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sales effectiveness  | BY JOHN M BREMEN AND JON RANDALL |

How to beat the 
downturn by focusing 
on sales effectiveness

When experts discuss 
the best path out of an 
economic downturn, 
they typically describe 
a back-to-basics ap-

proach. Watson Wyatt has observed 
that the best sales leaders in Europe, 
Asia and the Americas are focused 
on sales fundamentals as a means for 
growing out of the downturn. Spend 
time with customers. Listen carefully 
to what they need. Tailor solutions to 
their current business situations. Find 
the win-wins. Provide fl awless follow-
up. Stay close after the sale.

Sales leaders are observing that 
customers are still buying products 
and services during this downtutrn. 
Consumers still need food, shelter 
and occasionally, some recreation or 
diversion. Businesses still need to buy 
supplies, equipment and resources, 
and develop and improve products 
and services. They need to attract, 
retain and motivate talent, distribute 
goods, and comply with rules and 
regulations. 

However, customers clearly are 
buying less and are much more 
sensitive to price and payment terms 
than in the recent past. 

Astute sales leaders have taken 
six distinct steps to shore up their 
ability to survive — or even thrive 
— in the current downtown: 

1STAY IN FRONT OF CUSTOM-
ERS. Today, the best sales lead-
ers are pushing their reps into 

the fi eld more than ever. They’re 
focused on fi nding ways to profi t 
from changing customer needs under 
the new set of marketplace assump-
tions. Even if sales are down, reps 
are having valuable conversations 
with customers, listening to their 
concerns and formulating alterna-
tive solutions. 

2GO WHERE THE MONEY IS.
“New” customers could be in 
a different demographic group, 

a different industry sector or simply 
different units within current customer 
companies. Innovative applications of 
a product or service might be more 
attractive to alternate groups today. 
Deployment models, sales roles and 
compensation programmes should 
be fl exible enough to handle such 
changes and then possibly, change 
again as the economy improves. 

3MANAGE OUT THE LOWER 
PERFORMERS. Top sales lead-
ers acknowledge this is harder 

in the current economic climate than 
in previous downturns. Companies 
are much leaner and performance-
focused due to years of increasing rep 
productivity through downsizing, re-
engineering, outsourcing, offshoring 
and investing in technology. However, 
even the strongest organisations have 
performance distributions, and the 
more effective leaders are fi nding 
ways to cut their lowest performers. 
In identifying low performers, it’s 

important to recognise that a solid 
performer on a team of thoroughbreds 
is not the same as individuals who 
are not pulling their weight. In cases 
where there truly are no low perform-
ers, other strategies are required. 

4PROTECT THE CORE TALENT. 
Countless high-performing sales 
leaders have spent the past fi ve 

to seven years investing heavily in tal-
ent acquisition and development. They 
know shortsighted talent decisions 
today will leave them underequipped 
to manage out of the downturn and 
beat competitors in a recovery. As 
such, they are selecting a handful of 
their most critical sales talent and of-
fering meaningful retention vehicles. 
Time- or performance-vested stock 
programmes, retention bonuses of six 
to 18 months and special promotional 
opportunities can save millions of 
dollars in lost sales (or lost talent) in 
the near future. Companies are also 
sweetening the upside of incentive 
plans to make up for the increased 
challenge of meeting targets in the 
current environment. They may not 
be able to pay more at target, but they 
likely can still afford to pay more on 
the upside to the few elite performers 
who get there. 

5USE EVERY TOOL IN THE 
BOOK. Sales leaders are getting 
creative in pushing all the ele-

ments of the total rewards package 
and their company’s employee value 
proposition. They are reminding reps 
about strong health care benefi ts, an 
attractive expense reimbursement 
policy, better selling tools, supportive 
work environments, great manage-
ment, solid company fi nancials and 
market position. Experts used to 
believe high performers didn’t ap-
preciate such reward components. 
But top sales leaders today know 
otherwise, as the demographics and 
profi les of successful reps continue to 
evolve. In addition, sales performance 
incentives for fi eld forces (SPIFFs) 
are being used more aggressively this 
year. Finally, companies are offering 
reps the ability to go part-time or to 
take a furlough with benefi ts for six 
to 18 months, recognising the savings 
versus layoffs and rehires. 

6REMEMBER THAT SALES IS 
A MENTAL GAME. Even the 
best sales leaders report the 

current environment is taxing their 
leadership and motivation skills. 
However, they suggest the key to 
success is being honest with reps 
about the situation (“We acknowl-
edge this will be a tough year” and 
“Many of you will make less”). But 
they are also pointing out there still 
is money to be made. Reps need a 
vision for how they can succeed, and 
most will respond to a challenge. As 
one seasoned leader said, “I can tell 
a group of 500 high-performing reps 
that two of them will make more 
than they did last year and that I’ll 

double the upside for anyone who 
achieves that level. Every person in 
the room will think they will be one 
of those two people.” Unfortunately, 
no one knows exactly how long the 
downturn will last or how companies 
— and economies — will recover. 
But successful sales leaders across 
industries and around the world 
understand that growing revenues 
and driving the top line is the fi rst 
essential step. That reality is their 
overarching “fundamental”. 

As we listen to our clients in Sales 
and HR describe the challenges they 
are facing in the current economic 
environment, we hear a common 
theme of needing to do more with 
less. We often fi nd that the key to 
reconciling these apparently confl ict-
ing objectives is to achieve greater 
focus and alignment. For example, 
given the turmoil in today’s fi nancial 
markets, it’s critical that organisations 
maintain focus and discipline around 
their selling strategies. 

