
Abstract

If your quarterly sales meetings can be a blame-game 
and you can’t predict your demand accurately, perhaps 
you need to rethink how sales and marketing work 
together.  We lay out why this is more important than 
ever in a social networked world, provide real world 
scenarios and propose fresh options to address the 
ever-elusive goal of aligning marketing and sales.
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Who Should Read This?

Business executives who 
realize that predicting 
demand and making their 
sales and marketing align 
are two priorities in 
2015.

Key Takeaways

Based on extensive 
experience in startups 
and Fortune 1000 
companies, we provide a 
ten part prescription to 
get you on the right 
path.



NEW SOCIAL MEDIA REACH, SAME OLD ALIGNMENT ISSUES 
These are tough economic times for businesses and a 
new age for sales and marketing.1 Budgets are under 
pressure. Social media is mixing it up and also 
bringing old issues to a head.  How do you 
capitalize on social networks?  Do the ‘old’ 
internet methods still work? Consultants compete to 
prove they have the answer. Invariably, you quickly 
find out that ‘free social networks’ are not so 
cheap and that you were another experiment that 
didn’t add any real dollars to your bottom line. 

Research does however show that social media can 
generate identifiable leads.2  Well funded startups 
are springing up to watch the social networks 
provide better inbound and outbound marketing 
techniques such as blogging linked to continuous 
lead nurturing via email, SMS and phone. Linking social media to real sales engagement is 
however still elusive. Who should own it, sales or marketing?   

One thing is certain. Social media makes 
it possible to link mind share and market 
share in ways never before possible.  
Which makes it even more imperative than 
ever that sales and marketing work well.  
It also makes it even more difficult to 
keep track of a new complex series of 
interactions, from first contact to entry 
into pipeline, in order to get a true 
picture of your demand and understand what 
type of sales model you need and where you 
can find new prospects.   

At the same time, lack of sales and 
marketing alignment is still an issue.   
According to CSO Insights, sales 
effectiveness and lead generation are still amongst the top issues for CSOs.3 
While CMOs may be satisfied with their 
lead generation efforts, CSOs are 
decidedly not.  Sales people are still 
unhappy that they are on the hook for 
revenue and marketing isn’t.   Marketing 
feels it is caught in the schizophrenia 
between executive suite and sales.  
Business leaders are scratching their 
heads.  Is it even possible to fix it?     

A key skill for any effective business 
leader is the ability to accurately 
forecast demand.  If you don’t have ready 
answers to these kind of questions below, 
maybe you need a fresh approach: 

1. What percentage of your demand 
generation comes from technical pre-
sales, evangelists, sales, social or 
traditional marketing?   

2. What are the key conversion ratios down your sales pipeline and how do they map to your 
sales process or compare to industry best practices? 

3. Which of those are net-new customers versus ‘friend and family’ installed-base returnees? 

CSO Insights



SCENARIO ONE: THE QUARTERLY BLAME-FEST NEVER ENDS
The following scenario is based on experience in a startup in the 
enterprise search space and a Fortune 500 vendor.  However, most 
sales or marketing people should recognize this problem.

The sales and marketing department meets for one or more days 
quarterly to review the prior quarter and plan for what everyone 
needs to do to achieve the new quarter’s sales goals.  In these 
meetings, the sales team is highly agitated and complains about how 
marketing failed them in their lead generation needs.  

After sales has administered an attack on marketing, the marketing 
team responds that they understand the pressure. They promise to do 
a better job of supporting sales moving forward and often offer to 
closely review lead lists in regular sales-like meetings. This 
attempt at empathy defuses the frustration, at least temporarily. 

When the ‘lead review’ meetings do happen, invariably the 
conversation gets into in the debate of the definition of a lead.  
The marketing view is that it is compensated on the volume and cost 
of pure names it can produce per campaign and that it is a sales 
task to qualify these into dollars.  Sales on the other hand wants 
the leads to be highly qualified before they even touch them.  

Back in the next quarterly meeting, each side knows the soft spots 
of the other and dances to shift blame.  Marketing summarizes the 
neglected lead and aging reports and uses analysis on the cost per 
lead and their campaign investments.  Unfortunately, this is 
against slightly different definitions which sales cannot directly 
match with its own forecasts.  At best, no-one ends up attributing 
more than a small percentage of the pipeline to marketing. Sales 
decides it will quietly hire its own shadow marketing people.

