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hether building a high- 
performing sales team or 
expanding an existing one, 

ensuring you have the right technol-
ogy and talent in place is crucial. But 
when resources are limited and time 
is short, which takes priority and 
how can you ensure you get the bal-
ance right between the two?

In the view of Richard Hilton, 
managing director for Europe, the 
Middle East and Africa at sales 
training provider Miller Heiman 
Group: “Talent always comes first.”

Even in an increasingly sophis-
ticated digital world, he believes 
the old adage that “people sell to 
people” still holds true and, while 
appropriate sales technology is 
important, its key role is that of “an 
enabler” rather than a deal-closer. 
In other words, the classic profile 
of an effective salesperson being 
someone who has good social skills, 
is naturally inquisitive, brave, crea-
tive and driven, is as valid now as it 
has ever been.

As James Rix, co-founder and 
chief executive of marketing agency 
Crowdify, points out, when building 
a sales team: “You can’t teach some-
one how to sell if they’re not a nat-
ural sales or people person. You can 
teach someone to sell better and you 
can give them product and industry 
knowledge, but they still need a cer-
tain natural ability.”

Interestingly, Mr Hilton believes 
that over time as analytics tools 
start to play a progressively impor-
tant role in supporting the sales 
process, this focus on emotional 
intelligence, or EQ, will be supple-
mented by a growing need for IQ in 
the shape of increased data literacy 
skills. Put another way, the techni-
cal expertise required to make the 
most of sales technology will stead-
ily grow in value.

Should the decision be taken to 
expand an existing sales team, it 
makes sense to create a profile of 
an ideal candidate by devising a 
competency framework and com-
bining it with a talent assessment. 
Competency frameworks lay out 
the core skills and characteristics 
required based on the type of sales 
approach used, while talent assess-
ments explore what it is that makes 
an individual a high or low per-
former in your particular business.

When building a sales team from 
scratch, however, the considera-
tions are often quite different. In 
this instance, according to James 
Ewing, sales director at robotic 

process automation startup Digital 
Workforce, it is all about taking on 
“experienced people with a level of 
weight and gravitas as you only get 
one chance to make a good impres-
sion” with new customers.

Such sales talent must be well 
rounded and have experience of all 
aspects of the sales cycle, ranging 
from working on complex bids to 
account management. While many 
startups fall into the trap of taking 
on young, inexperienced sales staff 
in a bid to keep costs low, Mr Ewing 
advises that “building out the pro-
file” in this way should only take 
place after the first three hires.

The same goes for purchasing 
sales enablement technology. “Good 

salespeople can operate using a 
notebook and email, so supporting 
technology is about scale out,” he 
says. “And you can’t scale out with-
out technology because once you 
have more than three or four peo-
ple, you need better reporting and, 
ideally, tools that support the sales 
cycle in a frictionless way.”

Key software in this context 
includes demand generation engines, 
online collaboration tools, email 
automation and sales intelligence 
applications, which sit on top of the 
more traditional customer relation-
ship management (CRM) systems.

Yuri van der Sluis, founder of sales 
training company YuTrain, points 
out: “Technology isn’t just a hygiene 

factor. It helps your sales team to be 
more competitive. If you can use it 
to engage 50 per cent more qualified 
customers at a 10 per cent higher 
conversion rate and close them 25 
per cent faster than your competi-
tors, the difference it makes to your 
results is immense.”

Mr Rix agrees. “If we turned off 
our technology today, the company 
would be about 60 to 70 per cent of 
the size, but the same would be true 
if we lost all our sales talent and 
ended up with people who don’t 
have any natural ability,” he says. 
“So the one feeds into the other: 
good people complement good tech-
nology and good technology com-
plements good people.”

Nonetheless, how effective such 
software is generally depends on 
how it is employed by managers and 
can, in fact, be actively counter-pro-
ductive. For example, in too many 
companies, CRM systems are simply 
used to capture and analyse finan-
cial data without any thought for 
how it could be deployed to enhance 
the sales process, or worse.

Mr Ewing explains: “Some systems 
are so cumbersome, they almost 
immobilise sales activity. In larger 
organisations especially, you have 
countless executives wanting to 
understand what’s happening and 
it just paralyses salespeople by bog-
ging them down in minute detail 
they don’t see the value in.”

Therefore, to use technology 
effectively, it is important to 
employ it as a motivational tool 
rather than as a stick with which to 
beat your sales talent. Crowdify’s 
Mr Rix, for example, records each 
sales call and keeps an eye on the 
CRM system to understand key 
activities, such as where leads are 
coming from and what conversion 
rates are looking like.

“It gives me a bird’s eye view of 
performance and helps with train-
ing,” he says. “For example, good 
salespeople are often not so good at 
time management, but if I can show 
them how it’s affecting their perfor-
mance and, therefore, their com-
mission cheque, they tend to make 
decisions around changing their 
behaviour themselves.”

Ultimately though, the real secret 
to success is in hiring engaging, 
ambitious people and surrounding 
them with complementary tech-
nology to help them become more 
efficient, achieve client goals and 
benefit themselves as well as the 
company. “So tech and talent are 
both important, just in different 
ways,” Mr Rix concludes. 

Empowering the best 
people with the right tech
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THREE BIGGEST BARRIERS TO DEPLOYING NEW SALES TOOLS

UK and US survey of professionals in sales and business development
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or many years, business sales 
teams have been dominated 
by individuals understood to 

have the “gift of the gab” and a natural 
ability to persuade prospects to part 
with their cash. The remaining nearly 
six in ten salespeople expect they will 
fail to hit their quota, according to 
Salesforce research, and businesses 
often cannot identify the root cause. 

Artificial intelligence (AI) is enabling 
those organisations to unlock much 
more of the true potential of their staff, 
by identifying what works among the 
top performers, highlighting the key 
moments revenue is won and lost, and 
teaching the middle band of the team 
how to apply the lessons.

“It’s not uncommon for compa-
nies to rely on just 10 to 20 per cent 
of their sales staff to deliver half their 
revenues,” says Kevin Beales, founder 
of Refract, which has created an 
AI-enabled sales-coaching platform. 
“An understanding of sales conversa-
tions helps to get middle-perform-
ing salespeople much closer to top 
performers on a consistent basis and 
does the heavy lifting to help managers 
coach sales teams.”

Using AI-based coaching, com-
panies can derive detailed analysis 
on their sales calls, revealing which 
approaches are likely to be successful 
and those set to fail. Key data points of 

AI unlocks hidden value 
in sales conversations
Companies are often unaware of exactly what differentiates 
their top salespeople from average performers. By analysing 
what happens in sales calls and product demonstrations, the 
middle 60 per cent of staff can make a huge performance leap

interest include talk-listening ratios, 
how engaged the prospect is, the 
opportunities that arise, how many 
questions are asked and what phrases 
are used, as well as pinpointing key 
moments such as competitor mentions 
or commercial negotiation.

Once interpreted, this informa-
tion equips companies with details of 
not just who is getting better results 
within their sales teams, but also pre-
cisely how they are doing so, helping 
time-poor sales leaders to analyse 
and influence performance. From 
that basis, it becomes a great deal 
easier for new and existing members 
of a workforce to understand ways  
to improve.

“We often see that top performers 
ask more and better questions on their 
calls, and they quickly discover more 
pain and value points for prospects, 
offering a helpful solution,” explains 
Mr Beales. “Companies can now take 
sales meetings, conference calls or 
demonstrations, surface those key and 
coachable moments, and share praise, 
ideas and corrective feedback.”

Given the time and resource drag 
of coaching, sales teams often do not 
receive enough guidance. Strikingly, 
a study by the TAS Group found that 
sales reps feel they receive around half 
the amount of coaching that managers 
believe they are giving. This is despite 
evidence from Gartner that as little as 
three hours of dedicated sales coach-
ing a month can deliver a 25 per cent 
jump in sales revenue. 

Among companies transforming per-
formance with AI coaching is customer 
communications firm Neopost. The 
business used to download its success-
ful sales calls and attempt to identify 
patterns. But it now takes insights from 
calls in the Refract platform, searching 
for specific phrases, and enabling staff to 
find out how to listen to customers more 
and when to capitalise on opportunities 
and expand on a discussion point. 

Meanwhile, ecommerce software firm 
VisualSoft uses the system to enable 
sales staff to self-diagnose success and 
errors, and to identify and even turn 
around missed opportunities. Other 
users of Refract’s software include 
major technology, media, recruitment 
and financial services organisations.

The whole profession of sales is 
becoming heavily data driven, so adopt-
ing AI coaching is a natural progression. 
Mr Beales concludes: “Without under-
standing why sales conversations work 
or fail, businesses miss out on many 
opportunities and don’t make the most 
of their teams. Using AI-driven sales 
coaching helps jump middle perform-
ers to high performance quickly.”

To find out more about unlocking the 
hidden value in sales conversations 
please visit refract.ai
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of sales reps  
miss quota today
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to coaching

impact on 
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just three hours of 
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Salesforce 2018

TAS Group 

Seismic 2016

57%

5%

25%

echnology has changed 
the way businesses sell 
to other businesses. You 

could call it a revolution, but it 
hasn’t changed everything. 

