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THE PATH TO SALES EFFECTIVENESS

by SELESTE LUNSFORD, Senior Product Manager
and BILL JACKSON, Executive Consultant

Honed through more than 40 years of research
and industry experience, AchieveGlobal’s point of
view is that successful selling means creating
mutually valuable, long-term relationships with
customers. Conceptually, it’s quite simple. The
challenge, as always, lies in the execution.  

Due to the dynamic nature of today’s market-
place, achieving sales effectiveness is more of a
journey than a destination. However, our experi-
ence has uncovered a consistent path to success
which centers on the true differentiating factor in
sales—the customer relationship. 

Steps along the path include: 

1. Clarify the value you offer your cus-
tomers.

2. Find and engage the customers who will
value your services.

3. Develop a consistent relationship process
that matters to these customers.

4. Build a sales organization that supports,
rather than inhibits, this process.

5. Equip individuals to do their part in
building these relationships.
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STEP 1: CLARIFY YOUR VALUE PROPOSITION

The role of a salesperson is to identify, under-
stand, and engage specific customers who have a

need for—and value—
what your organization is
providing. To do this in a
meaningful way, every
individual in the sales
organization must have a
clear and consistent view

of the value proposition being offered. 

Clarity is critical. For a relationship to be consid-
ered “mutually valuable,” there needs to be a
common understanding of what that value is and
where it comes from. Yet, clarifying the value
proposition is a deceptively simple requirement.

Ask a dozen people in your organization what
value you bring to your customers and you’re
bound to receive a dozen different answers. Most
responses will be product-centered, “we sell
widgets,” some might be solutions-oriented, “we
sell cost reduction widget systems,” and others
will be non-committal, “we sell anything we
can!”

Today’s sales organizations are finding that the
product or service element of their value proposi-
tion is being commoditized by rampant competi-
tion, which, in turn, has resulted in a modified
role for the salesperson. Salespeople today must
function as a crucial part of the value a sales
organization provides to its customers—above
and beyond just the product or service itself. This
allows for a deeper level of mutual value in rela-
tionships and has significant implications for the
remaining steps to effectiveness.

Once everyone in your organization is on the
same page, the next step is to carefully examine
the market segments in which you operate.
Subsequently, you must also identify those
customers that will value what you have to offer
and represent a good fit to partner with your
organization.

STEP 2:  FIND AND UNDERSTAND THE RIGHT CUSTOMERS 

These days, clients are more knowledgeable than
ever about the products and services they
purchase and, quite frankly, see
little value in salesperson involve-
ment. As a result, many customers
are moving toward self-service
channels, reverse auctions,
procurement committees, and
other arms-length buying models. 

So, how do organizations add value to the sales
relationship when buyers are no longer willing to
participate? The answer lies in identifying and
understanding the specific customers who are
willing to entertain deep relationships with
suppliers. Then, the organization needs to
segment and prioritize their customers according
to mutual value—the value your customers place
on your services, as well as the value your organ-
ization places on them. 

At this stage, it is time for you to decide what
kinds of relationships your sales force should be
building with its customers.   

STEP 3: DEFINE A RELATIONSHIP PROCESS THAT MATTERS

Through ongoing research of industry chal-
lenges, many common themes arose, including

pricing pressures,
selection issues,
demanding customers,
increased competition,
global issues, regula-
tion, and many more.

Leading sales organizations believe that the key
to overcoming these challenges lies in the kinds
of relationships that they are able to form with
their customers.

Customer relationships are constructed and
destructed over a series of interactions with the
seller organization. These interactions might
include sales calls, service transactions, techni-
cian visits, and more. The defining moments
within each one of these conversations help 
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However, the difference in today’s marketplace
extends beyond this spectrum. Selling organiza-
tions that are truly able to overcome commoditi-
zation and competition are those that have
formed—or strive to form—long-term, mutually
valuable relationships with their customers. “I’ve
been working with Jane at Acme Co. for years
now.  They’ve been invaluable in helping me
reduce my operating expenses.”

