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SALES FORCE MANAGEMENT 

Sales Human Capital Management 
By Tom Magas and Alejandro Erasso 

Sales Human Capital Management (SHCM) is the approach used to acquire, prepare, use, 

motivate, and monitor investments in sales resources to drive the company’s go-to-market 

strategy. When the share of a typical sales budget related to expenses on (and investments in) 

sales personnel is put into perspective, representing between 60% and 80% of total dollars, 

managing those sales resources becomes a key tool of sales performance. The consultants at 

Sales Economics explain next what constitutes SHCM, how to achieve sustained sales success 

with it, and who should lead the efforts to leverage such a key enabler of managerial execution. 

 

ou have probably heard the term 

“Human Capital Management” (HCM) 

and have read many of the books or 

articles published on the subject.  

HCM has been defined as “the ongoing 

management of a firm’s most important 

asset — its workers — to ensure that 

workers provide maximum value in support 

of the organization’s strategic and 

operational objectives. This includes the 

employment, development, and utilization 

of workers, and the optimization of their 

work in alignment with organizational 

goals.”1 

Most public companies include footnotes in 

their 10Q’s or 10K’s which caution about the 

business risks associated with the loss or 

inability to attract and retain key personnel. 

The following quote came directly from one 

company’s 10Q: “if we lose key personnel 

or are unable to attract and retain 

                                           
1 See http://blog.yoh.com/2012/06/human-

capital-management-an-updated-definition.html 

personnel on a cost-effective basis, our 

business would be harmed”. The quote 

continues “our success is also substantially 

dependent upon our ability to attract 

additional personnel for all areas of our 

company, particularly in our Sales, Research 

and Development, and Customer Service 

Departments”.   

Although the concept of HCM applies to all 

organizations within a company, we believe 

there is a need for a more concrete focus 

on the Sales Force. This note will emphasize 

specifically the Sales specific aspect of HCM 

and redefine Sales Human Capital 

Management (SHCM).  

In an informal survey of CEO’s, Sales 

leaders, and Human Resources Executives 

done by Sales Economics,  SHCM was 

thought to be less of an integrated process 

but rather a series of programs sponsored 

by multiple organizations with multiple 

priorities. In a nutshell, SHCM was 

considered a loosely defined set of efforts. 
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What Is Sales Human Capital 

Management? 

In its most basic definition, it is the 

approach used to acquire, prepare, use, 

motivate, and monitor investments in sales 

resources to drive the company’s go-to-

market strategy. As mentioned earlier, it 

should be an integrated process, with all the 

necessary elements linked together and 

with each element or process having an 

impact on the others. 

 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 1 – The Sales Human Capital Management Cycle 
 

Who Owns SHCM? 

Ultimately, it’s the Sales Leader. However, 

in a matrix type of environment, it is often 

Sales Management, which has to rely on 

Human Resources for some responsibilities, 

and on Marketing, IT, and Sales Operations 

for others, all of them having competing 

interests.  
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SHCM determines how effective is 

the company turning the life cycle 

of all sales roles to their 

advantage.  

More often than not their own 

organizational issues take precedence over 

their support of Sales. The Sales Leader has 

to be an “orchestrator” of the support 

organizations that impact sales execution, 

while at the same time, he or she must 

strategize with executive team members, 

manage direct reports, prepare review 

presentations, provide weekly forecasts, 

interface regularly with customers, visit 

partners, and make the numbers. When 

push comes to shove, the Sales Leader’s 

priority is making the numbers this quarter 

and thus the “orchestration” fails.   

Why does SHCM matter? 

There are three major reasons: 

Reason 1: High expense. In a typical 

sales budget, greater than 2/3 is allocated 

to salaries, commissions, and benefits. Just 

the cost of sales force headcount represents 

about 50% of the overall sales budget. 

Reason 2: Positive ROI. Through 

increases in productivity in a number of 

ways, the returns can achieve synergistic 

levels. 

 Training on negotiation leads to 

better prices 

 Listening trainings lead to Better 

deals, greater win rate  

 Forced turnover instead of voluntary 

attrition leads to many more good 

performers and potentially lowering 

cost  

 Additional recruiters lead to reduced 

open seat time and increased 

revenue 

 Performance management tools 

 enable institutional efficiency 

Add it all up and the percent gains in 

productivity are absolutely achievable.  

Likewise, one of the implications of a poorly 

executed process is its negative impact on 

financial performance. According to some 

research2, on average, the top 20 percent 

of the sales force generates 62 percent of a 

company’s revenue, and 51 percent of sales 

people failed to meet their quotas in 2009.  

Furthermore, sales force turnover (company 

exits and role 

changes) 

tends to be 

too high, with 

nearly one in 

four sales 

people having 

left their 

employers last 

year either voluntarily or involuntarily.  With 

the cost of attrition being between 3-4X of 

fully loaded headcount expense, you can 

surmise that an ineffective SHCM process 

can have some fairly dramatic effects. 