The following are some examples 
of how Watson Wyatt is helping 
organisations to drive higher sales 
force effectiveness:
• Increasing focus on specifi c ac-

count segments to achieve the 
best growth results. We helped 
a global disc drive manufacturer 
identify the accounts with the 
greatest opportunity and then 
deploy the right sales resources 
using a workload-based coverage 
methodology. 

• Re-aligning sales compensation to 
support China growth strategy and 
reorganisation of customer facing 
organisation. 

   We helped a global automa-
tion company to assess how well 
its existing incentive plans were 
aligned with the objectives of its 
recently reorganised China-based 
customer-facing organisation. In the 
fi rst six month since implementa-
tion, the company has achieved 
a remarkable “above plan” sales 
growth, along with improved focus 
on strategic priorities which were 
linked to plan payouts. 

• Revamping sales compensation 
programmes and managing changes 
to drive results even in the slowest 
of markets. 
We recently helped a consumer 

products company fundamentally 
modify its sales compensation phi-
losophy and structure, and then 
tested the designs in several pilot 
territories. 

Even in turbulent times, organisa-
tions can continue driving sales results 
with the right processes, structure 
and incentive design. 

John M Bremen is global practice 
director and Jon Randall is Asia-
Pacifi c director for sales effectiveness 
and compensation at Watson Wyatt 
Worldwide. Address enquiries to Sunny 
Khoo, practice leader, human capital 
consulting, Watson Wyatt Worldwide 
at sunny.khoo@watsonwyatt.com.
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princess@work  | BY TENGKU ZATASHAH |

There is no denying that we are currently experiencing one of history’s 
most serious global economic downturns. Of one thing we can be cer-
tain — we don’t know when it will end. But it shouldn’t be all doom and 
gloom. So it was a comfort to me to read Richard Branson’s latest book, 
Business Stripped Bare: Adventures of a Global Entrepreneur, a stirring 
story by one of the greatest risk takers I know. 

I have great admiration for Branson (pic). His success in building 
one of the most successful global brands, Virgin Group, is inspirational 
— roughly 200 companies that span dozens of industries around the 
world, with a net worth of some US$5 billion (RM18 billion). In the book, 
Branson talks frankly of his failures and successes, and how to learn from 
mistakes and setbacks. He defi es risks, turning them into opportunities, 
and meets challenges head-on.

 “The best, most solid way out of a crisis in a changing market is 
through experiment and adaptation,” says Branson. “People have a fear 
of failure, and while this is perfectly reasonable, it’s also very odd.”

We can’t all be Richard Branson but we can learn from his example 
whilst weathering the storm. It’s sad to see how in Paris, the French are 
worried, insecure and depressed. Usually, during the winter sales from 
Jan 7 to Feb 2, you’d see a mad rush of bargain hunters fl ocking to the 
shops. Not this year. From what I observe and conversations with friends, 
it seems many people are staying home or working late instead of din-
ing out. I notice restaurants and hotels are not as lively compared with 
seven months ago, and cinema tickets now seem pricey at !22 (RM103) 
per couple.

And as people are staying home more, television is now the primary 
source of infotainment. TV channels are fl ooding the airwaves with news 
not just on plunging stock markets, unemployment, job cuts, government 
bailouts, homelessness, and work strikes, but with programmes on how 
to save money and get the best deals. 

So how can we get through this? 
I’ve learnt that the more we allow ourselves to languish in a state 

of insecurity or depression, the more likely this condition continues. In 
my experience, when a recession hits hard, company bosses announce 
that annual bonuses and end-of-year offi ce celebrations are cancelled. 
So negative feelings and resentment pervade, and employees react by 
doing only the minimum, and spend their time and energy speculating 
whether their jobs are on the line. The mistake here is lack of honest, 
open communication. Open and honest communication can help keep 
morale and productivity high as employees believe in their company, 
and that they are part of the team, part of the process, and are therefore 
motivated to make their company work. Now more than ever, in a time 
of economic uncertainty, the corporate culture should be to encourage a 
sense of ownership and empowerment among the staff. 

As for me, despite the uncertainty, I see great opportunities at this 
time. I’m leaving Paris soon and returning to Malaysia to launch a new 
venture with my husband. A soft economy does have its benefi ts. For 
example, now is the time to negotiate good deals for offi ce space. There 
are better offers on offi ce supplies, advertising rates are more competitive 
and there is a larger pool of talent available as many companies freeze 
hiring. Furthermore, Southeast Asia (Malaysia is a key example) is still the 
region with high economic growth potential and development, compared 
to developed markets. 

If we are to kick-start the economy, government and business leaders 
not only have to set out short and long-term strategies, it’s also important 
to pump up the general public’s spirit. It becomes a vicious circle oth-
erwise: recession, job loss, weak consumer spending, depression, more 
job cuts, less spending… 

So, we ought to try and collectively stay positive, be active, analyse new 
trends, look for opportunities and search for solutions, and throw out what 
has not worked in the past. As Branson says: “Success in business is not 
about inaction... Failure is not giving things a go in the fi rst place. People 
who fail are those who don’t have a go and don’t make an effort.”

Tengku Zatashah, daughter of the Sultan of Selangor, is a former journalist 
who has worked in Paris, London, Barcelona and Kuala Lumpur. As interna-
tional corporate communications manager at L’Oreal in Paris from 2005 to 
end-2008, she was in charge of sustainable development, HR, corporate and 
fi nancial media communications. She is in the process of launching a venture 
in Malaysia together with her husband, Aubry Rahim Mennesson. 

Lessons from Branson
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