As shown above, long-term, mutually valuable
relationships require high levels of individual and
organizational effectiveness. As a result, these
kinds of relationships can be costly. The payoff,
however, can be tremendous, as the benefits
include longer-term revenue streams, insulation
from competition, and less vulnerability to price
pressures. 

There is no one right way to create deep customer
relationships. Effective sales organizations should
have specific relationship processes to meet the
needs of each of their targeted customer
segments. But, how do you know if you have the
best process to build those relationships? The best
process will have salespeople in the right places,
doing the right things with the right kinds of
customers, generating the right return.

Unfortunately, these kinds of relationships are
often inhibited by constructs within the sales
organization itself, including a contradictory
culture, misaligned compensation systems, non-
integrated software tools, and more. That’s why
the next step toward sales effectiveness is to re-
examine key aspects of the organization and
ensure they are supporting, rather than inhibit-
ing, the relationship processes your sales
resources execute.

STEP 4:  BUILD A SUPPORTIVE SALES ORGANIZATION

The effectiveness of an organization is enabled
through its communicated strategies—the culture
that exists because of its norms and beliefs, and
the infrastructure that guides its operations. It is
essential that these are created to support the
kinds of relationships that the sales organization

customers to form a perception of their relation-
ship with their supplier. Organizations must
examine their desired customer segments and
seek to understand their buying processes and
expectations in order to meaningfully execute
each of these interactions.  

A formal relationship process defines all of the
selling activities and resources needed to acquire,
grow, and retain a relationship with a specific
kind of customer. This process is especially
important due to the many different kinds of rela-
tionships you can form with customers—each of
which requires a different level of organizational
and individual effectiveness (as shown in the
diagram below).

For example, relationships might be:

● Product-based in which customers view
their suppliers solely as the means to pur-
chase a desired product. “I buy widgets
wherever I can find them the cheapest.”

● Convenience-based in which the motive to
purchase is based on the ease of the transac-
tion. “I buy from Acme Co. because they
have a simple to use, self-service Web site.”

● Personally-driven in which the customer
perceives their relationship to be with an in-
dividual within the supplier organization. “I
buy from Jane because she knows a lot
about widgets.”
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wants to build with its customers. What’s more,
they have to be consistent with each other. Let’s
look at each of these elements in more detail.

Sales strategies tell members of the organization
what they sell, who they sell it to, and how they
do it. A formal sales strategy is required to
communicate this key information and provide
detail around its execution. In a recent study
conducted by AchieveGlobal of leading sales
organizations, many were revisiting their strate-
gies and doing further analysis on resource allo-
cation (segmenting the sales force against specific
customer segments) and channel deployment
(using distributors, e-commerce, and other meth-
ods), hoping they could establish more effectively
the kinds of relationships they wanted with their
clients.

Key questions to consider on sales strategy
include: 

● Does everyone in the sales organization
have a clear and consistent understanding
of the sales strategy?

● Based on the strategy, is the sales force
structured against specific customer seg-
ments?

● Are the right resources being allocated to
the right opportunities?

● How is the sales strategy carried out
through multiple channels? (e.g. how are
distributors integrated into the sales organi-
zation)

Culture describes the norms, values, and beliefs
that guide how members of an organization
make decisions and perform their tasks on a
daily basis. Within a sales organization, culture
has a critical impact on salesperson satisfaction,
commitment, turnover, performance, and moti-
vation.

In today’s world, the goal of a unified strategy,
culture, and infrastructure is often thwarted in
the aftermath of mergers and acquisitions, or
other large organizational changes, which is
another critical area of focus. How do you create
an atmosphere where it is easy to create the
customer relationships you desire?

Key questions to consider regarding sales culture
include: 

● Is learning and development considered an
ongoing initiative?

● Are customers at the center of all decisions?

● Do all members of the sales organization
share the same selling philosophy?

