PERFORMANCE COACHING FOR SALES PERSONNEL, INCLUDING DISCIPLINE WITHOUT PUNISHMENT
by
Charles Warner

Imagine a professional football team whose coach never gives the players any encouragement or instructions on how to play their positions better.  Instead, the coach takes notes on each game and then at the Monday team meeting tells each player what he did wrong in last Sunday's game, not what he did right. Then, during the next week in practice, the coach never gives any subsequent coaching on how to improve. The result would be a demoralized team that became worse each week, which is a certain scenario for losing, falling to last place, and staying there.

As extreme as this example might seem, it reflects the practices of many sales managers. They behave as though their job is to point out mistakes in order to minimize errors, which is clearly a losing strategy.

Being a pro-active, positive manager who conducts frequent performance-coaching sessions is the best way to ensure that salespeople improve and become consistent winners. Performance coaching is different from old-fashioned, human-resources-designed performance appraisal, evaluation, or review systems. Coaching focuses on what people are doing right and how they can take advantage of their strengths in order to improve.

Performance Coaching
The Purpose and Objectives of Performance Coaching
The primary purpose of performance coaching is to help people improve their job performance. The objectives of performance coaching are: 

1. To encourage people and teams to perform better.

2. To show people and teams how to build on their strengths.

3. To heighten people and teams' self-esteem and self-confidence. 

4. To enhance cooperation, participation, and teamwork within a unit and with other units.

5. To stop and correct inappropriate behavior.

6. To build trust between management and team members.

7. To reduce fear and increase risk taking and innovation.

8. To align individual and team objectives with organizational objectives, and to get people and teams to realize that their self-interests and an organization’s interests are inextricably bound together.

9. To establish consequences for continued inappropriate behavior and inadequate performance.

 

Expert, positive coaching is highly motivating to people, and sends a clear message that management cares. Good coaching motivates people, reassures them, helps eliminate isolation and fear, and transmits management's vision and values.

All Units Should Conduct Performance Coaching Sessions
Unit managers should conduct regular coaching meetings with each of their associates and teams, the timing of which are discussed later in this article.  Higher level managers should conduct performance coaching with their unit heads, not with individuals in a unit. 

The Multiple Roles of Performance Coaching
There are four roles performance coaching play in an organization:

1. Developmental - To help people improve.

2. Evaluative - To measure, evaluate, and reward performance.
3. Defensive - To avoid potential problems and lawsuits resulting from personnel selection, evaluation, and dismissal actions.  If managers want to fire someone, lawyers usually insist on having written evidence that covers a minimum of three, often six, months.  Performance coaching sessions can provide the necessary paper trail.
4. Indoctrinational - To communicate and reinforce an organization's mission, values, vision, objectives, and strategies to all employees.

Coaching Avoidance
Conducting performance coaching sessions is not easy; and most managers would rather avoid them because they often bring about anger, anxiety, discomfort, guilt, embarrassment, and frustration in both employees and managers, especially if they are handled in traditional appraisal, evaluation, and review style.  Most managers are reluctant to "play God" or to write up less than glowing reviews (Bricker, 1992). 

Timing of Performance Coaching Sessions
Frequency and timing of performance coaching sessions should not be based on administrative convenience, but should vary based on the development needs of employees -- quarterly formal sessions at the minimum for most employee, and more frequent for others, depending on their needs. 
In general, managers should follow this schedule:

1. Quarterly departmental objective-setting and strategy sessions

2. Quarterly or monthly individual performance coaching and performance agreement sessions, depending on need
3. Monthly individual objective-setting sessions

4. Weekly planning sessions

5. Frequent, usually daily, brief feedback
Structuring and Conducting Quarterly Performance Coaching Sessions
Before conducting formal quarterly performance coaching sessions, first, managers must know enough about a job to understand how it should be done.  Managers must observe on-the-job behavior to determine if a person is doing a job well or not, just as coaches use game films to observe a player's behavior.  In too many organizations, managers isolate themselves in an ivory tower and do not know from first-hand observation if a job is being done effectively.  After observation, a manager is ready to share his or her observations in a formal quarterly (or, better, monthly) performance coaching meeting. 

Following are guidelines for structuring and conducting formal coaching sessions:

1. Be thoroughly prepared for sessions with specific examples of good job behaviors and those that need improvement.
2. Ask people being coached to fill out a Coaching Matrix (see example Coaching Matrix section below) which utilizes an organization’s established performance dimensions.  Ask people to fill out the Coaching Matrix as objectively as he or she can and bring it to the coaching session.
3. Review the organization's mission statement, the department's objectives, and the department's current strategy with the person being coached.  With senior people who are thoroughly familiar with an organization's mission and the department's objectives and strategies, these areas can be touched on briefly, but the concept is always to put performance coaching in the context of carrying out an organization's mission, objectives, and strategies.  If an organization's objectives or strategy have changed, it is vitally important to remind people of the changes.
4. Discuss the person's personal objectives and try to align his or her personal objectives with the organization's objectives.
5. Review and discuss the person's performance on established performance dimensions (examples below).  Ask in a non-threatening and non-judgmental way, "How do you think you're doing on item number one, Establishing and Maintaining Relationships With Customers?"  Go over each performance dimension and make any positive and encouraging comments that are appropriate. If there is disagreement on a performance dimension, do not say anything at this stage of the discussion; let the person finish the self-evaluation.
6.  Facilitate the discussion by active listening, by the frequent recall of positive situations, and by the effective use of silence to encourage a person to reflect and talk more.

