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A Big Job

The Manager Job in 2010

Sales Manager

Source: Gartner
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Managers Are Critical…But How?

Select the Top Three Initiatives Most Critical to Your Sales Organization’s Success in 2020
Percentage of Chief Sales Officers (CSOs)

“The deeper I got into questions of how managers 

were delivering for their teams, the more aware and 

concerned I got about these questions as I found 

extreme inconsistencies.”

CSO, Healthcare

“There is a mismatch of understanding between 

executives in a company and what a frontline sales 

manager has to do today…I don’t think we actually 

understand what the FLSM role looks like today.”

CSO, Technology

n = 47 Sales Leaders
Source: 2019 Gartner Chief Sales Officer Agenda Poll

CSOs on the Critical, but Unclear Nature of the Manager Role

43%

34%

32%

26%

26%

23%

21%

21%

15%

15%

13%

11%

11%

9%

Improving Sales Manager Effectiveness

Improving Effectiveness of Sales Development Activities

Improving Early Pipeline and Lead Management

Improving Key Account Management

Improving Account Planning and Management

Improving Sales Analytics

Improving Quality and Impact of Seller Enablement

Improving Sales Force Design

Improving Sales Operations Management

Improving Frontline Sales Talent Management

Improving Compensation Design and Management

Improving Indirect Channel Management

Leading and Managing the Sales Function

Leading and Managing the Sales Enablement Function

0% 50%25%
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A Big Job, Now More Complicated

Trends Adding Complexity to the Sales Manager Role

Sources: 2013 Gartner B2B Value Survey, 2013 Gartner Global Labor Market Survey, 2016 Gartner Sales Leader Poll, 2017 Gartner Digital 

B2B Buyer Survey, 2018 Gartner B2B Buying Survey, 2019 Gartner B2B Buying Survey, 2020 Gartner Enhanced Frontline Sales 

Leader Survey, 2020 Gartner Sales Dashboard and Metrics Benchmark

Increasingly large and diverse buying 

groups

Buying group size has increased by 106%

since 2013 to 11 members

Complex, non-linear buying processes

96% of buyers revisit at least one buying job

Internal Trends

Diminished customer access

Customers only spend 17% of their total buying 

time meeting with potential suppliers

Significantly increased volume of higher-

quality information

89% of customers say they encounter high-

quality information during a purchase

Greater internal coordination required

2.3x increase in size of sales team portfolio 

since 2013

More time navigating the organization

Managers spend on average 7 hours per 

week navigating internal resources

Larger sales teams to manage

Average span of control has increased by 

16% since 2013 to 7.5 sellers per manager

Greater availability of data

Managers have an average of 4.2 unique 

dashboards 

External Trends

1

2

3

4
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Prioritizing Everything

Manager Time Spend Across All Activities
Percentage of Time Spend

n = 203 Sales Managers
Source: 2020 Gartner Enhanced Frontline Sales Leader Survey
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The Divide Between Expectations and Reality

Manager Time Spend Across All Activities
Percentage of Time Spend

Sales Leaders’ Desired Manager Time Spend
Percentage of Time Spend

n = 31 Sales Leaders
Source: 2020 Gartner

4%

Other
7%

Reporting

16%

Team 

Management

34%

Coaching

13%

Selling and 

Closing

17%

Building 

Market 
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9%

Navigating 

Internal 

Resources

“Managers spend too much time in front of computers and not enough time in front of customers.”

VP Enterprise Sales, Electronics

n = 203 Sales Managers
Source: 2020 Gartner Enhanced Frontline Sales Leader Survey
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Managers 

currently 

spend about 

19% less time 

performing 

external-

facing 

activities than 

leaders want.

Internal Focus External Focus
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Overview of the Research Process

360 View of the Manager Role

Key Question: What should be the focus of the frontline sales manager role in today’s work environment?

Study 1 Study 2 Study 3

Sales Team

Survey

Exploration of seller perceptions of 

manager ability to support them in 

their day-to-day activities.

• Surveyed +750 sellers

• Topics included manager 

effectiveness, seller experience 

and engagement

Sales Executive and Sales 

Manager Interviews

Structured interviews to understand 

how the best organizations are 

unlocking maximum value from the 

sales manager role.

