
Recruiting High Potential Sales People

 Executive Summary

Successful sales leaders recognize the importance of effective recruiting in building and maintaining a high-performance sales organization. In order to achieve the revenue objectives you have planned, it is necessary to have the right sales people in the right roles. Whether you are recruiting for a new team or growing an existing team, the general activities and leading practices are similar. 

To recruit successful sales people, the hiring manager must: 

· Determine the appropriate roles that align with the company business strategy

· Actively search for candidates in advance of need.

· Have a clear personality profile defined for each position. 
· Have a strong recruiting process.

· Have a well-defined functional job description for each position.
Sales people are typically very effective in selling themselves during an interview, which makes it more difficult to assess their capabilities. However, top sales people, regardless of role, will have a consistent track record of success and will have ranked in the top 20% of their previous organizations. 

Why Hire?

It seems obvious – companies hire to maintain or add sales. But the question can be much subtler – do we hire to sell more of the same product/service to existing customers? Or is it to capture new accounts with the current product/service?  Are we selling a new product/service? Is this a new vertical or geographic region the company has never approached or failed to crack? Has the market changed from selling a new concept to a maturing commoditized market? 

These are critical questions the sales leader must consider while planning the structure of the sales team. The sales organization needs to align with the company strategy and, even if the product/service does not change, the market may have evolved necessitating change. 

In many cases, the company’s various products/services may be at different stages of maturity, requiring a mixture of sales people with different skills. For example, a sales team with strong account acquisition skill (let’s call them a “hunters”) may be ideal during the growth phase of the company/ product/ service, but may be ineffective and expensive maintaining these accounts as the market matures. Conversely, approaching existing customers with a new and possibly more complex product/service using transactional (let’s call these “farmers”) sales people could give poor results. 

Consequently, hiring decisions should relate to the maturity phases of the product/service and company. Many phases can occur simultaneously in companies, depending on their size, number of products, regions, vertical markets, etc.  They include: 

Emerging: This is a phase that is characterized by new products. An emerging area may or may not have an established market. The work is generally experimental and less predictable. Market size and growth rates are not available to plan staffing levels accordingly. Emerging areas require highly adaptable and more experienced sales people who can help determine the sales message, the sales formula, actively engage with product and marketing staff and fill multiple sales roles. Open mindedness, entrepreneurship and creativity are characteristics of sales people in this role. 

Growth: A growing area may be related to a more predictable product or service but still characterized by unproven annual increase levels. Staffing levels and planned additions are determined by increased productivity of current staff, turnover and required growth. Growth areas attract candidates who can apply a sales formula and attack new accounts. A strong competitive drive and high need for recognition and income are common characteristics of sales people in this role.

Mature: A mature phase uses historical measures to plan staffing. Indicators such as number of employees, sales volume, known development, or update cycles are used to gauge staffing changes. Mature organizations should consider sales role specialization to improve profitability and staff retention. The creation of formal existing account and new account teams and a dedicated strategic accounts group are more feasible at this stage. Sales people in this role enjoy maintaining long-term relationships with customers.

Declining: When groups are needed in the present, but not in the future, you can follow a declining model for staffing. Known changes or obsolescence are characteristics of this model. A declining phase may use an increasing contingent-staffing strategy associated with the projected demand for that group. 

The design of the sales organization is the critical first step in determining the why, who and how of hiring sales talent. Frequently, a reorganization of the sales team may need to occur before the actual hiring process can begin.
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Who To Hire?

The characteristics of successful salespeople vary by role; one size does not fit all when recruiting and interviewing sales candidates. Determine the personality profile of the ideal candidate by reviewing the characteristics necessary for success in the role. Some questions to consider, for example:

· Do I need a strong self-starter? 

· Will leads need to be generated by the sales person?

· What percentage of sales activity is to existing customers versus new accounts?

· How many sales need to be made per day/week/month? 

· Is the sales cycle long (weeks, months) or short (one call, within days)?

· Do I need a more customer focused, current account driven person? 

· Do we know the sales recipe – who to sell to, what to say, when to say it – or is still too early in the product/service life?

· Will the person focus on getting new accounts or expand existing accounts?

Each type of person suggested by these questions may have a different personality profile. There are a variety of available tests to give a candidate to determine his/her personality type, but first you must determine what type will be successful for your company and for the desired position. 

Begin with your existing sales team. Profile the top people by role. When you understand the characteristics of your most successful people, you can define the characteristics needed to fulfill each role. This will also provide valuable insight into how to manage new hires after they become members of your team. 

For any sales role there are at least 4 dimensions of sales character. These dimensions are listed in priority order and it is recommended that they be weighted accordingly when evaluating candidates.
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Core personality – does this person have the raw personal characteristics of a good sales person? Are they personable? Disciplined? Competitive? Motivated? Want to sell what your company offers? Coachable and constantly learning? Are they resilient and capable of self-reflection? These characteristics can be scored and compared using modern profiling tools and are most effective when used in comparison with your existing top sales people.

