SALES FORCE MANAGEMENT IN

IRELAND

Sean de Burca and Mary Lambkin

Without careful planning, long-term focus and the specification of clear
measurable objectives, a sales force can become a costly overhead rather
than a net contributor to the goals of the company. Two recent Irish studies
on sales force management are reviewed and yield a number of insights
which ought to be noted by companies which manage their own sales force.

The first section of the article presents a summary model of sales
management which provides a framework for the review that follows. The
next several sections discuss the theory and research evidence from various
sources pertaining to each of the main dimensions of sales management,
including: sales force size and organisation, selection and truiningf,
motivation and remuneration, and performance evaluation. Finally, some
observations on the key decisions facing Irish sales managers for the future

are offered.

“For the first 70 years of this century the pracrice
of sales management resembled the pracrice of
medicine by tribal witch doctors. Sales managers
had to rely on large doses of folklore, tradicion,
intuition and personal experience in deciding how
to motivate and direct the performance of their
sales forces” {Churchill, Ford and Walker, 1990,
p.iii).

The quoration above, from the foremost acade-
mics in the field of sales management, seems o
describe the past situation in freland and other
European countries just as well as North America.
Fortunately, things have improved considerably in
the twenty years since, with an increasing volume
of research evidence contriburing insights inco the
factors that affect sales performance. It stands to
reason that sales managers who try to expleit this
knowledge base in carrying out their work are
likely to be more effective than those who con-
tinue 1o rely merely on intuition. This article sets
out to review the theory and research evidence
that have become accepred internationally as use-
ful guidelines for various aspects of sales force
management. Lwo recent surveys carried out in
this country are particularly relevant for Irish sales
managers and these are reviewed in depth.

The first section of the paper presents a general
model of the job of sales force management which
identifies the main tasks involved and the cricical
factors for success. The second section describes
the two Irish surveys and outlines the research
methodology employed. Subsequent sections
summarize the theory and results perraining to

each of the main dimensions of sales force man-
agement under the headings: sales force size and
organisation, selection aad training, motivarion
and performance, remuneratcion, evaluation. The
final section offers some conclusions and guide-
lines for best practice by Irish sales managers.

Sales Management: A Framework
for Analysis

The most gencral and most widely accepted
framework for analysing the field of sales manage-
ment is that of Churchill, Ford and Walker (1990)
which is shown in Figure 1. This model divides
the job of sales management into three broad cate-
gories of acrivities: strategy formulation, imple-
mentation and evaluation.

Formulating Sales Strategy

Personal sclling is only one promotional rool, and
promotion is only one element of marketing serat-
egy. The sales function must be carefully inte-
grated with the rest of the firm’s marketing strat-
egy if it is to be effective. This requires that the
sales funcrion be managed with clearly articulated
objecrives based on in-depth analysis of the firm's
internal and external environment and of the
needs of its products and markets. Churchill, Ford
and Walker (1990) suggest thar a sales strategy
requires answers to five major sets of questions, as
follows: '

Market Targeting. What customers should the firm
rarget and what long-term objectives should be set
for each of the major categories? What should be
the firm’s personal selling strategy?

53



Irish Marketing Review Volume 6 1993
Figure 1 An Overview of Sales Management
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Account Management Policies. How can various
types of potential customers best be approached,
persuaded or serviced? In other words, what
account management policies should be adopted?

Sales Force Organisation. How should the sales
force be organised to call on and manage various
types of customers as efficiently and effectively as
possible?

Sales Planning. What level of performance can
cach member of the sales force be expected to
artain during the next planning period? This
involves forecasting demand and setting quoras

and budgets.

Territory Design and Routing. In view of the firm’s
account management policies and demand fore-
casts, how should the sales force be deployed?
How should sales territories be defined? Whar is
the best way for each sales person’s time to be allo-
cated within his or her rerritory?

