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Research Summary

1.1 Research Objectives

Accurately assessing opportunity is an essential competency 
for sales organizations. It underpins critical resource allocation 
decisions, such as how and where to deploy salespeople, and 
it determines how essential work is prioritized within the 
sales force. Opportunity assessment involves a continuum 
of activities, from identifying and qualifying leads, to sizing 
active sales opportunities in prospects or customer accounts, 
to forecasting sales. 

This research focuses on two activities in this continuum 
– lead scoring and sales forecasting. Lead scoring is 
chiefly focused on prioritizing which opportunities to 
target in a portfolio of leads, whereas sales forecasting is 
more concerned with assigning a value and probability to 
qualified opportunities. In this survey we use the term “sales 
opportunity assessment” to collectively include lead scoring 
and sales forecasts.

The research sought to answer several questions related to how 
sales organizations practice sales opportunity assessments. 
These questions include the following: What forms of 
opportunity assessment are being implemented effectively? 
How accurate are sales forecasts and what can be done to 
improve them? Do sales people have a bias to overinflate or 
underinflate sales opportunity assessments? Finally, what 
metrics are used in sales opportunity assessment and which 
are most valuable?

1
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1.2 Summary of Key Findings

The majority of respondents utilize buying process modeling 
to better understand prospects’ readiness to buy. While most 
firms (85%) model a generic buying process, significantly 
fewer model more specific buying processes. We found firm 
utilization of a more specific approach to buying process 
modeling correlates with higher performance. High-performing 
firms (those that met or exceeded sales objective in the 
preceding 12 months) are substantially more likely to use 
multiple, specific buying processes models, between 28% 
and 95% more likely, compared to lower-performing firms. 
The largest difference appears in the use of market segment 
specific buying processes models, something high-performing 
firms do almost twice as often as low-performing firms.

Slightly less than half (49%) of respondent firms use a formal 
lead-scoring methodology. Those that do most frequently 
utilize salesperson interaction and purchase intent as lead 
scoring criteria. High-performing firms, however, are much 
less likely to utilize purchase intent in lead scoring, and much 
more likely to utilize social media interactions, firmographics, 
and purchase history, when compared to lower-performing 
firms.

Most firms (79%) had “low” or “very low” confidence in lead 
scores, corresponding to a level of confidence of 60% or less. 
This suggests lead scoring’s value is directional, and best 
considered as part of a continuum of qualification and value 
estimation activities.

Firms use an average of 4.3 measures for sizing sales 
opportunities. The most frequently used measure, utilized by 
70% of respondents, is in-person meetings, followed by lead 
source (utilized by 58%), website metrics (47%), and contract 
information (46%). Of these, in-person meeting outcomes 
are deemed the most valuable measure of opportunity value. 
Proposal and contracts data were rated next most effective 
(both at 2.3), followed by phone call data. In comparison to 
lower-performing firms, high-performing firms use opportunity 
measurement criteria differently. High-performing firms are 
more likely to use data from presentation, online chat, video, 
and virtual meetings, but less likely to use website data or 
lead source data.

Research Summary

1.2 One hundred thirty- 
seven firms participated 
in the research. Complete 
respondent demographics 
are provided in section 8.

Repondents

Firms
Sales Mgrs.
Salespeople

Total

137
13,000
102,000
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Given forecasting’s close association with opportunity 
assessment, we focused a significant portion of this 
research on sales forecasting practices. We learned that 
forecasting is a deeply flawed activity in many firms. In 
many firms, it consumes substantial effort, generates 
widespread dissatisfaction, and yields data of dubious 
predictive value. Its importance to management remains 
undiminished, however; 70% of respondents consider 
accurate forecasts “very” or “extremely” important.

Just 37% of respondents rate their overall satisfaction with 
their firm’s sales forecasting positively. A key contributor 
of dissatisfaction is forecast inaccuracy (just 43% of 
respondents are satisfied with forecast accuracy). Firms that 
are satisfied with forecast accuracy are much more likely 
to track it; 85% of “satisfied” firms track forecast accuracy, 
compared with just 55% of “not satisfied” firms.