Sales Skill – does this person know how to sell for the role we need? Can they describe the key metrics they use to assess and achieve their own performance? Do they understand and use the appropriate sales methodologies? Do they consistently use technology (CRM, lead generation tools, etc.) effectively? Have they been tutored/mentored within an effective organization or will they need help? Can they communicate persuasively with prospects, customers, etc.? 

Domain knowledge – does this person understand the industry/market we serve? Do they have any industry experience possibly as a customer, supplier to our customers or in another functional area of our business? Do they understand the underlying technology and value of our product/service? Do they have a passion for this industry and constantly seek to grow their knowledge?

Product/service competence– can this person understand our product/service? Can they differentiate our offering from our competitors or alternatives?  Do they require high sales support?  

It ‘s often heard that someone is a “natural salesperson.” The Core Personality dimension best captures this aspect. These are innate to the person and are either difficult or impossible to teach.

Sales Skill is related to personality to the extent it aligns with motivation and capability. Some sales people enjoy forging long lasting relationships with customers while others are driven by, “winning the deal.” Different personalities, therefore, can be successful, depending upon the role and require different skills. In each case, a competent sales person can describe how they sell, the key sales metrics they need to track to assure goal achievement, how they structure each day, etc. Many of these skills can be taught but it is best to seek candidates with a philosophy and history of effectiveness.

Domain knowledge is hard to gain without direct exposure to the product/service you offer. It may be gained by performing a different role (design engineer, marketing, service technician, customer service, etc.) within the company.  But for most new hires, this will be a gap requiring training.

Successful sales candidates must have all four characteristics but rarely will they have the needed depth in Product/service competence unless they have worked for a competitor and, consequently will require training. As the new hire will be very anxious to start selling, it is vital that product training be done immediately after hire and is rigorous. Too many new sales people have failed because of this they have pre-maturely starting selling without a solid understanding the product/service they are selling.  

Companies can draw from two potential sources of sales talent – internal and external.  Let’s first consider external candidates. 

Many companies will seek to hire people who work within their industry and may be employed by competitors. This can be both the most direct and least risky approach, particularly if sales leaders are actively networking within industry. Meeting, assessing and learning about these sales people on a regular basis is a critical role and skill of sales leaders and frequently can yield outstanding sales talent. However, in many cases, hiring these people is not possible – non-compete agreements may preclude hiring directly from a competitor or the product/service maybe so new or unique that there are few candidates with direct experience. This is particularly true during a high growth phase. 

However, a frequent mistake made in hiring sales people is to view prior experience with a competitor with too high a value and, consequently, a low risk hire. Too often, the sales person is weak in sales skill but the recruiter or candidate will overemphasize their experience. 

One approach, which can be effective, is to seek candidates from a similar industry or requiring similar sales skills. This will require more intensive domain & product training as well as more sales coaching. Developing a higher potential candidate versus an experienced journeyman is frequently both a better medium and long-term approach.

As for internal candidates - many top sales people have worked in customer support, as product specialists, service/field technicians, trainers, etc. Usually they were recognized as having the core personality characteristics of a sales person, had a desire to become a sales professional and, critically, had the support of the company.  One risk factor with this type of candidate can be an uneasiness identifying as a sales person and leaving behind their former “expert” identity. 

As these candidates are well known and respected within the company, there can be lower risk in their hiring. However, a committed sales leader with strong sales process understanding, a willingness to coach and be available is critical to success. Many high-performance sales organizations are built on this philosophy resulting in a very loyal team, strong customer understanding and satisfaction.

How to Hire

A successful sales manager is always seeking quality sales people. He/she will field every inquiry by potential sales candidates, seek out competitors to identify strong sales candidates and keep abreast of the market.

Many sales leaders use recruiters to find sales candidates and there is wide variance in competence and professionalism to be found among them. Best practice is to identify one or a small set of recruiters and develop a long-term relationship. Ideally, they serve your industry or a tangential industry where you can find high potential candidates. 

A good recruiter is an extremely valuable resource:

· They will know the best sales people at various companies

· They seek out a candidate that fits your standards not shuffle resumes of current candidates

· They can qualify and “sell” your company to a prospect while saving the sales leader time

· They will present a hand full of strong candidates, usually no more than 5 per position

· They can accelerate hiring, yielding faster revenue achievement

It is important for the recruiter to know your hiring process in detail, support the approach and reinforce this with the candidate. Some companies are reluctant to use recruiters deeming them to be too expensive or using relatively inexperienced human resource staff. Consider that for every month a sales position is not filled, $50 to 200,000 in revenue is lost forever. Furthermore, the difference between a mediocre and good sales hire can be worth millions of dollars – higher performance, less turnover and better customer satisfaction.