Implementing Sales Strategy

Implementing a sales strategy involves motivating
and directing the behaviour of the sales force,
which requires an understanding of how people
think and why they behave as they do. The sales
management model shown in Figure 1 suggests
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that four factors influence a sales person’s job
behaviour and performance:

Selection. The sales manager must decide what
kinds of aptitude are necessary for the firm’s sales
people to do the type of selling required to meet
the sales objectives. Recruiting techniques and
selection criteria can then be developed to ensure
that sales people with the required abilities are

hired.

Sales Training. Seliing skills improve with pracrice
and experience but, in most cases, it is not suffi-
icient to let the sales person gain the necessary
skills simply through on-the-job experience. A
preferable approach is for the sales manager to
decide precisely whar selling skills are needed ro
service the firm’s customers and to find appropri-
ate courses on which to send sales personnel.

Supervision. The sales person’s ability to perform 1s
partly determined by hisfher perceptions of the
job that is required and of how 1o resolve conflict-
ing demands berween management and cus-
tomers. A very important role of the sales man-
ager is to define clearly what is required of the
sales person and to provide clear, unambiguous
guidelines as to the appropriate trade-ofts 1o make
in conflict situations.
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fable 1 Size Distribution of the Companies in the Two
o Irish Surveys
Number of Profile of a Buyer Perceptions
Employees Sales Force  of Sales People
n=235 n =208
% %

1<99° 49 42

100 - 199 26 21

200+ 25 37

Total 100 100

* The MRBI study excluded companies with fewer than 35 employees
* The UCD swdy classified this group as 101-250

Motivation and Compensation. A sales person can-
not achieve a high level of job performance unless
he or she is morivated to expend the necessary
amount of effort. Motivation, in turn, is influ-
enced by the types of rewards expected for a given
level of performance - such as paymenc or promo-
tion - and by the perceived atrractions of those
anticipated rewards.

Evaluation and Control of Sales

Setting objectives and planning stracegy is a futile
excrcise unless managers follow through with a
regular evaluation of actual performance com-
pared 1o targets. This evaluation phase provides
vital feedback to enable future strategies to be
more finely tuned to marker needs, and for the
purposes of motivating and controlling the sales
force.

Performance in this context has several elements,
each of which is important.  Firstly, one can dis-
tinguish becween the aggregaze performance of the
sales force in achieving the firm’s sales targets, and
the performance of individual sales personnel in
their respective territories. Secondly, one can dis-
tinguish between objective (output) and subjective
(inpur) measures of performance. Objective mea-
sures include such obviously important variables
as sales volume and probiability, while subjective
measures refer to less obvious but no less impor-
tant variables such as the level of customer service
provided or the number of new accounts secured.

Research on Selling and Sales
Management

The discussion so far had idenrified the main rasks
required of sales managers for the management of
their sales forces, but it does nor offer many
insights into best practice in any of these tasks.
This is che area in which research can be of help,
to 1dentify how firms typically handle the various
sales management tasks and to indicare what has

been found to work best in particular situations.
Much of the research on these topics has been car-
ried our in the United Scates, which is a quire dif-
ferent market to the United Kingdom and the

‘Republic of Ireland, not least because of the size

disparity. Nonetheless, American studies have
idencified many variables affecting sales perfor-
mance which have universal significance, because
they refer to fundamental aspects of human
behaviour, which we would ignore at our peril.

Ir is also useful, of course, to have local data
reflecting the particular conditions in which a
firm operates,”and two recent studies carried out
in the Republic of Ireland help to meet this need.
The first of these is entitled Profile of a Sales Force,
carried out by the authors of this article in 1991
under sponsorship from Sales Placement Led.
The second is entidled Buyer Perceptions of Irish
and Overseas Sales People, which was carried out by
the Market Research Bureau of Ireland Led.
(MRBI) on behalf of Creative Management Ltd.,
and was also published in 1991.

These studies take different but complementary
perspectives and, together, they provide a compre-
hensive body of knowledge abour selling and sales
management in Ireland. The remainder of this
paper sets out to review the combined contribu-
tions of these studies and ro validate cheir findings
by reference to the evidence from studies carried
out in other countries. Prior to discussing research
results, however, it is necessary to review the
research methodology used in the two Irish stud-
ies, and the corresponding biases and limicarions.