Subjectivity and bias are widely present in sales forecasts, 
and are likely contributors to inaccuracy. Eight in 10 firms 
indicate that their sales forecasts rely on salesperson 
judgment, and 68% acknowledge salesperson bias in 
submitted forecasts.

Research Report: Assessing Sales Opportunities
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Mapping the Buying Process

Assessing sales opportunities involves more than a static estimate 
of financial value. A more complete measure of value emerges 
only when opportunity size is combined with an estimate of when 
the opportunity will materialize. Even the largest of potential 
requirements, if ultimately never actually purchased, represents 
an opportunity with an effective value of zero. Considering 
opportunity size in the context of timing is therefore essential for 
measuring real opportunity value. 

An accepted construct for including this element of timing is to 
evaluate an opportunity’s location along a generalized sequence 
of buying steps, or buying process. Ideally, sales organizations 
develop sales processes that mirror the buying process. While 
evaluating sales process effectiveness is beyond the scope of this 
initiative, our research did attempt to understand respondents’ 
efforts to codify buying process, and their degree of specificity 
in considering how (not just how much) their customers and 
prospects plan to buy.

2

2.1 Most firms (85%) model a generic buying process; just 36% model more specific buying processes associated 
with specific solution applications or users.

Percentage of Sales Organizations Mapping Customer Buying Processes

Percentage of Firms

A general buying process

New customer buying process

Repeat customer buying process

Market segment--specific buying process

Application or user-specific buying process

85%

56

53

50

36
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We found that most firms (85%) formulate a general buying 
process, applicable in a generic sense to how all purchases are 
made by all customers or prospects. Far fewer further document 
buying processes by customer type or segment. Fifty-six percent 
develop buying process models for new customers, 53% for repeat 
customers, and 50% for segment-specific buyers. Least likely of 
all is the use of buying process models for application or user-
specific buyers; just 36% examined buying process at that level of 
specificity.

2.2 Buying Process Modeling and Firm Performance

Comparing high-performing firms1 with their lower-performing 
peers reveals marked differences in how buying processes 
modeling is employed. High-performing firms are slightly more 
likely to utilize a generic buying process model (87% do so, 
compared with 82% of low-performing firms). However, they 
are substantially more likely to develop more specific buying 
processes models – between 28% and 95% more likely, compared 
to low-performing firms. The largest difference appears in the use 
of market segment–specific buying processes models, something 
high-performing firms do almost twice as often (95% more often) 
than low-performing firms. 

1 High-performing firms are those that met or exceed the firm sales objective for the preceding 
12-month period.

2.2 High-performing firms are much more likely to use buying processes models that address specific types 
of customers.

Percentage of Firms Mapping the Customer Buying Processes

Percentage of Firms

A general buying process

Market segment--specific buying process

Application or user-specific buying process

New customer buying process

Repeat customer buying process

87%
82%

65%
33%

60%
36%

53%
42%

41%
22%

Low-Performing Firms        High-performing Firms

Research Report: Assessing Sales Opportunities
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Managing Leads

3.1 Lead Scoring Utilization

Lead scoring is an emerging practice 
gaining adoption as marketing automation 
and other technology-based methods 
become more widely used. We found that 
49% of research respondents use a formal 
lead scoring methodology.

3.2 Lead Scoring Criteria

The most widely used criterion for scoring 
leads is salesperson interaction (utilized 
by 61% of respondents). Other criteria, 
in descending order of popularity, are 
purchase intent (58%), interaction with 
content (50%), firmographics (47%), 
and purchase history (47%). Least often 
utilized are public website data (24%), 
social media interactions (20%), and credit 
rating (6%).