Today’s salespeople use data 
aggregators powered by artificial 
intelligence to identify leads. They 
have automated software to send 
emails and chatbots to deal with 
customer queries, so they don’t 
have to. Their customer relation-
ship management records every 
interaction with a customer, so they 
always have the right information 
at their fingertips.

Technology has totally disrupted 
the day-to-day life of a salesperson. 
However, it has not changed the 
fundamentals of sales: authenticity 
and relationship building. Sales will 
always be about the human touch.

I see it first-hand in my commu-
nity of sales leaders. I saw it during 
my time in world-class organisa-
tions, including LinkedIn. As I run 
my business, at the same time man-
aging my diagnosis with bipolar dis-
order, it becomes clearer every day. 
Organisations cannot rely on tech-
nology alone. Their success will 
depend on how much they value and 
develop their people.

In my view, sales should be 
regarded as one of the most desirable 
professions you can go into, up there 
with law, banking or consultancy.

Sales has never been more impor-
tant in driving the progress of busi-
nesses. In the tech arena where I 
operate, sales teams have to satisfy 
the lofty ambitions for growth of 
their founders, as well as the desire 
from venture capitalists and inves-
tors to see a return.

The days of the slick, smooth-talk-
ing salesman are long gone. The 
modern business-to-business sales-
person is an authority in the indus-
try they sell to. They are confident, 
authentic and likeable. They are 
storytellers, bursting with energy 
and enthusiasm to help and educate 
their customers. 

On top of all of this, they have to 
manage the change brought about by 
new technology, while maintaining 
the right state of mind. They have to 
be on top of their game at all times. 
Burnout is no longer an option.

If an organisation wants its sales-
people to be the best they can be, for 
longer, it needs to take an active role 
in their development. I believe that 

whatever the amount an organisa-
tion invests in developing their top 
executives, it should be replicated 
across the whole business, includ-
ing the sales team.

Everyone in the sales team, from 
top to bottom, should have a mentor. 
Training sessions need to be more 
regular, not only on sales skills, such 
as handling objections or closing, 
but also on emotional intelligence, 
resiliency, empathy and relation-
ship-building. These “soft skills” 
are often overlooked, but are criti-
cal when making a connection with 
a buyer. Salespeople should receive 
direct coaching, as opposed to train-
ing, on a weekly basis. 

There should also be particular 
emphasis on managing your mind. 
As someone who has faced chal-
lenges with their mental health, I 
believe this is essential. Salespeople 
need to be conscious of how they are 
feeling in their own heads. Are they 
in the right state of mind to deliver 
success? Are they looking after their 
mental wellbeing?

If you are at the top of an organi-
sation, you should be making sure 
you invest in the best available 
sales tech. However, are you invest-
ing in the development of your 
salespeople?

Is the technology you bring into 
your organisation placing an unrea-
sonable expectation on your sales-
people? Are you supporting them 
from a compassionate perspective?

I want to see sales excellence and 
results, but in a sustainable way. 
I want the same for everyone. The 
future of business and our economy 
depends on it. 

James Ski
Founder and chief executive
Sales Confidence

‘If an organisation 
wants its salespeople 

to be the best they can 
be, for longer, it needs 

to take an active role in 
their development’
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BARRIER TO TAKING ADVANTAGE OF AI IN MARKETING AND SALES

Global survey of marketing and sales professionals

Cost/budget constraints

Skills/team

Unsure how to start

Complexity

Don’t see the value or need

55%

52%

31%

16%

11%

x-prime minister David 
Cameron has taken a job at 
Affiniti, one of the world's 

largest artificial intelligence com-
panies, which specialises in the use 
of AI in sales.

As chair of the company's advisory 
board, Mr Cameron says he will be 
helping support its work to trans-
form the future of customer service 
and interpersonal communications.  

While he may not have predicted 
the UK’s future in Europe, there's no 
doubt that backing the use of AI in 
sales is a better bet.

"AI and machine-learning are the 
next evolution of the digital revolu-
tion," says Brendan Dykes, director 
of product marketing at customer 
experience and call centre technol-
ogy vendor Genesys. 

"Like the incoming tide, you can 
ignore it, but it will continue to come 

The number of customer interac-
tions is increasing all the time, more 
than tripling between 2014 and 
2017, according to customer analyt-
ics platform Kitewheel. The tradi-
tional model of the purchase funnel 
is becoming less and less relevant, 
with customers taking many differ-
ent paths to purchase. 

This, of course, makes mapping 
and managing that customer jour-
ney all the more complex, and 
more important.

According to Ilona Hansen, sen-
ior director analyst at Gartner, 
who specialises in business-to- 
business (B2B) technologies, auto-
mating at least some of the process 
has clear advantages.

"For example, AI applications 
can automate the time-consuming 
tasks of initiating contact with a 
sales lead, and then qualify, follow 
up and sustain the lead," she says. 

"These technologies can parse 
natural language to understand 
customers' questions, handling 
thousands of conversations simulta-
neously and in multiple languages. 
Because AI technologies are con-
nected to all the relevant systems, 
they deliver results faster than a 
human resource."

It's a worrying prospect for many 
salespeople, who fear being replaced 
by a disembodied AI. In fact, AI in 
sales can be a huge enabler, allow-
ing sales professionals to focus their 

time and efforts where 
they're most needed, 

says Ms Hansen.
According to Gartner, the three 

core AI technologies for B2B sales 
organisations in particular are deci-
sion support and augmentation, 
agents and virtual assistants and 
process automation. 

"Organisations must understand 
that AI augments sales staff, but 
does not replace them; therefore, 
AI will not absorb B2B sales jobs. By 
using current technologies, 40 per 
cent of administrative sales work 
can be automated, which may rise 
to 47 per cent with improved natu-
ral-language processing," she says.

"The time gained through the auto-
mation of standard sales tasks pre-
sents sellers with more time to pros-
pect and find new revenue. AI works 
best when used to support B2B sales 
reps in their daily sales tasks, such as 
recommending which lead should be 
contacted first, or providing insights 
about a sales lead or customer."

AI in sales can assist with 
everything from nurturing leads 
and lead scoring to customer contact 
analytics, opportunity scoring, sales 
forecasting and more, she adds.

"In fact, AI can analyse data fast to 
uncover, classify and predict better 
than humans can," says Ms Hansen. 
"It recommends to B2B sales what 
they should do to achieve faster, and 
better their targets." 

convert a lead, make a sale, decrease 
costs and more," says Mr Dykes. 

"The first place consumers engage 
with a brand is often on its website. 
Using AI and machine-learning 
here, businesses can provide a more 
personalised experience from the 
very moment a customer engages, 
enabling them to give the right per-
son at the right moment with the 
right offer in the right way."

In an multi-platform world, the 
customer journey has become 
increasingly complex, so much so 
that in a report last year Google 
described it as “more like the plot of 
a whodunit than a decision to buy a 
new jacket”. 

Concerns about sales professionals 
being automated out of a job are still 
commonplace, but artificial intelligence 
is vital to navigate an increasingly 
complex customer journey

Why salespeople 
shouldn't fear AI

B U Y E R  J O U R N E Y
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Emma Woollacott

and you can either ride the wave or 
be swept away by it."

In a recent analysis sponsored by 
Genesys, MIT Technology Review 
Insights found that almost 90 per 
cent of companies around the world 
are using AI to improve the cus-
tomer journey. Of these, more than 
90 per cent report faster complaint 
resolution and over 80 per cent say 
call volume processing is improved. 
Between one quarter and one half 
of all inquiries are now completely 
resolved through automated chan-
nels, and 70 per cent of respondents 
say revenue has increased. 

The advantages of using AI in sales 
are apparent at every stage of the 
customer journey. "In sales, leverag-
ing artificial intelligence at the first 
point of engagement with a prospect 
or customer can have a tremendous 
impact on a business’s ability to 

Like the incoming tide, you can 
ignore it, but it will continue to 
come and you can either ride the 
wave or be swept away by it
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How has technology impacted 
buyers’ trust in salespeople?
Trust has always been essen-
tial in sales and that hasn’t 

changed. Salespeople themselves 
know that it’s the most important 
factor helping them to close deals. 
They prioritise it and they work very 
hard to earn it. Technology certainly 
hasn’t made trust any less important. 
What it has done is change what buyers 
are placing their trust in.

A decade ago, sales professionals 
were often the only source of infor-
mation that a buyer had. The trust they 
felt or didn’t feel in a salesperson was 
based on whether they believed what 
they were being told or not. Today, 
things are very different. Buyers are 
self-directed and self-informed. They 
can get a lot of the information they 
need from websites and social media 
before talking to a salesperson, and 
they can certainly check the validity 
of almost anything a seller tells them. 
What they want from a sales profes-
sional is bespoke insights that are 
based on a real understanding of their 
requirements, what their business 

actually needs and the role a particular 
service or solution can play for them. It 
is within this expertise that they need 
to place their trust.

What are the most important 
changes that you’re seeing 
in sales?
With buying cycles becoming 
more complex, sellers are being 

much more consultative in the way they 
sell. They’re no longer focused on telling 
people about their products and solu-
tions; instead they put the emphasis on 
how those solutions fi t into the market 
and how the market itself is changing. 