Good sales people are rare and do not remain available for long. They have a plan and a process for selecting a new position; it is critical for the sales manager to have one as well. A strong plan will differentiate you from other hiring companies, establish structure and maintain momentum during the recruiting cycle, and provide guidance to other employees who participate during the interviewing stage. This process should be shared with candidates, recruiters, and employees. 

Here is an example of a process once a potential candidate is identified:

1. Thirty-minute phone interview by sales manager to assess presence, validate achievements, and determine if career objectives align with the company. If yes, schedule Step 2 within a week. 
2. Detailed phone interview by sales manger to understand candidates work habits, sales process understanding, prospecting skills, specific sales cycles and account activities and results, etc. Schedule Step 3 within a week. 
3. Face to face interview with the selection team. This includes at least three senior company people — typically the business unit leader (CEO/GM), a peer executive to sales (Engineering, Operations, Product Management), another Sales Manager, Director of Human Resources or Marketing leader. They will use a standard set of questions and scorecard in their individual interviews. Complete Step 4 within 24 hours. 
4. Review results and rank candidates. Narrow the list and invite finalists for the final step. Schedule Step 6 within a week.
5. Conduct background and reference checks and discuss compensation details. This is parallel to Step 6.
6. Schedule finalists to make a 15 to 30-minute presentation to the selection team about their current or recent employer’s product/service. 
7. Make final selection within 24 hours of Step 6. 
It is recommended that ALL candidates go through this process and at least three qualified candidates be evaluated. A candidate is qualified if they have passed through the first phone interview. 

Good sales people who are actively pursuing a new position have a better grasp of their market value and will decide deliberately and quickly. They will generally appreciate a more rigorous hiring process if there is momentum, it is a serious effort, they hear a consistent message regarding their role and the value of sales people within the company. The weaker candidates will linger in the market and will be less critical in their qualification of your opportunity and lack of consistent process. 

Every finalist for a position should have references reviewed – do not rely on human resources or a recruiter to perform this vital step. Certainly, call each of the candidate’s prospective references but be prepared with a script of questions. Validate performance and ranking within the previous employer’s sales organization. Confirm the dates of employment, circumstances regarding departure and ask for the names of other people who worked with the candidate. Call them as well. Double check the compensation plan guidelines, what and to whom the prospect sold and, if important, whether it was to existing customers or new prospects. 

On Board Plan and Execution 

A thorough On Board plan can influence the success of any new employee. Excellent sales people still need to learn the company policies and culture, the products and services they will sell, the market and domain knowledge for that target market, and the messages and differentiators that will win business. 

A thorough On Board plan should include the following elements:

· Covers the first 90 days with weekly checkpoints.

· Walk the new hire through the entire business process from order entry to fulfilment – introduce them to the leaders of each function

· Includes business cards, phone, email, office space, benefit plans, etc.

· Has specific activities for the sales person to master including scheduled presentations

· Start with mastery of the first stages of the sales cycle. 

· Provide a list of sales books and articles used by all new sales hires

· Defines measurable objectives. 

· Has a “graduation date” and celebration. 

A structured plan will quickly determine if there has been a hiring mistake. If the new hire is not demonstrating commitment to working the plan, it is best to learn that early and act. If you have used a recruiter to find this person, they should find another candidate at no charge. 

Tactical Hiring Steps

Step 1:
Implement a well defined and well understood recruiting process. 
Step 2:
Advertize job openings through newspapers, trade journals, the Internet, professional publications, a job center, campus interviews, or staff referrals. Use select recruiters.
Step 3:
Create an interview checklist and have all interviewers complete. 
Step 4:
Maintain a list of potential candidates by role. 
Step 5:
Create a staffing plan for your organization each year as part of the sales planning cycle.

Step 6:
Seek out candidates with sales leadership potential.. 

Step 7:
Build a well defined plan for bring the new hire on board

In summary, to hire the best sales people for your organization it is critical to know what role this person will take and what characteristics are appropriate for success in that role. It is may be most effective to use a professional recruiting partner to seek out candidates, but it is vital to follow a structured evaluation process in a timely fashion.
John Moroney is an energetic operations and sales management consultant with over 30 years of experience in high technology products and services with a particular passion for sales process design, deployment and improvement. Increasing productivity, driving revenues with a focus on execution, John brings his clients practical and creative solutions that provide both short and long term value. He is a principal with Sales Science and an Associate Partner with Acumen Management Group, a business and strategic sales management consulting firm .
 
You can reach him at johnjmoroney@salesscience.biz or LinkedIn: John J Moroney     651-402-4342  www.salesscience.biz
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Consider what you need for the market

1.     Need to know what is the ideal salesperson profile
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