3

3.1 Approximately half of respondent firms score 
leads.

Use of Lead Scoring by Firm

Percentage Distribution of Responses

Scores Leads
49% Does Not 

Score Leads
51%
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3.2 Salesperson interaction and purchase intent are the most frequently utilized lead scoring criteria.

3.3 Most firms (79%) had “low” or “very low” confidence 
in lead scores. 

Criteria Used in Lead Scoring 

Percentage of Firms Utilizing Criteria

Salesperson interaction

Purchase intent

Interaction with content

Firmographics (size, 
location, etc.)

Purchase history

Public websites (financial, 
job postings, etc.)

Social media interactions

Credit rating

Other

61%

58

50

47

47

24

20

12

6

3.3 Lead Scoring Confidence

Among firms that score leads, confidence 
in leads’ scores is low. Sixty-two 
percent of respondents say lead scores 
are accurate between 40% and 60% 
of the time. Seventeen percent found 
lead scores even less reliable (“0% to 
30% reliability”); 21% said scores had 
reliability of 70% or better. This suggests 
lead scoring’s value is directional, and 
best considered as part of a continuum 
of qualification and value estimation 
activities.

3.4 Qualifying Leads 

Though marketing may be most 
involved in developing leads, the 
sales organization is more involved in 
qualifying them. The sales organization 
alone qualifies leads in 37% of firms. 
Sales and marketing functions jointly 

Confidence in Lead Scoring Reliability

Percentage Distribution of Responses

Very Low 
(0%-30% 

Confidence) 
17%

Low (40%-60% 
Confidence) 

62%

Moderate 
(70%-80% 

Confidence) 
18%

High (90%-100% 
Confidence) 

3%

Research Report: Assessing Sales Opportunities
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qualify leads in 45% of firms, and in 18% 
of firms marketing alone handles lead 
qualification.

3.5 Differences in High-Performing  
     Firms’ Lead Scoring Criteria

Comparing high- and low-performing firms 
reveals differences in criteria emphasized 
in lead scoring. High-performing firms are 
much less likely to utilize purchase intent 
in lead scoring (50% of high-performing 
firms use this criterion, compared with 
74% of low-performing firms); they are 
much more likely to utilize social media 
interactions (26% vs. 5%), firmographics 
(52% vs. 32%), and purchase history (50% 
vs. 42%).3.4 The sales organization is involved in qualifying 

leads – either by themselves or in collaboration with 
marketing – in 82% of firms.

Which Function Qualifies Leads?

Percentage Distribution of Responses

Sales Alone 
37%

Both Sales and 
Marketing

45%

Marketing 
Alone

18%

3.5 High performing firms are much more likely to utilize social media interactions, purchase history, and 
firmographics as lead scoring criteria.

Criteria Used in Lead Scoring 

Percentage of Firms Utilizing Criteria

Salesperson interaction

Firmographics (size, 
location, etc.)

Purchase intent

Purchase history

Interaction with content

Public websites (financial, 
job postings, etc.)

Social media interactions

Credit rating

Other

Low-Performing Firms        High-performing Firms

50%
74%

50%
42%

48%
53%

26%
21%

52%
32%

26%
5%

61%
63%

11%
16%

2%
16%

Managing Leads



  

  Copyright © 2016 the Sales Management Association. All rights reserved. 13

Assessing Opportunities’ Value

4.1 Metrics Used in Assessing Customer or Prospect  
 Value

Firms use a variety of approaches to quantify opportunity 
value, and 80% of all firms use two or more value measures (on 
average, firms use 4.3 opportunity size measures). The most 
frequently used measure, utilized by 70% of respondents, is 
in-person meetings, followed by lead source (utilized by 58%), 
website metrics (47%), and contract information (46%). The 
least frequently used measures are data related to video content 
interaction (21%) and online chat interactions (9%).

