
USA 1.877.678.3381  |  UK +44 1908 211212  |  AUS +61 (02) 9909 8699  |  www.csoinsights.com

SALES PERFORMANCE  
SPOTLIGHT

A Culture of Accountability Starts With Coaching

When a professional basketball or football team loses a game, it is rarely 

considered the fault of any one player. The loss is often attributed to how 

well the players worked together as a team. Lose too many games in a row, 

however, and it’s not the team that gets fired. It’s the coach. World-class 

sales organizations also hold their coaches accountable.

FSMs: The Linchpin to Performance
In sports, the coaches that have the greatest opportunity to impact a player’s 

skills and performance are those who work directly with the athletes day 

after day. In sales, those coaches are the frontline sales managers (FSMs). 

Any lasting effort to improve performance has to start with improving the 

FSMs’ ability to coach their team.

Time spent coaching is a clear differentiator between World-Class Sales 

Performers and their less successful peers. In the 2015 MHI Sales Best Practices Study, 84 percent of World-Class Sales Performers 

said they spent enough time coaching each individual on the sales team, whereas only 34 percent of all respondents said the same.

Coaching is a leadership skill that aims to develop each individual’s full potential. FSMs use specific questioning techniques, 

communication, and social skills to enable salespeople to discover areas of improvement. While coaching as a technique is a common 

denominator for World-Class Sales Performance, there is a vast array of coaching styles.

“There is no ‘right way’ to coach,” says Tamara Schenk, Research Director at CSO Insights, a division of MHI Global. “Successful 

salespeople adapt their communication style and behaviors to the unique personality of each buyer. In the same way, the best coaches 

might use a different coaching style with each sales professional on the team. ‘Right’ and ‘wrong’ are only relevant in the context of 

the individual salesperson.”

Schenk says one of the biggest mistakes FSMs make is overlooking opportunities to coach. She classifies coaching opportunities into 

four broad categories:

• Opportunity coaching – Regular opportunity reviews present the FSM with a number of possibilities to coach using very 

specific real-world scenarios.

• Skills, knowledge, and competency coaching – While working with sales professionals, reviewing opportunities, or in the 

field, the observant FSM will notice areas for additional coaching, such as selling skills, business acumen, product knowledge, 

industry knowledge, etc. These coaching possibilities may not be related to specific deals or customers, so “making it real” for the 

sales professional will take creativity on the part of the FSM.

Our management team is highly accountable for  
their sales teams’ continuous improvement.
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• Reinforcement coaching – In addition to ensuring salespeople use sales content effectively and apply what they’ve learned in 

training, world-class FSMs look for opportunities to reinforce the learning in the field through coaching. Examples of reinforcement 

coaching include helping the sales professionals apply newly learned methodologies, processes, or value messaging in their daily 

work. This kind of coaching is focused on coaching people to embrace the only consistent element we have – change.

• Account coaching – Different from opportunity coaching, account coaching is focused on account planning and account 

management. FSMs should focus on the execution of the account strategy, e.g., developing the right relationships, identifying 

new business ideas, and the customer’s definition of success.

Coaching the Coach
To create world-class coaches, world-class sales organizations also make the FSM a target for enablement programs. In addition 

to ensuring they attend the same training programs as their teams, they equip the FSM with additional enablement services on 

coaching, including content and training, to strengthen their coaching skills.

Finally, coaches also need coaching. “In sports, most great coaches give credit to another coach for helping them develop their 

coaching skills,” says Schenk. “It might have been a coach they had when they were first starting out as a player. Or, it could be 

someone who mentored them early in their coaching career. Just as in sports, sales coaches get better when other top-performing 

coaches set a good example and provide guidance.”  


