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Stephan Stergiou and Joost Oostveen interviewed 29 sales di-
rectors and managers across 19 European financial service pro-
viders, who all excel in face-to-face sales. It becomes clear from 
these interviews, that they are able to provide more added value 
to their customers than the competition. The interviews have 
delivered 100 concrete best practices, from which four drivers 
can be identified to put Sales Excellence into practice. 

Driver 1: Create a customer centric approach and focus in 
business partners.
Driver 2: Develop and work according to a transparent sales 
process.
Driver 3: Facilitate continuous and need driven sales management.
Driver 4: Strengthen the cooperation between Marketing and Sales. 



Sales directors emphasise the importance of a customer 
centric approach
The first driver of Sales Excellence is the way in which custom-
ers and agents are approached. Financial service providers 
really have to become acquainted with the custom-
er’s perspective. Organisations that systematically 
and consistently focus on the desires and needs 
of end consumer and agents, will refrain from 
trying to sell and start enabling their custom-
ers to buy.

Put the customer in the centre
Successful financial service providers prefer cus-
tomer focused sales over product focused sales. They 
are putting the customer on centre stage. Customers no longer 
have the desire to be treated as an anonymous statistic, and mar-
keting intelligence can play an important role in this. With the 
help of data analyses, these service providers move their mass 
customer approach onto a more individual footing. In addition, 
they are aware of what separates ‘desires’ (which customers usu-
ally will obtain anyway) and ‘needs’ (where customers will re-
quire some guidance to obtain these). From the customer’s point 
of view, desires are ‘cool’ and needs are ‘boring’. Due to the fact 
that financial services usually fall into the ‘needs’ camp, clever 
financial service providers have taken careful note of this. They 
help their customers identify these ‘needs’ and then enable them 
to purchase the solution.

Clear segmentation of the intermediaries
The interviewed financial service providers are building up 
strong relationships with small, but well defined groups of 
agents. They do this by making a clear segmentation, one 

which is easily explained to the intermediaries. By com-
municating why you are doing business with one 

specific agent and not another, the relationship be-
comes more transparent; increasing both loyalty 
and trust. This renewed relationship is based on 
mutual ‘development’. It is essential for intermedi-
aries also to maintain a customer focused approach 

when attracting and retaining the right customers. 
The financial service provider should provide assist-

ance and be there when needed most. For example, by 
offering marketing intelligence support in analysing their port-
folios, a better insight into their cross-, up- and deep-sell oppor-
tunities will be gained. This will allow agents to approach their 
customers in a focused manner and optimise the potential value 
of their customer portfolio.

Sales directors believe that reviewing their sales process is a top 
priority 
Customers will view financial products as being less complex, 
when the sales process is transparent and well executed by the 
sales team. Successful financial service providers therefore have a 
clearly defined sales process and support their sales force during 
the performance with the appropriate tools and portals.

Integrate the purchase and sales processes 
As previously discussed, financial products are 
more of a necessity for the customer than a de-
sire. Although needs are considered as being 
‘boring’, the way in which financial providers 
deliver these needs can be made to look ‘cool’.
Therefore, it is with the sales process that finan-
cial service providers can make all the difference 
for their customers. In addition, a clear sales process 
will make the sales force aware of the steps necessary, before a 
successful sale is concluded. Clarity in the sales process will also 
result in a maximising of all customer contact points. One thing 
cannot be predicted: what steps has the customer himself un-
dertaken before he first approaches the organisation? The start 
of the purchase process is no longer self evidently linked to the 
start of the sales process: certainly an extra challenge for the sales 
team. Therefore, absorb the purchase process into the sales proc-
ess. This will enable the sales staff to identify which steps remain 
to be taken by the customer and which activities the sales staff 
will have to perform in order to guide the customer towards the 
sale.

Supply support and tools 
Sales managers have pointed out the importance of tools for 
supporting their sales force over the course of the sales process. 
However, tools by themselves are no guarantee of success. To ex-
cel, they will have to meet three demands:
•  Instruction

The sales force should be clear about when a tool is required. 
Appropriate use of these tools can be stimulated, by linking 
them to certain steps in the sales process. 

•  Ease
Due to their inherent complexity, enormous opportunities 
exist for easing the process, which can ultimately only have a 
positive influence on the purchase decision. Tools stimulating 
this ease of process will help reduce complexity and encourage 
the purchase decision.

•  Co-creation 
Successful tools should be co-developed by the same people 
who will use them: ‘the sales force’. 

