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HOW YOUR LEADERSHIP STYLE AFFECTS
YOUR SALES TEAM’S PERFORMANCE
The Art of War is one of the most

Obviously, the best-case scenario is when

often-quoted tomes on business, so

you don’t have to micromanage, when

wise and eternal are Lau Tzu’s ancient

your team members work autonomously,

teachings. But one quote in particular

combining their energy and knowledge

will ring ironically true to modern-day

with your expertise. But how do you

sales managers:

achieve that? And which leadership style
suits you?

”A leader is best when people barely
know he exists,” he says. “When his

Here

work is done, his aim fulﬁlled, they will

leadership style aﬀects your sales team’s

say: we did it ourselves.”

performance.

In other words, lead by example - not

No two salespeople were created equally,

just with words - and your team will

as you know. Not every style of sales suits

follow

not

every client (and rep) and not every

consciously aware that they’re doing

management style ﬁts equally. So feel free

so.

to tailor these styles to get the most out of

suit,

even

if

they’re

are

some

ways

yourself and your team.
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in

which

your

A leader is best when people barely know he
exists. When his work is done, his aim fulﬁlled,
they will say: we did it ourselves.

1. INDIVIDUAL
COACHING

Always do your best.
What you plant now, you
will harvest later. - Og Mandino
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1. individual coaching

THE STYLE
You take your time to get to know the
sales style of each team member, their
strengths and their weaknesses. Some
salespeople are introverts (no, really!)
who play a longer game but nurture
long-lasting, lucrative and trusting
relationships with clients. While others
prefer the conventional sales rep style
of being outgoing and gregarious.
The same style of coaching and
leadership will not suit each of these
sales reps, so you nurture their
strengths
and
work
on
their
weaknesses.
Introverts tend to be more analytical
and trustworthy while sometimes
lacking the courage to initiate or chase
leads.
Extroverts are aﬀable and are great
improvisers, but are sometimes fuzzy
with ﬁner details and can have shorter
attention spans.

According to Brian Lamerts, Senior
Analyst at Forrest Research, coaching
that focuses on behaviour is more
eﬀective than conversations that focus
on results.
“Tailored
coaching
conversations
require sales managers to monitor,
direct, evaluate, and reward speciﬁc
rep behaviours related to the end-state
of the desired transformation - such as
cross-selling to grow wallet share.
“By
helping
salespeople
improve
speciﬁc
knowledge
(eg,
industry
knowledge, competitive knowledge,
and role knowledge) as well as selling
skills (eg, listening, presenting, and
business analysis), coaches become a
critical resource in empowering reps
with the conﬁdence they need to sell,”
he says.
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By helping salespeople improve knowledge,
coaches become a critical resource in
empowering reps.

1. individual coaching

THE
RESULT
People sell at their own pace, and

Your team will feel appreciated and be

clients and sales reps are as varied as

motivated; you can work on short and

the human race itself. Getting to know

long-term sales goals for the whole

your

team and, of course, make the most of

staﬀ

and

training

them

accordingly will mean having a rep for

everyone’s strengths.

every type of client.

A survey from Harvard Business Review
ﬁnds that 69% of salespeople who
exceeded their annual quota rated
their sales manager as being excellent
or above average. Taking the time to
get to know the individual salesperson
and their style will pay dividends.
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2. nuanced

goal-setting
Nothing discourages concentration
more than worrying about the
outcome. - John Eliot
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2. nuanced goal-setting

THE
STYLE
Setting clear, attainable goals is a ﬁne

If you want more leads, concentrate on

art. As a leader, you naturally will want

that over short-term income, and the

to get the best out of your team and

income

encourage them to achieve what is

concentrate on individual goals, but

within their potential (and beyond).

overwhelming

will

follow.
them

Reps
can

can
be

discouraging and counterproductive.
But how do you set goals that are
attainable and also push your team?

Discipline and grit are ﬁnite, which is

The answer is to do so incrementally,

why plenty of people run marathons,

with an eye to the sales environment.

do night degrees and write books, but
very few do so within the same year.

Lead generation, revenue building and
closing are all interconnected, but can
be individually focused on.
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A Harvard University study on goal

“Moreover, when students have clear

setting found that the mere act of

objectives, they are more likely to seek

setting an attainable, but ambitious

feedback to close the gap between

goal increases motivation – as long as

their current understanding or skill

it’s a clear goal.

and the desired goal.”

The study reports: “When instructors

You

set explicit learning goals, students

anyone – or you should. So set goals

have

that are beyond what they’re achieving,

a

clear

expectations,
concentrate

picture
helping

their

eﬀorts

of

course

them

know

your

team

better

than

to

but not ludicrous. You may want to

eﬃciently

increase sales by 100%, but you’re far

toward the attainment of those goals.

less likely to do so by giving your team
that goal within a week. However, if

“Instructors can also outline objectives
to

guide

students

to

accomplish

learning goals (ie, what behaviours will

you collectively aim for a 10% increase
every month, your sales will increase
120% within the year.

be demonstrated by the students).
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6

When students have clear objectives, they close the
gap between their current understanding and the
desired goal.

