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Can Traditional Commission 
Schemes Still Drive Sales 
Outperformance? 
 
Sales models, teams and reward structures all look very different from how they did 10 to 

15 years ago. From door-to-door sales to around the clock digital sales, the scale of change 

has been phenomenal. Some of the key changes include: 

 A more dynamic marketplace—whether consumer or B2B; 
 More informed customers; 
 Tougher competition; 
 Greater investor expectations; 
 Stricter regulation and controls; and 
 Technological advancements. 
 

All of these have contributed towards creating ever increasing demands 

on businesses, and more specifically on the capability and productivity of 

their salesforce. 

Historically, sales teams have been a part of the organisation where 

reward has arguably played the most direct role in motivating staff and 

driving performance. In response to the changes in the marketplace, the 

mix of pay has slowly shifted from 100% commission-on-sales-based 

schemes towards a more balanced mix of salary- and commission-based 

pay packages (although still weighted more favourably towards 

commissions). Commission schemes themselves have become more 

complex in an attempt to achieve multiple and often conflicting objectives. On top of that 

sales roles, team structures, performance metrics and targets are harder to define while 

customer segments and market opportunities are becoming increasingly fragmented. 

As a result, simple carrot-and-stick-based reward mechanisms aren’t quite as effective as 

they perhaps once were. Nor is it sufficient to just focus on reward as the only means to 

maximise salesforce performance. In order to face up to the present day business demands 

and maximise returns from your spend a more comprehensive end-to-end approach for 

optimising salesforce performance needs to be considered. We have shared six key areas 

“Revisit your 
sales strategy 
and see if it is 
still relevant.” 
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from our ‘sales outperformance’ model that we have seen deliver the highest impact for 

organisations, especially when they work in tandem with each other: 

1. Revisit your sales strategy and see if it is still relevant. 
 
Quite often companies move from one sales target to the next, largely evolving iteratively to 
changing market demands. This can result in the failure to recognise, even acknowledge, 
any step changes in business direction or external environments that may require them to 
overhaul their sales model itself instead of simply tinkering around its edges. 
 
A good example was one FTSE100 media client we worked with who had been successful 
and hugely profitable for a long time. The average tenure of the salesforce was around 14 
years. Although still profitable, the market around them was changing quite rapidly (moving 
from print to digital), whilst they weren’t. Even a few leadership changes at the top and a 
well thought out new business plan and sales strategy didn’t convince the sales 
management that a change in their core sales model was required. Final result – sales fell, 
profits dried up, share price tanked, new players swallowed market share and eventually 
the company had to be sold off. Their inability and reluctance to move from the past to the 
future is what cost them dearly. 

 
2. Understand and segment your customers and define your value 

proposition (who and where they are, what they want, etc.). 
 

In the global marketplace companies operate in today, having operations in multiple 

markets and across many customer bases isn’t a preserve of just the larger organisations. 

However, as companies expand and grow at a rapid pace they often forget to truly 

investigate the financial ‘value’ associated with that expansion. 

We did some work with a large multinational telecom organisation, which was responding to 

the changing landscape of the media and telecom sector, from being a single (mobile) or 

dual (mobile and broadband) player market to a triple and quadruple player (mobile, 

broadband, landline, television) set-up. They understood the need to change but operating 

in 32 countries and across multiple customer segments, it was hard to consolidate the 

business. Through in-depth analysis, we found: 

 90% of their revenues were coming out of six countries alone; 
 85% of revenue was linked to circa 30 multi-service buyers (out of a total client list that 

ran into thousands); and 
 The highest revenue growth and margin was not from anyone in that group, but from 

clients that weren’t traditionally in their target group.  
 

This helped them actually understand their own business better and build a segmented 

sales strategy with reward programmes tailored to service the needs of their clients in the 

markets they operated in. 
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3. Prepare go-to-market plans for each segment, product and market (sales 
process). 

 

We have also seen companies establish themselves in one market or one product area or 

one customer base, and then try to replicate that same model as they expand and grow into 

newer areas and markets. Sometimes this is done as part of a well-formulated centralised 

structure and on other occasions it is just part of the company evolution. Not just local 

factors and market related intelligence are often overlooked, even recognition of the 

company’s own position in that new space is not reflected in the sales team structures and 

go-to-market plans. This is critical because a clear, focused and targeted approach to 

market can often become the difference between success and failure. 