4

4.1 Respondents most frequently use in-person meeting interactions to assess opportunity value.

Metrics Used in Assessing Customer or Prospect Value

Percentage of Firms Utilizing

In-person meetings

Lead source

Website

Contracts

Phone calls

Emails

Proposals

Virtual meetings

Presentations

Video

Chat

70%

58

47

46

44

44

42

40

32

21

9
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4.2 Effectiveness of Metrics Used in Valuing   
 Opportunities

In-person meeting outcomes are deemed the most valuable 
measure of opportunity value. This measure was rated 2.6, on 
average, on a 3-point effectiveness scale where 1 is not at all 
effective, 2 is moderately effective, and 3 is highly effective. 
Proposal and contracts data were rated next most effective (both 
at 2.3), followed by phone call data (2.0). Rated as least effective 
are email, video, and chat interaction data, rated at 1.7, 1.6, and 
1.4, respectively.

4.2 Face to face meeting outcomes are considered the most valuable measure of opportunity value.

Firm Rating of Metrics’ Value in Assessing Potential

Average Effectiveness Rating

In-person meetings 

Proposals 

Contracts

Phone calls 

Virtual meetings

Presentations

Lead source

Website 

Emails 

Chat

Video 

2.6

2.3

2.3

2.0

1.9

1.9

1.7

1.7

1.7

1.6

1.4

1
Low

2
Moderate

3
High

4.3 Differences in High-Performing Firms’ Use of   
 Opportunity Valuation Metrics

High-performing firms are more likely to use metrics related to 
presentation interaction (used by 37% of high-performing firms, 
vs. 23% of low-performing firms), online chat interactions (10% 
vs. 6%), online video content interaction (21% vs. 16%), and 
virtual meeting interactions (42% vs. 32%). They’re less likely to 
utilize website data (41% vs. 58%) and lead source information 
(53% vs. 71%).

Assessing Opportunities’ Value
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4.3.1 In comparison to lower-performing firms, high-performing firms use opportunity measurement criteria 
differently. High-performing firms are more likely to use data from presentation, online chat, video, and virtual 
meetings, but less likely to use website data or lead source data.

Metrics Used in Assessing Customer or Prospect Value

Percentage of Firms Utilizing

In-person event/meeting 

Lead source 

Contract 

Phone call

Proposal  

Email

Virtual meeting 

Website  

Presentation 

Video

Chat 

70%
71%

53%
71%

41%
58%

49%
41%

46%
39%

42%
45%

45%
35%

42%
32%

37%
23%

21%
16%

10%
6%

Low-Performing Firms        High-performing Firms

High-performing firms rate all value measures higher than do 
lower-performing firms (even if only nominally for several). The 
greatest variance in rated value is for website metrics (rated 
1.8 by high-performing firms compared with a 1.4 rating from 
lower-performing firms), presentation metrics (2.0 vs. 1.6), and 
lead source metrics (1.8 vs. 1.5). These higher value ratings for 
lead source and website metrics come despite high-performing 
firms’ less frequent use of these measures. This suggests their 
more specialized and selective utilization of these measurement 
approaches.

Research Report: Assessing Sales Opportunities
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4.3.2 High-performing firms find website metrics, presentation metrics, and lead source data more valuable in 
sizing opportunities than do their lower-performing counterparts.

Firm Rating of Metrics’ Value in Assessing Potential

Average Effectiveness Rating

In-person meetings 

Contracts

Phone calls 

Virtual meetings

Presentations

Proposals 

Lead source

Website 

Emails 

Chat

Video 

1
Low

2
Moderate

3
High

Low-Performing Firms        High-performing Firms

2.6
2.5

1.8
1.5

2.3
2.3

2.1
1.8

2.0
1.8

2.0
1.6

1.8
1.5

1.8
1.4

1.7
1.5

1.7
1.5

1.4
1.3

Assessing Opportunities’ Value
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Sales Forecasts

Opportunity assessment is an integral component of sales 
forecasting. Given forecasting’s close association with opportunity 
assessment, we focused a significant portion of this research on 
sales forecasting practices. We learned that forecasting is a deeply 
flawed activity in many firms.

