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Compliments of:  
 
 
Welcome! 
 
Thanks for taking the time to read this CSO Insights paper. Salesforce Data.com has partnered 
with CSO Insights to bring together benchmark results across a set of research that will help 
you to understand common challenges and best practices related to improving the quality of 
your sales pipeline. 
 
Look at each of the eight metrics included in this report and ask yourself “what can I do” related 
to lead generation and development that will raise my (or my team’s) sales performance.  Each 
metric includes a key take-away, and together these findings can help you improve your sales 
funnel from top to bottom. 
 
If you are interested in learning more about how Salesforce can help your team improve pipeline 
quality and gain deeper customer insights, download the Data.com Quick Peek eBook.  
  

 

http://www.csoinsights.com/
http://www.data.com/
https://www.salesforce.com/form/data/ebook-datadotcom-quick-peek.jsp?d=70130000000tcD8
http://www.data.com/
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Executive Summary 
 
An oversimplified description of sales effectiveness would be identifying and calling on the right 
people, at the right time, talking about the right things. However, among the challenges 
quantified in this report’s metrics are the difficulties in maintaining an accurate 
prospect/customer database, properly segmenting the market to establish calling priorities, and 
the perpetual problems associated with lead generation at the right time, along with talking 
about the right things. 
 
In addition to chronicling and quantifying these challenges, examples are given of how 
companies are stepping up to them and the tools they’re leveraging to do so. Sales Intelligence 
is principal among these and an increasingly useful and powerful tool for sales—not just for lead 
generation but throughout the sales cycle. 
 
These metrics were compiled from three separate CSO Insights studies released in 2013: Sales 
Performance Optimization, Sales Management Optimization, and Lead Management 
Optimization. The total number of respondents was just under 5,000. You’ll see in the pages 
that follow, that you are not alone in facing these challenges, and also that there are clear 
examples of companies successfully doing so.  

http://www.csoinsights.com/Publications/Shop/Sales-Performance-Optimization
http://www.csoinsights.com/Publications/Shop/Sales-Performance-Optimization
http://www.csoinsights.com/Publications/Shop/sales-management-optimization
http://www.csoinsights.com/Publications/Shop/Lead-Generation-Optimization
http://www.csoinsights.com/Publications/Shop/Lead-Generation-Optimization
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Key Findings 

 

Observations 

  
 Prioritizing 

accounts is a 
strength held by 
few sales 
organizations.  
 

 Factors to 
consider are past 
performance and 
future potential. 
 

 Big Data can help 
prioritize 
accounts to 
pursue or avoid.  
 

For many companies, the first step in the sales strategy planning 
process is to conduct an assessment that determines the customer 
profile that is most likely to buy from them. As shown in the chart above, 
only 7% of firms view this as a core competency—down from 11% last 
year. 
 
How firms assess existing and new clients is a trend we continue to 
follow. The diagram below explains this trend. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The first step in assessing customers is to look at the revenues that are 
generated, as shown on the horizontal matrix. To get a sense of the full 
potential of each territory, the vertical axis provides the analysis needed 
to understand how much can be realized. 

2013 Sales Performance Optimization – Sales Strategy Analysis 

 

Rate your ability to prioritize the accounts upon which to focus.  
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One software firm used this approach with its territory analysis. They 
placed their best and brightest people with the accounts where they 
currently had high performance and high future potential (green section) 
in an effort to expand the relationships.  
 
As they conducted this assessment, they identified a group of accounts 
with whom they did a considerable amount of business, but the potential 
to derive more revenues was limited (gray section). In the past they had 
treated these accounts in the same manner as the high current 
performance and high future potential clients.  
 
However, the 2 x 2 matrix challenged their thinking in regards to 
accounts that might have low current performance and high future 
potential (blue section). Realizing that these accounts represented the 
future growth of the software firm (and would require extra effort to 
develop), they changed their priorities. They initiated programs to nurture 
and protect gray accounts and diverted extra resources toward blue 
accounts. 
 