Technology has a vital role in empow-
ering this consultative approach. Sales 
intelligence tools and social media help 
to build a seller’s understanding before 
they reach out to a prospect. This ena-
bles them to deliver greater insight 
and value from the start. We can see 
the impact of this in the impression 
that buyers now have of salespeople. 
In LinkedIn’s State of Sales research, 
81 per cent of UK buyers describe their 
sales contacts as trusted advisers.

In this world of 
technology, do traditional 
sales skills still matter?
People buy from people, so it’s 
not that the fundamental sales 

skills have changed; it’s that sales tools 
are now there to elevate them. They 
provide sellers with levels of insight 
they wouldn’t otherwise have and this 
enables them to create far more rel-
evant, personalised experiences for 
their buyers. Technology takes sales 
performance to another level, but it’s 
still the salesperson who’s perform-
ing. I like to call this augmented intel-
ligence. Technology can dramatically 
multiply the impact of traditional sales 
skills, but it can’t replace them.

No matter how much insight you 
have, you still need the ability to reach 
out in compelling ways, build trust, 

read people’s responses, empathise 
with their needs and communicate 
value. These things haven’t been auto-
mated and that’s why LinkedIn data 
shows skilled salespeople have never 
been in greater demand than they are 
in 2019. 

Other than trust, what 
characteristics separate 
top salespeople?
Top salespeople don’t just have 
the skills. They use those skills in 

a positive, consultative and constructive 
way. Sales has nothing to do with manip-
ulation or tricks, it looks nothing like 
the Netfl ix show White Gold. It’s about 
forming genuine relationships, based on 
genuine understanding that can deliver 
genuine value on both sides.

If you want to be a top sales per-
former, pay attention to your listen-
ing skills. They’re the basis of rapport 
and trust, and they also establish 
authority far more effectively than a 
one-sided conversation can. Being 
an informed listener starts with your 
understanding of a business and its 
market. This enables you to ask mean-
ingful questions that lead to mean-
ingful answers. Listening-led conver-
sations provide you with the insight 
to make personalised recommenda-
tions and they earn you the right to 
make those recommendations.

Because buyers actively search for 
insight on social media, these con-
versations often start in this space. 
But you have to respect the rhythm of 
social too. Don’t attempt to sell straight 
away. Focus instead on establishing 
rapport and shared interests. Respond 
when your prospects comment on 
content on LinkedIn, read their posts, 
reference a shared experience or point 
them to a piece of third-party content 
that you know can help. You can also 
use your network for warm introduc-
tions that establish trust and give you 
the opportunity to listen. 

Finally, and I know this sounds like 
an obvious thing for me to say, but you 
also need to make sure your LinkedIn 
profi le is building the right kind of sell-
ing brand. Buyers will head straight to 
your profi le to validate what kind of 
person they’re dealing with. If they fi nd 
it’s focused on how much revenue you 
generate or how many deals you close, 
they’re going to conclude that custom-
ers’ interests aren’t really your prior-
ity. Focus your profi le on the value you 
create for others and you’ll dramati-
cally increase the likelihood of buyers 
seeking value from you.

Secrets of the UK’s 
top sales performers
Liam Halpin, head of sales solutions 
LinkedIn, explains what separates top 
performing sellers from their peers

Social networks and sales intelligence 
tools haven’t eliminated traditional sales 
skills. However, they are now crucial for 
leveraging those skills to build trusted 
relationships and close deals, says 
Rebecca Schnauffer, director of LinkedIn 
sales solutions UK and Ireland

he value of skilled sales 
people is more apparent 
today than ever. 

LinkedIn data ranks persuasion as 
the second most sought-after soft 
skill throughout Europe, the Middle 
East and Africa, with sales leader-
ship in the top ten most in-demand 
job-specifi c skills. 

No matter how innovative or dis-
ruptive your business, its growth still 
depends on salespeople who can 
build trust, demonstrate value, nego-
tiate effectively and close deals. The 
key question is what do these sales-
people look like in 2019? What marks 
out top-performing sales teams from 
the rest?

LinkedIn’s annual State of Sales 
survey provides the answers. A key 
element of this research involves 
identifying the sales professionals 
who exceed their quota by 25 per 
cent or more, and then comparing 
their tactics, tools and techniques 

to those of peers who meet quota, 
but don’t outperform to the same 
degree. This analysis helps to illumi-
nate the secrets of the most produc-
tive sales reps and the sales organisa-
tions behind them.

What drives top sales performance 
in the UK? Here are some of the 
key themes:

Top sellers earn trust while 
acknowledging price pressures
Sales professionals worldwide agree 
that trust is the most important 
factor helping them to close deals 
and top sales performers in the 
UK agree, with 33 per cent ranking 
trust as the most important factor. 
However, top sales professionals are 
also quick to acknowledge the price 
pressures that UK buyers are under in 
economically uncertain times, rank-
ing price as more important than 
their peers in Europe. The value of 
trust often comes from the ability to 
make a case for a given price deliv-
ering ongoing value and return on 
investment to a customer, even when 
budgets are tight.

Top sellers use more sales 
technology and use it more often
Use of sales technology is the most 
striking characteristic of the UK’s top 
sellers. They use a greater range of 
sales tools, use them more often and 
attach greater importance to them in 
the selling process. Three quarters 
(74 per cent) of top sellers say they are 
spending more time using sales tech-
nology this year than last. They are 59 
per cent more likely to use produc-
tivity apps, 41 per cent more likely to 
use email tracking, 29 per cent more 
likely to use sales intelligence tech-
nology and 23 per cent more likely to 
use enterprise communication tools. 
Top sellers are twice as likely to use 
LinkedIn Sales Navigator for network-
ing and sales intelligence, with 63 per 
cent of them doing so compared with 
33 per cent of their peers.

Top sellers attach a far higher 
priority to social media
Social media has become a key part of 
the buyer journey and a key part of the 
sales process. Among the UK-based 
business-to-business (B2B) buyers in 
the State of Sales survey, 77 per cent 
use social media to learn about prod-
ucts and services, 70 per cent say 
they’re more likely to consider prod-
ucts or services when sales profes-
sionals have an informative LinkedIn 
profi le, and 63 per cent say they’re 
more likely to consider them when a 
salesperson reaches out on LinkedIn. 
In the UK, sales performance increases 
when sellers align their approach with 
how buyers use social. Top sales per-
formers are signifi cantly more likely 
to describe social networks as very 
important for closing deals, with 69 
per cent doing so compared with 40 
per cent of their peers.

marketing and this is particularly 
pronounced in the UK. Top sales per-
formers in the UK are almost twice 
as likely (59 per cent compared with 
31 per cent) to describe working very 
closely with marketing and as a result 
they are almost three times more 
likely (60 per cent compared with 22 
per cent) to describe the quality of 
marketing leads as “excellent”. Across 
all the factors that distinguish the top 

Top sellers have sales 
organisations focused on 
alignment with marketing
How can organisations best sup-
port their sales teams to help ele-
vate performance? The State of Sales
research makes a strong case for 
paying close attention to sales and 
marketing alignment. Across every 
market top sellers consistently report 
a closer working relationship with 

group of salespeople from the rest, 
it’s this quality of marketing support 
that stands out as statistically the 
most signifi cant. A closer working 
relationship with marketing cuts both 
ways. Top sellers benefi t from signif-
icantly higher-quality leads, but they 
are also far more likely to credit mar-
keting with a major role in their suc-
cess. They are 30 per cent more likely 
to score the importance of marketing 

in closing deals at eight out of ten or 
above. This suggests organisations 
have succeeded in building a positive 
culture of collaboration across the 
two functions.

Top sellers deliver on buyers’ priorities
In working effectively with market-
ing, using technology for meaning-
ful sales intelligence and focusing 
on building trust, top sellers are 
delivering the precise experience 
B2B buyers are looking for. Among 
the UK’s buyers, at least 89 per cent 
say they are more likely to consider 
products and services from sales 
reps who understand their busi-
ness’s needs, understand their own 
specifi c role and personalise their 
approach to fi t. A similar proportion 
(85 per cent) describe consistency 
across sales and marketing as impor-
tant. Being trustworthy, meanwhile, 
is the single most valued quality in a 

Technology builds trust 
in new age of selling

sales professional, nominated by 48 
per cent of buyers. 

Top sales performance comes from 
skill and charisma in building trust, 
the expertise to approach buyers 
with valued insight, all supported by 
sales organisations that provide the 
technology, tools and marketing sup-
port to enable sales reps to shine. 
Above all though, it comes from align-
ing the use of these assets with the 
experiences that buyers most value. 
It has always been what marks out 
the top sales professionals and this 
hasn’t changed.

