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The sales team is often seen as the “lifeblood” of the organization—and with good reason: They are at the
frontline of what keeps the organization alive, thriving and achieving success. So, figuring out what motivates your sales force is all-important in reaching for top-line success.
When business is good, meeting the motivational needs of salespeople may seem more straightforward
than when the economy is shrinking or when budgets tighten. But no matter what the external reality, it
pays—on many levels—to build and retain a motivated sales force.
With this in mind, AchieveGlobal reached out to sales professionals to figure out how organizations can
build and maintain a motivated sales team. We wanted to know whether money is the only motivating factor, and how salespeople respond to recognition and respect. What’s more, we wanted to learn about differences between the generations of people working within sales teams.
The research brought to light important trends that may well help decode what motivates a sales force to excel
and how this can be used to hold on to top sales performers.
The critical discoveries of this survey include:
1. Motivation and retention of salespeople are closely connected.
2. Money continues to be the primary motivator, but it is also the worst implemented incentive.
3. Money is also the most likely cause of defection: Salespeople who are most likely to leave are those who are
most dissatisfied with shortfalls in their pay packets.
4. While money is a key motivator, of the top five motivators, the other four have nothing to do with money.
5. Salespeople from older generations place more importance on money than their younger colleagues.
6. Salespeople from younger generations place more importance on opportunities for promotion than their
older colleagues.
7. Publishing of comparative sales results generally has a low impact on motivation and only really matters to
those in very large organizations or those higher up in the hierarchy.
8. Salespeople perceive a shortfall between what actually motivates them and how organizations are implementing incentives and motivating salespeople.
9. The biggest gap between importance and application of incentives is in pay.
10. There are big gaps between importance and application for:
a. Monetary incentives (above and beyond basic pay and commission)
b. Opportunities to develop skills and the provision of resources
c. Support for salespeople
All of the above are among the top eight motivators
11. Older salespeople feel they are not being offered sufficient opportunities for promotion, are given few
opportunities to learn new things, and feel less secure in their jobs, which raises the question of whether
ageism is a factor within sales teams.
12. Salespeople who value their work as interesting and feel like they are a part of the bigger organizational picture are more likely to want to remain with their present employer.
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Connection Between
Motivation and Retention
Our study polled 334 sales professionals. (See
Appendix 1.1 for more detailed information about
the participants.) Overall, the participants said that
they are mostly motivated, with nearly 60 percent
saying that they feel motivated in their work, 23 percent answering that they are indifferent, and 17 percent reporting that they do not feel motivated. (See
Appendix 1.2.)
The survey clearly confirms the link between a salesperson’s motivation and their plans to stay with their
present employer or leave. Although almost 40 percent were considering leaving their job within the
next two years, the more motivated a salesperson
was, the more likely they were to plan to remain.
It stands to reason then that if organizations can do
a good job of motivating their salespeople, then they
will also succeed at holding on to their most valued
employees, who may well fall into the 40 percent
who are at risk.

The Motivation Factors
While many salespeople are motivated and want to
remain with their present employer, a significant
number are neither motivated nor content where
they are and, as such, are planning to find more motivating or satisfying work.
With this in mind, we investigated which factors
effectively motivate salespeople and how good
organizations are at making use of incentives.
The top five motivators in order of rank were:
1. Good pay
2. Interesting work
3. Job security

incentives,” and “sales commissions” all ranked in the
top 7 of 16 possible incentives. (See Appendix 1.3 for
more information on how all of these incentives
ranked.) This mirrors other existing research that
points to money or a “drive to acquire” as being key
in motivating employees1.
When it comes to how good a job organizations are
doing in using money as a motivator, there’s disturbing news: Overall, the salespeople in our survey generally feel dissatisfied with their pay. This trend
should worry sales leaders, since the one thing that
most drives salespeople toward success is typically
not being delivered on as an incentive in most organizations.
We also found that younger salespeople (born after
1980) are less likely than older salespeople to say
“other monetary incentives” motivated them.
Likewise, younger sales professionals are less likely
than older workers to say “sales commissions” are
important.
A recent examination of scientific research on motivation concludes that organizations should pay people enough to take money off the table as a source of
dissatisfaction, rather using it to drive incremental
performance improvements, as it is typically ineffective at doing this2.
Particularly in times of economic downturn, increasing pay for salespeople might not always be a viable
option, thus increasing the significance of non-monetary incentives.