7. Go over the Coaching Matrix the manager or coach has filled out.  Give praise and encouragement whenever possible, and focus on good performance areas and strengths.

8. Then, gently point out opportunities for improvement.
9. Never indulge in personal criticism. Focus on specific on-the-job behavior as outlined in the Performance Dimensions.
10. Do not make any comparisons with other people; remember that each person is a separate, unique individual.
11. Do not mention more than two Performance Dimensions that need improvement, even if there are more than two dimensions on which people are underperforming.  0People generally cannot handle more than two major improvement opportunities at a time.  Think about coaching football.  A good coach would not tell a player that he was doing 10 things wrong and then ask him to correct them all at once, it would be too confusing and demoralizing.  Ask people to concentrate on improving just one or two performance dimensions.  Refer to them as "improvement opportunities," not "weaknesses."
12. Even though the coach's focus is on improvement, many people will perceive comments that are less than positive as criticism.  Most people stop listening when they hear criticism, so coaches and managers have to use it very sparingly. Too often managers store up a bunch of negatives, mistakes, failures, problems, and criticisms and pile them on people in performance reviews or coaching sessions.  This practice is guaranteed to assure that people will dislike both the system and the manager.  In such cases, people being reviewed become defensive and learn nothing.  This is not coaching, it is abuse.
13. Make a list of the areas of agreement and disagreement based on a discussion of the Coaching Matrices.  Try to concur quickly on areas of agreement and then focus on areas of disagreement.
14.  If a person becomes hostile or angry during the discussion, never respond with anger. Remain calm.  It is important to give people the sense that they are cared for as people, and that the intent of the session is to help them achieve what they want to achieve, competency. 
15. If a person resists change, be prepared to offer a solid business reason why the problem must be solved.  Discuss how the problem is affecting other salespeople, how the problem is affecting the culture of the organization, or how it is affecting the salesperson's perception in the eyes of other people in the unit.
16. Use probing questions to search for underlying problems and possible solutions.  Often performance problems are linked to deeper, sometimes personal, problems.  However, do not try to be a psychiatrist.  You are not trying to discover why performance problems exist; you are focusing on on-the-job-behavior.  If there seem to be deeper problems, advise professional counseling. 
17. Coaching must be done in the context of a person's total performance.  It should never be based on isolated instances, but on an overall pattern of behavior and performance.
18. Never conduct coaching sessions in front of anyone else; do them one-on-one.
19. The focus must be on the future – future opportunities for improvement – not on past failures, mistakes, or problems.
20. Discuss a list of consequences if a problem is not solved.  This list should include specifics of further disciplinary action such as a salary freeze, a promotion freeze, closer supervision (less autonomy), or less desirable assignments.
21. Take notes in coaching sessions and put the notes in a person's personnel file.

Reactions to Quarterly Coaching Sessions
During quarterly coaching sessions, people often react defensively to what they perceive to be negative comments, even when these comments are placed in the middle of favorable ones. Presenting several negatives, a few positives, then more negatives is referred to as the sandwich approach.  It never works; people forget positive comments and only remember the negatives, the criticisms.

Criticism causes people to repress performance problems, to become defensive, or to deny problems exist.  Defensiveness takes many forms: transference of blame to others or to inadequate sales tools or to the support staff ("it's not my fault"), apathy or indifference, and even outright hostility.  Most people have ambivalent feelings about self-improvement needs.  On the one hand, they generally have a need for greater competency, but on the other hand this need is often offset by a threat to self-esteem when coaches point out problems, mistakes, and failures. In general, the lower the self-esteem of a person, the more apt he or she is to react defensively to any coaching, and the stronger the reaction.

Also, some people (especially men) crave independence and autonomy, and they often see coaching as a way to tell them what to do and resent it (Tannen, 1991). In these cases, it is imperative to give the feedback in the framework of help: "I know you like to do things your own way, but I have a few suggestions, if you don't mind, on how you might make things easier."

Another common reaction to criticism is outright denial. If the criticism hits a particularly sensitive area, people will simply deny that it applies to them--they refuse to believe it. Repression, defensiveness, and denial are three reasons why critic ism virtually never works in coaching situations.