• Interviewed 127 sales executives 

and managers

• Interviews represent 18 Industries 

across North America, Europe 

and the Asia-Pacific region 

Sales Manager

Survey

Exploration of the manager job, 

particularly on how managers 

spend their time and the difficulties 

they face in their roles.

• Surveyed +300 managers across 

industries

• Topics included team 

management, coaching, data 

analysis & reporting, and 

experience with the organization

Source: Gartner

Manager data was matched with team responses; survey 

participants came from 11 industries across North America, 

South America, Europe and the Asia-Pacific region.
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Sales Leader Playbook for Manager Effectiveness

Focusing 

Manager Time

Focusing the 

Manager Role

Focusing Manager 

Coaching

Question we will examine:

• How do high-performing managers spend their time?
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Anatomy of a World-Class Sales Manager

Manager Time Spend Comparison: Ratio of High-Performing vs. Low-Performing Managers

n = 77 Sales Managers

Source: 2020 Gartner Enhanced Frontline Sales Leader Survey

Bottom 25% of Managers 

Spend More Time

Top 25% of Managers 

Spend More Time

1. Adapting Commercial Messages to Local Market

2. Following Thought Leaders in Industry/Market

3. Team Building

4. Helping Advance Deals

5. Negotiating for Sellers

6. Deal-Focused Problem Solving with Sellers

7. Group Coaching Time

8. Skill Coaching Time

9. Clarifying Organizational Requests for Sellers

10. Helping Sellers Close Deals

11. Preparing for Quarterly Business Reviews

12. Gaining Approvals/Signatures from Organization

13. Deal Planning/Strategizing with Sellers

14. Blocking Seller from Non-Sales Activities

15. Cross-Functional Work Groups

16. Identifying/Securing Resources for Sellers

17. Pushing Internal Colleagues/Processes Forward

18. Data Analytics: Conducting Pipeline Reviews

19. Understanding Target Customers

20. Forecasting

21. Developing Training Modules

22. Analyzing Reports on Seller Performance

23. Training Sellers

24. Creating Reports for Senior Leaders

Any Activities Not Included

-0.6 0.8
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Anatomy of a World-Class Sales Manager

Manager Time Spend Comparison: Ratio of High-Performing vs. Low-Performing Managers

n = 77 Sales Managers

Source: 2020 Gartner Enhanced Frontline Sales Leader Survey

Bottom 25% of Managers 

Spend More Time

Top 25% of Managers 

Spend More Time

1. Adapting Commercial Messages to Local Market

2. Following Thought Leaders in Industry/Market

3. Team Building

4. Helping Advance Deals

5. Negotiating for Sellers

6. Deal-Focused Problem Solving with Sellers

7. Group Coaching Time

8. Skill Coaching Time

9. Clarifying Organizational Requests for Sellers

10. Helping Sellers Close Deals

11. Preparing for Quarterly Business Reviews

12. Gaining Approvals/Signatures from Organization

13. Deal Planning/Strategizing with Sellers

14. Blocking Seller from Non-Sales Activities

15. Cross-Functional Work Groups

16. Identifying/Securing Resources for Sellers

17. Pushing Internal Colleagues/Processes Forward

18. Data Analytics: Conducting Pipeline Reviews

19. Understanding Target Customers

20. Forecasting

21. Developing Training Modules

22. Analyzing Reports on Seller Performance

23. Training Sellers

24. Creating Reports for Senior Leaders

Any Activities Not Included

-0.6 0.8

External Focus

Internal Focus
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Anatomy of a World-Class Sales Manager

Manager Time Spend Comparison: Ratio of High-Performing vs. Low-Performing Managers

n = 77 Sales Managers

Source: 2020 Gartner Enhanced Frontline Sales Leader Survey

Bottom 25% of Managers 

Spend More Time

Top 25% of Managers 

Spend More Time

1. Adapting Commercial Messages to Local Market

2. Following Thought Leaders in Industry/Market

3. Team Building

4. Helping Advance Deals

5. Negotiating for Sellers

6. Deal-Focused Problem Solving with Sellers

7. Group Coaching Time

8. Skill Coaching Time

9. Clarifying Organizational Requests for Sellers

10. Helping Sellers Close Deals

11. Preparing for Quarterly Business Reviews

12. Gaining Approvals/Signatures from Organization

13. Deal Planning/Strategizing with Sellers

14. Blocking Seller from Non-Sales Activities

15. Cross-Functional Work Groups

16. Identifying/Securing Resources for Sellers

17. Pushing Internal Colleagues/Processes Forward

18. Data Analytics: Conducting Pipeline Reviews

19. Understanding Target Customers

20. Forecasting

21. Developing Training Modules

22. Analyzing Reports on Seller Performance

23. Training Sellers

24. Creating Reports for Senior Leaders

Any Activities Not Included

-0.6 0.8

Near-Term Deal Execution

Long-Term Skill/Territory 

Development
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Original Seller/Manager