5.1 Sales Forecasting Practices

5

5.1.1 Virtually all organizations forecast sales 
results.

5.1.2 Seventy percent of firms consider accurate sales 
forecasting “very” or “extremely” important.

How Important Are Accurate Sales Forecasts?

Percentage of Firms

Extremely or Very
70%

Moderately
18% 

Neutral 
7%

Low Importance 
6%

Use of Sales Forecasts by Firm 

Percentage Distribution of Responses

Does Not Forecast
3%

Forecasts
97%
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Virtually all respondents (97%) forecast sales results, and 
70% consider accurate sales forecasts either very or extremely 
important. 

Sales forecasts benefit first-line sales managers and more senior 
sales leaders (98% and 96% of whom, respectively, are named as 
beneficiaries of forecasts by respondents’ firms). In more than nine 
out of 10 firms, accurate forecasts also benefit C-suite leadership 
and the finance function. Less frequently, beneficiaries within the 
firm include operations (in 81% of firms), salespeople (in 74% of 
firms), and marketing (in 63% of firms).

5.1.3 Sales management, the finance department, and C-suite leaders are the most frequent beneficiaries of 
accurate sales forecasts within the firm.

Beneficiaries of Sales Forecasting Within the Firm

Percentage of Firms

Sales Management

Senior Sales Leadership

C-suite

Finance

Operations

Salespeople

Marketing

98%

96

95

92

81

74

63

Forecasted performance horizons are most frequently quarterly (in 
42% of firms), followed closely by monthly (in 41% of firms). Sales 
organizations’ forecasts require frequent updating, 36% update 
forecasts monthly, and 32% update forecasts weekly. Just 4% of 
respondents forecast as infrequently as once per year.

In sum, sales organizations spend lots of time forecasting. More 
than two-thirds of respondents (68%) indicate that forecasting in 
their organizations involves “considerable effort.”

Sales Forecasts
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5.1.6 Sales 
organizations expend 
considerable effort 
forecasting.

Firms’ Sales Forecast Update Frequency

Percentage Distribution of Firms

40

30

20

10

0
Real-time

8%
12%

4%

32%
36%

9%

Weekly Bi-Weekly Monthly Quarterly Annually

Firms’ Sales Forecast Time Horizon

Percentage Distribution of Firms

40

50

30

20

10

0

Days

3%
9%

5%

42%41%

Weeks Months Quarters Years

5.1.4 In more than 80% 
of firms, forecasted 
performance horizons 
are either monthly or 
quarterly.

5.1.5 Sales organizations’ 
forecasts require 
frequent updating – 36% 
update forecast monthly, 
and 32% update forecasts 
weekly.

“Our firm puts substantial effort into developing 
sales forecasts” 

Percentage of Firms

Agree
68%

Research Report: Assessing Sales Opportunities
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Firms’ Satisfaction with Sales Forecast Accuracy

Percentage of Firms

Satisfied
44%

5.2 Satisfaction With Sales Forecasts

For all the effort it requires, forecasting yields wholly 
unsatisfactory results, judging from respondents’ forecasting 
satisfaction ratings. Just 37% rate their “overall” satisfaction 
with their firm’s sales forecasting as positive. A key contributor 
of dissatisfaction is forecast inaccuracy. Fifty-seven percent 
of respondents are dissatisfied with their firms’ sales forecast 
accuracy.

A likely reason for dissatisfaction: inadequate tracking. Our 
research found that firms satisfied with forecast accuracy are much 
more likely to track it. Eighty-five percent of firms satisfied with 
forecasting accuracy track it, compared with just 55% of firms not 
satisfied with forecast accuracy. 

A closer look at forecasting satisfaction ratings reveals bi-modal 
response distributions. These suggest sales organizations are 
separating into two distinct populations, the first representing 
slightly more than a third of firms, is reasonably satisfied with 
overall forecasting value and accuracy, and the second, also 
roughly one-third, stuck with unsatisfactory forecasting outcomes 
and inaccurate forecasts.