This was best highlighted in the case of a technology company that we helped with 

revamping their go-to-market approach. In less than three years they had expanded their 

presence in almost 20 countries, with the sales team more than tripling in size. In their 

home country, they knew the market very well, understood the buying behaviours, local 

regulations and culture and had a good reputation and brand presence – all things that 

weren’t true for the markets they had just entered. After intermittent initial success (largely 

fed through home market customers) sales growth either stalled or increased very slowly 

and their money was getting locked in. We: 

 Sourced market intelligence on local practices; 
 Helped profile target customers; 
 Identified best sales channels; 
 Balanced sales teams with experienced home country staff and new local country 

recruits; and 
 Treated each market on its own with a targeted incentive plan, while ensuring all of 

them were grounded in and aligned with the overall business objectives and strategic 
direction. 

 

This helped them redirect their efforts, knowledge and resources in a more informed and 

targeted way, improving both productivity and returns. 

4. Create a sales organisation and team structures that best support your go-
to-market plans. 
 

This is another fairly common feature. Organisations change but their sales teams and 

structures don’t always match those changes. Most sales organisations start largely with 

‘hunters’ who go after new customers and new business. As businesses grow, hunting still 

remains the predominant key skill-set (people who stay and grow with the business would 

typically represent that journey) but not the key sales activity as it becomes about 

harvesting the big accounts they have acquired over time (usually tied to big rewards as 

well). New joiners don’t get the support/access they need, old timers sit tight with big 

accounts and paycheques (even though they are not naturally farmers), and business 
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growth usually starts to stall as customer acquisition and account penetration numbers start 

to fall. 

One approach we have seen work very well with our clients is to map your organisation’s 

growth, its changing needs, customer composition and expectations, with how your sales 

teams and sales roles are defined and structured. This includes: 

 Defining the customer segments (size, sector, etc.); 
 Identifying client needs (single service or portfolio, end-to-end service buyers) and 

markets (local, regional, global); 
 Developing a clear go-to-market strategy; 
 Aligning that strategy to how you define your sales roles (hunters, farmers, account 

managers, customer support, etc.); 
 Formulating team structures (product/service focused vs. multi-product but role 

specialism focused, local vs. regional or global); and  
 Incentivising key performance drivers (account growth vs acquisition, service vs 

volume). 
 

One of our clients where we used this approach saw their sales revenue increase and staff 

retention rate improve substantially (they had twice the industry attrition rate prior to that 

change) within the first year. 

5. Build people practices and reward packages that drive customer centric 
value creation. 

 

Even though customer experience is something many companies talk about a lot as a 

market differentiator (and rightly so) more often than not those metrics rarely make it on the 

commission schemes for the sales staff. They are still largely dominated by revenue, 

volume and/or (increasingly) profit metrics. In terms of the total earning levels, although 

salary levels have gone up in response to the increasing level of skill and knowledge 

required of sales staff today, they still remain largely undersold as a key element of the 

reward package (or for that matter as a tool to manage career progression or role 

differentiation).  

On the other hand, to make up for that increase, commission levels have dropped (while 

targets are increasingly challenging in a hugely competitive marketplace), which further 

exacerbates the situation. This disconnect between realities and expectations of the 

organisation and its salesforce, becomes a huge barrier and cause for internal rift as 

organisations evolve. 

And it’s not just reward. Training and skill development to match role and business 

requirements, recruiting for matching any existing skill gaps (especially with regard to 

selling in a digital marketplace), building a team culture in an often geographically dispersed 

salesforce, are all key areas that organisations need to bring together in order to maximise 

their return on sales effort.  
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At a financial services organisation we did just that. We:  

 Formulated role definitions to match their go-to-market approach; 
 Conducted skill assessments to determine current skills gaps; 
 Developed targeted training programmes for up-skilling; 
 Ran activity reviews to maximise time spent on sales related activities (away from 

administrative and unproductive tasks); 
 Designed reward packages (quantum as well as mix of pay) and performance metrics 

differentiated by role type and expected outcomes; 
 Analysed target setting to ensure relevance/achievability; and  
 Set-up regular communication plans and quarterly all staff meets to celebrate 

successes and share market insights. 

