
Sales seminar
 

The second of 
our sales seminars began 

with our host, Tony Amour giving 
a short overview of his expertise, 

he needn’t have. Tony is the CEO and 
founder of Maclin Armour Solutions and has 

a background as a Director of various FS tech 
providers, global consultancies and Reuters. 
Around the table sat a collection of 11 Sales 
and HR Directors from a range of reputable, 
and some soon to be reputable, companies 

all with the goal of discussing the 
question at hand: “What is the ideal 

sales compensation plan for 
my business?”
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Given the nature of the group lead to the discussion revolving mainly around complex, B2B 
sales with relatively long sales cycles and how to reward sales teams so that they were 
appropriately rewarded whilst remaining motivated. When deciding on the comp plan there 
are a number of different challenges and questions to be asked such as operational aims, 
stage of the company (start-up, more established, etc.) but what exactly is it you are looking 
for from your sales team. Each compensation plan is (or should be) tailored to the specific 
target behaviours of the sales team; are you looking for ruthless closers who are after as 
much money as possible or would you like them to be more conscientious of the process and 
gathering information and a client base; therefore it is so important that the operational aims 
are taken into consideration when devising any compensation plan.

One example of a plan to suit a long sales cycle is a high-risk plan that operates with a boom/
bust model. This is the sort of plan that is ideal for 18 month – 2-year sales cycles and is 
open and transparent – Year 1 is not going to offer huge sums but Year 2 and beyond could 
really offer big returns. This would be opposite to a more complex plan that perhaps rewards 
meetings with key clients and Key Sales Objectives (KSOs) along the way so each Salesperson 
can earn along the way and not just on completion of “the big deal.”  Another option is a 
goal based scheme whereas everyone has the opportunity to earn the same amount but 
via different targets according to, for example, territory, regardless of quota and adjust the 
commission plan according to revenue against an agreed target.

The general theme of the room steered away from goal-based schemes and more towards 
individual commission schemes or KSOs but it also led to the first true discussion around 
regardless of how lucrative or not the commission scheme might be, any change to that 
scheme is, more often that not, greeted with uproar and suspicion. It was thought that 
regardless of transparency, there is a suspicion around the maths: “I can see that on paper, 
you have done the maths and it’s better for me but I won’t believe it until I have experienced it 
for myself” said one of the contributors.

What often happens in these scenarios is that people are inherently against anything that is 
more transparent against people’s performance.  Even though the evidence is there to show 
them making more money, they do not like the possibility that they may find themselves in 
the bottom quarter according to performance, for example. Tony’s way to counter this is to be 
overtly and openly rewarding top performers and make any schemes more transparent and 
pay the top performers the big bucks but ensure not to punish them for being successful. 
The traditional model would see the top performer take home the big paycheque at the end 
of year 1 then their target is doubled for year 2 because of the success they have already 
experienced. The difficulty in the goal-based approach is that it is reliant on the manager 
really having a finger on the pulse and a complete understanding of the territory or market 
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their sales people are operating in in order to appropriately set the relevant targets or goals. 
If the target is misjudged and someone benefits by bringing in huge sums of money for little 
effort it is unfair and obvious to the rest of the sales team, not to mention the accountants.

It was here that one of the managers from a newer “virgin territory” made the point that for 
them, at least, they felt it was better to begin with a higher “stretch” target and then adjust 
accordingly after the reality kicks in. The general mentality of the average sales person 
was discussed and agreed that “if you have a big target, you work bloody hard to get there, 
whereas if you have a small target that you know you can cream it pretty easily, it becomes 
a lot harder to push that target up than it is to drop a larger target down.” It can be very 
demotivating, in this scenario, if the target is not adjusted quickly so it is important to get 
to know both your sales team and their market as quickly as possible in the interest of 
efficiency and moral.

Tony felt that the best way to go was to go ahead and give them what may, at first, 
instinctively feel like an easy target but over a very short time and adjust and include longer-
term targets when you have had a chance to re-evaluate. So when evaluating the market 
and value proposition, it is probably best to err on the side of motivating your sales team so 
you can get a true value for a shorter period so that then, when you are more confident you 
know what you are looking at, you can instil long-term targets, otherwise you run the risk of 
churning through a number of sales people quite quickly early on.

Tony then gave an example of what not to do when he brought up an example of a 
commission scheme he had once been given that was 105 pages long and relied on a mix of 
complex algorithms and a combination of sales cycle and behaviours early in the process to 
decide on deal by deal margins. “As a sales rep, you would lay awake at night worrying not 
about how to close your target but how on earth you would ever work out what a deal was 
worth to you!” Flat out wrong!

Key principles would include, aligning the scheme and the most sought-after behaviours with 
what the operating vision and goals are. Make it simple and immediate. Sometimes the most 
basic schemes are the best: a flat sum for one target and additional sums for behaviours 
along the way and stretch performances. It’s important to make it immediate as well: in a 
Pavlovian sense, if the reward is left too long after the act, the reinforcement is not nearly 
as effective as if the reward follows the action immediately. The same can be said of sales 
people, the most common form of reward in sales is obviously money so there is an inherent 
risk in that in order to reward immediately, the client may not have paid yet but it is important 
to give at least a portion of the reward as soon after the good deed as possible. 