Non-Financial Incentives
There’s plenty of good news here: Money is not the
only motivator, since other incentives like “interesting work,” “job security,” “clear goals,” and “opportunities to develop skills” are rated in the top five, and

4. Clear goals
5. Opportunities to develop skills
1

Money as a Motivator
Not surprisingly, this survey revealed that money is a
great motivator, since “good pay,” “other monetary

See for example, the July-August 2008 Harvard Business Review article, “Employee Motivation: A Powerful New Model” by Nitin Nohria,
Boris Groysberg, and Linda-Eling Lee.

2
“Drive: The Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us” by Daniel
H. Pink, 2009

THE SECRETS OF INSPIRING SALES SUCCESS | 3

role in their organization were more likely
than lower-level salespeople to feel that their
organization effectively provided opportunities to develop their skills and learn new
things. This finding suggests that higher-level
supervisors and executives greatly valued and
benefited from leadership and skills-based
training. More important, however, is the fact
that lower-level salespeople value these opportunities as well, but were not receiving them.

“resources and support that enable you to make
progress,” “recognition,” and “opportunities to learn
new things” come in the top ten.
This offers a lot of scope for sales leaders to motivate
their salespeople without having to dig deep into the
company’s coffers.
Doing “interesting work” ranked second only to
“good pay” as a motivating factor.
The surveyed group also rated their organizations
most effective at using “interesting work” as an incentive. Logically, if organizations can focus on making
sales work as interesting as possible, then this in itself
can be a motivating factor for salespeople.
Sales leaders can do this by providing details of
strategic vision, giving salespeople the opportunity to
play on cross-functional teams or contribute to
organization-wide projects that don’t necessarily
contribute to revenue, but will contribute the interest a salesperson finds in the work place.
Organizations that make employees feel like they are
part of important organizational decisions have
much more motivated salespeople and salespeople
who are a lot less likely to be planning to leave the
organization. A primary way for organizations to
motivate and retain salespeople is to create camaraderie, and solicit and value feedback from their
employees.
Nonmonetary incentives like gifts, vacations, and
top sellers’ clubs are poor motivators for salespeople,
and organizations that use these incentives do not do
so effectively. Many other types of incentives are
much more effective.
•

Organizations can increase the motivation of
salespeople by providing leadership and skillsbased training to people at all ages and at all
organizational levels. Indeed, employees in
organizations that provide these opportunities
are much less likely to plan to leave their
organization than are employees in organizations that do not. Salespeople with a higher
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Job Security as a Motivator
The backdrop of economic instability likely influenced participants’ ranking of incentives such as “job
security,” with increased numbers of employees generally placing high value on having a job and keeping
a job in an environment where job loss is higher than
at other times.
Across the generations, sales professionals in our survey gave feedback on how important less tangible
incentives like job security were to their feelings of
motivation. Overall, job security ranked third.
Salespeople rank organizations as effective in using
“job security” as an incentive. This discovery might
suggest that companies are tapping into the reality of
what most employees tend to value during an economic downturn. Future research could look more
deeply at this trend.

Promotion as a Motivator
Although in general, promotion ranks toward the
end of the list of motivators there are, however, some
differences in how age groups tend to value promotion as an incentive:
Our survey found that younger salespeople (more
than older salespeople) point to “opportunities for
promotion” as being more important.
There are two possible explanations for this:
•

Older salespeople may have already risen as
high as they can go in their organizations, so
promotion may no longer be an option, or

•

Older salespeople may have more and larger
immediate personal financial responsibilities
(for example mortgage payments, childcare, or
extra curricular expenses) as compared to
younger salespeople. For this reason, longterm promotion opportunities may not be as
important as an immediate and large paycheck
for older generation salespeople.