Profile of a Sales Force
This study was based on a posrtal survey of
sales/marketing managers. A self-completion ques-

tionnaire was sent to the Top 1000 Irish firms

listed by Business and Finance on June 14th
1991. The questionnaire was 15 pages long and
contained 47 questions divided into 4 sections
covering company profile, organisarion for selling,
recruitment, training and remuneration, and sales
management.

A total of 321 companies returned their question-
naires, which represents an acceptable response
rate (32% of the population). Of these, 86 com-
panies did not have a sales force of their own, and
completed only the first section of the question-
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Figure 2 Importance of Personal Selling as a
Promotional Tool

Advertising Personal selling
relotively important relatively important

Number of customers
Large - » Small

Buyers' information needs

naire. The survey analysis was restricted, there- Low < » High
fore, to the 235 companies which have a sales

force and completed the full questionnaire. Size and importance of purchase
Descriptive statistics on the analysis sample indi- Small - > lorge
cated that it was biased towards relatively large Postpurchase service required

(74% had more than 50 employees), long-estab- Little -« e Much
lished companies, operating mainly in the domes-

tic market (63% of turnover on average). The Product complexity _
results are likely to be more applicable to similar Low <> High
companies, and are less likely to be typical of very Distribution sirategy

small or new businesses or of those operating Pull - _»  Push

mainly in export markets.
Pricing policy

M 1 - - 1
Buyer Perceptions of Irish and Overseas Sales Pre-set Negotiated

Peop le ) ) Resources available for promotion

The objective of this study was to determine what Mony e » Few
buyers think of sales people in the Republic of
Ireland. This was achieved by means of a rele-
phone survey of 300 purchasing managers/offi-
cers, from a random sample of companies drawn
from the Top 1000 companies listed by Dun &
Bradstreet and Aspecr magazine. A total of 208

Source: Cravens, D.W. (1987}, Strategic Markeling, Irwin, Homewood, IL., p. 508.

Figure 3 Size of Sales Forces in Ireland

interviews was completed from the initial sample
and these were carried out by MRBI Lid between
November 18 and December 2, 1991.

The sample populations for both surveys were the
same therefore, and the analysis samples that
emerged were also very close both in size and
composition, as can be seen from Table 1. The
size classification schemes differed slightly
berween the surveys but both were broadly simi- | -
far. MRBIJ used a weighting scheme in their %
analysis to increase the representation of the 254
smaller companies (weighting factor 1.45) and to
reduce the impact of the very large companies
(weighting factor 0.45), but this serves to bring
their sample closer to the UCD one rather than
further apart. In sum, one could argue chat these 10 4
surveys represent the view points of two different

Number of Sales Representatives

constituencies from a similar sample of compa- - - ‘ g i l
nies, one representing the sellers and the ocher oL 3 3 ! B E » B
representing the buyers. The similarity of the 165 510 10t 151 201 25t 301 351 40t 45t 50l Over
basic sample of companies is convenient because it 1015 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 00 100

should allow comparisons to be drawn bertween
the two groups, and for generalizations to be
made within a similar range.

The discussion of research results below is pre-
sented under similar headings to those suggested
by the Churchill, Ford and Walker (1990) frame-

work discussed earlier.

Source:  Profile of o Sales Force
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Research Findings on Selling and
Sales Management

Sales Force Size and Organisation.

The strategic decision concerning how much
cmphasis to give personal selling relative to other
elements of the promotional mix depends on the
communication tasks chat must be accomplished.
Among the important characteristics to consider
are: the size and nacure of the targer market, the
complexity and service requirements of the prod-
uct, and other elements of the marketing mix for
that product. The impact of these facrors on the
relative importance of personal selling is summa-
tized in Figure 2. In general, research evidence
indicates that personal selling is more important
and media advertising less important in industrial
than in consumer goods companies (Udell, 1972;
Harris et al, 1978). However, the same surveys
emphasize that personal selling is considered the
single most important promonional tool in both

kinds of firms.