Offer interactive knowledge portals 
Good tools alone are insufficient. Easy access to 
the tools will determine their use. Therefore, in-
teractive knowledge portals should be set up to 
facilitate the spread of tools and knowledge. This 
is best achieved by structuring portals on the basis 

of the sales process. The sales force will be able to 
download tools via the portal and upload their own 

tools and experiences. This will make the tools and infor-
mation available to sales staff, who will be able to exchange tips 
and best practice, further stimulating co-creation. This practice 
of continuous exchange will only lend to strengthen the sales 
process and should make the sales force responsible for the de-
velopment of the selling method. 
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Sales managers mention four conditions for successful sales 
management.
Successful �nancial service providers are changing their ap-
proach from one which focuses on people en bloc, to a more in-
dividual approach, where the sales force accepts a higher level of 
responsibility.

Focus on team effectiveness
In the research, sales managers emphasise a positive correla-
tion between mutual cooperation and sales results. Cooperation 
within the sales force can be stimulated, for example, by hold-
ing periodical sales meetings where the discussions are based on 
activities from the sales process. Although convening sales meet-
ings is not a new invention, the number of �nancial service pro-
viders who actually hold periodical sales meetings is low. Often 
these irregular meetings lack structure and generally focus solely 
on results and product presentations. By the free spread of indi-
vidual data, an insight can develop into the salesman’s preferred 
sales route. This will shed light on the quality of the sales staff in 
each step of the sales process, thus clarifying to the team which 
of their colleagues can be approached for performance enhanc-
ing tips. This should result in the sales team becoming responsi-
ble for its own development, by regenerating itself from within 
through a process of self coaching and training. Stop teaching 
and start facilitating.

Offer individual coaching and tailor made training 
According to the sales managers interviewed, individual coach-
ing is by far the most effective. Let sales staff identify 
their own weaknesses and strengths, based upon their 
personal sales route. Assist in determining con-
crete objectives for improvement and offer train-
ing modules to improve the necessary skills. In 
many cases, the transfer from group courses to 
individual coaching and focused training will en-
hance the effectiveness of the sales force. The sales 
managers mention two conditions for achieving this. 
First, the sales directors should be able to ful�l such a 
coaching role, which can be achieved by using for example ‘train 
the trainer’ and ‘coach the coach’ programmes. Second, training 
modules should be linked to speci�c steps in the sales process, 
enabling the setting up of a tailor made course programme for 
each salesman.

Adapt development programmes for intermediaries 
Support intermediaries with development programmes speci�-
cally geared towards them; this should increase their sales �g-
ures. There are two important phases of an intermediary’s life 
cycle: the start up phase and the growth phase. During the start 
up phase, small intermediaries often lack the means and knowl-
edge to develop a marketing strategy at customer level or to car-
ry out effective local marketing activities for raising their market 
pro�le. During the growth phase, intermediaries are often faced 
with high costs, making it virtually impossible to develop a 
strategy which will allow them to keep pace with the compa-
ny’s growth. Successful �nancial service providers support inter-
mediaries during their development, by adapting development 
programmes to the intermediary’s life cycle, for example by facil-
itating start-up programmes, with the emphasis on support with 
local marketing activities.

Stimulate sales with incentives and management 
involvement
Finally, the right incentive is essential in effective sales manage-
ment. The sales managers identi�ed four elements:
1. Link incentives to activities.

Go public with the sales force’s activities and link these to a 
transparent incentive scheme. The sales force will then experi-
ence the incentive system as fair and feel responsible for their 
own activities.

2. Set group targets 
This will enable a free �ow of information and knowledge 

within a de�ned group and will create a competi-
tive environment between the groups. The sales 

force will therefore develop a pro-active atti-
tude towards improvements within the sales 
organisation.
3. Rank the stars

Top salesmen will begin to function as role 
models. This will provide a positive bench-
mark, against which salesmen can measure 
their performance.

4. Create maximum involvement of the management 
Activities geared towards increasing the sales performance will 
be more effective in organisations where the management has 
a direct involvement in the sales activities. This will generate 
additional motivation within the sales force to excel in their 
sales.
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Sales managers emphasise the importance of cooperation between 
Marketing and Sales. 
By implementing the previous three drivers, existing activities 
can be re-allocated between Marketing and Sales. This is what 
the fourth driver is all about; Who does what in order to 
increase sales? In addition to Sales, Marketing plays 
a crucial role here. Rather than having to com-
pete for tools and means, these two departments 
should carefully de�ne their roles and coordi-
nate their activities. 

From the customer’s point of view, there are three 
reasons for linking Marketing and Sales. First, cus-
tomers buy and companies sell; two wholly different 
processes. To entice a customer to actually buy a product is 
something more than just a simple sales process (for example 
brand recognition, product awareness and campaigns). 
Second, sales is more than just face-to-face. Consumers make use 
of more than one sales channel, as do �nancial service providers. 
Given that Sales is not quite the appropriate department to oper-
ate all these channels, the role of Marketing here is pivotal. 