 

All of these people practices, that the company was already spending the same amount of 

money on, were just redirected and aligned to produce better results and a more engaged 

and motivated salesforce (they achieved double-digit growth in three of the next four 

quarters post roll-out). 

6. Set-up systems and processes to support strong governance. 
 

All of the elements discussed above need a very strong governance framework to ensure 

they are consistently applied and can also serve as a way of feeding invaluable information 

for future planning. Sales functions are often still ring-fenced from the rest of the 

organisation, with HR and Finance departments playing small roles, if any, in design, 

administration and implementation of policies. Breaking down these barriers and assigning 

clear responsibilities for everyone involved, helps ensure accountabilities are not passed on 

and procedures and policies are adhered to. Without it, most organisations, in our 

experience, tend to fall back quickly into the same old habits they so desperately want to 

change. 

Systems are equally critical. Without accurate and timely information it can get extremely 

challenging to implement anything other than what is convenient. In the day and age of 

advanced and affordable technologies, not using them to help improve efficiency, reliability 

and effectiveness of your salesforce could be an expensive mistake to make. A financial 

retail organisation we worked with nearly doubled their sales growth by installing a system 

that allowed real-time quota information for their sales staff as they started their shift. It 

helped them combine market intelligence with individual and team performance metrics to 

set real time targets by shift and location, so staff knew exactly what was expected of them 

and how much they could earn in incentives, every time they walked in to work. 

As important a role as reward and commission schemes play in motivating sales staff and 

driving sales performance, it is important to remember unless all aspects of your sales 

organisation are working together, getting the most out of your staff, in a highly competitive 

marketplace, is likely to remain an insurmountable challenge. Lastly, always remember to 

stay close to your sales staff and customers – listen and be open to change.  
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About Pearl Meyer 

Pearl Meyer is the leading advisor to boards and senior management on the alignment of 

executive compensation with business and leadership strategy, making pay programs a 

powerful catalyst for value creation and competitive advantage. Pearl Meyer’s global clients 

stand at the forefront of their industries and range from emerging high-growth, not-for-profit, 

and private companies to the Fortune 500 and FTSE 350. The firm has offices in New York, 

Atlanta, Boston, Charlotte, Chicago, Houston, London, Los Angeles, and San Francisco.



 

©2016 Pearl Meyer & Partners, LLC. All Rights Reserved.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NEW YORK 

570 Lexington Avenue, 7th Floor 

New York, NY 10022 

(212) 644-2300 

newyork@pearlmeyer.com 

 

 

ATLANTA 

One Alliance Center 

3500 Lenox Road, NE, Suite 1708 

Atlanta, GA 30326 

(770) 261-4080 

atlanta@pearlmeyer.com 

HOUSTON 

Three Riverway, Suite 1575 

Houston, TX 77056 

(713) 568-2200 

houston@pearlmeyer.com 

 

BOSTON 

93 Worcester Street, Suite 100 

Wellesley, MA 02481  

(508) 460-9600 

boston@pearlmeyer.com 

LONDON 

3rd Floor 

58 Grosvenor Street 

London W1K 3JA 

+44 (0)20 3384 6711 

london@pearlmeyer.com 

 

CHARLOTTE 

3326 Siskey Parkway, Suite 330 

Matthews, NC 28105 

(704) 844-6626 

charlotte@pearlmeyer.com 

 

 

LOS ANGELES 

550 S. Hope Street, Suite 1600 

Los Angeles, CA 90071 

(213) 438-6500 

losangeles@pearlmeyer.com 

 

CHICAGO 

123 N. Wacker Drive, Suite 860 

Chicago, IL 60606 

(312) 242-3050 

chicago@pearlmeyer.com 

 

SAN FRANCISCO 

595 Market Street, Suite 1340 

San Francisco, CA 94105 

(415) 651-4560 

sanfrancisco@pearlmeyer.com 

 

  

 For more information on  

Pearl Meyer, visit us at 

www.pearlmeyer.com or  

contact us at (212) 644-2300. 

  


