
Improving the capability of an underperforming 
sales force is a fast and efficient way of improving 
profits and growing income.

To get it right, we believe sales force 
transformation should be embedded in the 
company as a permanent, forward-moving, 
capability-building solution. 

Whilst a project imposed on the organisation 
may be the starting point, real results come from 
a sustainable solution delivered by leaders that 
understand how to grow their business. 
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This best practice guide outlines 10 simple steps to getting the best out of your sales force. 

Note that many people jump straight to step 6 – leaving out the all-important groundwork. 
But a key task for the successful ‘growth leader’ is to ensure that his or her organisation 
realises that thinking and understanding are as important as executing.

And approaching sales force transformation in the right order helps you save time and 
money: too often companies change their whole organisation first, and only afterwards 
do they check to see if they’ve actually got the right people in the right roles. So the growth 
leader needs to take both a strategic and pragmatic look at their business. Leaders should 
act quickly, but at the same time make decisions based on real insight. 

How do you make money? What is the 
value you create – is it what and where you 
intuitively think it is? How important is the 
actual product you deliver to your EBIT 
(earnings before interest and taxes)? How 
much of the value can be attributed to more 
intangible assets, such as your customer 
relationships or leadership qualities?

Thoroughly defining your business model 
will help you articulate how you create value 
for your customer. This sort of analysis 
often demonstrates that people skills and 
relationships are much more important 
than you realised. So make sure you create 
a structure that enables you to generate 
as much of that value as possible. And just 
because some value is intangible, don’t 
underestimate its impact on results.

In this context it is important to be clear 
about who makes up your market today, 

and your position in this market. Are you a 
premium or transactional provider? Who 
are your competitors now, and what will 
your competition look like in the future?

Take a look at you customers’ value chain 
to confirm that your business model truly 
serves them in the best way possible. For 
example, if you were a supplier to Nokia, 
you would need to analyse the current 
needs of mobile consumers, and predict 
their future needs. This allows you to trend 
forecast the future and build likely change 
scenarios into your business plans.

At this stage, a perception analysis would 
be a valuable tool for understanding how 
your customers feel about you, and where 
your value creation actually lies. This will 
tell you how the customer feels about you 
and your future – it is much more than just 
whether you satisfy them. And finally, look 
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1  Take a look at your business model with  
fresh eyes



Understanding your business model and 
how it will develop, will help you adjust your 
company’s strategy as needed. Ask your-
self how you must change to achieve future 
results, and then compare your answer to 
where you are today. What activities do you 
need to implement to close the gap?

Building up a clear picture of your business 
by analysing input from stakeholders and 
customers, and examining competitors’ 
behaviour, you can then create a strategy 
that addresses the key questions above.

Success in business depends on under-
standing where value is really created and 
putting that at the centre of your business 
strategy.

But people make strategies work – so as 
well as understanding where you need to 
be, can you describe the journey between 
today and the future, in a way that is clear 
and compelling for employees, customers 
and stakeholders?

How does your company build relation-
ships with customers, and who builds 
these relationships?

Understanding – in detail – how you con-
nect and engage with customers today is 
the first step towards establishing a closer 
relationship with them in the future. Often 
the service provider’s contact with the cus-

tomer’s organisation relies on one or two 
managers dealing with a select few client 
leaders. This is seen as an old-fashioned 
way of maintaining relationships with cli-
ents. 

A more resilient and sustainable way is 
to enable your employees to establish a 
wide network of relationships with client 
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objectively at yourselves. Do your leaders 
represent your customers, are your people 
serving your customers or your manag-
ers? And do your processes exist because 

of history, or because they efficiently and 
effectively align your operating manual to 
your customers’ needs?