New Seller/Manager

Same Seller, Largely New Territory

The Reality of Team Building

Projected Evolution of an Average Sales Team Over Three Years
Illustrative

Source: 2020 Gartner Enhanced Frontline Sales Leader Survey

Model Inputs

Average Span of Control: 7.5 reps

Average Manager Tenure: 3.8 years

Average Seller Tenure on Team: 1.8 years

Assumed Rate of Change for Rep Territory: 10% per year

Year 1

Year 2

Year 3

Sellers on 

Manager’s Team 

Sales 

Manager
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Shifting the Manager Focus

High-Performing vs. Low-Performing Manager Time Spend Focus
Illustrative

Low-

Performing 

Managers

High-performing 

managers focus on 

scaling commercial 

impact.

Source: Gartner

Long-Term Skill/Territory 

Development Activities

Internally-Focused Activities

Near-Term Deal 

Execution Activities

Externally-Focused Activities

High-

Performing 

Managers
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Sales Leader Playbook for Manager Effectiveness

Focusing 

Manager Time

Focusing the 

Manager Role

Focusing Manager 

Coaching

Question we will examine:

• How should the manager role be scoped?
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What Happened to Coaching?

Change in Average Quota Attainment for Managers

Coaching

Manager Burden 

n = 111 Sales Managers

Source: 2020 Gartner Enhanced Frontline Sales Leader Survey

Note: Quota attainment scores were provided by participating organizations. Scores were centered around the 60th percentile when 

calculating average centered quota attainment. “Lack of Correspondence between Organization’s Tools/Technology/Systems” and 

“Workflows/Processes and Manager Information Overload” were also statistically significant.

1%

-18%-20%

-10%

0%

10%

Not Statistically Significant
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Keeping Their Head Above Water

Q: “I Generally Think My Job Is 

Pretty Simple/Complex”

6%

Simple
18%

Neither 

Simple Nor 

Complex

76%

Complex

17%

Neither 

Agree Nor 

Disagree

25%

Disagree

58%

Agree

16%

Neither Agree 

Nor Disagree

52%

Disagree

32%

Agree

n = 203 Sales Managers
Source: 2020 Gartner Enhanced Frontline 

Sales Leader Survey

Q: “It Is Difficult to Accomplish 

All the Tasks I Have Given the 

Time I Have”

Q: “I Rarely Have to Work Around 

Organizational Processes to Get 

My Work Done”

n = 203 Sales Managers
Source: 2020 Gartner Enhanced Frontline 

Sales Leader Survey

n = 203 Sales Managers
Source: 2020 Gartner Enhanced Frontline 

Sales Leader Survey

“Managers want to act more autonomously…but it seems like we’re spending more time as managers selling 

ourselves internally to our own organization than we are selling to the customer.”

Sales Manager, Manufacturing
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The Cost of Burden

Change in Average Quota Attainment for Managers

1%

-18%-20%

-10%

0%

10%

Coaching

Manager Burden 

n = 111 Sales Managers
Source: 2020 Gartner Enhanced Frontline Sales Leader Survey

Note: Quota attainment scores were provided by participating organizations. Scores were centered around the 60 th percentile when calculating average 

centered quota attainment. “Overwhelmed by info needed to effectively do job ” and “Technology and tools do not fit with work processes” also had a small 

statistically significant effect on quota attainment.

Not Statistically Significant Statistically Significant

• Difficulty accomplishing my 

tasks in the time I have

• Forced by organizational 

complexity to deviate from 

company policies and 

expectations

• Difficulty understanding 

important data in reports I 

receive
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The Burden Tax

Change in Quota Attainment for Managers, by Level of Burden

60%

90%

120%

4 5.5 74

(Neutral)

7

(High)

5.6

(Average)

n = 111 Sales Managers

Source: 2020 Gartner Enhanced Frontline Sales Leader Survey

Note: Quota attainment scores were provided by participating organizations. Scores were centered around the 60th percentile when calculating 

average centered quota attainment.
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The Burden Tax

Change in Quota Attainment for Managers, by Level of Burden

60%

90%

120%

4 5.5 74

(Neutral)

7

(High)

5.6

(Average)

n = 111 Sales Managers

Source: 2020 Gartner Enhanced Frontline Sales Leader Survey

Note: Quota attainment scores were provided by participating organizations. Scores were centered around the 60th percentile when calculating 

average centered quota attainment.