Third Sales and Marketing often possess little insight into what 
the other actually knows about the customers. This also con-
cerns essential customer information required to prolong a re-
lationship with the customer and to maintain the dialogue. It is 
becoming increasingly important to collect, record and exchange 
customer information for its optimal use in maximising a cus-
tomer’s potential. 

What happens next? Sales managers indicate that it is impor-
tant to have a process in place, but the organisation needs to be 
reconstructed around this. Use the customer process as a base, 
de�ne the connecting activities and allocate these between Sales 
and Marketing.

1. Increase brand awareness 
Regarding your product/service, brand awareness among your 
customers should be high. This is and always will be a classic 
marketing responsibility.

2. Identifying leads
This is often the responsibility of the sales force, working 
without any clear selection criteria. Marketing is the obvious 
answer. By using marketing intelligence, a faster and better 

identi�cation of potential customers can be realised, far faster 
and better than any salesman could ever hope to achieve.

3. Approach customers with campaigns 
Practice shows that sales forces often set up their own cam-

paigns without marketing support and vice versa. Suc-
cessful �nancial service providers therefore integrate 

Marketing and Sales, focusing their campaigns on 
the customers demonstrating the most potential.
4. Fix appointments with the customers 

Arrangements with customers are often set 
up by individual salesmen, but allowing the 
lone salesman to make all the arrangements is 
questionable. Customer contact and commer-
cial support staff have become specialists and 
are often much better placed to have these 
talks than salesmen. 

5. Customer visits
This is and will remain each salesman’s primary task. Dur-
ing a customer visit, needs can be identi�ed, offers made and 
deals closed. A point for discussion here is the drafting up of 
offers. Commercial support staff can play a crucial role here. 
They are also able to take on board the after sales phase of the 
process. 

6. Relations management 
The sales managers interviewed prefer to leave relations man-
agement with Marketing. In reality, these activities should be 
�ne tuned with the Sales department.

The division of activities and tasks between Marketing and Sales 
as described will place salesmen where they belong: with the cus-
tomer!  �3�3

�È���D�X�i�b�\�k�`�e�^���X�e�[���J�X�c�\�j���X�i�\���Y�f�k�_���g�X�i�k���f�]���k�_�\���Y�l�p�`�e�^���g�i�f�Z�\�j�j�%����
�I�X�k�_�\�i���k�_�X�e���_�X�m�\���k�_�\�d���Z�f�d�g�\�k�\���]�f�i���k�_�\���j�X�d�\���i�\�j�f�l�i�Z�\�j�#���Y�f�k�_��
�D�X�i�b�\�k�`�e�^���X�e�[���J�X�c�\�j���j�_�f�l�c�[���[�\�Ô�e�\���k�_�\�`�i���i�f�c�\�j���X�e�[���Z�f�f�i�[�`�e�X�k�\��
�k�_�\�`�i���X�Z�k�`�m�`�k�`�\�j�É�����J�X�c�\�j���[�`�i�\�Z�k�f�i�#���J�n�`�j�j���@�e�j�l�i�X�e�Z�\���:�f�d�g�X�e�p� 

�È���D�X�b�\���j�X�c�\�j�d�\�e���i�\�j�g�f�e�j�`�Y�c�\���]�f�i���k�_�\�`�i���f�n�e���[�\�m�\�c�f�g�d�\�e�k���X�e�[��
�f�]�]�\�i���k�_�\�d���g�\�i�j�f�e�X�c�c�p���X�[�X�g�k�\�[���d�f�[�l�c�\�j���k�f���_�\�c�g���k�_�\�d���X�Z�_�`�\�m�\��
�k�_�\�`�i���k�X�i�^�\�k�j�%���K�_�`�j���n�`�c�c���`�e�Z�i�\�X�j�\���d�f�k�`�m�X�k�`�f�e���X�e�[���`�d�g�i�f�m�\���k�_�\�`�i��
�b�e�f�n�c�\�[�^�\���X�e�[���j�b�`�c�c�j�É�����J�X�c�\�j���[�`�i�\�Z�k�f�i�#���;�l�k�Z�_���9�X�e�b� 

�=�f�l�i���[�i�`�m�\�i�j���]�f�i���j�X�c�\�j���\�o�Z�\�c�c�\�e�Z�\�1���Y�X�c�X�e�Z�\���k�_�\�d
We have identi�ed four drivers at customer, process, manage-
ment and organisational level. Practice shows that to really 
generate results, it is insuf�cient to implement just one or two 
of these drivers; all four need to chime in harmony. If you can 
achieve this, your sales force will contribute considerably to 
the growth of your enterprise.
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