


completely ineffi  cient. Bottom line, business 
was steadily going down.

Ownership made the decision to give their 
most successful salesman the opportunity to 
be sales manager. � ey asked him if he want-
ed the job and, most importantly, could he 
do it? Of course he said, “yes and yes.”

In our consulting business, we work close-
ly with our clients in all aspects of market-
ing, advertising, sales training, and manage-
ment. We work very closely with the new 
sales manager. From the beginning, we were 
concerned that he was simply “too nice a 
guy.” I remember the chairman of the board 
saying one day that he was worried that the 
new sales manager couldn’t be tough enough 
with the salesmen… his former peers. So we 

talked with the sales manager several times, 
trying to be diplomatic but, at the same time, 
making the concerns very clear. He indicat-
ed that he heard them loud and clear, and 
that he would have no problem being tough 
when it was necessary.

About two months in, we all saw how 
the sales manager could benefi t from pro-
fessional training. He went to a week-long 
seminar and did one-on-one work with a 
tremendous group on the East Coast. After 
he returned to his home base, the sales train-
ers continued mentoring and managing him, 
supplying him with specifi c advice about his 
situations, and challenging him on the things 
he’d committed to at their original sessions.  
On paper it couldn’t have been better. But 
there was one huge problem.

� e salesmen controlled the sales man-
ager, plain and simple. � ey told him how 
they wanted their sales process to happen. 
As you can imagine, they had no process, no 
plan, and they simply stumbled along. Sales 
continued to go down.

We implemented a CRM program, pri-
marily as a strong tool for the sales manager. 
He was to use the program to build custom-
er and prospect databases; to help his indi-
vidual salespeople develop weekly plans; to 
help him oversee how the salespeople were 

doing in accomplishing their plans; and to 
track marketing campaigns and follow-up 
activities. � ere was “push back” from the 
very beginning, and it never changed.

� e CRM implementation was a battle 
from the opening bell. � ere is no question 
that the salespeople saw this as a way for 
management to keep them accountable. � ey 
didn’t want that, they refused to participate 
in the process, and the sales manager didn’t 
have the courage to put his foot down. 

Occasionally, after a heated conversation 
with the board chairman, the sales manager 
would press the sales force to use the system, 
especially for planning their coming week. 
It was amazing to see the results when the 
salespeople actually documented their next 

week’s plan. � ey were effi  cient, made many 
more sales calls and presentations than 
usual, and brought a lot of positive things to 
the sales table. But this process was short-
lived. At one sales meeting I remember the 
most headstrong salesman saying, “what do 
you want me to do, sell or play in this com-
puter program?” � e sales manager almost 
crawled under the table after that comment.

In late 2006, the company president was 
fi red. He couldn’t manage the staff , includ-
ing the sales manager. Business wasn’t get-
ting any better.

Fast forward to March 2007. A new presi-
dent was named – a young man of 29 and a 
good friend of the sales manager. At the hir-
ing, the board chair told the new president 
that his primary charge would be to get the 
sales process back on track. He was asked if 
he was up to that task. He responded, “Abso-
lutely. Sales drive business.”

Two weeks later, the salesmen won. � ey 
convinced the new president that the CRM 
program was nothing but a hindrance. � e 
sales manager convinced him that the “sales-
men know how to sell, so let’s just let them 
do their job.” � e CRM program was erased 
from the system; all the data was gone. � e 
weekly meeting of all salespeople, via con-
ference call, went away, too. � e sales man-

ager convinced the new president that it was 
a waste of time.

2007 sales are now off  budget by more 
than 60 percent. � ere is no conceivable way 
to come close to breakeven this year. � e 
new president is now riding with the sales 
manager, making cold calls on prospects 
over a three-state area. Two old friends who 
think this is the way to build a business. � e 
individual salespeople now have no weekly 
plans, and the results-to-date are horrifi c. 
� ey tell the new president they have, “a lot 
of irons in the fi re,” but we all know what 
that really means.

� e board chairman has exercised his op-
tion to sell his shares in the company because 
he sees how drastically off -course the sales ef-
fort has become. It’s sad to talk with him.

So in the short term, the salesmen have 
won. � eir whining worked. � ey no longer 
have to “play” with that silly CRM program. 
And the sales manager isn’t required to “get 
tough” with the salesmen. Whew! We imag-
ine he’s glad that’s over. It’s not easy telling 
people what they need to do.  It’s much more 
pleasant when everyone is a pal, a buddy. Of 
course the sad part is that this story is go-
ing to end in tragedy. � e company has sev-
eral hundred employees and with sales off  
60 percent to 70 percent of budget, it could 
likely close its doors in the next year. � e 
owners simply won’t pour money into a rud-
derless ship. 

As we look back over the past two or so 
years, we ask, whose fault is it? Certainly it’s 
partially the two sales managers, but, the 
two presidents are the ones who must shoul-
der the ultimate responsibility of failure. 
One is gone already, and the current presi-
dent simply doesn’t get it. Maybe he believes 
what many of our fathers used to say, “let’s 
all get a good night’s rest, and it’ll be fi ne in 
the morning.”

If this story makes you ill, make sure you 
take a close look at your own business.  Even 
if you have a small fi rm and you’re the presi-
dent, sales manager, sales force, and the jani-
tor all wrapped up in one, this story has value 
to you. Whoever is responsible for oversight 
of your sales program needs to take it very, 
very seriously. Never assume your salespeople 
can pull rabbits out of hats consistently with-
out a plan. And once you have a plan in place, 
make sure you communicate to your sales 
force what you expect. � en follow-up, fol-
low-up, follow-up to make sure they do what 
they’ve agreed to do. � ere is nothing wrong 
with being a strong sales manager. It doesn’t 
mean you have to be mean or overbearing; it 
just means you have to be strong.  

 

 

 

24 The Partner Channel Magazine