● Are communication and information shar-
ing encouraged and rewarded?

● Is there a commonly held set of beliefs and
values that guide the decisions salespeople
make?

● How are successes celebrated?

Infrastucture describes the tools, processes,
systems, and technologies that support the sales
activities. Key elements of infrastructure include
processes, policies, and procedures for interact-
ing with customers and peers, as well as the tools
needed to help sales professionals focus their
efforts and support their sales interactions. Over
time, these elements have become increasingly
complex.

Key questions to consider regarding sales infra-
structure include: 

● Are there clear business planning processes?
(market planning, territory planning, ac-
count planning, opportunity management,
sales call planning)

● Are compensation and incentive systems
aligned with the strategy?

X XCultureStrategy Infrastructure
Organizational
Effectiveness
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● Do coaching and performance management
systems support desired behaviors?

● How are sales force automation/CRM soft-
ware tools used?

● Do salespeople need collateral, ROI calcu-
lators, and other selling tools to do their
jobs?

Many organizations are in the process of trying
to simplify what is often a tangled web of poli-
cies, systems, forms, and direction. Much of this
can be attributed to Customer Relationship
Management (CRM) or Sales Force Automation
(SFA) software tools and systems. To date, these
systems have not been as successful as hoped—
usually because the individuals in the organiza-
tion do not have the knowledge or the impetus
to invest in their robust use.

Strategy, culture, and infrastructure can support
or inhibit customer relationships, but they do
not help build them—that crucial task belongs to
the individuals within the organization. The
final step results in making sure that each and
every individual who has a part in the relation-
ship process knows, cares, and is capable of
performing their role.

STEP 5:  EQUIP INDIVIDUALS TO DO THEIR PART

Whether or not a sales organization will be able
to acquire, grow, and retain the right relation-
ships with the right customers is ultimately
determined by the ability of the sales organiza-
tion to leverage knowledge, attitude, and skills
within each customer interaction. The final step
in sales effectiveness, therefore, involves step-
ping back and critically examining your
resources. Are your people behaving appropri-
ately? 

Knowledge can include areas such as industry
knowledge (both seller and buyer industries),
product knowledge (features and benefits), as

well as customer knowledge (individual and
organizational). Recent research shows that
most organizations that have invested in a direct
sales force are attempting to use a consultative
selling approach to differentiate themselves in
the marketplace. This kind of approach involves
sales professionals attaining knowledge and
expertise to the extent that they can advise a
customer on a course of action—becoming, in
effect, part of the customer organization.

What’s more, knowledge includes an under-
standing of performance expectations. If you
wish for your sales professionals to behave in a
certain way, they have to know what you expect
of them. In the day-to-day chaos of the sales
world, this critical knowledge requirement can
be often overlooked. 

Key questions to consider regarding knowledge
include:

● Do sales professionals possess an under-
standing of the product/service set that al-
lows them to offer their clients value-added
solution recommendations? 

● Does everyone in the organization have in-
depth knowledge of the business issues that
impact their customer base?

● Are sales professionals able to converse
around industry trends and events?

● Do all members of the sales organization
understand what is expected of them with-
in each stage of the relationship process?

● Do individuals have a working knowledge
of how to operate within the organization?

Attitude describes the internal drive of the indi-
vidual to succeed in their role. This involves
numerous intangibles that often get character-
ized as ‘natural’ selling ability, as well as the indi-
vidual’s motivation. In short, attitude means
whether or not the person cares enough to

(I DO)(I KNOW) (I CARE) (I CAN)
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behave in a way that supports the kinds of
customer relationships your organization is
trying to build. Although you cannot teach atti-
tude, you can certainly create a culture within
which individuals feel involved; you can provide
a line of sight into key strategies so that people
understand the ‘why’ behind behavior expecta-
tions; you can provide development opportuni-
ties to improve confidence; and you can utilize
reward and recognition systems that support
desired behaviors.

Key questions to consider regarding attitude
include:

● How would you describe the morale of
your sales force?