Because of this tendency to repress and deny performance problems and to be defensive, do not expect permanent behavior changes to come about as the result of one or two quarterly performance coaching sessions. Behavior changes only come about as the result of continual coaching, feedback, positive reinforcement, and if necessary, consequences for poor performance. Changes come when one or two areas for improvement are concentrated on, when coach and salesperson both agree on the objectives that need to be a achieved in order to improve, and when the coach continually reinforces each improvement increment along the way, daily if possible, with positive comments. 

Games People Play
In your performance coaching sessions, be careful about being sidetracked in a game in which people continually rationalize their behavior.  The objective of all coaching sessions is specifically stated agreements between coach and salesperson. 

Two of the most common rationalization games are "Yeahbut" and "I'll try" (Grote, 1995).
In the "Yeahbut" game, for everything you say the salesperson responds with a "yeahbut" rationalization. 

"Yeahbut, my car keeps breaking down."

Do not try to counter the "Yeahbut" rationalization; you will just encounter another one.

"Yeahbut, I can't afford another car."

Cut the discussion short by saying, "Whatever the reason, you have to solve the problem."
The "I'll try" game is similar to the "Yeahbut" game. It is just as unacceptable. Trying does not count; doing what you are supposed to do is what counts. Counter the "I'll try" game with, "That's great, but what exactly are going to do to solve the problem. Tell me in steps one, two, and three."

Improvement Memos/Performance Agreements
If a salesperson is exceeding performance standards, write a positive, reinforcing, congratulatory memo or letter to the person and send a copy of it to the person's bosses (department head, president, e.g.)

If a person is not meeting overall performance expectations, have him or her write you an improvement memo after a quarterly performance coaching session.  In the memo, have the person outline what he or she is going to do to improve in the few areas that have been discussed.  It is important that the person gives you specific behavior examples of how he or she will improve. A Coaching Matrix created by the person is an especially powerful document.  This improvement memo becomes a performance agreement between the person and the manager. If the person cannot live up to the conditions and expectations set forth in his or her own agreement, then there is a much more reasonable, legitimate, and defensible basis on which to terminate the person (allow him or her to pursue other opportunities).

Yearly Performance Evaluation or Review Sessions
Conducting annual performance evaluations at salary review time is not effective.  Once-a-year performance reviews are worthless and counterproductive (Flavey, 1992).  

Imagine how a professional football player would feel if the only comments about his performance came during once-a-year salary negotiations.  He would probably think all the comments about his performance were used to belittle him so the owners could use the criticism as an excuse to pay him less than he was worth.  The same feelings about once-a-year performance evaluations exist in virtually all companies that use them.  

Conduct formal, performance coaching on at least a quarterly basis (monthly is better), or do not do them at all. Doing them yearly is completely counterproductive. 

Quarterly Departmental Objective-Setting Sessions
At the beginning of each quarterly coaching cycle, the manager and department team members should jointly examine the department's strategies and key objectives.  They should discuss "what needs to get done to achieve our objectives in the next quarter?"  Through analysis and discussion, the organization's mission, objectives, and strategies are narrowed down to a few key departmental objectives that can reasonably be achieved in the next quarter to help accomplish the objectives.

Studies have shown that one of the key elements in any effective performance coaching system is participation by team members in setting the team's objectives and performance standards.  When people participate in making decisions, especially about objectives and performance standards, they are much more committed to seeing that those objectives and standards are met (Katzenbach and Smith, 1993).

Monthly Individual Objective-Setting Meetings
Managers should meet with sales personnel and sales teams at the beginning of each month to help them set objectives for the coming month.  These individual objectives must be consistent with the department objectives and performance standards that have been agreed on in the quarterly departmental objective-setting and performance agreement meeting.  Focus on individual objectives that build on people's strengths.  Review progress on a Coaching Matrix.
The majority of the objectives should be activity oriented, such as how many prospecting contacts will be made in an average day and in an average week, how many presentations will be made to higher level agency and client executives in a week, and how many target accounts will be called on. 

The majority of objectives, both individual and departmental, should be MADCUD objectives:

1. Measurable: Objectives must be specific enough to be measured or counted in some way so that the degree of improvement can be gauged.
2. Attainable/Accepted: Objectives should be perceived by a person and the departmental team to be attainable, realistic, reasonable, and achievable.  Objectives must also be accepted as realistic and achievable by the person responsible for achieving the objective (not top-down commands from on high in other words).
3. Demanding: A objective must be sufficiently demanding enough to be challenging.  High achievers are especially turned on by demanding objectives, and demanding, challenging objectives make people feel like winners.
4. Consistent with company objectives: Individual objectives should be consistent with overall company objectives.  If a company objective is to get premium prices, then it is counterproductive and inconsistent for sales personnel to have an objective of getting orders not matter what – at any rate a buyer wants.
5. Under control of the individual: Often setting specific revenue targets for people is not effective because external forces such as a poor economy, decreased TV ratings or website traffic, or unexpected account shifts that are beyond the control of a person can have major effects on revenue.  People should have objectives that they can control, such as how many calls they make, how many high-level presentations they make, etc.
6. Deadlined: Objectives should have a clearly defined time frame or deadline.