SHCM determines how effective is the 

company turning the life cycle of all sales 

roles to their advantage. 

Reason 3: Sustainable and scalable 

impact on execution. Synergies are also 

reached through coordination. Small but 

mutually reinforcing actions contribute to 

significant performance and efficiency 

gains: one less miss-hire, a 10% reduction 

                                           
2 Research sponsored by Accenture with the firm 
CSO Insights and published in 2010 under the 

title “Accenture Sales Transformation: Sales 
Competency Behavior and Personality”. 
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in new hire time-to-first-order, a decrease in 

“open-seat” time, a skills development 

event that drives more efficient sales 

execution, a redesigned or streamlined 

process increasing sales velocity, and so on 

–add up to several percentage gains in 

productivity! 

The SHCM Approach 

So now, let’s start building your framework 

for SCHM. As mentioned above, all elements 

need to be linked together and driven as a 

continuous process to achieve the 

company’s goals and objectives.  

Part 1: Company Goals, Objectives 

and Strategies 

Start identifying the company goals, 

objectives and strategies, and how they 

cascade to your specific organization. 

Generally, these may include things like top 

line revenue growth, profitability, market 

share, shareholder value, global expansion, 

ROE, ROI, or some combination of the 

above. Regardless of which metrics, 

achieving them will require optimizing the 

effectiveness of people and teams. 

Part 2: Skill Set Needs Assessment and 

Gap Analysis 

Begin with the assessment of your talent 

strengths, weaknesses, and gaps by using 

workforce analytics as a baseline to derive 

hiring models, training needs, and resource 

requirements. 

Through competency based modeling 

combined with the aforementioned 

workforce analytics, companies can easily 

solve for skill set deficiencies enabling hiring 

and/or training for gaps. 

Part 3: Compensation and Rewards 

Compensation Plans and SPIFF’s should be 

designed to drive the company’s objectives, 

and attract and retain top performers.  

Compensation plans should also be 

designed to drive sales behaviors. When 

doing so ask yourself these questions:  

 Do the plans drive the company 

objectives?  

 Are the plans competitive such that you 

can attract and retain top performers?  

 Are they easy to understand and easy to 

administer?  

 And finally, when you evaluate both 

quantitative and qualitative performance, 

do the plans truly reward overall 

individual value?   

Of course, they have to be affordable. 

Sources of information in this area include 

several software providers with domain 

expertise in Sales Compensation 

Management. Survey information also 

allows competitive benchmarking. Another 

source of “informal” data may come from 

recruiters, specifically the earnings 

expectations of the people you’re trying to 

attract, as well as information on how 

competitor companies pay their people. 

Part 4: Talent Acquisition – Internal 

and External 

Hiring, promoting or redeploying sales 

resources is one of the most important 

things a company can do. Mistakes can be 

expensive – not only costing valuable 
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Companies should focus on hiring 

whoever meets their assessed 

needs instead of the “best 

available” people.  

budget dollars, but opportunity costs as 

well. 

Determining the hiring profile based on 

necessary skill sets (see part 2), having the 

ability to financially attract the “top 25%” 

(see part 3), and consistently monitoring 

performance based on workforce analytics 

(see part 7) are indispensable preconditions 

for effective talent acquisition. 

It’s estimated3 that the total cost of 

turnover averages between three and four 

times the fully loaded headcount cost as 

well as the 

added 

burden of 

time and 

cost of 

replacement

s. 

Integrating 

staffing, compensation, and performance 

management in alignment with the 

company’s goals will help reduce turnover 

and subsequently reduce costs.  

It’s important that companies focus on 

hiring whoever meets their assessed needs 

instead of the “best available” people.  

Part 5: On-Boarding 

All support organizations interfacing with 

sales personnel should be included in the 

on-boarding process. Their aims should be 

to transform basic new hire orientation into 

a strategic initiative. 

Surveys indicate that retention is higher 

among the best-in-class companies (as 

measured by KPI comparisons and in the 

                                           
3 Ibid. 

top 20%)4. Data revealed that 86% of first 

year employees were retained while in 

laggard companies (bottom 30%), 56% 

were retained. Additionally, 77% of 

employees hired in the last 12 months in 

best-of-class companies met their first 

performance milestone, while conversely, in 

laggard companies, only 59% met their first 

performance milestone.  

Components of a successful sales on-

boarding program generally include, 

administrative activities (systems set-up, 

forms, contacts, mobility, accessibility), 

company culture and history, CRM 

requirements, product or service offerings, 

competitive information and positioning, 

sales methodology, order processing, 

compliance, pricing and information 

repositories (presentations, data sheets, 

RFP/RFI templates, price books, etc). 

