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Y
ou’ll notice a number of articles 
elsewhere in this edition on the 
subject of coaching. I want to 
use this short piece to focus on 

an area that has become a particular 
interest of mine: using coaching 
techniques to help our salespeople 
develop more effective opportunity 
strategies.

I’ve observed organisations that do 
a particularly effective job of opportunity 
coaching, viewed others at the opposite 
end of the scale that appear to ignore 
the topic altogether, and seen and 
experienced most points in between.

Success factors

There seem to be a handful of consistent 
success factors: first, the effective 
organisations set clear expectations for 
how opportunities are to be managed. 
They have defined sales frameworks that 
guide salespeople in what they need to 
know and do at each stage of the process 
without restricting their creativity or 
initiative.

Next, these best practices must be 
embedded into the CRM system, so that 
the opportunity record provides a single 
source of truth regarding the true nature 
and state of the opportunity. Rather than 
being an administrative burden, the CRM 
system must act as a first-level coaching 
stimulus to ensure that salespeople are 
thinking clearly about every opportunity.

Effective managers make a clear 
distinction between forecast reviews – in 
which the sales person is expected to 
reconfirm their expectations regarding 
deal value, projected close date, 
probability and next steps for all the 
forecastable opportunities in their 
pipeline – and individual opportunity 
reviews, which go into much more 
detail on a smaller number of individual 
opportunities.

When reviewing individual sales 
opportunities with salespeople, effective 
sales managers expect (and require) 
the information contained in the CRM 
system to be complete, up-to-date and 
accurate and make it clear that they 

expect salespeople to come to each 
opportunity review properly prepared. 
Where critical information is currently 
unknown, they expect the salesperson to 
proactively fill in the blanks, rather than 
wait to be asked.

When we have the benefit of this 
sort of foundation, opportunity coaching 
can make reasonable assumptions about 
the accuracy of core information, and 
the time invested in 1:1 coaching can be 
directed towards higher-impact matters.

This approach frees up managers 
to pay deep attention to critical success 
factors such as the salesperson’s 
understanding of the internal politics 
of the opportunity, the strength of 
the prospective customer’s business 
case, the dynamics of the competitive 
landscape and of the decision-making 
group and process, and on the unique 
value we intend to create for the 
customer.

Challenge

Effective opportunity reviews challenge 
our salespeople to consider what they 
really know about an opportunity, to 
recognise where they may have made 
untested assumptions, to acknowledge 
what they ought to know but don’t 
and what they ought to have done but 
haven’t.

For the salesperson, an opportunity 
review ought to be a stimulating but 
sometimes uncomfortable process. It 
should give them the chance to assess 
their opportunity strategy from a fresh 
perspective. It should encourage and 
reward self-awareness and self-honesty 
as well as creativity and lateral thinking.

Sales manager’s role

The sales manager has a critical role 
to play in catalysing these thought 
processes – and as in every other 
successful coaching initiative, their 
intervention must serve to help the 
salesperson work out the appropriate 
approach for themselves and to learn 
through the process rather than having 

the sales leader make decisions on their 
behalf.

I know how difficult this can be for 
sales managers, particularly those who 
have only recently come up from the 
ranks. It can be tremendously tempting 
to jump in, seize the wheel, and take 
control of the opportunity – but this will 
never generate lasting improvement.

It’s much better to invest our 
management time in implementing 
the right foundations in the form of 
a dynamic sales framework and in 
coaching our salespeople how to think 
clearly and apply best practice. At least, 
that’s my experience.

InsightGlobal News

     Bob Apollo on Building Scalable Businesses

Opportunity coaching 
for fun and profit
 Bob Apollo
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Sales profession 
at inflexion point 
with imminent 
launch of 
apprenticeships

W
ith England’s Department 
for Education due to ink its 
approval of the country’s 
first degree-level B2B 

sales apprenticeship programme at 
the end of June, the profession stands 
at an inflexion point, according to Phil 
Linter, Degree Apprenticeship Lead at 
global sales performance improvement 
specialist Consalia. 

“We are on the cusp of formally 
being able to offer the B2B sales degree 
apprenticeship,” he declares. 

The company is also announcing a 
partnership with Leeds Trinity University 
to provide course content, joining long-
standing partner Middlesex University. 
The move enables Consalia to offer 
a national solution for level 6 sales 
apprenticeships via regional partners in 
the north and south of England.