Firms need a detailed analysis of the markets they sell into in order to 
make decisions based on metrics as opposed to hunches. To assist in 
this task, look at the power that Big Data can bring to generate insights 
into determining which clients to pursue and avoid. For more information 
on this topic, read the 2013 Sales Performance Optimization CRM 2.0 
Analysis. 
 
Big Data can help profile the attributes of the perfect client. What 
companies need to know are: 
 

 Are certain market segments more effective to sell into than 

others? 

 Are there stakeholders that you relate to better than others? 

 Which competitors should you attack directly or avoid as 

determined by each solution offering? 

Notes: 
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Key Findings Observations 

 
 Lead generation 

is the top 
challenge for 
sales. 
 

 While marketing 
is increasing its 
lead generation 
performance, 
sales does the 
heavy lifting. 
 

 Sales and 
services 
alignment has a 
big impact on 
lead generation. 
 

 
As described in the 2013 Sales Performance Optimization Going 
Forward Analysis, the top sales effectiveness initiative is enhancing lead 
generation, as cited by 48.9% of the firms. The chart above shows 
why—nearly two-thirds of the companies rated their lead generation 
performance as needing improvement.  
 
The following chart from the 2013 Sales Performance Optimization Sell 
Cycle Analysis shows where leads are generated. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Marketing provides 30% of the leads sales needs. While it is an 
improvement from past years, sales is still required to do much of the 
lead generation work themselves. To support this, sales is taking some 

2013 Sales Performance Optimization – Sales Strategy Analysis 

 

Rate your ability to generate the necessary number of new leads.  
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lessons from their marketing peers. They execute their own email 
campaigns, set up micro-sites for prospects, host webinars, and more. 
 
The role that customer services have in lead generation is discussed at 
length in the 2013 Sales Performance Optimization Sales, Marketing, 
and Support Alignment Analysis. One in five firms implements the 
processes and tools to allow support teams to formally pass leads to 
sales.  
 
Leads are not just cross-sell and up-sell opportunities into existing 
customers but include leads into other divisions of existing accounts and 
referrals to potential buyers. This expansion of sales/support alignment 
is worthy of exploration. 
 

Notes: 
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Key Findings Commentary 

  
 New and existing 

customer revenue 
goals are at risk 
due to continuing 
data quality 
challenges. 
 

 Data accuracy is 
aligned to the 
success that 
marketing has in 
generating leads 
for sales. 

 

 Use of Sales 
Intelligence 
services is higher, 
user reviews are 
mixed. 

If companies cannot get their messages to stakeholders, then lead 
generation efforts are doomed before they start. In the chart above, we 
see the seemingly never-ending challenge to ensure that marketing 
continues to have accurate data on customers and prospects. 
 
In fact, when comparing the 2013 findings to the 2012 Lead 
Management Optimization survey, performance in this area is actually 
getting worse. For example, there is a 5% decrease in the number of 
firms reporting customer data accuracy of >90%. On the prospect data 
side, the number of firms with accuracy of ≤50% increased by 8% on a 
year-over-year basis. 
 
We did a deeper analysis of marketing’s ability to generate leads for 
sales and saw a clear trend line. The higher the level of customer and 
prospect data accuracy, the higher the volume of leads marketing is able 
to generate for sales. The question then becomes, “How do you get 
there?” 
 
The 2013 Lead Management Optimization study found that 69.8% of the 
firms are utilizing Sales Intelligence services to help increase the 
quantity and quality of customer and prospect data. Of these companies, 
78.3% subscribe to two or more services. But a word of caution: not all 
services are viewed as equal. The following chart shows the responses 
from the 2013 Sales Performance Optimization study when survey 
participants were asked if they would recommend their primary Sales 

2013 Lead Management Optimization – Key Trends Analysis 

 

Rate your ability to target the right prospects. 
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Intelligence provider to their peers. As we have noted in the past, 
“Somewhat Likely” ratings are often a polite way of saying “Unlikely.” 
 