Keys to success include substantial pre-

work (to put all participants at an equal 

baseline), hands-on activities, collaborative 

exchanges, and testing for retention. 

In summary, on-boarding prepares people 

to provide value to the customer as well as 

successfully interact with the rest of the 

company. Selling is a team sport. 

Part 6: Sales Enablement 

This step aims at assisting sales personnel 

with the tools, processes, and knowledge to 

effectively engage customers. 

Forrester Research defines Sales 

Enablement as “a strategic, ongoing process 

                                           
4 The Aberdeen Group conducted a study of 200 
organizations (SMB, SME and F1000) in 

March/April 2012. See Aberdeen, “Onboarding 
2012: The Business of First Impressions“, 2012. 
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that equips all client-facing employees with 

the ability to consistently and systematically 

have a valuable conversation with the right 

set of customer stakeholders at each stage 

of the customer's problem-solving life cycle 

to optimize the return of investment of the 

selling system”5.  

What differentiates a vendor from their 

competition the most?  The ability to match 

relevant capabilities to specific client 

situations and a focus on driving business 

results. This is achieved through good sales 

enablement. 6 

In summary, sales enablement prepares 

people to interact with customers and 

channel partners outside the company. 

Selling, again, is a team sport. 

Part 7: Performance Management/ 

Workforce Analytics 

Workforce analytics, specific to various sales 

roles, may be the prime driving force for 

increased sales productivity. 

Of all the elements included in the SHCM 

continuum, this is probably the one that is 

paid attention the least but potentially the 

one that can provide the greatest ROI. By 

using sales based competency models 

which incorporate both quantitative as well 

as qualitative performance metrics, you can 

be provided with key analytics to drive 

hiring profiles, training needs, and 

compensation. Additionally, having visibility 

to key sales workforce analytics allows you 

                                           
5 See Forrester Research, “Technology Buyer 

Insight Study: How Executives Differentiate 

among Their Suppliers “, 2012 on a study of 166 
enterprise business and IT decision makers in 

North America. 
6 Ibid. 

to identify low performers early and be able 

to differentiate between forced and 

unforced attrition.  

Remember to gain acceptance on the 

importance level of each identified 

competency. For example: is “making the 

number” the only measurement you deem 

important? If so, where does forecast 

accuracy fit in, or account accuracy, 

contribution margin, initiative or creativity, 

management interfaces, resource utilization, 

win/loss ratios and so on? 

Why Is Integrated Execution 

Important? 

Once you have developed your go-to-

market strategy you should strive to have 

your resources aligned with it. Otherwise 

the synergies of all the interactions among 

the activities to acquire, prepare, use, 

motivate, and monitor investments in sales 

resources won’t happen. 

A short checklist can detect whether you 

are covering the key parts of the cycle. For 

instance: 

 Do you know your gaps in terms of 

alignment and skills?  

 Do you have confidence that your teams 

have the necessary skills to execute it? 

 Does your compensation scheme allow 

you to attract that top 10% externally as 

well as retain and motivate your top 

internal 60%? 

 Is the training that you do aligned with 

your go-to-market strategy and/or based 

on skill set deficiencies? 

 Does your performance management 

process drive hiring models, training 
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programs, succession planning and is it 

linked to what individuals earn? 

 Is your sales engine running at maximum 

efficiency? 

It is clear that the synergies can easily turn 

into mutually reinforcing obstacles when an 

integrated process doesn’t happen. 

Synergies require Sales Leaders to function 

like an orchestra conductor – coordinating 

the efforts of multiple entities with multiple 

agendas to create perfect harmony and 

achieve their sales objectives. Any other 

organization involved in go-to-market 

efforts plays a key role in SHCM. The 

challenge for Sales and Sales Operations 

Leaders is to coordinate as well as hold 

accountable, every organization that has an 

impact on Sales. For example: 

 Human Resources: staffing, 

compensation, administrative on-

boarding, performance management 

 Marketing: training, on-boarding, 

sales enablement 

 IT: CRM, on-boarding, tools, 

mobility, access 

 Sales Support: training, on-boarding  

 Finance: budgets, analytics, on-

boarding  

 Operations: alignment, process, 

programs, reporting 

Where Do You Start? 

Once you understand your company’s goals 

and objectives, and rationalized your go-to-

market, then: 

 Start with a skills, attributes and 

results assessment 

 Identify strengths and weaknesses 

 Choose where to investing training 

and coaching dollars 

 Select hiring profiles 

Takeaway 

The question isn’t whether these activities 

are being done, -because they probably are. 

The question really is how well they are 

being done, and whether they are part of 

an integrated process or just a series of 

independent programs sponsored by 

multiple organizations with multiple 

priorities. People may check the box and 

say “it’s been done” while investments still 

don’t bring the expected returns. Review 

your SHCM to enable your ROI. 
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