The size of sales forces operated by Irish compa-
nies is shown in Figure 3 (from Profile of a Sales
Force). This shows thar the most common size is
berween 5 and 10 (cited by 27% of respondents),
with significant proportions in the 1-5 and 10-15
categories. An analysis by industry sector did not
produce any clear distinctions between consumer,
industrial and service firms.

The ratio of sales managers 1o sales representatives
for this sample averaged 1 to 4, so, for a sales force
of 10 representatives, it would be typical o have 3
sales managers, perhaps one general sales manager
and two regional or national account managers.
The average age of sales representatives in this
sample was 35 and the average length of service
was 10 years. This suggests a relatively low level
of employee turnover, which was found to be the
case (68% of respondents had a rate of turnover of
less than 5%, 87% less than 109%).

Sales representatives in the surveyed companies
averaged 28 calls per week, wich a range from 19
to 40. This varied significantly by industry sector,
however, with the agriculture and food/bever-
ages/tobacco sectors having the largest number of
calls {averages of 56 and 48 per weck) and com-
puters/information technology the lowest (8 per
week). The mean number of calls per customer

Table 2  Factors Influencing Size and
Organisation of the Sales Force
Mean Score
Sales Cbjective/Potential 4.3
Geographic Coverage 4.2
Number of Accounts 4.1
Frequency of Calls 4.0
Cost/Profit of a Salesperson 4.0
Type of Accounts 37
Competitor Activities 37
Level of Remuneration 3.3
Turnaver of Personnel 2.8

Sourca : Profile of @ Sales Force

Table 3 Selection Criteria
Mean Score
Personal Characteristics 4.6
Ambition/Potential 4.5
Sales Experience 3.9
Knowledge/Experience a8
Education Level 3.7
Personal Mobility 38
Age 3.4

Source: Profile of a Soles Force

for the whole sample was 25 per year which
equates o a call frequency of once a forenight.
This varied significantly across industries however,
with monthly calls being cited by the largest pro-
portion of respondents (37%).

The average order size for this sample was
£15,000, bur this average conceals a wide degree
of variation across companies and industries. The
most frequently cired category was £1,000 - 5,000
(27%) and, in fact, orders of less than £5,000

were usual for over half the companies (57%].

[n summary, the results of this section support the
idea of a trade-off besween the number and fre-
quency of calls and average order size. The con-
sumer goods companies conformed to the model
of large numbers of customers, a high call fre-
quency and small order sizes, while the industrial
businesses had the opposite characteristics. Table
2 summarizes the views of Irish sales managers
with regard to the factors influencing the size and
organisation of their sales forces.
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Selection and Training

Are good sales people born or are they made?
This is a crucial question, which does not have a
clearcut answer. A survey of 2,000 American sales
managers produced ambivalent responses on this
issue (Bragg, 1988). While most of those sur-
veyed believed that the things a company does to
train its salespeople are the most critical determi-
nant of future success, many also believed thar a
company cannort “make a silk purse out of a sow’s
ear’ - that certain basic personal traits are neces-
sary requirements. [n sum, it seems that both
aptitude and training are important for good per-
formance which suggests that careful selection and
suitable training are equally important variables.

Selection. Aptitude and personal characteristics are
generally thought to place an upper limit on an
individual’s ability to perform a given sales job
(Churchill, Ford and Walker, 1990, p385). The
task facing comnpanies recruiting new sales person-
nel is to decide which personal characteristics to
look for, and how 1o assess aptitude. A widely
accepted principle for many years was chat sales
people tend to be most successful when they are
similar to their customers in as many dimensions
as possible, such as age, sex, social status, educa-
tional attainment, etc. (Churchill, Ford and
Walker, 1990). Recent research has cast some
doubt on this relationship, but a review of
American studies on this topic supports the gen-
eral point thar personal characteristics such as
family background and mariral starus are the most
important indicators of likely sales success {Ford,
eral, 1988). A major conclusion from this review
is that evidence of iniriative, responsibility and
stability in a person’s past and current life are key
in assessing emotional maturity and morivation
which, in turn, are important predictors of sales
performance.