At this point tensions can be heightened to the point where the CEO 
intervenes and mediates directly.  Order restored, the marketing 
team reveal their lead generation budget for the next quarter and 
the planned activities. They ask sales to help prioritize and vote 
on their proposed investment.  Given the long lead times and non-
refundable deposits for activities such as conferences and hotels, 
many choices made outside the meeting prevail. Stalemate again.

This is not uncommon.  Marketing people can often get bonuses for 
lead generation, while sales do not achieve their quota.  In both 
companies referred to above, the companies failed to meet their 
overall revenue goals and failed catastrophically.   What this 
teaches us is that if you are debating and arguing about alignment 
at a quarterly meeting, its already too late.

SCENARIO TWO - THE HALO THAT SLIPPED 

A company selling ‘freemium’ software has planned out its demand 
generation budget from the very top down.  It knows it is not the 
market share leader for this particular software and needs to bump 
up its share of voice.  More than this, it also knows that it needs 
to make some bold moves to gain net-new customers as the majority 
of its revenue is from repeat business or support annuity. Envelope 
analysis has revealed to them that most pipeline comes from the 
installed-base during technical interactions by field engineers.

The CEO has defined a company process called ‘freemium leads to 
revenue.’ The idea is that the prime role of marketing is to drive 



programmers to download and pilot free versions of the software 
via web marketing and that this will create direct demand to buy 
the premium versions, or invest in professional services to help 
them deploy build-your-own versions.  Even better, the thinking 
goes, it will create a ‘halo effect’ for all other data center 
products that the software runs on from the company. 

At the same time, the company is trying to take advantage of the 
power of ‘blogging’ in the open software world.  It realizes that 
it has well respected software gurus.  It encourages them to blog 
on any subject and runs social media programs in technical and 
social networks groups to support them and give them ‘halos’ too.  

Unfortunately, software for this company is just a proportion of 
the total sales revenue which the majority of the salesforce are 
compensated on selling. So sales ignores the programs and demands 
its own. A relatively small specialized software sales team 
benefits directly from these leads. For them, the sales leads are 
more than they can handle and a huge number of very visible 
‘freemium’ social and traditional campaigns run all the time.  The 
conversion ratios for ‘freemium leads to revenue’ is over the 
industry average.  The CEO is happy and tells investors.

However, the pipeline conversion ratios for many other campaigns 
are lower and the relative spend yields less leads for more 
people.  The ‘halo effect‘ is unclear.  In fact, there is no way 
of measuring it.  No one can, or will say why this is so. There 
are also multiple systems of record. On the blogging ‘halo’, no-
one even knows how many leads result as no-one captures any. Also, 
the bloggers believe they are ‘above’ the sales process and openly 
say so in their postings.  Millions of people download free 
software but almost all of the data is unverified as the barrier 
to get it is ‘click here.’ ‘Mickey Mouse’ is the top downloader.

Very few real qualified sales leads result from the entire 
process, and they never know if the halo effect ever happens. The 
company fails to achieve its sales goals as a result.  This 
teaches us many things.  For the purposes of this scenario, it 
is .. if you can’t measure it, its probably not happening.

SCENARIO THREE - THE BROKEN PIPE
An early stage startup company has staffed their sales management 
from people with experience in global IT vendors.  However, after 
a long 18 hard months of selling, they still have only a handful 
of customers.  Those they do have are marquee names who either 
didn’t pay at all, or got a huge discount as alpha adopters. Most 
of these same customers are not using the product in a production 
mode and as such are not ‘reference-able.’  The board has recently 
brought in a new CEO with real world ‘building a business’ 
experience. The founder is a brilliant technical expert who is 
moved to a CTO role but maintains a huge influence on the sales 
approach. 

The new CEO cuts sales people and drives a brand new go-to-market 
initiative.  Here are some of the problems they face:
• No clear understanding of target customer sets outside a 

narrow focus of ‘easy to reach’ buyers.
• Unable to articulate a clear economic value proposition.
• No missionary sales experience or scalable process.
• A belief in technical community evangelism alone which is 

common in open source related companies.



• No predictable demand via a sales pipeline, and no clear 
understanding of where the pipe was broken.

Not surprisingly, this company was struggling to get real customer 
traction, predict demand and generate revenue.  Their sales reps 
cast a wider and wider cold-calling net, diverting their focus.  
Unfortunately, with no definitive do’s and don’ts, when the reps 
did find a prospect they would dive in to the technical story 
rather than building an economic case. Like most technically 
focused startup companies, they strongly believed that the product 
would sell itself on technical merit, and that pure technical 
evangelism could dazzle prospective customers. 