Remember, improvements will come in small increments by raising the difficulty of the objectives a little bit each time. The secret of success in all coaching is to increase objective difficulty just the right amount to make objectives demanding enough to inch performance upwards and attainable enough not to discourage a person or team. 

All objectives should be written down and the manager should keep a copy of them, then the following month sales managers can go over with salespeople how they did in achieving their goals and objectives.  Goals are long term (longer than a year) and objectives are short term (less than a year), by the way.
Weekly Planning Meetings
Weekly planning meetings are also an essential part of an effective performance coaching system.  These sessions should emphasize effective time management, organization, and objective setting for each call.  These weekly meetings should include tactical discussions with people: what the objective of each planned call is (closing, service, presentation, moving the sales forward, influencing RFPs, recommending your proposal to a client, e.g.), how the call is going to advance a sale, how people are going to approach a customer's advertising problem, what their overall target is, what their rates are, what their presentation and offers are like, what their negotiating tactics will be, etc.  During the discussion, managers can coach people on call objectives and tactics.

Sales managers need to keep people's tires on the road, out on the streets, hustling. Therefore, weekly planning meetings (on the phone or in person, never via e-mail) must be tailored to the individual needs of each person.  Some people will require more time with managers than others.  Newer, less experienced people might need as much as half an hour. Others who are well organized and disciplined might require as little as ten minutes, just enough time to keep the sales manager informed and for some encouragement.

People should e-mail a copy of their weekly planner, or itinerary, to their sales manager. The next week in the planning meetings, sales managers should briefly go over the results of the previous week's calls and then discuss the new week's plan, call objectives, and tactics. In this way sales managers keep track of what people are doing and, thus, have no need for call reports. 

Sales managers must not use this system for policing. They should not make negative comments on or assessments of the previous week's activities.  The objective is to give feedback and to train people to use sales managers as coaches and tactical resources, not to view them as policemen who do not trust people and are merely checking up on them.  If the meetings are kept positive, most people will enjoy getting feedback, positive reinforcement, encouragement, and advice.

Brief, Frequent (Daily, If Possible) Feedback Sessions
Brief, frequent feedback and coaching sessions are an essential part of an effective performance coaching system.  People need feedback on a frequent, often daily, basis on how they are doing. They also need continual encouragement and reinforcement of the good things they are doing. People never receive too many compliments, thank-yous, recognition, or appreciation. With frequent coaching, there are no surprises when the more formal quarterly sessions come around. 

Also, in these frequent, brief coaching sessions, sales managers must be open and honest with people.  If a person does something a manager does not care for, the manager must be open and direct, and discuss the problem.

In these frequent feedback sessions, encourage salespeople to come up with solutions. Ask them, "what do you think is the best way to correct the problem?"  Or, "How do you think you can improve?" 

Managers must always ask, "what can I do to help?"  If people see sales managers as a resource, coach, and facilitator rather than as a judge, critic, and evaluator, they will tend to open up and to seek help and advice about ways they can improve.

Guidelines For Giving Feedback 

1. Balance positive and corrective feedback. Most managers do not give enough positive feedback.  Giving people positive feedback helps build their confidence and makes it easier for them to accept corrective feedback. Most people want corrective feedback because they want to perform better. How a manager gives it is vitally important.
2. Do not lie to people. Occasionally, there are times when there is no positive feedback that is realistic.  Do not lie to people.  Do not say, "You're doing a good job, but..." and then proceed with a string of examples of bad behavior.  Worse than negative feedback, people hate being lied to.  Be straight, say at the outset, "I have some concerns that need to be addressed," or put it on personal terms from your point of view, "I have a problem and I need your help," for example.
3. Reinforce desired behavior. Remember, positive feedback encourages desired behavior and negative feedback represses behavior.  Therefore, in order to change behavior, people need both positive feedback (reinforces good behavior) and negative feedback (stops undesired behavior). 
4. Attempt to give feedback daily. Build giving feedback into your daily routine.
5. Do not withhold feedback. Withholding honest feedback will be perceived as dishonesty. People feel that it is better to get negative/corrective feedback than none whatsoever. Managers often do not give people enough credit for being resilient, so be candid in your feedback.  Begin all feedback sessions with the message that you are trying to help person, and that is the message they will hear.  Managers are more uncomfortable giving negative feedback than people are in receiving it.  Also, if you eventually have to terminate someone and you have never given corrective feedback, you will wind up with a lawsuit on your hands.
6. Avoid generalities when giving feedback. Saying, "good job" or "bad job" does not have any reinforcing or corrective value.  People need to understand specifically what on-the-job behavior and action is viewed as good or bad.  They must have specific instructions on how to make it better.
7. Be prompt in giving feedback. Using the telephone allows you to give immediate and effective feedback if you cannot see people face-to-face.  Even though using the telephone is less personal, it is better to be timely than to be personal. 

