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We recently completed one of the 

most comprehensive studies of 

sales teams ever done.   

It involved interviews with over 

300 sales executives from a wide 

variety of sales organizations 

that, in total, managed over 

150,000 salespeople. We also 

tested dozens of sales teams and 

showcased the four mistakes 

that cause most salespeople 

to produce poor results in 

another research paper.
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One of the questions we asked 

those 300 sales executives was, 

“What do you see as the most 

concerning weakness in your 

sales organization?” Over 90% 

of them told us that ineffective 

or inconsistent front line sales 

coaching was one of the biggest 

issues they have difficulty making 

much progress with.

told us that ineffective 
or inconsistent front line 
sales coaching was one 
of the biggest issues

Over 
90%
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• “We’ve done a lot of training on sales 

coaching and although our sales 

managers have gotten better at 

focusing on numbers, we just don’t  

see the kind of skills development 

in our coaching that our salespeople 

really need. And we’ve spent  

a lot of money on it.”

• “For whatever reason, it’s very difficult 

to get front-line sales managers to 

work with their people who need better 

selling skills. They prefer to look at the 

numbers, analyze the pipeline, and 

focus on a game plan to get better 

results. What they don’t do is raise 

the basic skill levels that enable those 

sales results to happen. It’s a whole  

lot of accountability but not a lot of 

skills development.” 

 

 

 

 

 

• “What we just don’t have much of is 

someone coaching our coaches.  

We put them through coaching training 

and pretty much hope they apply it but 

actually getting our Sales VP’s to coach 

their sales managers is extremely hard 

to do. Instead, they focus on numbers, 

reporting, forecasts and territory 

management. The front line sales 

managers were probably not coached 

very well when they were salespeople 

and no one in the organization is 

modeling the kind of coaching we’d 

like to see, so it just doesn’t happen.”

• “We talk a lot about sales coaching 

at the executive level in our sales 

organization. I’d say we talk about it 

every single day. But no one has ever 

shown us an effective way to measure 

if it’s happening or not. Bottom line is, if 

you can’t measure it, you can’t manage 

it and that’s the problem we have and 

why we just can’t crack the code to 

get all of our front line sales managers 

doing the right kind of coaching.”

These comments sum up what we heard 

over and over in these interviews:
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Summary of Our Observations
In working with hundreds of sales managers over the years and 

observing them in action, here are the issues that come up over 

and over, even from the most recognized companies in the world:

• Most sales managers prefer to focus on metrics, numbers 

and sales data and resist the kind of skills focused 

coaching that struggling salespeople really need

• No one is consistently coaching the coaches

• Many sales managers were promoted because they were good 

at sales, not because they had a natural aptitude to be a good 

coach. Coaching requires a completely different skill set. 

• It’s hard to measure coaching to determine if it’s happening and if 

it’s effective. Coaching activity levels (lots of conversations) does 

not necessarily signify that effective coaching is taking place.

• Many, if not most, sales managers have never been coached 

effectively so they have no established model to try and replicate. 

• Most sales managers have a lot to do and skills development 

coaching is hard to work into the mix. It’s time consuming, 

emotionally taxing, and one of those long term development tasks 

that just gets squeezed out in the urgent chaos that comes at 

them every day. Getting deals done now will always take priority.

• Sales managers are typically held accountable to numbers and 

this has an impact on how they see their job and responsibilities.

• Often, sales managers see skills development as the role of 

the sales training or enablement people in the organization.
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A Deeper Look at This Problem
Interestingly, nearly all senior sales executives want more effective 

coaching happening with their salespeople. They told us over and over 

it’s one of their deepest frustrations and a high priority. They approve 

significant budgets to get it to happen, but are often frustrated with 

the results. That’s a serious disconnect because, generally speaking, 

when senior executives want something and spend money to get it, it 

happens. When it comes to sales coaching this just isn’t the case.  

We decided to take a much deeper look at:

• When it comes to coaching, what is it that sales managers 

actually do that is considered “coaching”?