What they came to realize was that missionary selling requires 
scaling beyond initial euphoria about the technology and requires 
a focus on the right people with the right sales process.  In 
other words, relentless outreach to attract the “needles in a 
haystack” combined with extreme discipline to convert them. 

They also realized that the starting point is to get the right 
people. The wrong people in key sales & marketing positions makes 
any chance at success virtually impossible.  So they ended up with 
rounds of performance management and enforced layoffs.  

The topic of missionary selling is also worth a little more 
examination. By this we do not mean an overly complex set of Gantt 
charts backed by Six Sigma methodologies.  More importantly, it is 
a non-optional sales process that defines how to sell 
successfully.  This defines the major steps and goals, from the 
vendor and customer’s point of view, with tightly defined mutual 
success criteria.   In other words, a clear and unequivocal, ‘go’ 
or ‘no-go’ decision is defined at the end of each step in the 
sales process, from prospecting to evaluation to sales closure.  
This prevents sales from getting off track and requires them, even 
if uncomfortable, to sell in the right ways in order to succeed.  
For example, not to compete on technical differentiation but by 
building economic value against alternative options for the 
customer and requiring incremental commitment from a prospect 
before trial products can be shipped or discounts offered.  

Closely aligned to this on the marketing side is the need for 
value-oriented content backed by genuinely useful ‘offers’ for the 
customer in order to encourage them to engage.  For example, from 
technical and economic white papers, how-to webinars, case studies 
and use-cases, to free assessments and actual product trial 
offers.  These should closely linked to show increasing value to 
the customer.  This is called “lead nurturing” and even this 
requires an disciplined continuous hand-off process between 
marketing and sales in order to succeed.

What this teaches us is the need to know how to market and sell 
backed by a well defined process of rules and, if necessary, 
enforced alignment.  Behind this it shows that there are 
specialists in sales just like in most occupations. It’s the 
difference between a long distance runner and a sprinter. They 
train differently, they fuel themselves differently, and they are 
physically built very differently.  But they both run.  Would you 
expect a marathon runner to fare well in a sprinting contest?  The 
same logic applies to building the right team for a startup versus 
an established company. The sales and marketing team and process 
needs to be aligned with the business needs or you will most 
likely fail.





A PRESCRIPTION FOR SALES AND MARKETING ALIGNMENT
How do you prevent these types of scenarios from happening in your company?  As 
with all things in sales and marketing, be wary of any silver bullet advice from 
consultants.  Here is our suggested prescription. There surely is other good 
advice.

1. FIRST, SECOND AND THIRD -- IT’S ABOUT PEOPLE

Above all, sales and marketing success is about the right people.  Get the right 
people in the right jobs with the right attitude and goals. Then inspect their 
execution with rigor through a simple operating system of disciplined reviews.  
Revenue and ratio meetings are about numbers and are mandatory. Quarterly 
meetings are about solving big issues and team building, not whining. Insist on a 
team that respects each other’s contribution, is allowed to fail and is held 
jointly accountable for shared mistakes.  

2. SIMPLIFY YOUR DEFINITIONS AND YOUR DATA

Simplicity is grossly under rated and under done.  Having 
access to the right data is critical, so automate 
everything, ideally within one single database.  Do a 
regular health check on the system of record and the data 
in it, watching the same ratios, and make cleanup and 
management a priority.

On top of this, invest in marketing tools that integrate 
directly with your sales system of record and are flexible 
enough to capture both out of the box campaigns for new 
customers and continuous lead nurturing of your installed 
base.  Include social media campaigns in the measurement.

Also, there is much debate between sales and marketing on 
the definition of a lead. Industry terms such as BANT 
(Budget, Authority, Need, Timeline) have emerged.   Indeed, 
the definition of what a lead means to sales and marketing 
is important. Most importantly however, we believe a 
definition of your pipeline stages and ratios with clear ‘go and no-go’ gates is 
the higher level task to achieve as illustrated in scenario three.

3. MEASURE SALES AND MARKETING ON RATIO & REVENUE

There is an age-old debate about how marketing and sales should be measured. 
Start by making each other truly accountable for each other’s key ratios and 
revenue on a simple dashboard from a singular database or data mining exercise.  
We guarantee, they will complain. Persevere.