2. nuanced goal-setting

THE
RESULT
Going back to the marathon analogy,

Set goals incrementally with the sales

nobody

reps’

trains

for

a

marathon

by

abilities

and

external

factors

running 26 miles on their ﬁrst training

(such as the time of year) in mind. This

session. They run a little further every

will help them strive for improvement,

time.

without becoming disheartened.
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3. participative
leading

Human beings have an innate inner
drive to be autonomous, self-determined,
and connect to one another. And when
that drive is liberated, people achieve
more, and live richer lives. - Daniel Pink
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3. PARTICIPATIVE LEADING

THE STYLE
Every sales rep should be able to work

Encourage

on their own initiative, but know that

opinions on what the team should be

their opinions and questions will be

doing, areas to target, tactics to use

heard. Are you a collaborative leader

and so on. Participate yourself as well,

or a dictator? It’s ﬁne to expect your

helping

team to work by themselves, but an

diﬃcult clients.

open-door

policy

is

essential

participation

with

queries,

by

inviting

advice

and

to

nurture their talent, maintain clear
communication and to get the best out
of them.

“Employees
recognise

in
that

this
their

environment
ideas

and

feedback are not only appreciated, but
often put into action.

Sales can be a grind, even for the most
gifted rep, but it helps them to know
that they can talk to you candidly about
their work.

“In fact, some organisations reward
employees that come up with new
product or service ideas or alternative
ways for companies to grow revenue or
mitigate costs.”
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Innovative thinking is often fostered in
a culture of participative leadership.

3. PARTICIPATIVE LEADING

THE
RESULT
The better a sales rep knows the

A classic example of this is when a

company, the better they’ll function

low-level

and the more involved they will feel.

suggested marketing to women – the

If your team members feel that they

result was the Lady Remington, which

can

instantly doubled their target market

approach

you,

bad

habits

or

miscommunications can be nipped in

employee

at

Remington

and saw their market share balloon.

the bud. Morale gets a lift and you
never

know

what

they

might

contribute.
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4. analysing
We cannot solve our
problems with the same
thinking we used when we
created them. - Albert Einstein

18

4. ANALYSING

THE
STYLE
An

analytical

sales

leader

knows

Clinical, meticulous analyses will keep

market trends, relevant statistics and

you up to date and ahead of the game.

every advantage of their product inside
out. They should know which areas and
times of year sell better and worse and
why, and they should be able to
ascertain and analyse why a rep is
underperforming.

Research released by MIT reports that
67% of companies surveyed are gaining
a

competitive

advantage

by

using

analytics — reporting a 15% increase
from the previous year and an 80%
increase from two years previously.

They will be able to plot the best
course

of

action

for

any

given

campaign, whether to deploy ﬁeld or
inside

salespeople,

whether

to

segment the market into verticals and
when and how to match the right rep to

This substance-based style applies to
leadership and to sales. Some reps like
to

take

the

time

prepare for a pitch.

the right assignment, client or project.
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to

meticulously

4. ANALYSING

THE
RESULT
Selling can be a challenge, and hard

An analytical leader will help arm them

facts and data help build a rep’s

with substantive, usable data both on

conﬁdence before they make that call

and oﬀ the ﬁeld.

or meet that client.
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5. embracing

transparency
Honesty is the ﬁrst
chapter in the book
of wisdom. - Thomas Jeﬀerson
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5. Embracing Transparency

THE
STYLE
One of the hardest parts of being a

Transparency will make the good times

sales manager is sharing bad news. It’s

even sweeter.

tempting to sugar-coat it, especially if
the news has arrived on a Monday
morning just as your team is just about
to leap onto the phones. But they will
appreciate

directness,

transparency

and openness. Honesty is the best way
to show that you’re on their side.

According to a 2010 study by the
Corporate

Executive

communication outperform peers by
more than 270% in terms of long-term
(10 year) total shareholder return.”

news straight away, or receiving that
news

after

weeks

(CEB),

“ﬁrms whose culture encourages open

Which is preferable – receiving bad
same

Board

of

mealy-mouthed half-answers?

22

Firms whose culture encourages open
communication outperform peers.