• What do the best coaches in the world do that sales 

managers can learn from and leverage off of?
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The Five Distinct 
Types of Coaching
When we looked carefully at what sales managers 
actually do when they believe they’re “coaching”, it falls 
into five distinct buckets:

• Strategic: This is the coaching most sales managers 

are comfortable with. It’s about numbers, analysis 

of metrics, pipelines and territory. This involves 

planning, and communicating the goals and tracking 

progress and, if done well, communicating a clear 

strategy on how to get to the desired results.

• Observational: Most sales managers do some 

form of observational coaching which is watching 

salespeople live, in action, on sales calls or meetings 

and then giving them feedback on how they did and 

how they could improve. This is mostly observe and 

advise with minimal, if any, practice to improve in the 

areas where they’re making mistakes that  

cause poor results.

• Motivational: Some sales managers really focus on 

motivating their sales teams and there is certainly 

overlap here with strategic and observational 

coaching. This is particularly effective with team 

members that have the skill but lack the will. 

Motivational coaching with salespeople that don’t 

have the basic skills in place has minimal impact. In 

fact, overly focusing on motivation and “committing” 

a salesperson to work and/or try harder without the 

necessary skills can often create the opposite results 

desired...increases in frustration, bitterness and 

unintended consequences with prospects.   
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• Deal Specific: This is the most tactical of all forms 

of coaching. It’s working on actual deals with the 

sales team. Often, the sales manager has a level of 

experience that allows him or her to craft a proposal 

or overcome internal barriers that enable sales to 

happen. In some cases, they just takeover and close 

the deal themselves.

• Practice: By far the rarest of the five coaching 

approaches. This could be a role play practice 

session or, more importantly, practice on individual 

selling skills like asking better questions, 

summarizing customer needs, drawing out 

stubborn objections or even the elements of a great 

60-second value proposition.  

When you follow most sales managers around 
and track what they’re doing when they’re in 
“coaching mode”, most of their coaching is either 
strategic or deal specific. These two coaching 
elements are important, for sure, but they have 
minimal impact on the most common mistakes 
salespeople make on live sales interactions that 
have the biggest impact on their results.   

A sales manager can have immediate impact on 
numbers by swooping in when needed to help get 
deals over the top and in many cases, especially 
with inexperienced sales teams, that’s exactly what’s 
needed. This kind of coaching, when the sales team 
isn’t improving with other forms of coaching, leads 
to problems down the road, because business flows 
through the skillset of the sales manager and it 
becomes harder and harder to hold team members 
accountable the longer this goes on. 

Most of their 
coaching is 
either strategic 
or deal specific.
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What enables the best coaches  
in the world to coach?
If you take a thorough look at coaching from a broader perspective, 
you’ve got to consider how elite sports teams coach their athletes 
because they have a focus on refining and improving the coaching 
process that just doesn’t happen in business. This same kind of 
coaching happens with first responders, elite military units, and 
coaches that work with dancers, musicians and performers. 

What these coaches have in common, which is  
completely different from most sales managers is:

• They focus most of their time on practice and rehearsal

• They have a practice system that is constantly being refined and improved

• Their culture is built to create practice with corrective coaching and feedback

• They measure and report progress in practice to determine  

when the team is ready for gametime

• The practice is focused on preparing for an upcoming event … 

 it’s very practical

• Practice coaches are skilled at teaching, demonstrating  

and iterating for improvement

Much of their time is spent preparing for, practicing and rehearsing 
for an upcoming game, event or performance. This is important to 
understand in terms of how these coaches take human performance 
to such extraordinary levels.  
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Let’s look, for instance, at how a lead actress might 
prepare for a local theatre production of Mama Mia:

1. It begins with the actress learning the 
songs and lines she is expected to know 
… this is done mostly on her own.

2. Then rehearsals are scheduled to work 
through the lines, songs, movements and 
scenes. This is done one at a time and practices 
happen repeatedly and frequently as skill levels, 
familiarity and confidence steadily increases.

3. The actress will perform her lines and songs 
repeatedly and the director will give feedback, 
advice and suggestions … this is followed by 
more practice and feedback. It’s this iterative 
practice night after night that is key to the kind 
of coaching that corrects the performance skills 
needed to prepare for a big performance.

4. There is extreme focus on getting ready 
for opening night as that focuses the 
performers, and various performing coaches. 
As performing confidence increases, the 
intensity of the practice does too.