5.2.1 Just 37% of respondents rate their “overall” 
satisfaction with firm sales forecasting as positive.

5.2.2 Forty-four percent of respondents are satisfied 
with sales forecast accuracy.

“Overall Satisfaction” with Sales Forecasts

Percentage of Firms

Satisfied
37% 

Sales Forecasts
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5.2.4 Firms’ overall 
satisfaction with 
forecasting shows a 
bi-modal distribution, 
with most firms on 
either side of the median 
(neutral) satisfaction 
response. There are more 
dissatisfied (42%) than 
satisfied (37%) firms.

5.2.3 Firm satisfaction with forecast accuracy correlates with whether firms track it.

Tracking Forecast Accuracy and Its Link to Satisfaction With Forecasts

85%

55%

Percentage of Firms That Track Forecast Accuracy

Firms Unsatisfied with Forecast Accuracy Firms Satisfied With Forecast Accuracy

Firms’ Overall Satisfaction with Sales Forecasts

Percentage Distribution of Firms

40

30

20

10

0
Very 

dissatisfied

6%
3%

36% 34%

21%

Somewhat 
dissatisfied

Neither 
satisfied nor 
dissatisfied

Somewhat 
satisfied

Very 
satisfied
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Firms’ Satisfaction with Sales Forecast Accuracy

Percentage Distribution of Firms

Satisfaction Rating

40

30

20

10

0
1

Completely 
Dissatisfied

2%

12% 12%

32%
28%

15%

0%
2 3 4

Neutral

5 6 7

Completely 
Satisfied

5.2.5 Firms’ satisfaction with forecasting accuracy also shows a bi-modal distribution, with most firms on either 
side of the median (neutral) satisfaction response. There are more dissatisfied (45%) than satisfied (43%) firms.

5.3 Subjectivity and Bias in Sales Forecasts 

Subjectivity and bias are widely present in sales forecasts, and are 
likely contributors to inaccuracy. Eight in 10 firms acknowledge 
that their sales forecasts rely on salesperson judgment, and 68% 
of firms acknowledge salesperson bias in submitted forecasts.

5.3.1 Eight in 10 firms acknowledge that their sales forecasts rely on salesperson judgment, and 68% of firms 
acknowledge salesperson bias in submitted forecasts.

Percentage of Firms Whose Sales Forecasts 
Rely on “Salesperson Judgment”

68%
80%

Percentage of Firms Whose Salespeople 
Submit Biased Forecasts

Sales Forecasts
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5.3.2 Bias is most frequently reflected in overstated 
forecasts.

Salesperson bias is most often manifest 
in overstated forecasts (in 51% of firms). 
Understated forecasts are most often 
present in 17% of firms.

Salesperson Bias in Sales Forecasting

Percentage Distribution of Firms

Biased Toward 
Overstating 

Sales 
51%

Biased Toward 
Understating 

Sales 
17%

Not Biased 
32%

6 Contracts

Our research included questions about contract and proposal 
data as sources of insight for assessing opportunities. Many firms 
find that even deals that reach the contracting phase can still be 
difficult to size and assess. Collecting data on how buyers interact 
with contracts offers data helpful in developing useful insight into 
timing and final opportunity size.
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Respondents were most agreeable that real-time updates on 
proposed contract revisions would be useful for opportunity 
assessment. This was rated 5.0 on a 7-point agreement-scale, 
where 1 is completely disagree and 7 is completely agree. Also 
rated highly were data from the number of authorized contract 
signers (4.8), and progress on contract review (4.8). Rated least 
useful was the number of people the contract was forwarded to 
(rated 4.3).

6.1 Respondents rated real-time updates on proposed contract revisions as the most useful potential piece of 
contract-related data for sales opportunity assessment.