•

•
•

The highest discrepancy existed between the
importance of “other monetary incentives”
and how effectively organizations were using
“other monetary incentives.”
Second highest in discrepancy was “good pay.”
Third highest was “feeling of being in on
things.”

Generally speaking, salespeople feel that their organizations were not effectively creating opportunities
for promotion. In addition, older salespeople are
more likely than younger salespeople to feel that
their organization did not give real opportunities for
promotion.

If organizations improve their effectiveness in these
areas, it’s likely to have a positive effect on overall
motivation within the sales team.

This points to a real insight: Organizations could
likely benefit from creating an organizational structure where salespeople can rise to higher levels of
management based on their sales volume, regardless
of age differences.

There were several compelling trends that pointed to
differences between how older and younger salespeople thought about the importance and effectiveness
of different incentives. These differences should
raise a red flag for organizations to assess any tendencies toward ageism in the offering of incentives.

Salespeople rate “nonmonetary incentives like gifts,
vacations, top sellers club” as being second lowest in
importance and not effectively used. This raises the
question of whether monies spent on this category
of incentives is being put to good use, or whether
budgets in this area could easily be redirected to
other incentives with bigger impact.

Are Organizations Being Effective?
It’s one thing for incentives to exist within an organization, but it’s entirely another for incentives to be
put to good strategic use. For this reason, we asked
sales professionals whether their organizations were
effective in their use of incentives.
The survey gave us real insights into incentives that
were rated as important, but were also rated as not
being effectively used by organizations. The responses showed a significant gap overall in how effectively
organizations were using incentives. Furthermore,
these “discrepancies” point to three specific areas
where there’s room for significant improvement in
organizations. They include:

See appendix 1.5 for full details of discrepancy scores.

The Reality of Ageism

For example, we found that older salespeople are
more likely than younger salespeople to feel that
their organization is not effectively providing opportunities to learn new things. This might be because
of the false and ageist belief among executives that
older people are less able or less willing than younger
people to learn new skills. Interestingly, research
shows that older salespeople are significantly more
open to learning new things than their organization
acknowledges. Perhaps even more significant is the
idea that opportunities like this could themselves
serve as key motivation to older salespeople.
We also found that older salespeople were more likely than younger salespeople to feel that their organizations did not effectively use job security as an
incentive. This trend might be related to the association of job security being more important to older
workers who likely have more financial responsibilities than younger people.

Conclusion and Implications
Highly motivated salespeople are more productive
and more creative, add great overall value to the
organization, and are critically important in deter-
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mining an organization’s competitive success. Sales
leaders can play a key role in building and maintaining motivation among salespeople in a number of different ways.
Our survey makes it clear that salespeople are motivated by work that is both rewarding and fulfilling. A
wide gap exists, however, between what sales professionals expect in terms of motivation and what their
organizations are delivering. Therefore, organizations should take note of several important and specific discoveries that can help build and retain a
motivated sales force:
The most motivational and important incentive for salespeople generally is good pay,
whether that occurs across base salary, quotarelated bonuses, sales commission, or other
monetary incentives. Generally, salespeople
who feel they are paid well for their work are
much less likely to plan to leave their current
employer. Further, good pay is especially
important for older employees. In addition,
salespeople who were most likely to consider
leaving their organizations were predominantly from organizations that did not provide
good pay.
Clearly, participants agreed that money is important,
but so is the real value of doing stimulating work that
offers security, is rationalized through goal-setting,
and gives salespeople opportunities to grow.
Salespeople are highly motivated by interesting
work, and employees in organizations that provide
interesting work are a lot less likely to plan to leave.
Organizations would likely benefit from maximizing
the level of interest that their salespeople have in the
work they perform.
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The truth is that one salesperson’s motivations may
vary distinctly from what may motivate another, so
the idea that there may be one approach that effectively motivates all sales people is a myth. On the
contrary, now more than ever, with complex factors
like economic shifts and generational diversity at
play in the workforce, it’s more important than ever
that sales leaders invest time and resources in investigating what really motivates their salespeople, making the direct connection between what salespeople
want, and how to effectively put incentives into use.
Organizations that position motivation and retention of their sales forces as a priority are certainly
more likely to have salespeople who are more motivated and who ultimately play an integral role in
increasing competitive position for the organization.