For more information please visit 
lnkd.in/stateofsalesuk

Top sales performance comes from 
skill and charisma in building trust, the 
expertise to approach buyers with valued 
insight, all supported by sales organisations 
that provide the technology, tools and 
marketing support
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HOW TOP SELLERS USE TECH DIFFERENTLY

Exceed quota by 25 per cent Meet or exceed quota by less than 25 per cent

0% 70%60%50%40%30%20%10%

Enterprise communication tools

Productivity apps

Sales intelligence tools

Email tracking tools 

LinkedIn Sales Navigator

Rebecca Schnauffer
Director of sales solutions
LinkedIn UK & Ireland
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of top sellers are spending more time 
using sales technology than last year

74%

77%

Top sellers are almost three times as 
likely to describe the quality of their 
marketing leads as ‘excellent’

of UK B2B buyers use social media to 
learn about products and services
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Commercial feature

or busy sales professionals, 
getting deals done efficiently 
is essential. DocuSign has 

become a key digital cloud solution for 
time-pressed and revenue-focused 
sales leaders. It enables profession-
als to prepare and manage contracts 
or sales agreements digitally and, cru-
cially, get deals signed in an instant.

A survey conducted by market 
research group Forrester found that 
UK businesses typically see a return 
on their investment in DocuSign 
within six months, winning back 90 
minutes of handling time for every  
agreement issued. 

In addition, they saved £6.62 in print-
ing and follow-on costs for each trans-
action. Researchers also found that 
businesses would save, on average, 
more than £150,000 over three years 
by switching to the use of electronic 
signatures alone.

Andy Champion, vice president of 
enterprise sales, for Europe, Middle 
East and Africa, at DocuSign, says the 
benefits of switching to digital agree-
ments are not purely financial.

“It’s not just about the cost-sav-
ings, it’s also about the customer and 
employee experience,” he explains. 

“We see companies that use DocuSign 
reduce document completion turna-
round times from around three weeks 
to around three days, and often much 
shorter. It speaks well in a world where 
we have become used to our every need 
being fulfilled in an instant.”

DocuSign’s value has been recog-
nised by businesses around the world. 
At the beginning of June, DocuSign 
announced its revenues had grown 
by a staggering 37 per cent in the first 
quarter of the 2019-20 financial year, 

compared with the previous year, 
which is a testament to the product’s 
growing popularity.

Mr Champion says that the success 
of the product shows its versatility  
and growing importance in the  
business community.

“Whether it is Virgin Holidays, Box 
or Allied Irish Bank, companies across 
every vertical are realising the benefits 
of digitally transforming how they pre-
pare, sign, act on and manage agree-
ments,” he says.

“When you stop for a moment and 
think about how pervasive agreements 
are across business, from HR to legal, 
finance, sales and beyond, the oppor-
tunity to enhance agility, speed and 
digital connectivity is huge.  

“It is not surprising that DocuSign now 
has over 500,000 customers across 
financial services, legal, real estate, tech-
nology, telecommunications, manufac-
turing, logistics, healthcare, life sciences, 
the public sector and other sectors.”

While sales professionals will 
always remain focused on their rev-
enue targets, businesses are now 
far more aware of their place in the 
world and the impact they have on  
the environment. 

DocuSign plays its part. By eliminat-
ing the need to print contracts, includ-
ing supplier, sales and non-disclosure 
agreements, DocuSign has saved the 
use of some 20 billion sheets of paper 
since 2003. This equates to the pres-
ervation of more than 2.5 million trees. 
The process of not creating that paper 
meant a saving of 1.6 million pounds of 
CO2 emissions.

Like many executives in the modern 
business world, Mr Champion 
describes environmental considera-
tions as being close to his heart.

“Irrespective of whether I am speak-
ing with senior executives at some of 
the world’s leading brands or friends 
over dinner, the awareness of the 
responsibilities we all share to the 
planet and future generations really is 
front of mind,” he says.

“Against this backdrop, knowing 
I am working for a company that is 
already making a huge difference to 
our environment is something my col-
leagues and I at DocuSign are really 
proud of. It gives us genuine satisfac-
tion to know our work is having such  
a positive impact.”

For more information please visit 
www.docusign.co.uk

estimated saving over three 
years by switching to the use of 
electronic signatures alone

DocuSign has saved the use 
of some 20 billion sheets of 
paper since 2003

£150k+

20bn

F

Businesses could make 
thousands by embracing
digital contracts
In a technologically advanced environment time matters. 
From ordering food to calling taxis, people expect to complete 
transactions on their mobile phone, quickly and easily.  
The business world is no different

ata is a business’s closest 
ally. It unlocks insights 
into the fabled customer 

journey that can have a real, bot-
tom-line impact. But despite the 
rapid proliferation of this data-
driven mindset, making signifi-
cant advances in areas such as mar-
keting and human resources, the 
impact of data on sales remains rel-
atively nascent. 

As companies increasingly turn 
to advanced technologies, such as 
data science and machine-learn-
ing, sales operations has the oppor-
tunity to enter a new golden era.

experience, sales operations “can 
and should play a vital role in 
enhancing and accelerating the 
buyer journey”, says Don Matejko, 
chief revenue officer at Showpad.

Data is undeniably everywhere. 
And while it’s been a few years now 
since big data stopped appearing in 
isolation on the Gartner Hype Cycle, 
a whole host of new, more special-
ised technologies have taken its 
place. And despite the maturity of 
big data, the truth is the ecosystem 
is still often fragmented, disparate 
or underutilised. 

Allison Searle, vice president of 
sales, Europe, Middle East and 
Africa, at OmniSci, says: “As busi-
nesses look to find incremental gains 
in new areas, sales operations leaders 
can provide valuable customer, loca-
tion and alternative data insights.” 
After all, who better to see where the 
missing data is in the revenue eco-
system than those who are building 
the tech stack from the ground up?

Once you get to a certain point, 
however, “getting the right data at 
the right place at the right time and 
turning that into information and 
insight becomes a huge challenge”, 
says Mr Matejko. 

Companies often build data lakes 
– centralised repositories of data 
in its natural format – to over-
come this that form the basis of 
machine-learning. But this has “in 
practice, been hindered by those 
data lakes pooling only tiny drop-
lets from each employee’s pud-
dle”, according to Mike Osborne, 
founder and scientific adviser at 
Mind Foundry. 

Businesses have often “ignored 
the rest of the wealth of experience, 
not explicitly codified into data, of 
those at the coal face of business 
decision-making”, he says. This is 
where sales operations should step 
up to the plate to play a greater role 
in centralising field data from the 
front line of sales.

Beyond helping the data itself, 
sales operations can enable data sci-
entists. The vast amounts of data 
that most organisations have amal-
gamated without much process or 
intent makes it a daunting task to 
tackle. “Data science teams have a 
challenge in terms of focus; the sum 
total of data within most organisa-
tions is massive and disparate,” says 
Mr Matejko. 

Sales operations can guide data 
scientists to relevant and valua-
ble revenue data that could hold 
the answers to business questions. 
Whether helping organisations 
bring together important sources 
of data or helping data scientists 
find it again, this collaboration, 
as Ms Searle puts it, “enables data 
scientists to deliver models built 
with more predictive features and 
uncover hidden pockets of value for 
the organisation”.

What really matters is taking the 
output of data science and recur-
sively empowering commercial 
teams with it. As Mr Osborne sum-
marises: “Data plus machine-learn-
ing offers decision-making at scale.” 

Once all the data is in the right 
place, machines can be put to 
work to mine information from it. 
“Machine-learning offers the key to 
unlock this knowledge and to turn 
it into decisions,” Mr Osborne adds.

The job doesn’t finish there, 
though. At least for sales operations, 
the job’s only just getting started. 
Machines can make decisions at 
scale, no doubt, but they mean noth-
ing without the adoption and com-
prehension of the sales team. 

Part of the sales operations role is 
to bring the human elements that 
sparked the original problem recog-
nition back into the information pro-
vided from the machines. How do 
the decisions made or the relation-
ships uncovered help a salesperson 
improve a customer relationship? 

Steven McMullen, director of busi-
ness intelligence at AdHawk, says: “I 
see my role as telling the story behind 
data so commercial people can under-
stand the context and get to the con-
clusions they’re looking for.” 

That’s the role of an analytics 
translator and, if you believe what 
McKinsey says, it’s fast becoming 
one of the most important disci-
plines in business. Only when you 
get back to this repeatable relation-
ship between uncovering business 
problems, putting the data to work, 
applying machine-learning and 
then bringing it all back to that orig-
inal, human issue, can you really say 
you’re doing data-driven sales.

If you take salespeople, the sports 
cars of the business world, and drive 
them into a data lake, it all ends hor-
ribly. The role of sales operations 
has always been one of reducing 
process friction and accelerating 

Sales operations is not a new 
domain, having emerged in the 1970s 
and grown steadily over the past 50 
years. Chiefly concerned with guid-
ing sales strategy and planning, it’s 
a profession based on increasing sys-
tems integration and reducing fric-
tion in the sales process. 

This has become increasingly 
important as more and more tech-
nologies have penetrated companies’ 
revenue ecosystems. As Scott Brinker, 
renowned computer programmer and 
founder of chiefmartech.com, says: 
“The centre of gravity [has] started 
to shift to those who could make that 
machinery work.” 