The following contract related metrics could substantially improve sales assessments

Average Agreement Rating

Real-time updates on 
proposed contract changes

Number of authorized 
contract signers

Progress on contract 
sections reviewed

Number of people who 
review contract

Time spent reviewing 
contract

Contract reviewers' social 
profile(s)

Number of people contract 
forwarded to

5.0

4.8

4.8

4.6

4.6

4.4

4.3

1
Strongly 
disagree

2 3 5 64
Neither 

agree or 
disagree

7
Strongly 

agree

In rating a list of proposed benchmark metrics on contract 
activity, respondents indicated conversion by market segment 
would offer the greatest insight. It was rated 74 on a 100-point 
usefulness rating scale, where 0 is not at all useful and 100 is 
extremely useful. Other ratings were for conversion rates of 
similar contracts (70), the impact of contract clauses on approval 
(69), an estimate of contract closing probability (67), and insight 
on seasonality (65).

Contracts
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6.2 In rating a list of proposed benchmark metrics on contract activity, respondents indicated conversion by 
market segment would offer the greatest insight.

Proposed Contract Conversion Benchmark Metrics

Projected Usefulness

Average Usefulness Rating

Conversion by market segment

Similar contracts' conversion rates

Contract clauses' impact on  approval

Portfolio estimation of closing

Seasonality impact

74

70

69

67

65

0

Not at all 

100

Extremely 

50

Somewhat 

7 About the Research

7.1 Research Approach

This study aggregates participating firms’ responses to 
a web-based survey. The Sales Management Association 
developed the survey and recruited participants from our 
membership and broader audience of sales managers and 
sales operations professionals. In exchange for participating, 
we offer respondents advance copies of the detailed study 
report.

7.1 One hundred thirty- 
seven firms participated 
in the research. Complete 
respondent demographics 
are provided in section 8.

Repondents

Firms
Sales Mgrs.
Salespeople

Total

137
13,000
102,000
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Before reporting results, we eliminate invalid or ineligible 
responses, and sometimes contact respondents to clarify their 
responses. Survey results are only reported in aggregate, and 
never in a way that would compromise the identity of any single 
respondent. All individual respondent data are treated with strict 
confidentiality. 

7.2 Research Timing and Scope

This research represents summarized data from 137 participating 
firms, directly employing more than 84,000 sales professionals. 
Data was collected between December 2015 and February 
2016. Respondent demographics and descriptive information is 
summarized at the end of this report. 

7.3 Research Underwriters

This study was made possible in part through the underwriting 
support of Tinderbox. The Sales Management Association 
underwriters provide annual financial support to The Sales 
Management Association. Underwriters may suggest research 
topics, participate in ongoing research projects, and encourage 
participation or otherwise promote research initiatives.  

Underwriters are not involved with research administration, data 
collection, analysis, interpretation, or report development, unless 
explicitly noted in the report. Also, unless noted, underwriters 
do not pay a research-specific fee or directly commission research 
initiatives. 

The Sales Management Association is grateful for the support 
underwriters provide to our research efforts.

About the Research



  

  Copyright © 2016 the Sales Management Association. All rights reserved. 27

Respondent Demographics

8.1 Firm Size

One hundred thirty-seven participating 
firms ranged in size from small to very 
large. Sixty-five percent of respondents’ 
firms had annual revenue in excess of 
US$100 million; 11% were firms with 
annual revenues in excess of US$10 
billion.

8.2 Job Role

Respondents are predominately sales 
managers in their firms. Eighteen 
percent of respondents are first-line sales 
managers (i.e., they directly manage 
salespeople). An additional 34% are senior 
sales leaders, managing sales managers. 
One-third are in sales operations 
management roles, and 16% are in non–
sales-related management positions.