Remember, how you give feedback is more important than the content of the feedback. Body language, tone of voice, feelings, and attitude will transmit meaning in feedback sessions more than words do.  Use some of the following phrases when beginning a feedback session:

· "I know you want to improve, and if it's OK with you, I have a few suggestions." 
· "I know you like to do a good job. Here are some things for you to think about that might help you do it a little better." 
· "I know you really care about your work. Here are some things I'd like to suggest that would help me do my job better.” 

In giving feedback, always follow the rule "Be tough on standards, not on people" (Peters and Waterman, 1981).  People receiving feedback are in their most vulnerable state, so gentleness and diplomacy are vital.  Before giving negative feedback, rehearse your approach and attempt to follow these guidelines:

· Describe the performance discrepancy in behavior terms. 
· Explain the effects and consequences of that behavior. 
· Listen to understand why the problem occurred, and listen for their understanding of the magnitude of the problem and your concern. 
· Offer or search for alternative behaviors/solutions to correct the problem. 
· Contract with the person for improved performance, and stipulate consequences if agreed-upon performance standards are not met. 
· Thank them for their openness and willingness to change (if you can be genuine).

Continually elicit feedback opportunities by spending time informally with your salesperson – by walking around – and solicit their opinions. Here are examples of the simple questions you can ask:

· How are you doing? 
· What can I do to make your work life easier? 
· Are your expectations being met at work? 
· Is there anything you think needs to be changed to improve things around here?

Who Conducts Performance Coaching Sessions?
Normally, all performance coaching should be conducted by sales managers.  However, in units in which there are a large number of sales personnel and a limited number of managers, senior, experienced, effective people can conduct the quarterly and monthly sessions, and even the daily coaching and feedback with less experienced salespeople.  It is vital that people have feedback on their performance and that they receive the encouragement and coaching they need to reach their individual and unit objectives. 
Unleash Salespeople’s Motivation to Improve
Effective managers unleash their people’s motivation to win and to improve by conducting frequent, honest, and effective performance coaching and feedback sessions.  Remember, if people are not motivated or are not improving, it is often management's fault, not the salesperson’s.  It is management who hires people, who coaches them, and who communicates the organization's values and goals to them.  As Napoleon said, "there are no bad soldiers, only bad generals."

Establishing Consequences
Another critical factor in an effective performance coaching system is establishing consequences. Consequences differ from punishment in that someone in authority decides to punish someone else after an activity has taken place in retribution.  Consequences are clearly laid out in advance so that a person knows that if he or she does A that B will happen.  If consequences of actions are described to a person before an activity takes place, then it is the person who makes the decision beforehand whether or not the consequences are worth enduring.  
If coaching should focus on encouragement, reward, and reinforcement for achieving reasonable objectives, then there must be some consequences for not reaching them.  For the football team member, the upside is winning the Super Bowl and making a lot of money as a valuable member of a team; the downside is getting benched and eventually being cut from the team.  As Jim Collins writes in Good to Great, it’s vital “to get the right people on the bus and the wrong people off the bus.”
Consequences must be clearly communicated in advance and then strictly enforced.  In a sales organization, if a person's accepted objective is to develop two new business accounts in a month, if the objective is not met, there must be a subsequent consequence such as having accounts taken away (if the person is paid primarily on commission) or being awarded a lower share of a commission pool or bonus pool (if the company uses a commission pool or bonus pool system).  If the person continues to miss objectives that he or she has accepted as reasonable after negotiating them in monthly objective-setting meetings, then he or she should be cut from the team.  Doing less is unfair to those who are performing and achieving their accepted objectives.

In too many organizations, once a person is hired, there are no serious consequences, short of getting fired, for not achieving reasonable, accepted, MADCUD objectives.  A person might get yelled at, but nothing more serious happens when they do not achieve reasonable, accepted objectives.  When people do not improve in a unit where there are no more serious consequences than being yelled at, many sales managers seem puzzled and ask, "I don't understand why he doesn't develop new business, I've told him to!"

Remember, by holding on to ineffective people too long, you are being unfair to your organization and, more importantly, to the effective performers on the staff.

Discipline Without Punishment
Most performance problems can be divided into three categories: Attendance (being there and on time), Performance (failure to reach objectives, failure to meet deadlines, or wasting time), Conduct (breaking rules or performance standard, dishonesty) (Grote, 1995).

The traditional way of handling performance problems was to apply a progressive discipline system based on progressively more severe punishment.

Traditional systems begin with informal feedback, then move to formal discipline: Step 1: Verbal reprimand, Step 2: Written warning, Step 3: Suspension without pay/probation/final warning, Step 4: Termination.  Our criminal justice system is based on progressive punishment, so we are treating salespeople virtually like criminals (Grote, 1995).