This rings true for sales. As tech-
nology continues to define customer 
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Guiding specialists 
to the most 
relevant data 
and empowering 
commercial teams 
to use it fully is 
an increasingly 
challenging, but 
vital, part of sales 
operations 

The people uniting data 
and the bottom line

S A L E S  O P E R A T I O N S
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Tom Andrews

I tell the story behind data 
so commercial people can 
understand the context and get to 
the conclusions they’re looking for

Rob Dandorph, vice president 
of global revenue operations 
at Behavox, a platform driven 
by artificial intelligence that 
analyses financial behaviour, 
tells how companies can 
humanise data for sales teams.

“A lot of it is trying to think 
about moving from quantity 
to quality. You need to put the 
data in the context they’re 
used to, such as relationship 
building. People ultimately buy 
from people, so how can you 
understand the real value of your 
relationships from the data? 

“You can send out thousands 
of emails a day, but you need 
to look at how conversations 
and messages are helping you 
develop a relationship, make it 
stronger and then tie that back 
to opportunity progression 
and/or conversion. 

“It’s harder than ever to cut 
through the noise because 
of sales outreach and 
acceleration platforms, so we 
have to look at and track more 
mediums than ever before. 

You might see your customer 
acquisition costs increase by 
a small percentage, but that 
could have a much bigger 
impact on your revenue.

“Transforming analytical data 
into something sentiment based 
and human focused makes it 
more relatable to sales and 
commercial teams by bringing it 
back to relationships. 

“From a compliance angle, 
you can even look at how 
relationships are evolving 
to understand risk and 
detect bad actors. From the 
commercial angle, you can look 
at relationship development 
and analyse sentiment to work 
out how people are selling 
and which relationships are 
progressing in a more tangible 
way than judgment alone. 

“It becomes a compound tool 
to quantify relationships where 
you can look at the impact of 
technologies, enablement and 
coaching on the bottom line 
by seeing the improvement 
they trigger versus a baseline 
of speed or quality of 
relationship improvement.”

Humanising data

sales velocity, but perhaps now it’s 
time to retrofit. 

Adapt those sports cars and they 
will find new success in the data-en-
abled world. Given the current geo-
political climate, resilience and 
adaptability have never come at a 
greater premium.

To build on the thoughts of chief-
martech’s Mr Brinker, there is no 
doubt that centres of gravity are 
shifting. That quote, however, was 
from 2013; now we see the centres of 
gravity shifting not only to those who 

make the machinery work, but to the 
professionals able to combine the 
elegance of human expertise with 
the raw power of machine-learning. 

This marks an exciting direction 
for the future, not just for the sales 
operations profession, but for the 
wider business. Sales operations is 
entering a golden age of machine 
translation and adaptability engi-
neering, and becoming the bridge 
between the human brilliance 
of sales teams and the machine- 
enabled expertise of data teams. 

AREAS OF SALES OPERATIONS THAT NEED THE MOST IMPROVEMENT IN THE NEXT 24 MONTHS

Global survey of sales leaders

Miller Heiman Group 2018

Deliver key decision-
making data to executives

Sales enablement

60%

50%

49%

42%

40%

39%

37%

37%

31%

28% 39% 33%

24%46%

49% 14%

37% 15%

41% 17%

46% 14%

43% 18%

44% 19%

44% 7%

33% 7%

Improved forecast 
accuracy

Drive operations improvement 
with minimal disruption

Continuous improvement of 
efficiency through automation

Consistently engage and 
embrace impact from customers

Connect tools and technologies 
to the sales organisation

Ensure accurate 
operational data

Improved territory definition and 
compensation management

Channel enablement

High priority Medium priority Low priority

PERCENTAGE OF ORGANISATIONS WITH DEDICATED SALES  
OPERATIONS TEAM

Global survey of sales leaders

64%
Yes

29% 
No/function is 
 shared across teams

8% 
Planned

Miller Heiman Group 2018
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Demandbase/Salesforce 2019

Global survey of B2B marketing and sales professionals

ADOPTION OF AI IN B2B MARKETING AND SALES

THE WORLD OF 
SALES TECH

Types of AI applications that marketing/sales professionals are 
evaluating, implementing or using

Global survey of B2B marketing and sales professionals

HOW AI IS BEING USED IN MARKETING AND SALES

TOP EXPECTED BENEFITS OF AI IN MARKETING AND SALES

LinkedIn 2018

73%
of salespeople use sales 
technology to close more deals

89%
say data quality is important to 
guiding their sales and marketing 
decisions, up from 80 per cent in 
2017 and 75 per cent in 2016

Hubspot 2017

72%
spend up to an hour a day on data 
entry and connecting records 
from different sales tools

Dun & Bradstreet 2018

49%
are not confident in the 
current quality of sales 
and marketing data

Demandbase/Salesforce 2019

Demandbase/Salesforce 2019

50%Higher conversion rates

50%Higher quantity leads/opportunities

67%Higher quality leads/opportunities

40%More efficient ad spend

56%Better engagement with prospects & customers

38%Pipeline acceleration

52%Better understanding of buyer intent

27%Better omni-channel attribution

72% 
Improve the 

reach or 
efficiency 
of digital 

advertising

66% 
Identify the 

right accounts 
or individuals 

to target

42% 
Capture intent 
signals from accounts 
or individuals

51% 
Personalise the 
website in real time

38%
Automated sales 

assistants

Percentage of sales professionals who consider the 
following important or very important 

IMPORTANCE OF SALES TECH PLATFORMS IN CLOSING DEALS

Miller Heiman Group 2018

Global survey of sales leaders

TOP SALES TOOLS AND TECHNOLOGIES IN USE Currently in use Planned in next 12 months

From social selling to predictive lead scoring, technology is transforming the sales function, 
and is increasingly vital to closing deals and improving customer understanding

LinkedIn 2018

Email tracking tools 91%92%

18%

57%

38%

31%
35%

35%

17%

57%

50%

20%

48%
21%

50% 37%19%

56%
12%

44%

22% 43%

21%
45%

19%

40%

40%

35%

45%

41%

17%
12%47%

14%

51%

12%

Social selling

Lead  
generation / 
lead intelligence

Online training 
and coaching 
delivery

Sales 
methodology /
workflow

Activity 
management 
and tracking

Account and 
opportunity 
planning

Content 
management

Content sharing

Revenue 
management 
and sales 
forecasting

Pricing

Sales intelligence solutions 94%98%

Networking platforms 79%89%

Collaboration tools 91%94%

CRM data 
clean-up and 
de-duplication

Account 
management 
/ qualification 
scoring

Sales call 
recording and 
video selling

Contact 
management 
(excluding CRM)

Contract delivery 
and management

Sales 
compensation 
management

Presentation 
creation

Predictive 
lead scoring

Automated account research

Proposal /  
request for 
proposal

Analytic platform 
solutions

Gamification/
motivation

Prospect 
engagement 
management

Customer success 
management

23%23%
29%

18% 19%
14%

11%

19%

17%

18%

17%

15%

21%

16%

Top sales professionals

Other

22% 24% 24%18% 11% 5%

Using Implementing No plans 
to adopt

Don’t know

PlanningEvaluating

Dun & Bradstreet 2018
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There is an average of 6.8 
people involved in any sale.

sales.linkedin.com

‘The seller is no longer 
a supplier of facts, but 
a diagnoser of issues 
and a recommender 

of solutions’

I
t is clear the world of sell-
ing is changing. It is easy 
enough to simply declare 

that fact. But what is really driv-
ing the changes and what do these 
changes mean to people who sell 
and those who lead sales organisa-
tions? Here are four main drivers for 
change, each of which has implica-
tions for sales professionals.

Selling in a VUCA world
The environment in which sellers 
operate is volatile, uncertain, complex 
and ambiguous (VUCA). Volatility 
means sellers need to be flexible and 
quick to adapt. Uncertainty means 
it’s dangerous to be overexposed to 
one customer, one sector, one prod-
uct. Complexity requires emergent, 
not classical strategies; it requires we 
recognise the challenges we face are 
multi-dimensional not single cause 
and effect. And it requires unambigu-
ous, fast decision-making at the point 
of contact with the customer, not the 
delays and rigidity of hierarchical 
sales structures.

Generating growth in low-
growth economies  
Most businesses will have far higher 
growth plans than the predicted 
rates of economic growth of the 
markets they serve. In the past you 
could grow by riding the growth 
curve of the market, but few of us 
can do that now. You could go for 
growth by acquisition, but that may 
only hide the problem of low organic 
growth. The traditional route is to 
seize market share, but that often 
involves price reduction to unseat 
incumbents. The most sustainable 
route to organic growth is to enter 
white space: the areas where you 
are not head-to-head with compet-
itors; the areas where your custom-
ers and prospects are underserved, 
which they may not yet have con-
sidered or are only just exploring. 
Opportunities for collaboration and 
co-innovation are significant.

Changed buying behaviours
Buying behaviours have changed, 
and are changing rapidly and radi-
cally. All sorts of data points to this, 
but so does experience. Most of us 
are changing the way we buy as con-
sumers and there is good evidence 
this changed buying behaviour is 
impacting on business-to-business 
buying. One of the main changes 
involves more research and data 
before engaging with sellers. Buyers 

are doing more homework, online 
through social media and through 
traditional networks, than ever 
before. The seller is no longer a sup-
plier of facts, but a diagnoser of issues 
and a recommender of solutions. The 
data also indicates that more people 
get involved in a typical purchasing 
decision than used to. This requires 
sellers to be able to adapt what and 
how they communicate to different 
buying roles, and to navigate more 
complex relationships.