 
 
Advisory Services clients who want a full ratings review on various Sales 
Intelligence service providers should contact their CSO Insights analyst 
to schedule a briefing. 
 
Notes: 

 
 

 
  

http://www.csoinsights.com/About-Us/Contact-Us
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0%

10%

20%

30%

<25% 25 - 50% 51 - 75% >75% Do Not Know

17.0%

26.3%

23.1% 24.4%

9.3%

Leads Resulting in an Initial Discussion

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Key Findings 

 

Observations 

 Overall, no 
improvement in 
lead conversion 
rates seen this 
past year. 
 

 Reps are 
challenged to 
earn the right to 
the first 
conversation. 
 

 Lead scoring can 
help identify non- 
sales-ready 
leads. 
 
 

Converting a lead into a first discussion continues to be a challenge for 
many sales organizations. In the chart above, only one in four 
companies has a conversion rate of >75% at this early stage in the sales 
cycle. This metric shows no improvement from figures reported last year. 
 
When interviewing research clients on the challenges they experience 
with this aspect of selling, many cited the change in customer 
expectations as the cause. Sales interpreted getting a lead as the start of 
the prospect’s buy cycle, when in fact the buy cycle was well underway. 
 
A plastics manufacturer hired an independent sales consulting firm to 
conduct an audit of their past opportunities. They found that, on average, 
the prospect had already completed about one-third of their buy cycle. 
Prospects were conducting research before they ever talked to a rep by 
accessing the vendor’s and competitors’ websites, reading online 
product reviews, interacting with current customers via social networking 
channels, and more.  
 
When manufacturing prospects received a call from a plastics 
manufacturing salesperson, they wanted a conversation that went 
beyond the product’s features and functions. In addition, they wanted to 
know how the product could be used to solve specific challenges they 
were encountering in building products that used plastic sold by the 
vendor. 
 
 

2013 Sales Performance Optimization – Sell Cycle Review Analysis 

 

What percentage of your leads progress to an initial customer discussion? 
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The plastics firm realized that their initial call script templates were 
focused on product-centric discussions as opposed to solution-centric. 
After engaging a sales messaging firm to help craft new conversations, 
the conversion rate of leads to first discussions increased by more than 
one-third. 
 
When lead conversion rates are low, another consideration is to 
understand whether reps have the confidence that the leads are sales-
ready. Our research found that when confidence is low, reps do not 
follow-up on all leads and the conversion rate looks artificially low. 
 
As shown in the 2013 Sales Performance Optimization Sales and 
Marketing Alignment Analysis, only about one-half of all companies have 
a formal definition of a qualified lead. When sales and marketing agree 
on the definition, those factors can be integrated into a lead scoring 
algorithm, ensuring that only leads that meet the standards are passed 
on to sales. 
 
The table shows an analysis of the percentage of leads that are turned 
over to sales and are followed up by a sales rep based on the company’s 
handling of lead scoring. 
 

Percentage of Leads 
Turned Over to Sales that 

are Followed Up 

Formal 
Scoring 

Informal 
Scoring 

No 
Scoring 

>90% Followed Up  48.6% 32.4% 30.0% 

76% – 90% Followed Up 21.0% 12.6% 13.7% 

 
There are minimal differences between no scoring and informal scoring, 
but a big percentage increase is evidenced when firms move to 
formalized lead scoring. Reps are more likely to pursue prospects when 
there is a high likelihood that the leads are of reasonable quality—
something that lead scoring can help to assess.  
 

Notes: 
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Key Findings 

 

Observations 

 
 Improvements in 

account research 
were achieved by 
an increased 
number of firms. 
 

 Research 
effectiveness 
helps reps start 
more 
opportunities. 
 