Seller Rating of Manager Coaching Effectiveness
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The Burden Tax

Change in Quota Attainment for Managers, by Level of Burden

60%

90%

120%

4 5.5 74

(Neutral)

7

(High)

5.6

(Average)

n = 111 Sales Managers

Source: 2020 Gartner Enhanced Frontline Sales Leader Survey

Note: Quota attainment scores were provided by participating organizations. Scores were centered around the 60th percentile when calculating 

average centered quota attainment.

Seller Rating of Manager Coaching Effectiveness

Low Manager Burden

High Manager Burden

p 13 Percentage Points
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Managers’ Lost Time

Time Spend Drivers of Manager Burden
Changes in Manager Burden Index

Universal Divisional Sales Dashboard for All Sales Management

Illustrative

n = 200 Sales Managers

Source: 2020 Gartner Enhanced Frontline Sales Leader Survey

Note: The Manager Burden Index is on a 1-7 scale with higher 

scores corresponding to higher levels of burden.

Source: Gartner

* Pseudonym.

0.32

-0.05

Internal-Facing 

Activities

External-Facing 

Activities

• Preparing and 

participating in 

quarterly business 

reviews

• Creating reports

• Gaining internal 

approvals

SVP, 

Sales

VP, 

Sales

Director, 

Sales

Sales 

Manager

Creation of a single divisional dashboard 

minimizes data requests by creating 

standardized reporting and discouraging data 

requests not represented on the dashboard.

• Helping sellers 

with customer-

related problems

• One-on-one skill 

coaching 

-0.6

0

0.4
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Clarify Manager Support and the Role

Drivers of Manager Burden, Manager Observations
Changes in Manager Burden Index

0.48

0.35

0

0.25

0.5

Complicating and Conflicting Support Poor Role Design

• Overwhelmed by info 

needed to effectively do job 

• Technology and tools do not 

fit with work processes

• Organization support makes 

the job harder, not easier

• Difficulty generating reports 

the organization wants

• Unsure what activities to 

prioritize besides coaching

• Generally think the job is 

complex

• Priorities conflict with 

those of colleagues 

outside sales

n = 202 Sales Managers

Source: 2020 Gartner Enhanced Frontline Sales Leader Survey

Note: The Manager Burden Index is on a 1-7 scale with higher scores corresponding to higher levels of burden.
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Overview

Expedient critically examines each sales manager task to ensure role focus on high-impact tasks managers are uniquely-

positioned to execute on and relocates other tasks to better-fit roles in the organization.

Solution Highlights

• Identification of Best-Fit Tasks: Surfacing and assigning tasks to managers that have high-potential commercial 

impact and are truly unique to the manager role ensures the role is aligned to critical organizational outcomes.

• Task (Re)assignment Decision Tree: Exhausting all of the options for where an activity can be executed prior to 

assigning it to the manager role preserves manager focus by minimizing distraction. 

• Active Accountability: Requiring managers to periodically document and review their time spend reinforces manager 

behavior change, helping them avoid performing tasks that are beyond the rescoped role. 

Scenario

With the rapid growth of the business, managers at Expedient had found themselves with an increasing number of 

responsibilities leading to confusion about which ones to prioritize with their limited time.

About the Company

Expedient

Industry: IT

Headquarters Location: Pittsburgh, PA

Revenue: $200 Million (2019)

Employees: 300

Manager Role Clarity Exercise
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Focusing the Manager Role on What Matters

Expedient’s Role Clarity Framework

“There were a lot of perceived obstacles and entrenched views. We had to challenge some deep biases to make a real 

difference in how we conceived of the manager role.”

Bryan Smith, SVP and Chief Strategy Officer, Expedient

Design Principles

Prove tasks belong in the manager 

role: Don’t let past precedent 

determine the current role.

