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• A sales manager or Chief Sales Offi cer (CSO) needs to develop a good 
relationship with the CEO. If you don’t think that’s possible, don’t take the job.

• CSOs can’t get complacent. They must recognize trouble on the horizon.

• Rely on your instincts and experience to help you predict future sales.

• Vigilance can prevent incremental changes from suddenly overwhelming you.

• To learn more about your company, your customers and your competition, ride 
around with your sales reps. 

• Never allow greed to compromise your ethics and morals. That’s not acceptable for 
your reps, either.

• An alliance with the wrong business partner can have devastating effects.

• Good CSOs don’t allow their reps to waste time with bad prospects.

• Fifty-fi ve percent of salespeople are in the wrong fi eld.

• CSOs can’t control – or predict – all of the variables that determine their staff’s 
success and failure. 
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  Relevance

What You Will Learn
In this Abstract, you will learn: 1) What makes being a sales manager a diffi cult job; 
2) How to master the skills to succeed at it; and 3) How to anticipate and react to 
marketplace changes. 

Recommendation
Chief Sales Offi cers (CSOs) have shorter tenures – averaging one year – than other 
corporate executives and that’s no surprise. With unfl inching candor and formidable 
insight, Wayne M. Thomas explains that sales managers always walk a tightrope 
between intoxicating success and crushing failure. Thomas, who has a doctorate in 
business administration, has written a terrifi c must-read book for sales managers and 
executives, and anyone crazy – or ambitious – enough to want the job. Based on his 
depth of experience, the author offers excellent advice, solutions and sharp psychological 
insight. Thomas clearly has “been there, done that.” If you want to be a sales executive, 
getAbstract encourages you to turn to him for the lowdown. 

  Abstract

The Hardest Job of All
Considering that their bosses judge sales managers’ performance solely by the bottom 
line, Chief Sales Offi cers (CSOs) may be under more pressure than any other corporate 
executives. Their inability to infl uence many of the very elements that determine their 
success or failure makes their jobs even more challenging. Sales managers cannot change 
their companies’ political or economic climates, they have no sway over executive 
personnel decisions, and they can’t control the quality or modernity of their company’s 
products. Even when CEOs make ill-informed policy choices that will adversely affect 
sales, sales managers are still expected to meet their quotas. 

If you are a CSO or sales manager, your success depends on your ability to grapple with 
these eight elements and the relationships among them:

1. “The salesforce” – Do you have the right people selling your products or services?
2. “The sales environment” – A poor self-image or negative perceptions from outsiders 

can cripple performance. Create positive energy in your sales department.
3. “Sales controls and policies” – Company practices, particularly regarding 

compensation plans, must make sense to your sales staff.
4. “Sales alliances (channels)” – If you don’t have the right partners to help sell your 

product in your market, your sales record will suffer.
5. “The product/market match” – Even gifted salespeople can’t peddle mediocre goods. 
6. “Competition” – Keep one eye on the present and the other on the future. Build your 

ability to see trouble brewing on the horizon. 
7. “Customers” – Solidify your current client relationships and cultivate new ones.
8. “The market” – Pay close attention so you are the fi rst to spot trends. 

If you are a new CSO or sales manager, don’t waste time analyzing your predecessor’s 
mistakes and recommending solutions. Beware of salespeople with strong ties to your 
predecessor – they may try to sabotage you. Build a consensus for your leadership at the 

“Sales 
management is 
a challenging 
career…everyone 
in the job faces 
complexity, 
globalization, 
bigger challenges 
and more 
unforgiving 
metrics.”

“Sales 
management is 
about making 
decisions. Most of 
the time…without 
all the information 
you’d like, in 
a changing 
environment, 
usually in a 
short time, under 
uncertainty 
and…for large 
stakes.”
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company’s highest levels. Maintain a constant vigil over the sales environment and guard 
against complacency.

1. The Salesforce
The typical CSO has big problems, judging by the results of a recent study showing that 
more than half of salespeople are in the wrong fi eld. Assess your sales team without 
delay. Look at numbers, speak with your top reps and touch base with your customers. 
Accompany your reps on sales calls and listen to what they say about the company, the 
competition and the market. Don’t underestimate the importance of politics and loyalties 
within the corporate structure. 

Arm yourself with strategic ammunition before seeking the CEO’s crucial support for your 
sales program. Your relationship with the CEO is critical. Don’t take a CSO job unless you 
feel the CEO will support your efforts. Some CEOs have little interaction with the sales 
department. You want to sign on with a CEO who is open-minded and willing to listen to 
suggestions concerning hiring more salespeople or improving compensation packages.