 Sales Intelligence 
services help 
reps do their 
homework.  

 
While reps may know why they want to talk to a prospect, they also need 
to determine why a prospect would want to talk to them. This requires 
reps to research the prospect prior to making the first call. The chart 
above shows sales organizations’ effectiveness in conducting research. 
 
On the positive side, the percentage of firms that meet or exceed 
expectations increased from less than 50% in 2011 to over 56% in 2012. 
On the negative side, account research/lead generation is consuming 
20% of the average sales rep’s work week. 
 
The time and effort it takes a rep to convert a lead into (at minimum) a 
first discussion pays off, as shown in the following table. 
 

Research 
Effectiveness as 
Related to Lead 

Conversion 

Research:     
Needs 

Improvement 

Research:     
Meets 

Expectations 

Research: 
Exceeds 

Expectations 

Lead Conversion 
51%–75% 

20.3% 24.9% 25.7% 

Lead Conversion 
>75% 

21.0% 24.6% 29.5% 

 
There are two camps when it comes to determining how research is 
conducted. The first camp leaves the task entirely up to the sales rep to 
accomplish. Think of it as the Google-and-Ye-Shall-Find group. While it 

2013 Sales Performance Optimization – Sales Strategy Analysis 

 

Rate your ability to thoroughly research new accounts before calling on them. 
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is true that a rep can easily enter a firm’s name into a search engine, 
finding useful information as the result of the search is not as easy.  
 
A case in point: Type “IBM” into the Google search bar. Google will tell 
you that there are 463 million pages that reference IBM. How useful are 
463 million pages? How much time would a salesperson need to invest 
to find the real gold nuggets of knowledge that would enable him/her to 
effectively engage a prospect or customer? 
 
The second camp includes firms that give their sales reps access to 
Sales Intelligence services. However, one point is worth making now: 
Throughout the sales cycle, the need to do great research is so high and 
the cost of these services so low, that companies that do not leverage at 
least one of these services are making a big mistake. 
 

Notes: 
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1
4.0%

2
16.4%

3
33.4%

4
12.3%

5
19.2%

≥6
14.7%

Number of Individuals Involved in Final Buy Decision

uld  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Key Findings Observations 

  
 The number of 

people involved in 
the final decision 
continues to 
increase. 
 

 Presentations 
and proposals 
need to be 
targeted to 
specific 
stakeholders. 
 

 No decision rates 
increase as 
number of 
decision makers 
increases. 

This is the third year we asked study participants to report the number of 
people who have direct input into the final go/no go decision. The 
average was 3.9 in 2010, 4.1 last year, and currently 4.5 in the chart 
above. 
 
Previously, sales training courses encouraged salespeople to find the 
ultimate financial decision maker. That person no longer exists in the 
vast majority of companies, and has been replaced by the decision-by-
committee model for buying. This is creating a challenge for salespeople 
to not only engage more stakeholders but to deal with their unique 
buying criteria as well. 
 
A case that supports this notion is when selling CRM systems. Clearly 
CSOs are going to be involved. Their motivation is often focused on how 
CRM helps reps to sell more effectively. CIOs are concerned with the 
platform and security aspects of the solution, CMOs want to know how 
they can integrate their Lead Management Systems with the CRM 
application. Of course, CFOs need to know the project’s ROI.  
 
To help salespeople develop compelling business cases for each of the 
stakeholders, companies are implementing sales social networking and 
playbook solutions, which are overviewed in the 2013 Sales 
Performance Optimization CRM 2.0 Analysis. These allow sales teams 
to share best practices, effective messaging, and case studies with their 
peers around the world. 
 

2013 Sales Performance Optimization – Sell Cycle Review Analysis 

 

How many individuals are involved in the final decision to buy? 
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Sales managers need to be aware of the impact that the number of 
decision makers has on the outcome of a deal. A win/loss/no decision 
comparison of this is shown in the following table. 
 