8

8.1 Sixty-five percent of respondent firms had annual 
revenues in excess of US$100 million.

Respondents’ Firm Revenue (USD)

Percentage of Respondents

$1 billion to 
$10 billion

19%

$100 million 
to $1 billion

35%

$10 million to 
$100 million

24%

More than 
$10 billion

11%

Less than 
$1 million
3%

$1 million to 
$10 million

8%
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8.2 Most respondents (52%) are in sales management 
roles, either as first-line sales managers (18%) or 
senior sales leaders (34%).

Respondents’ Job Role

Percentage of Respondents

Sales 
Manager (SM)

18%

Senior Sales 
Leader 

(Manages SMs)
34%

Management 
(Non-sales)

16%

Sales 
Operations

33%

8.3 Firm Performance

Sixty-four percent of respondent firms 
met or exceeded firm sales objectives in 
the preceding 12 months, and 71% met 
or exceeded profit objective in the same 
period. Respondents were asked to rate 
their firm’s achievement of profit and sales 
objective based on a 7-point scale (“1” 
for far underachieved objective, “4” for 
met objective, and “7” for far exceeded 
objective). We use this performance rating 
approach in order to normalize company 
performance across large and small firms, 
and high and moderate growth sectors. 
Twenty-two percent of respondents rated 
profit objective achievement in the highest 
two categories (“6” or “7”); 19% of firms 
rated sales objective achievement in the 
highest two performing categories. Thirty-
nine percent of respondent firms had 
positive revenue growth in the preceding 
12 months. Thirty-two percent had flat 
revenues, and 29% experienced declining 
firm revenues.

8.3.1 Sixty-four percent 
of respondent firms 
met or exceeded firm 
sales objectives in the 
preceding 12 months.

Respondents’ Sales Objective Achievement

Percentage Distribution of Firms

Firm Performance

1 2 3 5 64 7

40

30

20

10

0

Far Above GoalMet GoalFar Below Goal
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8.3.2 Seventy-one 
percent of respondent 
firms met or exceeded 
firm profit objectives 
in the preceding 12 
months.

8.3.3 Thirty-nine percent 
of respondent firms grew 
year-over-year revenues 
in the preceding 12 
months.

Respondents’ Year-Over-Year Sales Growth

Percentage Distribution of Firms

Firm Performance

1 2 3 5 64 7

40

30

20

10

0

Far Above Prior YearNo ChangeFar Below Prior Year

Respondents’ Profit Objective Achievement

Percentage Distribution of Firms

Firm Performance

1 2 3 5 64 7

40

30

20

10

0

Far Above GoalMet GoalFar Below Goal

8.4 Sales Force Size, Structure, and Management Span  
 of Control

Respondents firms have an average of 95 sales managers, and 745 
salespeople; sales managers have 7.9 direct-report salespeople on 
average by firm.

Research Report: Assessing Sales Opportunities
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8.4.1 Respondents have 
an average of 745 direct-
employee salespeople.

8.4.2 Respondents have an 
average of 95 first-line sales 
managers.

Salesforce Size
(number of salespeople)

Min
10th percentile
25th percentile
Median
75th percentile
90th percentile
Max
Average

Total

10
12
20
65

275
1,500

18,000
745

101,997

Salesforce Size
(number of managers)

Min
10th percentile
25th percentile
Median
75th percentile
90th percentile
Max
Average

Total

1
2
3
8

28
153

4,000
95

12,989

Corresponding median values are 65 salespeople per firm, and 
eight managers per firm.

8.5 Respondents’ Strategic Context

Forty-nine percent of respondents report high industry 
competitiveness, 42% report moderate competitiveness, and 8% 
report low competitiveness. Thirty-four percent indicate a high 
degree of industry change, 46% a moderate degree, and 21% a low 
degree.

8.5 Most respondents operate in moderate-to-highly competitive industries, with moderate-to-high amounts 
of change.

Degree of Industry Change

Low
9%Low

21%

Moderate
42%

Moderate
46%

High
49%

High
34%

Degree of Industry Competitive 

Respondent Demographics