Reward top performers very overtly and openly as mentioned previously, which can also be 
tough because the nature of some top performers is that they are overt themselves but it 
is imperative not to bring them down by doubling their target for the next year because this 
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will only serve to demotivate and essentially open the door for someone else to lure them 
with a more attainable and therein rewarding scheme. It is a challenge but also important to 
balance this out across the board so it’s important to know your team and what it is the top 
performer is doing to ensure the rest of the team can catch up. In some environments it can 
be a matter of “being in the right place at the right time” but this needs to be vocalised and 
transparent so everyone in the team knows, the people pulling in the big money are the ones 
who are working hardest and the most intelligently so it is clear to everyone what they have 
to do to earn that money as well.  

Part of keeping it simple can also be limiting the amount of KSOs you give each sales person 
or paying them too much for each task. One approach is to complete a survey on joining the 
company around how many meetings they might take on average per sales cycle and allocating 
figures according to their own projections or experience. So this company starting providing 
KSOs for meetings and rewarding them on the engagement they were generating according to 
the seniority of the people they were meeting and the resulting engagement, expecting to see 
a rise over quarterly periods of the total value of the pipeline and then the resulting deal. So if 
someone is having plenty of meetings but not getting the deal done then the meetings are not 
real or certainly not having the desired effect so you can see what to work on as a result. This 
should work in conjunction with other KSOs as a form of motivation not there to replace weekly 
or monthly debriefs/mentoring or to be used as a performance contracts.

Not everyone was in agreement that this was a model they could implement and it is one 
of the hardest to validate but there are ways of doing it; letters of intent from clients, for 
example, are not easily attainable if they do not intend to commit to the sale. Speaking from 
experience, there were those in the room who could certainly see the appeal as well. The 
thought of being rewarded for something that is effectively going to increase your billings as 
well was a clear win for some and an obvious motivator.  This reflects the original point that 
behaviours that lead to deals are encouraged and motivated therefore allowing the sales 
team to build their pipelines but also reap the rewards as a company when those behaviours 
lead to an inevitable cash flow if and when repeated, particularly when dealing with longer 
sales cycles. For shorter sales cycles, it is more than acceptable to reward dollar value 
however the process is still important and there is no harm in rewarding KSOs regardless of 
sales cycle length.

An example of where it has gone wrong in the past is where sales people adhering to KSOs for 
meeting key clients would then go to a meeting where there might be 3 different managers 
in attendance and recording it as 3 different meetings and therefore fudging the numbers in 
their favour. As with many schemes, there are underhand tactics to be wary of and should be 
taken into consideration. The KSO theory is great but can be time-consuming to monitor.

There is also an emphasis on the company to provide the sales person with enough 
opportunity to hit the value required to trigger the various incentives. As such, the KSO model 
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can provide the motivation for sales people to stay during constraining opportunity times. In 
these cases, the emphasis is on activities that sales people will build their personal brands 
through article writing, meeting the right people so when the opportunities arise again, they 
are ready-equipped to have an impact immediately. There were more than a couple of people 
around the table who could relate to the issue at hand, one method of retaining sales staff 
was a retention method introduced mid-year in which sales people struggling to hit their 
numbers then only had to hit only 50% of their target for them to stay with the company until 
Q2 of the following year to then receive an additional cash injection. This effectively works 
to boost morale during a poor results period as well as incentivise staying put until they are 
through the rough patch.

This is obviously very much based on the correct company culture and in this case, accepting 
the software had not performed as expected and adjusting projections accordingly. Not to 
mention cash flow and trust in your team to deliver, either immediately or by repaying the 
faith you show in them further down the line.

The discussion then moved onto balancing Retention vs. Growth. In cases of renewing 
existing customers, is it better to have everything, commission-wise, in the same pot 
or to have specific returns.  Given the majority of incentives being directed at finding 
new customers, it really brings into focus the importance of account management and 
others involved in the on-boarding and account management process. There are different 
models, one person had specific bonus schemes for companies renewals involving more 
focus on bonus as opposed to commission, partly towards appealing towards the likes of 
Pre-Sales, Account Managers, Ops and those who, traditionally, may be looking towards a 
more consistent and risk averse method of earning against your traditional sales person 
who is more likely to thrive with a higher risk, higher reward commission model. Another 
manager believes in rewarding every time a sales person has a client sign on the dotted 
line, regardless of how much business has been done with that client previously. This is, 
of course, hugely dependent on the resources available according to company size and 
whether there are enough people available to distribute the various responsibilities or if it is 
all one person. 

Sales Managers were also subject to the microscope and posed an interesting question in 
that some people are 100% deadest against Sales Managers continuing to hunt business 
themselves and others feel that, yes, they should still look to build their own desks alongside 
mentoring and enabling their teams to do so as, in the majority of cases, they would have 
made it to their management position on the back of excellent sales performances. The 
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consensus lead towards gated methods of earning: the manager was incentivised according 
to the percentage of their team made it over the target or the total output of the team 
exceeded a particular dollar amount. In both cases, there was an emphasis on not limiting the 
top performers but on the other end of the scale, it is important to judge and appraise poor 
performance according to circumstance and to make the decision as to whether they are 
someone to be let go or nurtured as mentioned earlier in the paper.

The actual role of a Sales Manager differed widely across the room in that some were 
adamant that the role of the Sales Manager was solely to nurture and get the most out of 
their team and ensure they reach their potential whereas others felt that time is so valuable 
that this sometimes has to come second to ensure that the manager is able to bring in their 
own revenue streams and continue to perform to the level that enabled them to get to where 
they are today. 

That drew this seminar to a conclusion, KSOs were the order 
of the day but also covered were the different commission 
schemes into which you can incorporate them, commission 
vs. bonus, retention vs. growth, to nurture a flailing sales 
person or let them go and how you manage the manager. 
For information on future seminars, get in touch with your 
contact at Harrington Starr or call us on 0203 5877007.

Conclusion
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