About the Study
Conducted in 2010, AchieveGlobal surveyed 334
sales professionals. Most of the respondents were
either salespeople or sales managers, with a lesser
number self-identifying as sales executives.
Participants represented organizations of varying
sizes having anywhere from 10 sales people or less, to
organizations with over one thousand salespeople.
The survey respondents were also representative of
the four generations of employees now part of many
organizations today. This report examines what
motivates salespeople to perform and remain a vital
part of their organization’s success.

Appendix 1
1.1 About the Participants
The findings of our sales motivation research drew
on a survey conducted among 334 sales professionals.
Survey respondents were mostly salespeople (73.21
percent), but also included some sales managers (17.13
percent) and sales executives (4.05 percent). The participants represented a broad range of sales organization sizes, with the majority of participant organizations having between one and 100 salespeople (50
percent), while 22 percent of participants were from
organizations having between 100 and 500 salespeople, and 28 percent had over 500 salespeople.
The participants were also representative of the four
generations working in many organizations today
(including Generation Y and Millennials, Generation
X, Baby Boomers, and Traditionalists) with the highest percentages representing Baby Boomers (people
born between 1947 and 1964: 34.58 percent) and
Generation X (between 1965 and 1980: 36.14 percent). Participants also varied by the number of years
that they had been in sales, with fairly even distribution from those having five years or fewer, all the way
to those having over 21 years of experience in sales.
See Figures 1, 2, and 3 for full detail of participant
demographics.

Year of Birth

Percent

After 1980

19.94

1965-1980

36.14

1947-1964

34.58

Before 1947

9.35

Figure 1. Participant year of birth by percentage

Current Level

Percent

Salesperson

73.21

Sales Manager

17.13

Sales Executive

4.05

Other

5.61

Figure 2. Organizational level of participants by
percentage

Number of Salespeople in the
Organization

Percent

1-10

32.40

11-50

17.13

51-100

7.48

101-250

8.10

251-500

6.54

501-1000

7.17

1000+

21.18

Figure 3. Number of salespeople in the organization
by percentage

1.2 Are You Motivated?
Asked to rate how motivated they were in their work
on a 5-point scale (with 1 being “not motivated at all”
and 5 being “extremely motivated), the participants
said that they were mostly motivated, with nearly 60
percent of respondents saying that they felt motivated in their work, while 40 percent reported that they
were either indifferent to their work or did not feel
motivated.
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tives were: “higher pay than others,” “nonmonetary
incentives,” and “publishing of comparative sales
results.” See Figure 6.

Motivation Rating

Percent

1 Not motivated at all

3.59

2

13.77

3

23.05

4

34.43

Good pay

4.32

5 Extremely motivated

25.15

Interesting work

4.23

Figure 4. Rating of motivation by percentage of
respondents

Job security

4.15

Clear goals

4.11

Related to the question of motivation, the survey
also asked participants whether they were considering leaving their current employer. The findings indicate that, mostly, respondents have no plans to leave
their current employer, while 39 percent said that
they planned to leave within the next two years.
Further analysis revealed, however, that salespeople
who reported that they were more generally motivated tended to also report that they were planning to
remain at their current job. See Figure 5.

Opportunities to develop skills

4.11

Other monetary incentives

4.10

Sales commission

4.05

Plans to Leave Employer

Percent

Type of Incentive

Average Response
Rating

Resources and support that enable progress 4.00
Recognition

3.99

Opportunities to learn new things

3.99

Feeling of being “in” on things

3.95

Quota-related bonuses

3.91

Opportunities for promotion

3.84

As soon as you find an alternative
position

16.82

Higher pay than others

3.80

In the next 6-12 months

9.66

In the next 16-24 months

12.15

Nonmonetary incentives like gifts,
vacations, top sellers club

3.51

No plans to leave current employer

61.37

Publishing of comparative sales results

3.40

Figure 5. Plans to leave employer by percentage of
respondents

1.3 Ranking Incentives
Our survey provided a list of 16 motivational incentives, and asked respondents to rate the top five
incentives (using a scale of 1 “not important at all”
to 5—“extremely important”) in order of importance
in motivating them to make sales. The top five highest rated incentives were “good pay,” “interesting
work,” “job security,” “clear goals,” and “opportunities to develop skills.” The three lowest rated incen-
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Figure 6. Rating of types of incentives
Some noteworthy findings about participant rating
of incentives include:
•