Making a big sale is intoxicating because of the money involved and the heady feeling 
of accomplishment. Some salespeople fi nd the experience so exhilarating that they are 
willing to breach ethical and even legal boundaries. Such pressure is greater now with 
downsizing and global competition. Send a clear message that you won’t tolerate ethical 
violations. Be aware that many people think it’s okay to cross lines at work they wouldn’t 
cross in their personal lives. 

2. The Sales Environment 
Though sales managers may be powerless over many corporate matters, they obviously 
wield considerable infl uence in sales. CSOs are responsible for creating a positive sales 
department environment, hiring good people and fi ring bad ones, establishing productive 
training and coaching regimens, and ensuring that their reps are fairly compensated. 
Sales managers must create synergy between their department and other divisions in the 
company. CEOs may ultimately be responsible for internal cohesiveness, but CSOs must 
collaborate with their fellow executives to solve problems.

Part of creating a positive sales environment is helping your sales reps develop the 
personality traits and tendencies that support good sales. An overly enthusiastic rep 
who wins an invitation to submit a proposal can become so focused on landing the deal 
that he or she might ignore the warning signs that it isn’t going to work. Competent 
sales managers avoid getting caught up in the moment; they examine sales situations 
rationally. If a rep says a potential enormous deal is “in the bag,” that should raise your 
suspicions. Nothing is ever cut and dried in sales. Good CSOs can identify lost causes 
and know how to pull out of bad deals when necessary. 

3. Sales Control and Policies
Overseeing a sales department includes managing quotas, expense accounts and staffi ng, 
among other areas. However, in the eyes of your sales representatives, compensation is 
easily the most important matter on the table, so you must ensure that the company’s 
pay scales are fair. For example, a compensation plan that heavily favors fi rst-time 
sales but barely rewards extensions or multiyear deals almost certainly guarantees sales 
performance drop-offs because that focus gives reps incentives to cultivate only new 
accounts and not pay enough heed to existing customers. An informed CSO would ask 
his or her CEO to change such a plan to provide productive incentives. 

“The smarter sales 
organization is 
the one that has 
a better sense of 
integrating sales 
with marketing.”

“Sales should do 
(almost) anything 
to get a sale that is 
moral, legal, and 
ethical. Losing 
a sale by doing 
anything less is 
apostasy!”   

“The average 
account executive 
spent 110 days 
– 50% of his 
or her time  – to 
provide pricing 
for prospects that 
never intended 
to buy.”

“When we added 
in the thousands 
of support days 
burned, travel 
expenses and 
opportunity 
costs, the total 
cost became 
staggering.”
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4. Channels
Looking for a partner to help you in the marketplace is often a good idea, but a bad 
alliance can result in irreparable damage to your company’s reputation and bottom line. 

For example, when AT&T created its “fi rst indirect sales channel” to sell more long-
distance services, the indirect sales channel managers selected their new sales agents 
carefully. They insisted on in-person interviews with the agents’ prospective superiors. 
Then, they hired only strong reps with proven ability. Sales exceeded expectations, but 
future projections showed a slowdown. AT&T’s head offi ce decided to increase indirect- 
sales quotas to compensate for the forecasted drop-off in direct sales. 

That disastrous move forced the project’s sales managers to add salespeople quickly so 
they could make the new goals. They took on people who were not as well-qualifi ed as 
their initial sales staffers. In addition, quota-threatened indirect-sales reps began soliciting 
major accounts, invading the territory of the direct-sales reps. Within months, sub-par 
performance in the indirect channel and loud complaints from the direct channel forced 
AT&T to suspend the program. Many reps and managers lost their jobs. To avoid such issues, 
begin new partnerships by establishing strong alliances to prevent in-fi ghting, political 
maneuvering, faulty management decisions and corporate surprises with bad results.

5. The Product-Market Match
Many companies fail to recognize the link between sales and marketing. Even crackerjack 
salespeople can’t peddle inferior goods or products that don’t fi t the market. Conversely, 
almost anyone can sell good products. However, the ideal situation unites quality products 
and effective marketing. The fi rst requirement for both marketers and manufacturers is to 
fulfi ll customer needs. Your company may make the world’s greatest snow tire, but selling 
it in Hawaii doesn’t make sense. Correctly identify your target market. Salespeople on the 
frontlines can provide vital feedback on pricing, competition and sales potential.