With regard to aptitude, a survey of top sales exec-
utives in 44 major American manufacturing firms
ranked enthusiasm as the most important charac-
teristic to look for in new recruits, followed by
organisation, ambition, persuasiveness, general sales
experience, and wverbal skill (Moss, 1978).
Interestingly, recommendarions from previous
employers or teachers were not seen as very
important (ranked 8 out of 10), and sociability,
reflecting the “hail-fellow-well-met” type of per-
sonality - was ranked last on the list.
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Table 4 :  Factors Motivating the Sales Force
Factor Rank Order Mean Score
Acknowledgement of Effort 1 4.6
Achievement of Sales 2 4.4
Remuneration 3 4.3
Sotistaction of Customers 4 4.3
Being Part of a Team 5 4.1
Meeting Management Expectations é 3.9
Improvement of Lifestyle 7 34
Status Symbols 8 3.3

Source : Profile of ¢ Sales Force

The Profile of a Sales Force survey shows that Irish
sales managers have quite similar views to their
American counterparts on this point, as shown in
Table 3. Personal characteristics are ranked top of
the list of selection criteria, followed by ambi-
tion/potential and sales experience.

Training. Training for sales people has two main
dimensions: product/marker knowledge and selling
skills. The first of these dimensions is most appro-
priately provided through on-the-job training,
because the requisite knowledge and informartion
resides within the company. The second dimen-
ston may be more suited to external training,
however, because professional selling can be
enhanced by the application of sales techniques
that may not be consciously known or practised in
individual companies.

Figure 4 Composition of Sales Force Compensation Plans
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Research from several sources shows, however,
that on-the-job rraining remains the main, and
often the only, training that sales people receive.
For example, a survey of 1,300 American and
Canadian industrial firms, showed that 43% pro-
vided no training for their sales forces, 34% relied
on internally developed programmes, and only
23% used protessional sales training services
(/V[zzr{’ering News, 1989). The Irish evidence is
very stmilar {Profile of a Sales Force, 1991). 91%
of companies give on-the-job training ro their
sales forces while 72% provide formal courses, but
a majority of the formal courses {77%) lasc for
one week or less. It does seem, therefore, char
there is scope for improvement in this area.

Motivation and Remuneration
A sales person’s morivation to expend effore is
determined by threec sets of perceprions

(Churchill, Ford and Walker, 1990, pp495-496):

L. expectations - the perceived linkages between
level of effort and performance;

2. instrumentalities - the perceived relationship
between improved performance and the atrain-
ment of increased rewards; and

3. valence of rewards - the perceived artractiveness
of the various rewards available.

Table 5: Estimated Average Cost of a Sales
Representative
Basic Salary £17,750
PRSI (12.2% of Salery) 2,355
Pension (10% of Salary) 1,780
Commission/Bonus {26% of gross earnings) 4,440
Travel Expenses 7,500
Car Purchase and Tox 4,000
Car Insurance 1,000
Service and Repairs 500
Postage & Telephone { £5 p/w; £75 p/m) 1,160
Training (1 x 1 week course] 500
Sundries [entertainment efc| 500
Total £43,385

Source. Profile of a Soles Force

Historically, sales managers and writers on moti-
vating sales people have focused mainly on the
third of these points - the wvalence of rewards, and
the general assumption has been thar monetary
rewards have the highest value for sales people.
But, is this assumpuon correct, or is it over-sim-
plistic?

Several recent studies of industrial sales people
support the conventional view, bur demonstare
that it is by no means universal, and s contingent
upon many individual and organisational factors
(Ingram and Bellenger, 1983; Ford et al., 1985).
In particular, the value placed upon additional pay
depends on the currenc level received, and on such
factors as whether people reached their quortas and
qualified for bonuses in previous years. The con-
clusion appears to be that che motivational effect
of extra pay diminishes as the overall level of pay
increases, so that highly paid sales people would
be less motivated 1o seck extra.pay than less well-
paid sales people. Similarly, regular achievement
of quora causes this facror to be taken for granred
and to become less of a mortivator, unless the
quota is regularly increased to create new chal-
lenge.