  “Both have been selected for their 
expertise in delivering high-quality work-
based learning programmes.”

Ready for professional sales 
development

Despite minimal marketing by 
Consalia and the two universities, 
the programmes already have around 
100 students and some 40 companies 
ready to sign up, Linter claims. The 
first programme gets under way on 
25 September in the south, followed 
by a programme in the north starting 
8 October; there will be a further 
programme in the south beginning late 
November.

“To me this shows a shift in 
the readiness for professional sales 
development. Of course, one can 
attribute demand to employers being 
keen to access levy funds, but it also 
demonstrates that the apprenticeship 
initiative can deliver a difference to the 
sales profession,” Linter says.

The apprenticeship route into 
the sales profession career is starting 
to highlight a wealth of diverse 
opportunities for career-seekers via 
an expanding number of government, 
recruitment and supplier websites. 
However, setting up the apprenticeships 
and obtaining government buy-in has 
not been straightforward, with a complex 
approvals process around standards and 
end-point assessment plus negotiations 
on funding allocation. 

Knock-on effects

Linter predicts that as sales 
apprenticeships gain in popularity there 
will be a knock-on effect across the wider 
profession. “Apprenticeships will fast 
become a benchmark for ethical and 
professional sales practice, both for 
employers and customers,” he suggests. 
Moreover, having a structured and 
rigorous work-based learning programme 
in place for employees will force sales 
managers to work hard to stay a step 
ahead of their subordinates.

Apprenticeship programmes 
may also start to address the issue of 
diversity in sales by attracting more 
women into the profession. “Our first 
programme has seen a 60-40 male-
female split, highlighting the potential 
for apprenticeships to address the key 
issue of gender diversity in sales,” he 
concludes.

Digital is “rocket 
fuel” for sales 
says McKinsey

S
uccessful B2B sales teams need 
to strike a balance between 
digital and human sales – that’s 
the conclusion of May 2018 paper 

The secret to making it in the digital sales 
world: The human touch from consultants 
McKinsey.

B2B sales leaders using digital 
effectively enjoy five times the growth 
of their peers who are not at the cutting 

edge of digital 
adoption. Yet 
the realities on 
the ground make 
it difficult for 
sales leaders to 
understand what 
they actually need 
to do, especially 
when different parts 
of the organisation 
have a vested 
interest in pushing 
different sides of 

the human-digital debate, the authors 
suggest.

“There’s no doubt that digital is 
rocket fuel for sales organizations,” say 
the authors. However, they are quick 
to point out that a recent McKinsey 
survey of B2B customers found that what 
customers want most is great digital 
interactions plus the human touch.

Companies that add the human 
touch to digital sales consistently 
outperform their peers, achieving five 
times more revenue and eight times 
more operating profit, while public 
companies deliver twice the return to 
shareholders.

Technically savvy sales leaders

Meanwhile, a January 2018 McKinsey 
paper suggests that the most successful 
firms follow a three-pronged strategy 
to drive above-market growth when it 
comes to B2B sales. What the future 
science of B2B growth looks like 
indicates that top-performing sales 
organisations demonstrate three 
characteristics:
1.  The fastest-growing companies use 

advanced analytics to improve sales 
productivity and “drive double-digit 

sales growth with minimal additions 
in their sales teams and cost base”.

2.  Buyers’ growing comfort with 
digital channels has sparked a new 
breed of strategically minded and 
technically savvy sales leaders. 
They are transforming their sales 
organizations to sharply reduce field 
sales and marketing and rapidly grow 
inside sales and analytics teams.

3.  In today’s world of subscription-
based business models and recurring 
revenues, the need to continually 
win and renew sales mean successful 
customer-relationship managers 
are becoming increasingly valuable 
as sophisticated sales teams align 
themselves closely to the long-term 
success of their customers.
For further information, see: The 

secret to making it in the digital sales 
world: The human touch, https://www.
mckinsey.com/business-functions/
marketing-and-sales/our-insights/
the-secret-to-making-it-in-the-digital-
sales-world; and What the future science 
of B2B sales growth looks like, https://
www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/
marketing-and-sales/our-insights/
what-the-future-science-of-b2b-sales-
growth-looks-like.

 

   Phil Linter: Apprenticeships a benchmark for 
ethical and professional sales practice.