6. Competition
Changes that revolutionize an industry or marketplace are obvious in retrospect. But 
most meaningful shifts are subtle when they fi rst begin to unfold. Failure to recognize 
incremental movements in your industry can cause your company to fall behind its 
competition. Sometimes, sales managers don’t take threats seriously; they think they 
just need to try harder. Instead, make yourself a keen observer with an eye always on 
the horizon. To train yourself to recognize trends, pick a topic to follow, create a fi le 
folder and keep any clippings or pertinent information. CSOs in the trenches don’t have 
the luxury of time. To take advantage of your knowledge, act quickly and decisively. 
Transmit a sense of urgency to your people, since the competition never rests.

7. Customers
Maintaining customer loyalty has become increasingly diffi cult. The Internet gives 
your consumers access to hundreds of vendors selling similar products. Customers 
looking for bigger savings and faster results create added pressure. Your sales staff can’t 
afford to waste time on mediocre prospects. And your company certainly can’t afford 
to be “shopped.” Look for the following signs that indicate when a buyer is seriously 
considering purchasing from you:

 • Your call prompts the buyer’s interest.
 • The buyer gives you suffi cient time to put together a proposal.

“Managing 
salespeople 
well implies 
understanding 
them well. Implicit 
in this is an 
appreciation for 
their diversity 
and generational 
differences.”

“I have never 
found a sales 
manager who in 
retrospect regretted 
fi ring a poor 
performer. What 
managers usually 
regret is not taking 
action sooner.”   

“Best practices 
are not religious 
tenets. Faith alone 
supports religious 
doctrine; best 
practices should 
be supported by 
evidence.”   

“You will make 
mistakes and 
have to take this 
as a ‘given’  in the 
job…75% of the 
time anyone in 
your position would 
make the same 
decision given your 
circumstances.”
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 • The buyer is willing to discuss ideas.
 • You have access to the buyer’s decision maker.

Before your department agrees to do the work required to fulfi ll a major Request for 
Proposal (RFP) for a corporate sale, interview at least three executives who will be 
affected by the deal. You can’t design a decent proposal without their input. During the 
interviews, ask questions that show you are interested in helping the customer beyond 
just the RFP. Create an advantage over your competition.

8. The Market
Whenever sales start to fall, senior executives call the CSO to account. They will not 
understand why your reps only sold 5,000 widgets this month when last month they sold 
10,000. They’ll ask you to push your people harder and meet those quotas. But the problem 
may not rest with the sales department. CEOs don’t like to face the fact that products lose 
public favor, markets shift, run their course and even dry up. If that happens, the quality 
of your company’s products is immaterial. The loyalty of your customers doesn’t matter. 
Years ago, people bought slide rules. Now, they do those computations on computers. 
Customers will not buy slide rules anymore, even if they are made of gold. Markets 
shrivel – and it has nothing to do with poor sales leadership or inferior products. It just 
happens. Look ahead; have alternative strategies in mind.

Going Forward
CEOs and other high-level executives expect CSOs to offer sales forecasts for business 
and budgeting purposes, even though real accuracy is virtually impossible; too many 
variables affect the outcome. Still, you can attempt to make reasonable predictions by:

 • Explaining the factors that make forecasting risky.
 • Staying involved with your most promising salespeople so you always have news.
 • Establishing criteria that potential sales must meet to be included in your forecast. 
 • Keeping well informed about your market.
 • Presenting innovative ideas for capitalizing on new opportunities.
 • Utilizing “thin-slicing,” a psychological tool that helps you gain insight into a 

situation based on just a little “slice of experience.”

Good sales managers rely on instinct and experience. They are wary of automatically 
adopting “best practices” simply because those methods were successful somewhere else. 
Make your sales decisions based on information and intuition. Don’t take action rashly, 
without the proper data and input. The biggest mistake you can make is “overpromising 
and underdelivering.” 

Pay attention to your own sense of what will and won’t work. Heed those internal 
messages that tell you when something “isn’t quite right,” and act on them. But, don’t be 
bullheaded. That won’t help. Listen to others and graciously accept their support. The 
surest way to alienate others is by demonstrating a lack of humility. Be confi dent, but not 
cocky as you lead your sales team.  

  About the Author
Wayne M. Thomas, Ph.D., an adjunct professor of management at Bentley College, is 
the CEO of Thomas and Company, Inc., a sales management consulting fi rm.

“If you as the 
sales manager 
are confi dent of 
your position, it 
is your fi duciary 
responsibility 
to clearly 
communicate 
the consequences 
in language 
that the CEO 
understands.”

“Sales managers 
who feel in control 
of their destiny 
have better 
mental health and 
less depression 
than whose who 
succumb to 
pessimism 
and apathy.”   

“I do not believe 
you should limit 
yourself to what 
you think you can 
do…go for what 
you truly want.”   