The rish study showed remuneration ranked third
as a factor motivating sales people, after acknow!-
edgement of effort and achievement of sales targets
(see Table 4). Furthermore, factors such as saris-
faction of customers and being part of a team
ranked equaily with remuneration. This rank
order may be specific to the type of companies in
this sample, however, which probably represent
the top end of the remuneration scale and also
provide a range of other benefits.
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The mix of rewards provided for sales people is
also an important influence on motivation. This
refecs to the relative emphasis on salary versus
incentive pay (commission and/or bonus). The
combination offered will influence the sales per-
son’s instrumentality estimates, and will help
determine which work activities and types of per-
formance will receive the greater effort from that
sales person (Churchill, Ford and Walker, 1990).
The question from a manager’s point of view is
how to design a suitable compensartion plan o
direct the sales force’s efforts towards those activi-
ties that are most important to the overall success
of the company’s sales strategy.

American research indicates that most companies
in that country (83%) provide combination plans,
including salary plus some element of incentive
pay, in the form of commission (21%) or bonus
(50%), or both (11%) (Alexander Group, 1988).
The evidence also suggests that the average level of
incentive pay is between 20 and 25% of toral pay
(McAdams, 1987). This rate varies, however,
depending on whether commission or bonus is
the chosen form of incentive. Anocher survey
found that compensation plans combining salary
and bonus have an average of 11% incentive-
related pay, while salary plus commission plans
average 33% incenuve pay (Peck, 1982).

Commenting on this evidence, Churchill, Ford
and Walker (1990) advise that when a company’s
primary objectives are related to short-term sales,
such as increasing sales volume, or winning new
customers, a large incentive component should be
offered. When long-term sales and relationship
building are the key objectives, a higher salary and
lower level of incentive pay tied to appropriate
performance targets (bonus) would be more effec-
tive. The Profile of a Sales Force report showed that
sales force compensation plans in Ireland are quite
simijlar to their American equivalents. As illus-
trated in Figure 4, 79% of companies pay salaries
plus some type of incentive payment. Of these,
21% pay commission only, 24% pay a bonus only,
while 34% pay both. The average rate of com-
mission paid is 26% while bonuses average 12%
of total pay, but it should be noted that both of
these figures vary widely across industries.

Taking an average rate of incentive pay of 20%,
together with an average salary for sales people
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Table 6 Common Output and Input Factors Used by Sales
Managers to Evaluate Sales People

Output Factors

A. Sales

Total Sales Volume
Total Sales Value
Sales versus Target
Sales by Product
Sales by Customer
Sales by Region

B. Orders

Number of Orders

Average Size of Orders
Number of Cancelled Orders
Number of Returned Orders

C. Accounts

Number of Active Accounts
Number of New Accounts
Number of Lost Accounts
Number of Overdue Accounts
Number of Prospective Accounts
Account Profitability

Input Factors

A. Calls

Number of Calls to New Customers
Number of Planned/Unplanned Calls
Nymber of Calls

B. Time Utilization

Days Worked

Calls per Day

Selling Versus Non-selling Time

C. Non-selling Activities

Job Knowledge

Management of Territory
Administrative Efficiency
Adveriising Displays Set Up
Standing with Customers

Number of Customer Complaints
Number of Overdue Acc. Collected

D. Expenses

Total and Type

As a Percentage of Sales
As a Percentage of Quota

Source: Adapted from Churchill, G. A. Jr., N.M. Ford and O.C. Walker Jr. (1990), Sales Force

Management, 3rd ed., Irwin, Homewood, IL, pp. 731-740.

(£17,750) and estimates of other costs, the
authors estimated that the total annual cost of a
field sales representative currently in Ireland is
approximately £43,500 (see Table 5).
Extrapolating a bit further, it can be seen thar the
cost of an average-sized sales force of 10 represen-
tatives would be approximately £435,000 per year.
Add to thar the cost of sales management and
sales administration at a ratio of , say, .5/1 and the
total annual cost of selling would be £653,000.
This would be a very significant level of overhead
for many Irish companies and one whose produc-
tivity requires careful scrutiny.