Sales innovation
Sales leaders are faced with a multi-
tude of “shiny toys”. Some of these will 
turn out to be expensive distractions, 
but some are already making a signif-
icant difference. The areas where we 
see the greatest impact are in inter-
preting and making use of data; lead 
generation, nurturing and filtering; 
relationship management, making 
customer relationship management 
more user friendly, customer centric 
and business enhancing; making the 
right content available to sellers and 
buyers at the right time and tracking 
complex sales; remote coaching using 
artificial intelligence; and more effec-
tive sales compensation. The chal-
lenge for sales leaders is to buy at 
the right time and to integrate any 
sales innovations into the wider 
business. The software-as-a-service 
approach is certainly making buy-
ing decisions easier and is putting 
sales innovation firmly in the hands 
of sales management.

In conclusion, the overall impact 
is likely to be increasing automation 
of lower-value orders and an increas-
ing demand for a smaller number of 
skilled sellers, who can identify com-
plex problems and opportunities, 
and communicate coherently in a 
world where both the digital and the 
human will be more important. 

O P I N I O N

Richard Higham
Fellow
Institute of Sales Management

Unless your business has digital culture at its 
core, sales technologies will never be used to 
their full potential

Having the most appropriate tech-
nologies in the tech stack, however, 
is only half the journey, with all staff 
needing to be trained in these tools. 
Leaders must also clearly communi-
cate why the components of the tech 
stack are in place, how they should 
be used and the ultimate goal.

If this communication is done 
in a comprehensive way, then the 
adoption rate of these technologies 
will not only be very high, but both 
experienced staff and new hires 
will be able to get to grips quickly 
with the way of doing business, 
and potential delays in adoption 
can be avoided.

“The same is true of the initial 
adoption; create buy-in and acceler-
ate adoption by not only training on 
the tech, but reinforcing the train-
ing with coaching and strategies 
such as gamification as needed,” 
says Mr Kane.

In a data-driven world, advanced 
sales tech can provide a true point 
of distinction even in crowded 
industries, as long as members of 
the C-suite are able to establish a 
digital culture that holds innova-
tion, transparent and collaboration 
at its core. 

partner at Janek Performance 
Group, a provider of sales perfor-
mance solutions. “Part of creating 
the right culture means integrat-
ing the technology into your formal 
sales and onboarding processes, as 
well as ensuring managers are fully 
prepared to support the adoption.”

The capabilities of leading sales 
tech products are vast and enable 
users to remove friction from the 
overall customer experience, result-
ing in enhanced conversion rates. 
Analysis backed by artificial intelli-
gence (AI) can enable an increasingly 
accurate understanding of what 

isruptive sales enable-
ment technologies are 
fundamentally changing 

the sales funnel. Putting the con-
sumer at the centre of the sales 
process is the clear advantage 
offered by these innovative tools, 
but smart technologies don’t exist 
in a vacuum and will often require 
an enterprise to embrace a digi-
tally led culture to succeed.

“For sales tech to work, it certainly 
needs the right culture. Sales lead-
ership will need to create buy-in and 
adoption from the senior level on 
down,” says Nick Kane, managing 
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suited to their sales structure, wider 
sales approach and aims. But it is 
no longer enough for a business to 
implement a single product in the 
sales tech field and hope it just ena-
bles them to meet all their pros-
pects’ needs better.

“Remember, technology is not a 
cure-all in and of itself, rather it’s an 
adjunct that enhances and supports 
your pre-existing structure. So it’s 
necessary to determine when and 
where in the sales process you’ll be 
using it,” says Mr Kane.

Transitioning to an all-encom-
passing digital culture will not be 
an overnight process and can take 
a considerable time and resources 
to achieve. Members of the C-suite 
should make it clear to their staff 
that when it comes to success 
in this area, risky propositions 
shouldn’t be seen as a no-go area, 
as experimentation often leads to 
innovation and if no new concepts 
are tested, it’s unlikely new best 
practices will be discovered.

There are concrete steps that 
business leaders can take to max-
imise the effectiveness of their 
tech stack and become a business 
with a digital culture at its core. 
Any attempt to improve the tech 
should be done in partnership with 
a range of sales staff to ensure the 
right balance is achieved.

“A key aspect in maximising 
effectiveness is to set key perfor-
mance indicators  (KPIs) related to 
the technology you adopt and track 
those metrics on a cycle that’s rel-
evant to your sales velocity, for 
example once a week, month or 
quarter. Selecting the right KPIs 
will allow you to see how the tech-
nology is being used and what 
impact it’s having on your organi-
sation. It can also highlight which 
reps need further coaching and 
reinforcement on specific portions 
of your tech stack,” says Mr Kane.Why sales tech 

alone won’t solve 
your problems

content a consumer would be most 
open to receiving and can help iden-
tify gaps in the overall sales funnel.

While C. Lee Smith, chief executive 
of sales enablement firm SalesFuel, 
fully agrees about the importance 
of a digitally led culture, he also 
believes that accountability goes 
beyond the corporate leadership.  

“Front-line managers cannot abdi-
cate this responsibility if the C-suite 
has not clearly defined the compa-
ny’s mission, values and acceptable 
behaviours. While many companies 
are chasing a ‘company culture’, 
each team has its own ‘micro cul-
ture’ that is defined by what the team 
leader says, thinks, does, allows and 
disallows,” says Mr Smith.

In such a competitive sales envi-
ronment, even a relatively small 
edge over a competitor can mean 
the difference between gaining a 
new client or losing out to a more 
forward-thinking rival. The grow-
ing number of avenues through 
which consumers can be reached, 
whether on a social media platform 
or direct email, is making the task 
of providing the right content at the 
right time an even more challeng-
ing undertaking.  

The attraction of modern sales 
tech in this situation is clear. 
According to a report from Forrester 
Consulting,  firms that adopt an 
interactive sales enablement plat-
form were shown to speed up deal 
closure by up to 43 per cent and 
increase company growth by as 
much as 60 per cent.

Each company will have their own 
unique mix of sales tech that is best 

Technology is not 
a cure-all in and 
of itself, rather it’s 
an adjunct that 
enhances and 
supports your pre-
existing structure

SALES TECHNOLOGY IS INEFFECTIVE WITHOUT A HUMAN TOUCH

Factors that most influence decision-makers in an initial engagement,  
according to B2B sales professionals 

LinkedIn 2018

52% 
Representing a well-known 
company with a strong 
professional brand

47% 
Providing specific 
information relevant to 
their current job

41% 
Mentioning the sales 

professional’s company and 
product solutions

39% 
Referencing a colleague 

they both know

32% 
Having good  

charisma
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sales or marketing by creating a 
buyer enablement team, specifically 
tasked with identifying customer 
buying obstacles. 

This team would develop the tools 
and content to help customers antic-
ipate and address these hurdles, 
deploying them both digitally and 
in person.  Mr Adamson adds: “The 
only reason we have to answer the 
question in terms of ‘sales’ or ‘mar-
keting’ is due to legacy corporate 
structures that are no longer aligned 
to how buyers actually buy.” 

Ms Grimshaw says SupaReal 
always aims to engage members of 
the sales team in the strategic pro-
cess, believing their input can be 
fundamental to marketing suc-
cess. “Ultimately, they are at the 
coal face when talking to clients 
and prospects, and their insights 
can be invaluable when developing 
buyer personas and understand-
ing the process or stages buyers go 
through,” she says.

It is time well spent. Demand Gen’s 
2018 survey of content preferences 
for B2B buyers reveals that 49 per 
cent of buyers rely more on content 
to guide their decisions than they did 
in 2017, with 78 per cent consuming 
three or more pieces of relevant con-
tent before talking to a salesperson. 

Increasingly sophisticated tech-
nology is also driving sales and mar-
keting to work more closely together, 
chiefly through data-sharing. As 
Simon Carter, marketing and prop-
ositions director at edtech business 
RM Education, says: “Clearly a sin-
gle view of the customer is impor-
tant for many sales and marketing 
businesses to keep all the contact 
information on a customer in one 
place to make conversations more 
informed and to maximise the effec-
tiveness of respective activity.”

content strategy is its advice plat-
form Brighter Business, which is 
aimed at small and medium-sized 
enterprises and entrepreneurs. 
“This isn’t a sales channel, but it 
communicates our expertise and 
gives us content to be used across 
the business,” says Mr Milloy. “By 
the time we’re ready to approach a 
potential customer, we’ve already 
built a level of trust and can proac-
tively demonstrate our understand-
ing of their needs.”

Mr Adamson says organisations 
should take the development of such 
multi-purpose content one step fur-
ther, overcoming the need for the 
function to be designated to either 

rent Adamson, distin-
guished vice president at 
Gartner, believes that  busi-

ness-to-business (B2B) sales and 
marketing were originally set up in a 
"serial manner":  first the marketing, 
then the sales.