In Discipline Without Punishment, people are treated as responsible adults.  When performance problems crop up, managers tell salespeople there is a gap between performance and job expectations.

If necessary, managers plan for additional coaching sessions so people understand clearly where the problem lies.  If several coaching sessions fail, formal disciplinary action begins.

Discipline Without Punishment also begins with informal feedback, but includes positive coaching sessions, then moves to formal discipline: Level 1: Oral reminder, Level 2: Written reminder, Level 3: Decision-making-leave, Level 4: Termination.

Unsatisfactory performers receive one oral reminder to change their behavior.  If that reminder fails, they receive a written reminder.  If problems continue, people are still not punished; they get a day off with pay.

In such cases, management believes there has been sufficient discussion.  It is now up to people to change on their own, and they are given a day to make that decision.

On their return, people must make an explicit commitment to correct the problem.  Most people return to work having decided once and for all to change, because they know that if they do not change, they will be fired.

Managers who use Discipline Without Punishment view it as a technique for saving people. Each step is an opportunity for improvement.  Dismissal is not a conclusion of the process, it is a failure.

Evaluating Sales Performance
A sales manager should evaluate a person's performance in terms of how effectively he or she contributes to a unit’s achieving its overall objectives, to implementing its primary sales strategies, and to carrying out the functions of a salesperson (Warner 2009):

Overall Sales Department Objectives: (1) To get results for customers (2) to develop new business, (3) to retain and increase current business, and (5) to increase customer .loyalty.
Primary Sales Strategies: (1) To sell solutions to marketing and advertising problems, (2) to reinforce the value of advertising and your medium, (3) to create value for your product (4) to become the preferred supplier, (5) to innovate.

Key Functions: (1) To create a differential competitive advantage in a buyer’s mind, (2) to manage relationships, and (3) to solve problems (as opposed to a transaction handler), which requires creativity and innovation.
Related Functions: (1) To obtain and process orders, (2) to provide customer service, (3) to manage accounts, (4) to monitor the marketplace, (5) to recommend tactics to management, and (6) to cooperate.

The overall responsibility of salespeople is to demonstrate intelligent effort (DIE) in carrying out these functions diligently.
On the following pages is a checklist for use in quarterly performance coaching sessions with people. This checklist was developed as a result of conversations with numerous sales executives in a variety of media (including online).  However, sales managers should change the dimensions and behavior statements to suit their company’s particular needs, situation, product, functions of sales personnel, and selling strategies.
PERFORMANCE DIMENSIONS AND EFFECTIVE BEHAVIORS FOR SALESPEOPLE
1. ESTABLISHING AND MAINTAINING RELATIONSHIPS WITH CUSTOMERS

EXCELLENT: A salesperson could be expected to conduct thorough research on each prospect's and customer's business and personal needs; to keep detailed, accurate records on personal information such as likes and dislikes; to understand customers' and prospects' negotiating style and objectives; and to become social friends with them and entertain them in their own home.

VERY GOOD: A salesperson could be expected to keep a file on customers' and major prospects' business and personal needs, style, and likes and dislikes; and to become friendly socially with customers and prospects and see them outside business hours.

FULLY ACCEPTABLE:  A salesperson could be expected to know the business and personal needs, style, and major likes and dislikes of customers; and to become friendly with them during business hours, at lunches, for example.

NEEDS IMPROVEMENT: A salesperson could be expected to be vaguely familiar with customers' business needs and style, but not to have developed a friendly relationship.

NEEDS MUCH IMPROVEMENT: A salesperson could be expected to be unfamiliar with either the business or personal needs of a large number of their customers, and to have made no attempt to get to know customers or prospects socially. 

2. SOLVING CUSTOMER PROBLEMS

EXCELLENT: A salesperson could be expected to conduct thorough research on each prospect's and customer's industry and firm, to keep this information in well-organized files, and to make a series of well-planned discovery calls to understand their industry standing, their financial status, their marketing and advertising objectives and strategies, their media strategies and budgets, their company structure, and, most important, their advertising and marketing problems; and to organize detailed presentations that clearly demonstrate how the presented solution solves those problems.

VERY GOOD: A salesperson could be expected to conduct research and to make discovery calls in order to understand prospects' and customers' firms; to be familiar with their industry standing, financial status, their advertising objectives and strategies, their media strategies and budgets, and their advertising problems; and to organize presentations that show how a station can solve those problems.

FULLY ACCEPTABLE: A salesperson could be expected to conduct research on prospects' firms; to be familiar with their general competitive position, advertising objectives, media budgets, and advertising problems; and to organize a presentation that shows how a station might solve the problem.

NEEDS IMPROVEMENT: A salesperson could be expected to make calls on prospects without conducting adequate research beforehand, to call at high levels first to qualify, to make premature presentations, and to make presentations that present the company in a non-problem-solving format and rarely in writing.

