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7
Seven Fatal Sales Mistakes CEOs 

and Sales VPs Make
I never make stupid mistakes. Only very, very clever ones.

John Peel



Predictable  Revenue -  Seven Fatal Sales Mistakes

132

Even Experienced CEOs And Sales VPs Make These 
Mistakes All The Time
I’ve consulted with dozens of  companies since leaving Salesforce.com.  
Time and time again, I’ve seen executives repeat the same, fundamental 
mistakes as they work to grow sales.

Fatal Mistake 1: Not Taking Responsibility For Understanding 
Sales and Lead Generation
Everything begins with the CEO.  Even when a CEO hires executives to 
run lead generation and sales, the CEO cannot delegate their own under-
standing of  how lead generation and sales works.  The CEO must under-
stand the fundamentals in order to set effective goals, coach executives, 
and solve revenue problems.  

One of  my own fatal mistakes as the CEO of  LeaseExchange was my del-
egation of  both the execution and my understanding of  lead generation 
and sales to others.  Not only did I help create arbitrary revenue goals, but 
I also failed to really understand the “why” when results didn’t come in as 
expected... which means that I didn’t have a clear idea of  what needed to 
change in order to get the desired results.
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By having an understanding of  how sales and lead generation works, your 
CEO can help create realistic plans and visions for the team.  The CEO can 
avoid arbitrary goals, assumptions, and plans, and thus run a much faster 
growing, profitable company.

Solution:  The CEO takes full responsibility for educating themselves, 
whether indirectly through coaching, or directly by getting involved in 
actual projects.

Fatal Mistake 2: Thinking Account Executives Should Prospect 
(Making Account Executives Jacks-Of-All Trades)
Your need your Account Executives (quota-carrying salespeople) to spend 
most of  their time fulfilling deals or calling on customers, and a minimum 

of  time prospecting for brand new accounts.  Pros-
pecting doesn’t bring in revenue – closing brings in 
revenue.   

Account Executives should prospect for new cli-
ents less than 20% of  the time, and only to a Top 
10 Strategic Accounts list, with partners, or to cur-
rent customers.

The bulk of  prospecting into new accounts should 
be owned by a separate, dedicated prospecting role.  Even for businesses 
such as consulting that depend highly on relationships, much of  the early 
work of  new account research, development, and qualification can be han-
dled by cost-effective, focused Sales Development Reps.  

Solution:  Specialize sales roles.  You only need two salespeople to begin spe-
cializing.  This is so important that I discuss this in multiple places in the book.

Fatal Mistake 3: Assuming Channels Will Do The Selling For You
A giant mistake is assuming that even if  you can sign up some channel 
partners, they will do most of  the selling for you.

Usually (especially in software and business service), they won’t.  Or can’t.  
Or they just aren’t very good at it.

The bulk of 
prospecting into new 
accounts should 
be owned by a 
separate, dedicated 
prospecting role.
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You have to control your own destiny.  You have to build your own sales 
results first, and prove your success, before you’ll be able to benefit much 
from channel partners.

The channels will come AFTER you are successful.

Solution: First control your own destiny by building direct sales success 
before counting channel chickens.

Fatal Mistake 4: Talent Fumbles (Hiring, Training, Incenting)
Predictable Revenue requires you have repeatable people processes.  For 
example, “sink or swim training” in which new hires have to fend for them-
selves after a few hours or couple of  days of  training is not repeatable.

Executives make all kinds of  other mistakes here, including:

• Hiring Poorly: Especially in sales leadership (i.e., taking the 
resume at face value).  Remember, salespeople are talented at 
SELLING–including themselves!

• Insufficient Training: Back to training… new hires should 
spend time in any services area that works with live customers 
before starting their “real” job, to learn what it’s like to be in 
the customer’s shoes.  See the graphic below for an example 
of  the “ladder training” approach.



Seven Fatal Sales Mistakes -  Predictable  Revenue 

135

• Misguided Ramp Time Expectations 

	° Think 1-3 months for inside Account Executives, and 
up to 6-18 (yes 18!) months for field or enterprise 
Account Executives.

	° What is the best way to help them ramp faster?  Help 
them with lead generation, rather than counting on 
them to develop 100% of  their own deals.

• Promoting the Wrong People: Why don’t executives ask 
“the people” for their input on who should be promoted? 

• Using Money as the Main (or only) Motivator: And ignoring 
softer but more powerful forms of  rewards such as respect, 
appreciation, and fun.

Solution:  Stop reinventing (and breaking and reinventing…) the wheel 
on your own.  Get coaching on how to hire, train, and incent, or find local 
companies to model.  

