables or improve revenue or reduce inventory, they 

all get rewarded for the same thing. The EP for North America is contribution to the bottom line 

as a business unit. 

We fundamentally have one corporate or enterprise metric, and all of the people who have at-

risk pay have some portion of it based on the enterprise. For the people who are more clearly 

aligned with one of the business units, they would have less of the enterprise and more of the 

business unit. Everybody has both an enterprise metric and a business unit metric as part of 

their number. Our new head of North America comes from the consumer marketplace. He’s 

moving the sales organization more toward a focus on “profitable sales”, not just sales. With 

SAP and better tools in the hands of the front line team, we can better drive EP through the 

organization. 

All of this is really helping all of us—not only the sales executives but also other people on the 

team—to understand their part of the EP contribution and to be better business people which, 

in the end, is what I think tough times teach us. We made the decision to look ahead and work 

toward improving our position for improving times. With the efficiencies we have put in place 
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during the slow times, we should see strong results in the good times. Meanwhile, we’ll 

continue to develop our bench strength, tighten our processes, and invest in our strategic 

initiatives. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Sales Management 2.0  Optimizing Sales Performance 2013 – Volume 10 
 

© CSO Insights CSOiCL67112 Page | 38 
 

About CSO Insights 
 

CSO Insights benchmarks the challenges faced by today’s sales and marketing organizations. 

We track trends in the application of people, process, technology, and knowledge to improve 

sales effectiveness. Clients use our research to compare performance to their peers, establish 

the ROI for investing in sales transformation and identify new solutions they should adopt to 

stay competitive. 

Research is the core of our business. Each year, we survey thousands of Chief Sales Officers 

(CSOs) to learn the challenges they see as most critical. We also review offerings from solution 

providers to retain our position as experts on solutions for CSOs. 

Our research reports keep our clients current on the practices of best-in-class sales 

organizations. We offer Advisory Services, write numerous articles, and speak at major sales 

and marketing conferences to share what we’ve learned from executives like you. 

Founded by Jim Dickie and Barry Trailer, CSO Insights has served sales and marketing executives 

for over twenty years. We offer only pragmatic suggestions, experienced-based examples, and 

the kind of insights you’ll want before your next executive strategy session or board meeting. 
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