NEEDS MUCH IMPROVEMENT: A salesperson could be expected to make calls on prospects without conducting any research, not to attempt to qualify prospects, but to make presentations to non-decision-makers in a non-problem-solving format and never in writing.

3. CREATING VALUE

EXCELLENT: A salesperson could be expected to try to maximize revenue and rates (prices) by preparing for each call and negotiation by developing a long list of product advantages, values, and quality points; to position these elements as benefits that satisfy prospects' and customers' business and personal needs and solve advertising problems; and to feature as benefits a company’s product, image, reputation, sales service, and other elements that do not involve positioning the company’s product as a commodity.

VERY GOOD: A salesperson could be expected to try to maximize revenue by preparing for each call and negotiation by reviewing a list of product advantages and to position these advantages as benefits that satisfy prospects' business and persona l needs and solve advertising problems; and these benefits would include company content, image, reputation, sales service, and other elements that de-emphasize price.

FULLY ACCEPTABLE:  A salesperson could be expected to position a company’s advantages as benefits that solve advertising problems, and these benefits would include the company’s product and emphasize quality instead of rates.

NEEDS IMPROVEMENT: A salesperson could be expected to begin sales presentations and negotiations with a discussion ofprice, to knock the competition, and to have minimal discussions about quality, and to emphasize CPMs, CPCs, and efficiency.

NEEDS MUCH IMPROVEMENT: A salesperson could be expected to offer to cut rates or give bonuses at the beginning of a call in order to get an order, to knock the competition, and to leave out any discussion about quality.

4. SELLING SKILLS 

EXCELLENT: A salesperson could be expected to be an expert at a variety of solutions selling skills such as prospecting, identifying problems, building trust, conducting research, asking well-planned questions, overcoming objections, negotiating, closing, and servicing; and to continually use these skills to develop new business, to maximize revenue, and to retain and increase business from current accounts. 

VERY GOOD: A salesperson could be expected to possess a variety of solutions selling skills such as prospecting, identifying problems, building trust, conducting research, asking questions, overcoming objections, negotiating, closing, and servicing; and to use these skills most of the time to develop new business, to maximize revenue, and to retain and increase business from current accounts.

FULLY ACCEPTABLE:  A salesperson could be expected to possess many solutions selling skills, including prospecting, identifying problems, building trust, conducting research, asking questions, overcoming objections, negotiating, closing, and servicing; and to use these skills often to try to develop new business, to maximize revenue, and to retain and increase business from current accounts.

NEEDS IMPROVEMENT: A salesperson could be expected to lack many of the solutions selling skills and not attempt to develop new business or to maximize revenue for the station, but to focus primarily on retaining (and not necessarily increasing) business from current advertisers.

NEEDS MUCH IMPROVEMENT: A salesperson could be expected to lack most of the solutions selling skills, not to attempt to develop new business, to maximize revenue for the station, and not to service existing business adequately.

5. DISCIPLINE AND ORGANIZATION

EXCELLENT: A salesperson could be expected to be extraordinarily disciplined, well organized, and persistent; to be an excellent planner by using yearly objectives, monthly objectives, and detailed weekly itineraries and sticking to the plans; to be an excellent time manager; to maintain well-organized account lists and information; and to complete administrative tasks such as paperwork accurately and promptly.

VERY GOOD: A salesperson could be expected to be very disciplined, organized, and persistent; to be a good planner by using yearly objectives, monthly objectives, and weekly itineraries and sticking to the plans; to be a good time manager; to maintain well-organized account lists and information; and to complete administrative tasks accurately and promptly.

FULLY ACCEPTABLE:  A salesperson could be expected to be organized and persistent; to use yearly objectives, monthly objectives, and weekly itineraries; to maintain account lists and information adequately; and to complete administrative tasks accurately and promptly.

NEEDS IMPROVEMENT: A salesperson could be expected to be relatively disorganized and to give up on accounts fairly easily; not to use yearly objectives, monthly objectives, or weekly itineraries effectively; to maintain account lists and information inadequately; and only occasionally to complete administrative tasks accurately or promptly.

NEEDS MUCH IMPROVEMENT: A salesperson could be expected to be disorganized and to give up on accounts readily; not to use yearly objectives, monthly objectives, or weekly itineraries; not to maintain account lists; and rarely to complete administrative tasks accurately or promptly.

6 POSITIVE AND COOPERATIVE ATTITUDE

EXCELLENT: A salesperson could be expected to maintain a positive, up-beat, optimistic attitude at all times; to be supportive and positive about the company, management, and colleagues; to be friendly and positive with management, colleagues, customers, and the public; to go out of his or her way to cooperate with colleagues inside and outside the sales department; to be an enthusiastic, supportive team member.

VERY GOOD: A salesperson could be expected to maintain a positive, up-beat, optimistic attitude; to refrain from being negative about the company, management, and colleagues; to be friendly and positive with management, colleagues, customers, and the public; to cooperate with and help colleagues inside and outside the sales department; to be a willing, supportive team member. 