Evaluation of Performance ‘

Sales managers have many variables ro choose
from in judging the performance of their sales
force, both objective and subjective, as shown in
Table 6. In pracrtice, however, most seem to opt
for the simple, objective measures of ourpur asso-
ciated with sales volume and account profitability.
One American study showed that 80% of compa-
nies evaluare sales people with respect to sales vol-
ume, and 75% assess their performance relative to
quota (Jackson er al., 1982; 1983). Smaller pro-
portions also focus on order and account dara
using some or all of the variables listed in Table 6.
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rable 7 Evaluating Sales Personnel
Factor Rank Order  Mean Score*
Sales Volume 1 2.9
Customer Relations 2 3.5
Account Profitability 3 3.8
Professional Approach 4 39
Product/Technical Knowledge 5 53
Territory Management 6 546
New Customers 7 6.1
Number of Sales Calls 8 6.8
Order/Call Ratio g 7.0

* Low mean scores indicote a high rank order and high scores mean the reverse.

Source : Profile of o Sales Force

Subjective measures of the quality of a sales per-
son’s work are far more difficult, which probably
explains why sales managers are reluctanc to
emphasize them in their formal evaluation proce-
dures (Jackson et al., 1983). However, the relarive
emphasis on objective and subjective measures
seems to depend on the purpose for which the
evaluartion is being used. A study by Pacton and
King (1985) suggests that objective sales perfor-
mance Measures are mMore IMportant in rermina-
tion and compensation decisions, whereas subjec-
tive assessments of product knowledge and cus-
tomer relations are more important in transfer and
promotion decisions.

The Profile of a Sales Force survey shows thart [rish
sales managers have a fairly similar view of the cri-
teria that are important for evaluating sales perfor-
mance. As can be seen from Table 7, sales volume
ranks top of the list of performance measures, and
account profirability 1s third.  Customer relations
comes second, however, and other subjective mea-
sures such as a professional approach and
productitechnical knowledge are also accorded a
high priority. Interestingly, new customers are
ranked 7 out of 9 which suggests that sales man-
agers in the large marture type of businesses in this
sample give a higher priority to the maintenance
of existing business than to the generation of new
business; this is consistent with their emphasis on
good customer relations and account profitability.
It is also consistent with the advice of Tom Peters,
in his book Thriving on Chass (1988) who cites
research showing that it costs five times as much
to win a new customer as to keep an existing one.

Thar sare research study also produced interest-
ing evidence on the behaviour of dissadisfied cus-
tomers. [n particular, it showed that 95% of cus-
tomers who have a bad experience with a supplier

company do not complain or report it because
they believe chat it would nort do any good.
Furthermore, over 90% of those who do complain
do nor repurchase the product about which they
had reason to complain.

The lesson from this seems to be thar companies
cannot afford to take their customers for granted;
otherwise the first evidence of a dissatisfied cus-
tomer may be a lost account. Thus, anocher
important dimension of performance evaluation
rests with the views of the customers which may
not necessarily match those of the sales managers.
The second lrish survey Buyer Perceptions of Irish
and QOverseas Sales People (1991) provides some
useful insights on this topic. [t specifically
addressed the question of how purchasers evaluate
sales people and, particularly, how they rate the
performance of Irish sales people over those from
abroad. The 208 purchasers inrerviewed see an
average of 21 sales people per month and four out
of five of these are Irish.

Table 8 Expectations of a Good Sales
Person

Mentioned Spontaneously %
Good Product Knowledge 65
Honesty/Integrity/Good Reputation 27
Reliable/Follows up on What's Agreed 21
Not Pushy/Neot a Pest 20
Good Manners/Polite/ Courteous 18
Well Groomed/Neatness 17
Good Personality/Goad Character 16
Knows His Job/Business/Market 14
Punctuality/Time Keeping 14
Confident/Articulate/Can Communicate 12
Clear and Concise 10
Professional Approach 10
Directness/Decisiveness 9