Deal Outcome as Related 
to Number of Decision 

Makers 

 

Wins 

 

Losses 
No 

Decisions 

1 - 2 People 50.3% 28.1% 21.6% 

3 - 5 People 46.7% 27.2% 26.0% 

≥6 People 45.6% 26.9% 28.3% 

 
Managers need to be vigilant in validating that reps have identified and 
engaged all of the decision makers to reduce the no decision rate. 
 

Notes: 
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Generating 
Leads/Researching 

Accounts
20.9%

Selling (face-to-face 
or on the phone)

37.0%

Post Sales Tasks 
(order processing, 

account 
management, etc.)

16.9%

Meetings/Admin 
Tasks
13.8%

Other (travel, 
training, etc.)

11.4%

Sales Rep Time Allocation

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Key Findings Observations  

  
 No improvement 

in giving sales 
reps more time to 
sell. 
 

 Sales 
collaboration is 
allowing reps to 
make more calls 
within the time 
they have. 
 

 Sales Intelligence 
and Big Data 
advances may 
free up lead 
generation and 
research time. 

While reps are hired to sell, there are many required tasks that keep 
them from doing so. Over one-third of their time is actually dedicated to 
selling—a figure that is essentially flat from last year. Our Advisory 
Services clients are addressing this issue in a variety of ways. 
 
A software firm is moving toward conducting virtual calls versus face-to-
face. Using video conferencing applications (e.g., WebEx, GoToMeeting, 
and VSee), virtual calls can have the same impact as face-to-face 
without the travel time and expense. Their reps make three to five 
additional customer calls each week using this approach. 
 
They noted that some training was required to help reps master their 
selling skills using this medium. For example, prospects had a video 
camera on their PC approximately 25% of the time. So, while the client 
could see the rep, the rep could not always see the client.  
 
To help with this, they implemented role playing in which the sales 
manager receives test calls from the rep who is located in a different 
room. They ensure that the rep presents the information in a manner that 
is easily understood by the sales manager, regularly solicits questions, 
and uses the online meeting application’s “attention-monitoring” tools. 
 
Another area where firms are making investments in is new-generation 
Sales Intelligence services. These tools can aid reps in lead generation 
and research as shown in the chart above.  
 

2013 Sales Performance Optimization – Sell Cycle Review Analysis 

 

How do your sales reps spend their time? 

 
 



2013 Sales Pipeline Development 

 

© CSO Insights     16    
No portion of this report may be reproduced or distributed in any form 
 or by any means without the prior written permission of the authors. 

 

 
For example, one office supply company programmed a variety of 
triggers into their Sales Intelligence system to help identify potential 
buying opportunities for their reps. The Sales Intelligence application 
continually crawls the Internet looking for news items such as cities 
posting notices of new business building permits.  
 
When the Sales Intelligence system sees that a bank, such as a Wells 
Fargo, has been granted a permit to build a new branch in a specified 
location, the office supply rep in that territory is automatically notified so 
they can reach out to Wells Fargo and discuss the needs of those future 
employees well in advance of the builders breaking ground. 
 
Sales Intelligence is also playing a larger role in identifying key 
stakeholders inside prospect accounts. By crawling through company 
web sites, tapping into social networking sites, tracking social media 
posts, etc., Sales Intelligence systems can provide insights into which 
key players may be involved in a buy cycle and what their issues might 
be. 
 

Notes: 
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Key Findings Observations 

  
 Access to sales 

intelligence is 
becoming a must-
have for sales 
teams. 
 

 First generation 
name, address, 
and phone 
offerings are 
being replaced by 
robust insights 
and knowledge 
gathering 
solutions. 
 

 Sales intelligence 
is needed 
throughout the 
sales cycle to 
minimize no 
decisions.  

Having the right compensation/incentive management plan in place can 
help managers motivate their reps to pursue more business. The 
challenge becomes identifying which stakeholders within a given account 
reps should engage and what messages will motivate those prospects to 
start a discussion with a rep. 
 