FULLY ACCEPTABLE:  A salesperson could be expected to maintain a positive, up-beat, optimistic attitude most of the time; to refrain from being negative about the company, management, and colleagues; to be friendly and positive with management, colleagues, customers, and the public most of the time; to cooperate with colleagues inside and outside the sales department; to be a willing, supportive team member.

NEEDS IMPROVEMENT: A salesperson could be expected often to have a negative or pessimistic attitude; to occasionally make negative comments about the company, management, and, especially, colleagues; only at times to be friendly and positive with management, colleagues, customers, and the public; to be relatively uncooperative with colleagues inside and outside the sales department; to be a relatively poor team player.

NEEDS MUCH IMPROVEMENT: A salesperson could be expected to have a negative and pessimistic attitude; to make negative comments about the company, management, and colleagues; rarely to be friendly and positive with management, colleagues, customers, and the public; to be uncooperative with colleagues inside and outside the sales department; to be a poor team member.
6. CREATIVITY AND AUTONOMY

EXCELLENT: A salesperson could be expected continually to come up with innovative solutions to problems, continually to seek ways to turn problems or setbacks into opportunities, to have mastered and apply the techniques of creative problem solving such as brainstorming, and to work autonomously, independently, and with virtually no supervision.

VERY GOOD: A salesperson could be expected often to come up with innovative solutions to problems, usually to seek ways to turn problems or setbacks into opportunities, to understand and know how to apply the techniques of creative problem solving such as brainstorming, and to work autonomously, independently, and with little supervision.

FULLY ACCEPTABLE:  A salesperson could be expected at times to come up with innovative solutions to problems, at times to seek ways to turn problems or setbacks into opportunities, to understand and occasionally to apply the techniques of creative problem solving such as brainstorming, and to work relatively autonomously, but with some supervision.

NEEDS IMPROVEMENT: A salesperson could be expected to come up with innovative solutions to problems rarely, rarely to seek ways to turn problems or setbacks into opportunities, not to understand or know how to apply the techniques of creative problem solving such as brainstorming, to continually seek help and support on small matters that should be handled independently, and to require close supervision.

NEEDS MUCH IMPROVEMENT: A salesperson could be expected never try to come up with innovative solutions to problems, not to seek ways to turn problems or setbacks into opportunities, not to understand and to avoid using the techniques of creative problem solving, to continually seek help and support on small matters that should be handled independently, and to require constant supervision.

THE SALES COACHING MATRIX

The above Performance Dimensions and Effective Job Behaviors can used by managers and colleagues to construct a Coaching Matrix. The best way to use a Sales Coaching Matrix is to develop one along with the person being coached in a quarterly performance coaching session. 
Following is an example of a Sales Coaching Matrix, but to reiterate, it is important that each sales organization should develop its own performance dimensions (see Core Competencies at http://www.mediaselling.us/SlsCoreComps.htm): 


SALES COACHING MATRIX
	  

SALESPERSON
	 

PERFORM-ANCE DIMENSION
DIFFICIENCY
	 

EVALUATION
	 

ACTION
NEEDED
	 

OBJECTIVES
	 

DEADLINE

	 Jane Doe
	Selling Skills 
	 Needs
Improvement
	Read first half of Media Selling. Test learning.
	Get 80% right on tests.
	 End of quarter

	 

 
	Discipline
and
Organization
	 Needs Improvement
	 Organization system.
Weekly & Daily planners
	Average 2 face-to-face calls per day over a two-week period
	End of the month

	 

 
	 Positive and
Cooperative
Attitude
	 Needs Much
Improvement
	 Lunch with Operations and then Accounting Dept, then memo to me titled "Why Operations is Hard to Do"
	Complete memo
	End of two weeks


360 Degree Evaluations

Performance coaching sessions should not only be a manager’s assessment of a person’s performance.  A manager/coach should get input from all of a person’s colleagues within his or her unit as to that person’s performance and behavior on the established performance dimensions, but the manager/coach should also get evaluative input from appropriate people in other units with which communication and cooperation is important to achieve stated objectives.

For example, in Google’s sales operation, groups work in self-managed teams called pods in which there are people who each have one of five titles: Account Executive, Account Manager, Account Planner, Account Strategy, and Account Coordinator.  These pods communicate with other pods and other departments, such as engineering, to accomplish their goals.  Each month the manager of the pod, typically an Account Executive, meets with his or her manager for a coaching session.  The manager receives evaluative input from pod team members as well as people in other pods and other mangers so that the manager can give the team manager appropriate feedback and coaching.  Because Google stresses inter-as well as intra-team cooperation and communication, full circle (360 degree) feedback and evaluation is vital.
Every sales organization can benefit from following Google’s example of using monthly 360=degree evaluations, feedback, and coaching sessions.
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