Fatal Mistake 5: Thinking “Product-Out,” Not “Customer-In”
If  your sales or lead generation efforts are struggling, first look to yourself.   
How clear is your Ideal Customer Profile?  Have you identified their core 
challenges?  Are you marketing to and speaking to those ideal clients, or are 
you speaking to too broad an audience, and diluting your voice? 

Executives hate to do this because they 
feel like they are shrinking their market 
opportunity, but the wisdom says, “Pick a 
niche, get rich.”  Think of  a fire hose:  If  
it’s on a wide spray, it doesn’t go far. But 
tighten it to a laser-thin stream, and it will 
punch through a wall.  Think of  your mes-
saging the same way.  Is it tight enough to 
punch through a market’s noise and indif-
ference?  It’s the same amount of  water 
and energy, just with a different focus.

Also, companies love to talk about what they do and what they are.  “We are 
the leading platform in …”  No one cares about what you do; they only care 
what you can deliver for them.  You’re a “platform”?  Why is that valuable to 
customers?  What is the impact or result you can promise customers?
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Executives need to spend at least 25% of  their time with customers, so 
they stay connected with “what it’s really like out there.”

Solution:  Talk to customers to get clear on what you do for them, rather 
than how you do it.  Put this into a simple, clear one-page document you 
can share with the entire company.   Regularly connect with customers by 
phone or in person.

Fatal Mistake 6: Sloppy Tracking And Measurement
You can’t have predictability without having repeatable processes.  You can’t 
make what counts repeatable if  you’re not regularly measuring what matters 
(and that doesn’t include the number of  dials per day your salespeople make).

• How effectively are you measuring your sales and marketing 
activities and results?

• If  you aren’t… why do you keep putting it off ?  “We’ll do that 
next week, quarter, year…”

• Unless you understand what works and doesn’t work, you are 
only guessing at how to improve.  

If  You Only Track Five Metrics…

Track as many of  these as you can in your sales force automation system’s 
dashboards:

1. New leads created per month (also, from what source).

2. Conversion rate of  leads to opportunities.

3. Number of, and pipeline dollar value of, qualified 
opportunities created per month.  This is the most important 
leading indicator of  revenue!

4. Conversion rates of  opportunities to closed deals.

5. Booked revenues in three categories: New Business, Add-On 
Business, Renewal Business.

Solution: Start tracking 3-5 key activities or results now. Keep experiment-
ing with new metrics, old ones, and how you can use them to improve your 
business.  Review them weekly with a core team.
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Fatal Mistake 7: Command-And-Control Management
Do you find it easier to tell people what to do, rather than coaching them 
through it, even though it takes longer and more of  your energy and attention?

You aren’t alone.  It can be challenging to spend a lot of  time focused on 
supporting your people, and it’s tempting to think “they’re adults, they can 
figure it out.”   

The danger is that you end up treating employees like resources, rather 
than people with lots of  potential, energy and ideas they could contribute 
given the right circumstances.

In Reality…

•  Most employees have ideas and want to contribute beyond 
their roles.

•  Most employees want to be inspired and make a difference.

•  Most employees want to be helpful, trusting, and 
communicative.

•  For most employees, it’s just as exhausting for them as it is 
for management to be told what to do all the time.

How can you harness the full creativity, inspiration, and output of  your 
employees?   There are plenty of  proven practices to help you do this:

Solution: Read “The Seven Day Weekend” by Ricardo Semler, visit World-
blue.com to learn more about democratically run companies, or read CEO-
Flow: Turn Your Employees Into Mini-CEOs.  
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Bonus Mistake: Under-Investing In Customer Success
CEOs and executives, mostly in the early years of  a company, are too focused 
on getting new customers, and frequently ignore current and past ones.  

You get one head to hire… should it be a salesperson, or an account man-
agement person?  Almost always the answer is sales.

Ignore account management and ongoing customer support at your own peril.

We now have a world of  “Frictionless Karma.” Bad and good customer 
experiences get around instantly rather than taking a lifetime.  One bad 
apple can spoil a bunch faster than ever.

In 2008, I had a client that was in their second pitch 
meeting with a bank for a potentially enormous deal.  
They had a coach on the inside, and felt the meeting 
went great! 

A few days after this meeting, their coach contacted 
them and said, “As a friend, I wanted to let you know that we emailed a 
bunch of  companies we know who use applications such as yours.  You are 
my own personal favorite company, but all the responses we received from 
your clients said your service is terrible.  It’s put you behind the 8-ball in 
this deal.”  That’s not a pleasant message for a VP Sales to receive.  

Solution:  Hold the hands of  your first 50 customers; give them lots of  
love.  

There's no process or magic to this: call them, visit them, talk to them!  Ask 
them what they need, if  they have any improvements or ideas to suggest.  
Ask their advice.  Then do something about it.

Hold the hands 
of your first 50 
customers; give 
them lots of love.  