5. The opening night gives an honest 
evaluation of how all that practice turned out. 

As performing 
confidence 
increases, the 
intensity of the 
practice does too.
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Let’s look at how a pro American football team 
prepares for their next game on Sunday:

• Coaches prepare a game plan with new 

plays they will work into the practice 

schedule to prepare for the game.

• Coaches review game film with the team and 

point out weaknesses and mistakes that need 

focus in this week’s practice routines.

• Coaches will walk the players through the new 

plays slowly, so they understand their blocking 

assignments, wide receiver routes, etc.

• Players continue to work through speed, agility, 

flexibility and strength drills and exercises as that will 

have a big impact on their performance numbers.

• As the players get the plays down, the coaches 

accelerate the pace and intensity of practice and start 

to add defensive players to increase the difficulty.

• Ultimately, the defense puts pads on and simulates 

game time pressure on the offense to give them 

more realistic practice so they develop the footspeed 

and confidence to pull that play off, under pressure, 

when it matters. Plays are repeated over and over 

with small improvements on each iteration until 

the coaches see the level of execution they feel 

will work under maximum pressure in the game.
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How Most Salespeople Are Coached
The Founders of the SalesGym have worked with thousands of 
salespeople going back to the late 1980’s. When we ask these 
salespeople we work with how much practice they get after new hire 
training, a high percentage respond with “not much.” When we ask 
what kind of coaching or management they do get, we typically hear 
that it’s mostly accountability based interactions focused on their 
pipeline and key metrics and a lot of “drive by advice” on what they 
should and shouldn’t be doing, but not a lot of follow-up on how to 
actually do it. Often, salespeople do not have much confidence their 
sales managers are better at selling than they are.

Let’s take a look at what most salespeople  
experience in terms of how they’re coached:

• Salespeople go through some kind of onboarding process, 

often done by the training team and the sales focus is usually on 

products, value propositions and how to work all the computer 

oriented systems needed for internal communication, tracking 

leads, deals and how to manage schedules and expenses.

• The new hire program often does expose the new salespeople to a sales or 

account development process that is often way too complex. In many cases, 

they get conflicting signals because they see inconsistent application of those 

sales processes from their manager and the sales team they work with.  

• Then, they are turned over to sales managers that are often swamped 

with ongoing deals, employee reviews, reporting, managing 

up and managing 100’s of emails coming in each week.  

• The truth is, a surprisingly high percentage of salespeople that are 

sent out there to find new prospects and go out and meet them 

are nowhere near performance ready. There’s an acceptance that 

a certain amount of trial and error and learning from mistakes is 

necessary. This leads to bad habits that don’t work very well.
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• Salespeople typically hide their mistakes, if they’re even aware of them, and sales 

managers are left wondering what’s actually happening on those sales calls as they 

watch the numbers, from the safety of their office, hoping for a sign of progress.

• Salespeople get attention and help when they bring in what they see 

as a hot prospect and ask for help. Often, the sales manager becomes 

aware those prospects were not well qualified or sold well up front 

and this causes all kinds of frustration and “drive-by” advice.

• Sales meetings are largely about pipeline reporting, new product information, 

sharing successes and occasionally some role playing that can be helpful, 

especially if one’s practice partner is skillful, which often is not the case.

• Most sales managers, when they go on actual sales calls with inexperienced 

sales people, tend to take over and hope to show them by example 

how to do it. This approach, at least for most salespeople, has minimal 

impact on their selling skills, but it can help to get a deal to happen simply 

because the sales manager’s additional firepower was effective.

• Senior leadership hammers the sales managers for reporting, 

numbers, forecasts and all kinds of activity that soaks up more 

of their time that could be spent coaching, but isn’t.