Makes an Appointment

Comes Preparad

Good Quality Service/ After-Sales
Understands Customer Needs

NN N

Source : Buyer Percepiions of Irish and Overseas Sales People
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Figure 5

Summary Comparison of Irish and Overseas Sales Representatives: Key Skills

O/O 100 ~
90
80
70
60
50
40

30 -

Product
Knowledge

Professionalism

Source : Buyer Perceplions of Irish and Overseos Soles People

3‘ " Foreign
I Irish

Selling Satisfy Identify Ability
Skills Buyer's Buyer's Io Listen
Needs Needs

The respondents were first asked ro draw upon
their own experience and name up to five qualities
that they expecr to find in a good sales person.
The combined responses to this question yielded a
list of 17 qualities which are summarised in Table
8. From this it emerges that good product knowl-
edge is the key quality expected of sales people,
particularly in manufacturing and processing
industries.  Other important factors are: honesty,
reliability, courtesy, professionalism, punctuality,
communication skills and decisiveness.

On average, 50% of Irish sales people were said to
have all or most of these qualities, but 75% of
overseas sales people were said to possess them.
Figure 5 provides a summary comparison of the
ratings of Irish and overseas sales people on 6 key
qualities. Irish sales people score less well on each
of these variables but the widest margins are on
product knowledge and general professionalism.

This comparison should be viewed with some
caution because of the relatively limited experi-
ence of Irish purchasers in dealing with overseas
sales people (1 out of 5 of the sales people they
see). However, a spontaneous listing of common
failings of Irish sales people identified similar
points of weakness, such as lack of product knowl-
edge (32% of respondents), rurning up without
an appointment (25%), lack of follow-up and
back-up (16%) and failure to deliver on
time/unreliable (13%).

[t seems, therefore, that Irish sales managers and
sales representatives would do well to question
themselves on these important, although subjec-
tive points because, as we look 1o che furure, it is
obvious that Irish companies must be able to
match international standards in their selling
activies as well as in all other aspects of their oper-
atjons.
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Conclusions and Implications

At the beginning of this paper it was pointed out
that selling is only one element within the market-
ing mix, although a high cost element, and to
manage it to best advantage, it must be subject 10
careful planning and strategic thinking. This
requires a long-term focus and the specification of
clear, measurable objectives that will provide clear
guidance for all of the decisions made by sales
managers and for specifying the tasks of the sales
representatives. Withour such clarity of purpose,
it is easy to see how a sales force could become a
costly overhead rather than a net contributor to
the goals of the company.

The research reviewed in this paper yielded a
number of insights which ought to be noted by
companies which manage their own sales force.
Firstly, in setting objectives for their sales person-
nel sales managers have to decide on the relative
priority to be accorded to such variables as sales
volume versus sales revenue, and maintaining
existing business versus building new business.
The results of this survey indicate thac sales man-
agers put primary emphasis on sales volume over
account profitability and on existing business over
new business.

Secondly, objectives set by sales management
should influence the nature and structure of the
remuneration package given to sales personnel. If
the emphasis is on maintenance of customer rela-
tions and sales volume, then a package based
mainly on salary supplemented by a bonus tied to
long-term performance targets would be optimal.
On the contrary, if the objective is to build sales
volume through new accounts, then a significant
element of commission might be appropriate.
Again care must be taken to ensure that generous
incentive payments are not being paid routinely
without any demonstrable effect on sales.
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Thirdly, for sales personnel to perform effectively
requires not only that they be remunerated ade-
quately but also that they be equipped with skills
and knowledge appropriate to their job. Research
results seem to indicate that the level of formal
training given to sales representcatives is rather low,
both in Ireland and internacionally. Tc seems fair
to argue that the increasingly professional nature
of selling as a career would justify a more intensive
training programme. Educators in sales and mar-

keting and those involved in training and develop-
ment would do well to recognise this need.

Finally, the necessicy for further research on this
important topic area needs to be highlighzed.
This study represents a starting point rather than a
conclusive review, and it is hoped that other
rescarchers and organisations may be interested in
exploring various dimensions, rouched upon here,
in much greater detail.
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