● Do individuals approach sales activities
with confidence?

● Would you describe your sales team as mo-
tivated?

● What do salespeople say when they are de-
scribing your organization? Their role?
Their customers?

● Have salespeople bought in to the strategy?

Skills allow the sales professional to fulfill their
role in the relationship. Key skills might include
communication, leadership, sales skills, negotia-

tions, presentation, persuasion, influencing,
prospecting and more. Skill requirements will be
defined based on the role an individual plays in
building the customer relationship. For example,
if the sales organization’s goal is to have sales-
people function as a critical element of the value
proposition, then a high level of selling skill is
going to be required by those salespeople.

● Does your sales force exhibit the behaviors
needed to build the relationships you are
looking for? What is missing or mis-
aligned?

● Is skill development tied to the sales strate-
gy?

● To compensation and rewards systems? To
performance management systems? To
coaching systems?

● How focused is learning and development
on sales managers and other leaders within
the organization?

● How is development viewed by the organi-
zation? Is it ongoing or only for new hires?

Many of the leading sales organizations that
participated in our research are in the process of
reviewing the skills sets of their critical resources
and focusing on the skills required for leaders
within the sales organization.
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A HOLISTIC APPROACH

It is important to remember that equipping indi-
viduals should involve every member of the sales
organization.  Although the frontline is often the
most direct link to the customer, we cannot
forget that it takes a range of individuals within
a sales organization to acquire, develop, and
maintain mutually valuable relationships.
Although organizations will vary significantly,
there are four key levels within a sales organiza-
tion that are commonly found. The following
graphic shows how each level of a sales organi-
zation works together to turn strategy into meas-
urable sales results.

Define describes those who occupy the highest
level of the selling organization. These individu-
als might have titles such as chief executive offi-
cer, chief operating officer, vice president of
sales, etc. Their jobs involve defining the sales
strategy and cascading it throughout the sales
organization.

Direct level individuals are those who occupy
senior positions in sales organizations, such as
divisional or regional vice president. They are
tasked with communicating the strategy
throughout their organizations, as well as direct-
ing sales organization processes to ensure strat-
egy execution.

Develop describes sales management. Sales
managers are responsible for acting as coach,
communicator, and strategist to develop busi-
ness within their territories, as well as develop

the abilities of their sales teams. This is typically
the most critical role in the organization and yet,
unfortunately, is commonly overlooked when it
comes to development. As a result, most organi-
zations find behavior gaps within their sales
management teams that end up derailing their
sales strategies.

Deliver describes frontline salespeople, service
representatives, technicians, and more who are
responsible for ultimately acquiring, growing,
and retaining customer relationships.

Each resource mentioned above requires a
specific set of knowledge, attitudes, and skills to
do their part in building customer relationships. 

CONCLUSION 

Although the path to sales effectiveness is fraught
with challenges, it can be traversed with flexibil-
ity. As explained earlier, sales effectiveness begins
and ends with the customer.  And, as we all
know, customers change, as do their needs and
expectations.  So, don’t fall into the trap of
thinking that you will ever achieve an “end
state.” Regularly investigate and adjust your
strategy, foster your culture, and examine your
infrastructure. Ceaselessly develop and monitor
the knowledge, attitudes, and skills demon-
strated by your sales teams. Only through
constant attention to these critical factors will
you be able to generate the ongoing organiza-
tional and individual effectiveness needed to
acquire, grow, and retain the kinds of customer
relationships that yield mutual value.
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ABOUT ACHIEVEGLOBAL

With its world headquarters in Tampa, Florida,
AchieveGlobal helps organizations translate
business strategies into business results by
improving the performance of their people.
Clients worldwide rely on Achieve-Global’s
proven expertise in leadership development,
customer service, and sales effectiveness. By
implementing research-based learning solutions,
AchieveGlobal empowers clients to successfully
develop leaders and acquire, grow, and retain
profitable customer relationships.
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