“First engage customers through 
digital, then engage through in-per-
son sellers.  Everything is built in a 
linear fashion to identify potential 
customers, ‘nurture’ them and then 
‘hand them off’ to sales for in-person 
pursuit. The entire machine is built 
around the ‘hand-off’.  However, 
from a buyer’s perspective, there is 
no hand-off," he says.

Gartner’s 2018 research shows B2B 
buyers spend 27 per cent of their 
time researching independently 
online and 17 per cent meeting 
potential suppliers. It means the 
serial model to which Mr Adamson 
refers is now obsolete. Instead, 
both digital and in-person chan-
nels need to support every buying  
job simultaneously. 

As Liane Grimshaw, founder and 
managing director of B2B inbound 
marketing specialists SupaReal, 
says: “Historically the vendor or 
service provider would drive the 
relationship and buying process as 
buyers used to rely on them for infor-
mation and expertise. Today, buyers 
access information quickly and inde-
pendently in real time to inform pur-
chase decisions well in advance of 
contacting any potential providers.”

This disruption to the traditional 
buying journey means salespeo-
ple can be the first touch point for 
brands, while marketers often act 
as sales enablers. A more empow-
ered buyer means sales and market-
ing, historically siloed entities often 
working in isolation, are increas-
ingly having to work more closely 
together, their roles and responsibil-
ities blurring and broadening.

Mr Adamson says: “B2B marketers 
will have to significantly expand 
the scope of their work beyond 

B

Nicola Smith

brand building and demand gener-
ation to include helping or influenc-
ing buyers at every step of the pur-
chase process, not just in the early 
stages of awareness building.” 

It stands to reason that aligned and 
collaborative sales and marketing 
teams can produce powerful content 
to influence the decision-making pro-
cess. “If the two teams are in agree-
ment about what buyers need to sup-
port their journey and how leads are 
triaged into the sales team when they 
are generated, the better the end-re-
sult will be,” says Ms Grimshaw.

Opus Energy, for example, is 
investing in developing its range of 
collateral to be used across sales, 
marketing and public relations. 
“Over the last few years, we’ve cer-
tainly started to further align both 
sales and marketing teams to deliver 
an integrated strategy,” says Rob 

Milloy, Opus Energy’s sales direc-
tor. “At the end of the day, it’s about 
consistency. If a brand wants to be 
known for something, then every-
one needs to be delivering a message 
in the same way.”

An example of Opus’s integrated 

Ultimately, we have a shared 
goal so it’s imperative we work 
together to reach it

Is marketing 
morphing 
into sales?
Salespeople are increasingly reaching out 
to prospects and acting as the first touch 
point for brands, while marketers are 
making an impact on the buyer's journey 
as a sales enabler

M A R K E T I N G / S A L E S

LEAD DEFINITION IS GETTING MURKIER

Lead definition alignment between marketing and sales, according to B2B sales professionals

Miller Heiman Group 2019
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MARKETING AND SALES OVERLAP

How marketing and sales data overlaps to target leads,  
according to B2B sales professionals

20% 
Lots of overlap

59% 
Some overlap

17% 
Little overlap

4% 
No overlap LinkedIn 2018

Mr Milloy says Opus Energy is 
developing and sharing data across 
the wider business to ensure any 
insight that can be gleaned is uti-
lised to benefit all parts of the busi-
ness. “Ultimately, we have a shared 
goal so it’s imperative we work 
together to reach it,” he says.

Data is also enabling more organ-
isations to take an account-cen-
tric, insight-driven approach to 
marketing and sales, enabling the 
generation of better quality leads, 
which historically has been a com-
mon source of tension between the 
two departments. 

Technology company Cyance uses 
machine-learning technology to 
predict when customers are ready 
to buy, based on their digital foot-
print. These buying intent signals 
determine which companies its cus-
tomers, including Nokia and Canon, 
should target and when. 

“Marketing can then partner with 
sales to react to these buyer signals 
and deliver a relevant and tailored 
offer or item of content,” says Jon 
Clarke, chief executive of Cyance. 
“Prioritising relevant, early buy-
ing-stage activity, and responding 
with a tailored offer, enables mar-
keting and sales to transform their 
results and remove the inefficiency 
from their efforts.”

Such account-based marketing 
(ABM), in which marketers treat 
individual customers like a spe-
cific market using personalised 
campaigns, necessitates that mar-
keting and sales work more closely 
together, although some believe it is 
still in its infancy. 

“The challenges of how you lever-
age ABM at scale continue and not 
enough salespeople understand 
that it is more than just a ‘black-box’ 
acronym marketers hide behind,” 
says Mr Carter. He believes ABM still 
has a long way to go, although says 
it is a key part of his plans for RM 
Education in 2019 and 2020.

While marketers are increas-
ingly capable of directly deliver-
ing sales, and sales often make 
the first contact with prospects, 
both complementary sets of skills 
remain in demand. 

Ms Grimshaw says: “There is still 
a marketing function and a sales 
function. However, the two func-
tions are needing to work much 
closer together, with joint responsi-
bility for driving the pipeline.” 

Gemma Butler, director of mar-
keting at the Chartered Institute 
of Marketing, adds marketers play 
a crucial role in delivering busi-
ness growth, pointing out that sen-
ior marketers have been driven by 
revenue targets and conversions 
for some time. “Our 2017 research 
found that the average revenue 
growth driven by marketing is esti-
mated to be 19 per cent annually,” 
she says.

At RM Education, Mr Carter says 
revenue targets are shared. “All 
my marketing team have a revenue 
target within their personal objec-
tives, albeit the key word is ‘con-
tribution’ to those targets, in other 
words they share them with a sales-
person; they do not have a solus 
number on their back.”

Sales and marketing may not 
have quite switched roles, but their 
remits have certainly evolved, and 
the complex and non-linear buy-
ing journey, with its multiple touch 
points, now demands they work 
hand in glove.

As Mr Carter concludes: “The defi-
nition of marketing and sales is less 
distinct, and the interplay between 
the two is greater than ever before.” 

The definition 
of marketing 
and sales is less 
distinct, and the 
interplay between 
the two is greater 
than ever before

It pays to find out 
who they are.

sales.linkedin.com
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Need more 
leads, brand 
awareness 
and thought 
leadership?

agency@raconteur.net

Get in touch to fi nd out how we 
can support your marketing 
eff orts and improve ROI

rom Google’s Larry Page 
to Facebook’s Mark 
Zuckerberg, the leaders of 

some of the world’s biggest compa-
nies did not start their professional 
careers in commercial roles. Yet 
they went on to drive huge revenue 
growth at their organisations, while 
reshaping what we consider to be 
good sales leadership. 

Look further down the ranks in 
many businesses and you’ll find 
a similar trend: highly successful 
salespeople who joined from entirely 
unrelated careers and then used 
their outsider status to get ahead. 

Advocates say such figures can 
bring fresh perspectives to firms and 
may be better at understanding cus-
tomer needs than traditional sales-
people. But given the importance of 
sales leadership qualities, isn't it a bit 
risky to entrust revenue generation 
in your business to relative novices?

For one thing, sales is a highly 
pressurised and target-driven 
profession, and salespeople are 
subject to constant scrutiny and 
feedback. For another, you need 
a certain mix of skills, knowledge 
and discipline to get on, and it 
can’t be learnt overnight. 

“If a senior commercial officer is 
not credible in the contact sport of 
selling, he or she will not last long,” 
says Professor Craig Wortmann, 
executive director of the  Kellogg 

Sales Institute at the Kellogg School 
of Management.

Hiring people with no direct expe-
rience poses risks but, as advocates 
point out, great salespeople also 
need to understand and empathise 
with their clients, and sometimes 
coming from a non-sales back-
ground helps. 

“Because so many of the ‘expert 
moves’ of selling are performance 
art, conducted in front of cli-
ents and prospects, it is very dif-
ficult to lead salespeople if one 
hasn't walked in their shoes,” says 
Professor Wortmann. 

“These expert moves are acquired 
over time and, without them, any 
fresh perspective will be only a 
whisper against the day-to-day 
noise and contact of selling.” 

Ultimately, he thinks the trend of 
hiring salespeople from non-sales 
backgrounds is unhealthy and owes 
more to skills shortages than any-
thing else. He holds universities to 

blame, arguing that while they still 
offer courses in marketing, finance, 
operations and strategy, they 
have largely surrendered the job 
of developing sales talent to busi-
nesses themselves. 

Regardless, it seems the practice of 
recruiting relative newbies to sales 
roles is here to stay and firms are get-
ting better at finding sales leadership 
qualities in unconventional places. 

“Hiring is not an exact science,” 
says ParentPay’s Mr Wilson. “There 
will always be times when it doesn’t 
work out. But the more you do it, the 
more you learn what to look for dur-
ing the process.” 

At least half the 40 sales 
representatives at ParentPay, a 
provider of payments solutions 
for schools, were hired from 
non-sales backgrounds and 
many are ex-teachers.

Chief executive Clint Wilson 
says he likes to recruit from 
the education sector because 
such candidates tend to have a 
better rapport with the firm’s 
clients, something that 
trumps traditional sales 
leadership qualities.