5. Embracing Transparency

THE
RESULT
These moments of truth can be tough,

And naturally, the better you know

but they are worth it. An open culture

your team, the better you can manage

is good for business. The more your

them.

rep trusts you, the better they perform
and the more honest they will be with
you.
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6. agility

(or transformational leading)
Innovation distinguishes
between a leader and
a follower. - Steve Jobs
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6. Agility (or Transformational Leading)

THE STYLE
Often referred to as ‘transformational’,

Alexia

this style applies to managers who are

entrepreneurs and executives, and a

not afraid to change tack.

member of the prestigious, US-based

Vernon

is

a

coach

for

Young Entrepreneurs Council. Writing
This can come down to the sales
techniques

(hard

or

soft

sell,

for

example); taking a ‘problem solving’
instead of ‘life enhancing’ approach to
the sales pitch, or even approaching
new clients or new kinds of clients chasing many minnows instead of one

for

Forbes

Magazine,

she

says:

“Transformational leaders are people
who, irrespective of audience, possess
the ability to create big shifts in their
audiences’ thinking, which leads to big
shifts in their behaviour, which enables
them to achieve extraordinary results.”

big ﬁsh, for instance.
Adaptability is essential in business.
This approach can be tricky. Sales
people, especially established ones,
have tried-and-tested techniques and
markets that work for them.

We all know stories of companies that
failed to adapt to market changes. The
decline of Nokia and parallel rise of the
iPhone is one high-proﬁle example.

To encourage change and adaptability,
you must argue compellingly - with
statistics, market trends and iron-clad
self-assurance to back it up.
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Transformational leaders possess the ability to
create big shifts in their audiences’ thinking,
enabling them to achieve extraordinary results.

6. Agility (or Transformational Leading)

THE
RESULT
Carried

out

the

right

way,

this

approach will not only boost business,
but it will also inspire your team and
convince

them

that

they

have

a

forward-thinking, open-minded leader.
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7. leading

with charm
There is little success
where there is little
laughter. - Andrew Carnegie
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7. Leading with Charm

THE
STYLE
Charming or charismatic leaders like

This kind of leader builds a bond with

an informal workplace and make an

their team and promotes a happy

eﬀort to keep things upbeat – even in

environment. There is a danger of

the face of challenges. In an interview

becoming too informal and blurring

with Oprah Winfrey, Richard Branson

the lines between leader and friend,

says: “I hope my companies are run on

but ground rules and clear boundaries

the basis of praising their workers and

will take care of that.

looking for the best in them, not
criticizing them. In the same way that
you water a plant and it sprouts leaves,
people ﬂourish when you praise them.”
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In the same way that you water a plant
and it sprouts leaves, people ﬂourish
when you praise them.

7. Leading with Charm

THE
RESULT
The days of permanent jobs are coming

A less antagonistic workplace is a more

to an end as staﬀ and employers alike

productive one. Staﬀ look out for one

gravitate towards temporary contracts.

another and are happier at work.

This can make staﬀ retention tricky,
especially if a competitor can outmatch
you on salary.

Being fun to work with - while still
keeping an eye on commissions - is a
proven way to hang on to valuable
reps.
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8. the autocratic
approach

Fourtune favours
the bold. - Virgil
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8. The Autocratic Approach

THE
STYLE
An autocratic leader is not afraid to

This is an approach that demands

make unilateral, ﬁrm and fast decisions

nerve. Making a strong decision on

at short notice. The best autocratic

behalf

leaders could be described as benign,

gratifying when it works but it can

eﬀective dictators.

aﬀect your standing with your team if

of

a

whole

team

can

be

your decision turns out to be a dud.
In practice, this means making a quick,
decisive

move

without

necessarily

Autocratic

leadership

is

sometimes

asking for advice from colleagues or

controversial,

subordinates. In a sales context, this

eﬀective if done correctly and if it suits

might

the team’s style. As this article points

include

oﬀering

customer

but

can

be

hugely

discounts or waiving certain fees for

out,

regular customers to boost short-term

legendary US military leaders such as

revenue. It might mean changing sales

General Patton and by former US

tactics at short notice.

president Richard Nixon.

it’s

a

technique

34

favoured

by

8. The Autocratic Approach

THE
RESULT
Some sales reps love this technique,

But for the right team leader, the

taking inspiration from decisiveness.

autocratic approach can be eﬃcient,

They are happy to cede big decisions so

practical and even inspiring.

they can concentrate on their jobs.
Others might ﬁnd it unpredictable or
unreasonable.
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CONCLUSION
The

stereotype

of

a

great

leader

Every management style is diﬀerent,

conjures images of a mighty public

but

speaker,

combine elements of each of the styles

whether

bellowing

on

a

the

most

eﬀective

leader

will

battleﬁeld or wowing audiences at a

listed above.

TED Talk. But actions speak louder

You don’t need to lead with an iron ﬁst

than words.

or a loud mouth. Listen, engage with
the staﬀ and projects and let your

Selling can be a challenge, and strong
leadership

involves

leading

by

actions do the talking. Then watch your
team’s performance blossom.

example, striking a balance between
empathy and authority, and taking an
interest in your team.
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