2  Develop and test a future-proof competitive 
strategy

3 Define your customer engagement model



contacts. The successful growth leader 
positions his people in deeper, stronger 
and broader networks. This will make your 
relationship less vulnerable to risk and 
change. Imagine two triangles pointing to 
each other tip to tip. That’s the Customer 

Leader working with a few key executives 
and your customer. Now turn your com-
pany round to make a diamond – a myriad 
of orchestrated connections at all levels, 
enabled by a growth leader marshalling 
and connecting people.

What is you organisational structure? How 
do you work? What processes are being 
used, and what processes do you need to 
make things flow even better? Where are 
efficiencies, contact points, handoffs and 
bottlenecks?

Firstly, you need to focus on how each 
department is structured, and then – im-
portantly – on the interaction between 
those departments. How do projects and 
information flow between your marketing, 
sales and operations departments? By 
understanding how they interact you can 
create the value you are aiming at and drive 

the voice of the customer into the heart of 
your business.

Reviewing your operating model will also 
enable you to establish the right scorecard 
for measuring the business overall and by 
team. It will also enable you to define your 
desired position and measure the gap 
between it and where you stand today. It 
seems beyond doubt that you get what 
you measure. But in addition to providing 
direction, does what you measure gener-
ate intelligence about what your customer 
is doing and will do in the future?

With updated insight into what your or-
ganisation needs to look like, you are now 
able to define the capabilities you need to 

succeed. What does ‘good’ look like for the 
growth leaders you need? 
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4  Review and update your operating model 

5 Describe and communicate the future 



The previous steps have brought forth 
many key answers, including what kind of 
people you need. Now you must decide 
on the exact capabilities you need for the 
future, in order for your developed operat-
ing model to work and your strategy to 
come to life.

Assessing the capabilities you have today 
against a clear picture of the future will help 
you identify and measure potential in indi-
viduals, teams and organisations, and spot 
capability gaps. 

Not only will the assessment describe the 
new roles in your organisation in a way that 
is practical and personal to participants 
and their managers, it will also let the 

company know if the employee is able to 
work within the adjusted operating model. 
Such an assessment will help you make 
a cost-effective and swift decision about 
how to develop people, deploy people and 
resource plan.

Put down the essence of your assessment 
findings in writing. This will add clarity and 
help focus the whole organisation around 
a common understanding of what needs 
to be done.

And accrediting those who can operate 
in the new model, while developing or re-
deploying those who cannot, makes the 
change take on meaning for everyone.
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And how are you going to get there?

Change is a matter of moving ideas into 
actions. It is not enough to explain the 
strategy, you also need to help people 
interpret it.

Make sure you describe how to move 
people from old ways of working to new, 
improved ways and if you want them to 
move faster, explain why.

For example, you might conclude that 
your sales manager’s job description must 
change – both in terms of practical tasks 
and competence, as well as social skills. 

Make sure your organisation and others 
who need to know understand what your 
desired change looks like, how the transi-
tion will be measured and why it is needed.

Do this by outlining and communicating 
your change strategy – and its practical 
implications – to leaders, customers, em-
ployees and other stakeholders. And the 
more it explains things simply in their own 
terms, the sooner you pass through the 
change process and start to get higher 
performances.

At the same time, you need to define trans-
formation metrics to measure whether the 
change is actually happening on an indi-
vidual, personal level (change in leadership, 
culture, productivity, customer satisfaction, 
etc.). Transformation has only happened 
if you can measure it, and accelerating its 
rate means recording and publishing pro-
gress all the time. 

6 Assess capability
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Decide who is going to be developed and/
or promoted, who ought to be redeployed, 
and who needs to be exited.

Do this by analysing:

•	 Who	can	operate	in	the	future	model?

•	 	Who	can	get	there	with	help,	how	much	
help do they need, and what is the im-
plication of this?

•	 	Who	can’t	make	it	in	the	new	world,	and	
how can you still help them succeed 
elsewhere?

If your future model is aspirational and 
transformative, our experience has taught 
us that one third of your people may not be 
able to deliver in the new world. How you 
lead and guide them to find their future is a 
key mark of success.