• The brutal reality is, most salespeople learn by practicing with live prospects, 

making lots of mistakes that kill any chance of future business and create buckets 

and buckets of frustration, finger pointing and disappointment along the way.
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• Repetition

• Practice Drills

• Too much focus on planning process 

and goal tracking and too little 

focus on sales interaction skills

• Best practices demonstrations

• A holistic practice system the 

sales managers learn, improve 

on, and ultimately master

• A way to effectively measure 

and report progress

• Sales executives, up the chain,  

that hold sales managers 

accountable for coaching

• Someone to model the coaching  

behavior so others can see 

and follow their example

• More senior sales managers to coach  

the coaches … this is, generally speaking, 

the most glaring problem … no one is 

coaching the coaches in a way to transform 

them into strong sales coaches. They get 

plenty of advice and suggestions, but 

not a lot of coaching on how to do it.

Imagine, for a moment if an elite sports team coach approached coaching 
and game preparation this way? Throwing new players out there just to 
see what happens and let them learn from their mistakes without much 
preparation or practice before the game. Imagine if the coach rarely 
practiced with the team and instead, spent most of his time analyzing 
numbers, pulling reports and dealing with all the internal pulls on his time 
instead of getting onto the practice field with the team.

Imagine a choreographer for a new Broadway show sending written 
instructions to the dancers on how to perform in the upcoming shows but 
not getting onto the practice stage to work through the routines over and 
over until the dancers developed confidence and mastery of the dances?  

So, What’s Missing?
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What’s a Sales Executive to Do?
A powerful sales coaching culture will not happen by accident and, 
will not happen with a half effort either. Practice is awkward at first 
and sales teams often resist it because it makes their lack of skills 
more visible. It takes persistence to bust through practice resistance 
and get the new practice culture to root and take hold so that all sales 
managers are coaching on a daily basis.  

Here are the eight most important steps to take with your sales 
organization if you want to coach your salespeople the right way:

• Get your sales messaging into practice shape. This is where it starts. If you 

can’t organize your competitive advantages, differentiating factors, challenger 

style insights, core open ended questions and success stories into a form 

that’s easy to learn and practice, get help doing it. Without this, it’s virtually 

impossible to accelerate learning that will have real impact.

• Create a practice system or bring in someone from the outside to help you 

install one. Just as sports teams need a practice field and dance companies 

need a practice stage, salespeople need a practice system with the drills, 

simulations, role plays, and team meeting exercises to build selling strength. 

No practice system means no consistent practice. 

• Focus on frequency and repetition. The main reason athletes improve so 

quickly and steadily is their practice is frequent. It’s built into the week … every 

week. This is what salespeople need. More frequent, shorter practice sessions 

that don’t remove them from the field and help them prepare for upcoming 

sales interactions. Build a management and training team that can execute 

this. Practice can happen remotely and can happen in short 10-minute bursts 

several times a day, if the sales managers are trained how to do it.
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• Get someone in place that coaches the coaches. This needs to be someone 

that knows how to coach and is not simply a great “drive-by” advice giver. 

This person knows how to demonstrate effective coaching. Once again, 

this can be outsourced, but do it with a group that will transfer those 

coaching skills and not create never ending consulting dependency.

• Measure coaching effectiveness. Test salespeople on their skills improvement and do 

it in a way that is challenging and meaningful. If you can’t measure it, you can’t manage 

it and if you get it right, the skills you build today put wins on the board tomorrow.

• Focus on rehearsal skills. Sales managers need to master how to quickly rehearse 

sales team members for their most important upcoming meetings. Analyzing 

meetings that just happened is great, but the damage is already done. Rehearsing 

gives the sales manager the opportunity to impact positively the game before it 

starts and, unfortunately, many sales managers have no idea how to do this.

• Promote sales managers that have real coaching ability. Be cautious 

about promoting superstar salespeople that don’t have the kind of team 

building skills needed to work with a wide variety of personalities.  

• Make coaching progress obnoxiously visible. The key to driving results is to make 

progress or lack of progress visible in a way that generates real accountability. 

Just as the head coach of an NFL team has specific coaches that help train 

the team, you can be 100% sure he is tracking all the practice stats on a daily 

basis and asking the tough questions as he gets ready for the next game.  



SalesGym is a research, consulting, and training company that works with 
and learns from sales teams all over the world and has refined a coaching 

and training process that trains sales teams the way elite athletes are trained.  
More insights and articles from us can be found on our RESOURCES PAGE.

Get expert sales knowledge.

salesgym.com | 415.604.2813