As we noted in the 2013 Sales Performance Optimization Sales Cycle 
Analysis, even when reps are given a qualified lead, only one in four 
firms reported they had a lead to first call conversion rate of greater than 
75%. The above chart shows that two-thirds of all firms are giving reps 
access to some form of Sales Intelligence service to help improve the 
odds of convincing a prospect to start a buy cycle. This is up from 62% 
last year. 
 
Although the majority of companies provide reps access to Sales 
Intelligence services, many salespeople still have issues thoroughly 
researching accounts prior to contacting them. An issue that our 
benchmarking efforts surfaced is that not all Sales Intelligence services 
are created equal.  
 
A decade ago, giving reps access to a prospect’s name, address, phone 
number, email address, company, and title was considered Sales 
Intelligence. Today, that is the bare minimum of what reps need to 
effectively do their jobs. In a previously published analyst briefing, we 
posed ten questions that buyers would like a salesperson to have 
answered before calling on them. Let’s share them again: 
 

2013 Sales Performance Optimization – CRM 2.0 Analysis 

 

Are you using or planning to use sales intelligence solutions? 
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 Do you know me and my challenges? 

 Do our firms have a past relationship? 

 Do you know my marketplace? 

 Do you know my company? 

 Do you know my competitors? 

 Do you know my internal ecosystem? 

 Do you have any special value-add? 

 Do you know why you are my best choice? 

 Do you know how I can justify the purchase? 

 Do you know what is changing as we work together? 

Take a moment to think about your organization. How many of these 
questions could your salespeople answer for a typical customer? If the 
answer is not enough, then there is a customer knowledge gap. 
 
Next generation Sales Intelligence solutions have emerged in the past 
couple of years that can take your salespeople a long way toward 
answering the questions above. If your current Sales Intelligence service 
doesn’t meet this standard, then reinvest those budgets into a service 
that does. 
 
Firms that are making the most effective use of Sales Intelligence are 
leveraging insights throughout the sales cycle. A good example was 
shared by a CRM software vendor. An analysis of past wins showed that 
they needed to engage the CIO, CSO, CMO, and CFO, and the failure to 
do so significantly increased the chances of a no decision. 
 
This CRM vendor utilized Sales Intelligence early in the sales process to 
identify those individuals in each prospect account. They set triggers in 
their Sales Intelligence system to track those stakeholders as they 
progressed through the sales cycle. In doing so, they often surfaced 
insights about each decision maker that could be built into a compelling 
business case to support changing from the company’s existing CRM 
vendor to their solution. 
 

Notes:  
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About CSO Insights 
 
CSO Insights is a sales and marketing effectiveness research firm that specializes in measuring 

how companies leverage people, process, technology, and knowledge to improve the way they 
market and sell to customers. For nineteen years, CSO Insights’ surveys of over 15,000 sales 
effectiveness initiatives have been the standard for tracking the evolution of the role of sales, 
revealing the challenges that are impacting sales performance, and showing how companies 
are addressing these issues. 

 
About Salesforce Data.com 
 
Salesforce Data.com is the premier source of business-complete contact and account data, 
providing the best business data directly inside the #1 sales application, Salesforce Sales 
Cloud.  Data.com consists of the following: 
 
Data.com Prospector provides comprehensive capabilities for sales reps and marketers to 
easily target new accounts and find decision makers, with the ability to add new records to a 
Salesforce CRM instance with one click. 
 
Data.com Clean enables organizations to keep their Salesforce leads, contacts and accounts 
current and complete, by updating and enriching their existing records on-demand or on a 
scheduled basis. 
 
Data.com Premium data provides additional depth and insight to both Prospector and Clean, 
allowing Sales and Marketing teams to improve decisions on customer acquisition strategy, up-
sell and cross-sell opportunities, and operational planning. 
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