Now make sure you actually do it.

Implement your people decisions while 
carrying out structural changes to the or-
ganisation, and setting up the necessary 
processes and initiatives in your various 
departments.

At Mercuri Urval, we see that many growth 
leaders fail at this stage. 

They might have a precise analysis of ca-
pability and gaps, and know only too well 
which employees must be developed, relo-
cated or even moved on. But as this can be 
uncomfortable to implement, many leaders 
water down their execution. 

Adjusting and managing timing is fine, but 
avoiding the issue or fudging decisions just 
sets a path to failure.

Make sure that you carry out your people 
moves ethically. A professional, supportive 
and effective approach to handling re-
deployees will leave internal and external 
parties with a favourable impression of your 
company. After all, you are helping people 
into the right role so you and they are suc-
cessful.

Expert transition coaching for leaders will 
enable them to cope with and act on 
change effectively.

7 Decide on who and where

8 Make it happen
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Tomorrow’s successful companies will 
restructure capabilities, not job titles.

Moving the same resource around with 
different job descriptions is not an answer 

– successful transformation means a real 
change in people and their capability.

9 Control, integrate and sustain

Make sure your change investment contin-
ues to bear fruit.

Use your clearly defined framework and 
transformation metrics to measure the ef-
fects of your sales capability transformation 
process. Effective growth leaders create 
the right amount of “heat and light” to en-
sure focus and momentum is sustained. 
From a gentle hand on the tiller to strong 
symbols of change, growth leaders must 
keep focus in order to succeed.

When you’re measuring the effects, ask 
yourself: Did we actually end up doing what 
we concluded we ought to do? What effect 
can we see on our customer? What does 
our customer perceive?

Validate and check decisions – did you end 
up with the best people, as was intended? 
It may be impractical to check everyone in 
the organisation, so focus on the newly-
hired people, along with those who were 
moved internally, and then carry out ran-
dom samples of the rest. Did those who 
needed to develop actually make the jour-
ney – and how do you measure whether 
they did?

You can also measure the effects by focus-
ing on the following three parameters:

The first is money-flow: Is the business 
making more money? A pronounced effect 
here may take up to two years to become 
visible, which is too long when you need a 
quick answer to see if you are on track. 

The second is the perceived effects of ac-
tivities: Is the change being noticed? Does 
it seem to generate results? Remember to 
ask customers if they perceive an improve-
ment.

The third and quicker parameter is to 
measure activities: What activities have 
been carried out and how well? Have we 
actually come up with a new capability 
model, have we assessed everyone, etc? 

Also make sure your decisions are followed 
up in regular day-to-day hiring, and that 
managers don’t fall back into old habits 
– hiring the old type of people who fitted 
yesterday’s needs. By having a blend of 
activity, outcome and commercial meas-
ures, you can evaluate and fine-tune your 
approach.
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The sales force transformation guide – 
what successful growth leaders know:

10 Start over again

Leaders of dynamic, future-proof organi-
sations continually re-evaluate the factors 
that make their company move forward. 
Embed the change as a constant – and 

make sure to develop yourself as the leader 
as well (see our tips for Tomorrow’s Execu-
tive).

•	 	Sales	 force	 transformation	 should	 be	
embedded in the company as a per-
manent, forward-moving, capability-
building solution.

•	 	Understand	where	your	value	 is	 really	
created, and put that at the centre of 
your business and sales strategy.

•	 	Understand	–	 in	detail	–	how	you	en-
gage with customers, and enable your 
employees to establish a wide network 
of client relationships. 

•	 	Be	clear	about	how	each	of	your	com-
pany’s departments interact to create 
the value you are aiming for.

•	 	Don’t	water	down	the	execution	of	your	
assessment findings. 

•	 	Remember	that	tomorrow’s	successful	
companies will restructure capabilities, 
not job titles. 