Make sales worry about the outcomes of successful marketing programs, and 
marketing worry about the end result of their campaigns: namely qualified sales 
opportunities and revenue. In other words, ensure true alignment and 
collaboration by inspecting what you want people to respect.

We propose the following minimum five metrics, over the page, measured against a 
sales pipeline.
1. The ratio of net-new names from new lead generation campaigns outside the 

pipeline, where ‘new’ means they have not purchased at all in 3 years.
2. The ratio of leads returned back into the pipeline from lead nurturing 

campaigns (in other words the number of installed base leads versus net-new).
3. The value and ratio of leads accepted by sales (not just put into the pipe but 

accepted and given an initial overall value by a sales rep – in other words 
the ones that are actually useful to your reps).  

4. The percentage of these leads converted into forecastable sales pipeline by 
your key product lines or territories.



5. Finally, and most importantly, what ratio or 
percentage of these leads are converted into 
revenue? This is the hardest ratio of all to enforce 
and may require more gradual introduction.

4. SEARCH VORACIOUSLY FOR BEST PRACTICES

By definition, no one person or organization can have 
the best ideas. At the same time, no sales or marketing 
organization should approach all problems equally; 
learn to identify portions of your business which 
require a fresh look. For example, a new product into a 
new territory or market.  

Rotate your established agencies often and do not 
accept established norms for budget. Ask for more from your PR budget.  Currently 
PR, marcom, production, web and advertising industries are all scrambling to 
claim the best understanding of the world of social media.  Search for agencies 
that understand practical ways to deliver social media programs and are not 
blinded by the love for the medium itself, and are willing to be measured on 
outcomes.

Step up a level and outsource a business function 
versus a marketing or sales task.  Try outsourcing 
areas you had previously believed to be the remit only 
of a full time employee or functional agency.  The 
sales and marketing world is rapidly becoming an 
outsourced industry.  Find the best practitioners 
through your network and insist they show you the best 
practices as part of their engagement.  

Learn from this along the way, with a view of taking it 
in house at the right moment when it succeeds.  Only 
outsource to agencies who want to hand it back to you 
when are ready.

5. MANAGE CHANGE NOT SYSTEMS

It’s amazing how many organizations believe that the act 
of subscribing to Salesforce.com and eMarketing automation systems will solve 
their sales and marketing alignment problems.

Ultimately change is only driven by new organizations with stronger leaders with 
new ideas and priorities; if you keep doing the same things, you’ll always get 
the same results.  Change means resistance and stress in the system.  Change 
requires change management. In other words, it’s harder than you think.

A critical first part of this is be really sure that you have set a common shared 
vision, direction and strategy that everyone knows how to follow in their every 
everyday job. Be as clear as possible about boundaries.

6. BE CLEAR ABOUT THE TYPE OF SALES & MARKETING YOU ARE DOING

This is an obvious statement but hard to do. Be clear about your approach to 
market and what kind of sales and marketing team you need to deliver it for your 
product, company size and marketplace.  If you are a startup doing evangelistic 
selling to get that one big customer set yourself up this way; put evangelists at 
the front, have your marketing start a ‘cause’ for everyone to follow.   
7. CUSTOMER-ORIENTED CONTENT AND USEFUL OFFERS
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Be clear about your value to the customer and messages. Develop quantified value 
propositions that relate to what your customers’ value, not just you.  Define a 
hand drawn framework within which all campaigns must align. Then cancel sacred 
cows.  Invest in customer A/B testing of alternatives for each major spend. Send 
your marketeers to the field to test and not as faux sales people.

8. SOME RULES DO MATTER

Be clear about the sales and marketing process rules and who owns them.  The CEO 
is ultimately accountable for everything but it’s surprising how many times 
someone lower down the organization makes his or her own definition of success 
the bottleneck that everyone else imitates.  Put discipline in your review 
meetings. They are not optional. Ever.

Once you have the strategy and approach to market down, set half a dozen rules 
about type of customer, average selling price, lead aging expectations, roles of 
business development versus major account closers, and go/no-go against stages in 
the sales cycle. A joint Service Level Agreement between sales and marketing is 
highly recommended along with the associated measurement and compensation. 

9. DISTRIBUTE YOUR MARKETING INTO FIELD DEMAND CENTERS

There are many discussions about whether marketing should work for sales.  We 
don’t address that here as, regardless of opinion, in many companies marketing is 
simply too important in the mind of the CEO who will not allow it to happen.  We 
do recommend that you restructure your marketing, collapsing as many centralized 
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