“Disqualify” tasks from the 

manager role: Exhaust all other role 

options prior to assigning it to the 

manager role. 

Use caution when eliminating 

tasks: Offload tasks if possible, but 

remember tasks exist for a reason.

Processes are often easier to 

automate than discrete tasks: Drive 

tasks into clear, efficient processes 

whenever possible.

1
M

a
x

im
u

m
 P

o
te

n
ti

a
l 

C
o

m
m

e
rc

ia
l 

Im
p

a
c

t 
o

f 
T
a

s
k

Unique Value Add of Manager Role

Prioritize Manager 

Focus

Automate 

or Offload

Low

High

Low High

Limit Manager 

Time/Energy

Transfer to a COE 

or role with the greatest 

potential to execute

2

3

4

Source: Adapted From Expedient
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Proving the Task Belongs with the Manager

Expedient’s Decision Tree for (Re)assigning Manager Activities

Source: Adapted From Expedient

Their Advice

• Begin the task (re)assignment 

process with broader, 

overarching criteria that become 

progressively more refined.

• Only after exhausting all the 

different options of where else 

the task can be offloaded to in 

the organization should it be 

assigned/kept with the manager.

Can the activity be 

automated?

Is the activity best executed 

at scale?

Automate

• Weekly Reporting

Offload to COE

• All Skills Training

Offload to role 

specialized in task

• Onboarding

Add or keep task with 

manager

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

Does the tacit knowledge 

required to perform the 

activity exist outside the 

manager role?
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Sales Leader Playbook for Manager Effectiveness

Focusing 

Manager Time

Focusing the 

Manager Role

Focusing 

Manager Coaching

Key Takeaways:

1. High-performing managers maintain 

an external posture, constantly 

trying to understand market trends 

and supporting sellers with 

customer-facing activities.

2. Given the constantly-changing 

composition of sales teams and 

buying complexities, managers 

should overweight helping sellers 

with deal execution and 

underweight skill building.

Questions to Consider:

• Are my managers making the right 

tradeoffs in where they focus?

• How do we reinforce manager focus 

on critical activities?

• How can we diagnose where 

managers spend their time?

Key Takeaways:

1. Manager burden significantly 

suppresses the impact of 

organizational coaching 

investments.

2. Reducing burden requires sales 

leaders to rationalize complex or 

conflicting support systems and 

declare the core activities of the 

manager role.

3. Sales leaders need to minimize 

non-essential reporting demands 

that increase manager burden.

Questions to Consider:

• How should I focus and define the 

manager role at our organization?

• What enablement support is 

unintentionally burdening 

managers?

• What can we do to minimize the 

reporting burden on managers?

Key Takeaways:

1. Managers should target their 

coaching efforts primarily at core 

performers.

2. An increasingly complex buying 

environment requires managers to 

focus coaching efforts on the 

early-to-mid stages of the sales 

process.

Questions to Consider:

• How well are we role-modeling 

great coaching for our managers?

• What are the most urgent coaching 

gaps for us to close?

• How can sales analytics improve 

coaching effectiveness?
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Ask your questions

Send Question

Type your question here…
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Access Additional Resources

Coming Soon: CSO Guide to 

Increase Sales Manager Focus for 

Maximum Impact

Click here to be the first to get access 

to the guide.

Want More Insights? 

Follow us on LinkedIn for daily updates 

and insights on the most important 

topics impacting sales leaders

http://www.gartner.com/en/sales/trends/cso-guide-to-increase-sales-manager-focus-for-maximum-impact?utm_source=brighttalk&utm_medium=in-webinar&utm_campaign=RM_GB_2020_WB20_NPP_WB1_WEBINARS-SLIDE
https://www.gartner.com/en/sales/trends/cso-guide-to-increase-sales-manager-focus-for-maximum-impact?utm_source=brighttalk&utm_medium=in-webinar&utm_campaign=RM_GB_2020_WB20_NPP_WB1_WEBINARS-SLIDE
https://www.linkedin.com/showcase/gartner-for-sales?utm_source=brighttalk&utm_medium=in-webinar&utm_campaign=RM_GB_2020_WB20_NPP_WB1_WEBINARS-SLIDE
https://www.linkedin.com/showcase/gartner-for-sales?utm_source=brighttalk&utm_medium=in-webinar&utm_campaign=RM_GB_2020_WB20_NPP_WB1_WEBINARS-SLIDE
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