“Many have used ParentPay 
themselves as teachers and 
feel passionately about the 
product, so they care about 
what we do and the benefits 
we can bring to schools and 
families,” says Mr Wilson.  

Former teachers understand 
the pressure schools are 
under in terms of budget and 
resources, which leads to 
“greater trust and ultimately 
greater success”, he says. 

“That is not to say general 
salespeople can’t have empathy 
but, particularly in schools, 
teachers don’t want to be 
sold to. These are not highly 
commercialised environments.”

However, Mr Wilson concedes 
that people recruited from non-
sales backgrounds usually need 
lots of on-the-job training and 
not all of them last. 

“Not everyone is happy to work 
in a target-driven environment,” 
he concludes. “Not everybody likes 
having performance measured 
in a transparent way and that will 
happen in a sales environment.” 

ParentPay 

From fresh perspectives to a better 
understanding of customer needs, 
individuals from unconventional 
backgrounds could make a big impact 
on an organisation’s sales function, but 
not everyone agrees

Debating the 
importance of  
sales experience

S A L E S  E X P E R I E N C E

F

Dan Thomas

The perception  
that salespeople 
need to be pushy 
and extrovert 
has been greatly 
exaggerated

have worked in frontline healthcare 
or why educational resources com-
panies like to hire ex-teachers to sell 
their goods.

Take ParentPay, a £30-mil-
lion revenue business that sells 
payments software solutions for 
schools. At least half the firm’s 
salespeople are from non-sales 
backgrounds, with most of them 
having worked in schools. 

“To be a good salesperson you 
need honesty, integrity and empa-
thy,” says ParentPay’s chief exec-
utive Clint Wilson. “The first two 
traits are character traits; we’ll know 
if the candidate has them from their 
references. But empathy is the hard-
est to find. You need to have had the 
same experiences as the customer.” 

It’s not only former clients who end 
up making the leap into sales; peo-
ple from backgrounds as diverse as 
the military and journalism have 
also entered the profession and have 
been very successful. 

This is because beyond looking 
for direct experience, recruiters 
also value transferrable skills such 
as curiosity, a willingness to listen 
and learn, resilience and a knack 
for problem-solving. The perception 
that salespeople need to be pushy 
and extrovert has also been greatly 
exaggerated, according to Steph 
Gilmore, senior director of sales at 
the research firm eMarketer.

“You don’t need to be an aggres-
sive, swaggering person; you just 
want to be interested in conversing 
with people and trying to under-
stand their business,” she says.

Professor Wortmann accepts some 
people with no direct sales expe-
rience can make great sellers, but 
warns that many will not make the 
grade. Sales leadership qualities can 
be learnt, he says, but it takes time 
and investment. 

Recruits may also struggle to win 
the trust of colleagues if they lack 
credibility, particularly if they have 
been brought in to lead a sales team. 

This is particularly the case in sec-
tors far-removed from the business 
world, such as health and education, 
where by-the-book sales tactics can 
alienate clients who do not share a 
commercial mindset. 

It is why large health technology 
and pharmaceuticals firms often 
recruit sales representatives who 

Get closer to 
the right people.

sales.linkedin.com
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anxiety, versus focusing just on the 
interactions with clinicians,” says 
Professor Micheli.

Salespeople are likely to enjoy 
the power and freedom offered by 
design thinking. It draws on their 
creativity in ways they may never 
have experienced. 

Greg Taylor, chief provocation 
officer at Elmwood, a brand expe-
rience agency, says: “One recent 
study written up in the Harvard 
Business Review, for example, 
showed contact centre staff allowed 
to flex and experiment to meet cus-
tomers needs, rather than  stick to 
a rote script. Within four months 
they achieved targets twice as fast 
as a control team that used a tacti-
cal approach. Freedom and a remit 
to think on their feet and experi-
ment to be more responsive made a 
world of difference.”

It's an impressive list of benefits. 
Happier staff. A problem-solving 
mindset. The ability to continue to 
innovate. Empathy with customers. 
And better sales results. 

“You can master the basics quick-
ly,” says Mr Kester. “It takes two days 
to learn the core tools and method. 
Then come back for another two 
days of facilitation, using different 
tools and methods. Then you are up 
and running.”

Get it right and your salespeople 
will be reincarnated as creative 
thinkers. “It's like finance,” says Mr 
Kester. “You don't want only your 
finance team to understand num-
bers. You want your entire team to 
be commercially literate. It is true 
for innovation. You want everyone 
to contribute.”

So is it a fad? Hardly. Design think-
ing has decades of proven results be-
hind it. All that's new is salespeople 
are learning the skills.

Sales is no longer a matter of flog-
ging units. It's about creativity, 
problem-solving and building solu-
tions for clients. In this environ-
ment, design thinking is set to be 
mainstream for years to come. 

Originally a way to 
brainstorm creative 
challenges, the philosophy 
of design thinking has a new 
home in sales departments

Design thinking 
is making an impact

t can be exhausting to 
keep up with fads in 
management thinking. 

Remember 'Theory Z', which pro-
moted a Japanese-style approach 
to motivation? Or how about one 
minute management? At least that 
had the allure of being brief.

Now there’s a new one. Design 
thinking is the latest thing in  
sales. So what is design thinking? 
In a nutshell it's about getting 
salespeople to think like designers. 
Bonkers? Not according to the likes 
of IBM, Salesforce, Google and Am-
azon, all of which have embraced 
the philosophy.

“It's origins are 150 years of de-
sign education,” says David Kester, 
co-founder of the Design Thinkers 
Academy London, where dozens of 
blue chips have sent their salespeople 
to learn the art. “You see design think-
ing at the Royal College of Art and in 
the Parsons School of Design in New 
York; it is practised at the Stanford 
University d.school [design school].”

If you want a single-line summary, 
Mr Kester offers: “It is harnessing 
the tools and methods of designers 
for non-designers.”

The longer explanation runs like 
this. There are five components to 
design thinking.
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searching end-users to find out what 
they ultimately want and why. How 
do the end-users think? Designers 
need to perform empathetic re-
search all the time; for salespeople, 
it may require entering a new mind-
set to discover the wider reasons a 
customer might want a product. 

Define the problem. Now the sales 
team must focus all known infor-
mation on to a single objective. But 
which objective? Again, this re-
quires a degree of creativity. What 
does the company want to achieve? 
Which sales goals are realistic? 

Ideate. This free-form stage pro-
duces a mass of ideas, which are 
then discussed. Teams should 
bounce ideas off each other. Often 
teams use idea generation tools, 
such as a challenge to come up with 
“terrible ideas” to break the ice.

Prototype. At the core of design 
thinking is iteration: the constant 
production, deployment and refine-
ment of ideas. 

Test. Solutions should be built and 
deployed, then improved with the 
benefit of feedback. It's a core prin-
ciple of design thinking that proto-
types beat abstract theorising.

“The five-step process is not lin-
ear, nor is it always the same,” says 
Christian Schluender, general man-
ager of Huemen, a design agen-
cy. “This is part of the magic. The 
framework is not a step-by-step pro-
cess, but rather needs to be viewed 
as phases that can run in parallel, 
repeat as needed and not always in 
a planned hierarchy.”

For sales teams, a major reason 
to look at design thinking is to stop 
them thinking as vendors of prod-
ucts. Instead, they solve their cli-
ent's needs in a creative way. Often 
they become product managers, de-
manding changes to existing prod-
ucts and business models to suit 
their clients. 

“It's not suitable if you are doing 
hard sales in something like double 
glazing, where you have three prod-
ucts to flog,” says Mr Kester. “It is there 
to solve more complex problems.”

Pietro Micheli, professor of busi-
ness performance and innovation 
at Warwick Business School, be-
lieves design thinking has a lot 
to offer companies that want to 
improve customer experience. 
“Design thinking starts by inves-
tigating problems, rather than by 
immediately looking for solutions,” 
he says. “This means that assump-
tions and preconceptions may be 
probed and, as a consequence, 
problems may be reframed.”

For example? “Airlines can use 
design thinking to improve passen-
gers’ experiences by considering 
the overall experience rather than 
just the interior of the aircraft. Or in 
hospitals where provision of clearer 
information to patients has been 
found to dramatically reduce their 

D E S I G N  T H I N K I N G

Charles Orton-Jones

I

Freedom and a 
remit to think 
on their feet and 
experiment to be 
more responsive 
made a world of 
difference

Five components  
to design thinking

Empathise

Find out what end-users 
ultimately want and why

Define the problem

What does the company 
want to achieve? Which sales 
goals are realistic? 

Ideate

Produce and discuss a mass 
of ideas; teams should 
bounce ideas off each other

Prototype

The constant production, 
deployment and refinement 
of ideas

Testing

Solutions should be built and 
deployed, then improved 
with the benefit of feedback



2 0 / 0 6 / 2 0 1 9I N D E P E N D E N T  P U B L I C A T I O N  B Y # 0 5 9 9R A C O N T E U R . N E T

There is an average of  
6.8 people involved in any sale. 

It pays to find out who they are.
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