•

Salespeople who said that having a “feeling of
being ‘in’ on things” was important were less
likely to want to leave their current employer.
Salespeople who were at higher levels in their
organizations were more likely to attribute
importance to “Publishing of comparative
sales results” than were salespeople with a
lower role.

•

Salespeople from organizations with more
salespeople were more likely to attribute
importance to “Publishing of comparative
sales results” than were salespeople from an
organization with fewer salespeople.

1.4 Are Organizations Effectively Using
Incentives?
As part of the survey, salespeople were asked to rate
the list of 16 motivational incentives, according to
how well their organization made effective use of the
incentives, on a scale from 1 (Not effective at all) to 5
(Extremely effective).

Type of Incentive

Average Response
Rating

Interesting work

3.55

Job security

3.49

Clear goals

3.48

Sales commission

3.48

Good pay

3.42

Quota related bonuses

3.38

Opportunities to learn new things

3.38

Publishing of comparative sales results

3.33

Opportunities to develop skills

3.31

Recognition

3.31

Resources and support that enable progress 3.19
Other monetary incentives

3.17

Feeling of being “in” on things

3.10

Opportunities for promotion

3.04

Higher pay than others

3.04

Nonmonetary incentives like gifts,
vacations, top sellers club

2.86

Responses to the survey revealed that “interesting
work” was rated as the sales incentive most effectively used by organizations. Rounding out the top 5
were “job security,” “clear goals,” “sales commission,”
and “good pay.” See Figure 7.
There were a few other key findings arising from the
ranking of organizational effectiveness in using
incentives, including:
•

•

•

•

Salespeople with a higher role in their organization were less likely than lower-level salespeople to feel that their organization effectively used “Publishing of comparative sales
results” as an incentive.
Salespeople with a higher role in their organization were more likely than lower-level sales
people to feel that their organization effectively provided opportunities to develop their
skills and learn new things.
Salespeople from organizations with a greater
number of salespeople felt that their organization was more effective at recognizing employees, providing resources and support to make
them progress, and providing opportunities to
develop their skills. Additionally, salespeople
from smaller organizations want these opportunities and feel that the opportunities would
motivate them to make sales.
Salespeople who were most likely to consider
leaving their organizations were, first and foremost, those from organizations that did not
provide good pay. The second and third largest
predictors, respectively, of whether employees
were considering leaving was whether their
organization provided them with interesting
work and whether their organization made
them feel like they were “in” on things. The
other major predictors were whether their
organization provided them with opportunities to develop their skills with resources and
support to make them progress and with
opportunities to learn new things.

Figure 7. Organizational effectiveness in incentive use
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1.5 Comparison of Importance of
Incentives and Effectiveness at Using
Them

Type of
Incentive

Discrepancy scores were calculated between the
degree to which salespeople attributed importance
to a type of incentive and the degree to which they
felt their organization was effectively using that
incentive. The following table summarizes these discrepancies, and the higher the score, the larger the
discrepancy:

Other monetary incentives

0.98

Good pay

0.92

Feeling of being “in” on things

0.87

Opportunities for promotion

0.84

Opportunities to develop skills

0.83

Overall, the average discrepancy score for the entire
sample across all 16 discrepancy scores (0.73) suggests
that, across the board, there’s room for significant
improvement in how organizations make use of
incentives.

Resources and support that enable progress 0.80

Average ImportanceEffectiveness Discrepancy

Higher pay than others

0.80

Sales commission

0.76

Nonmonetary incentives like gifts, vacations, top
sellers club
0.73
Recognition

0.70

Interesting work

0.70

Job security

0.67

Clear goals

0.64

Quota-related bonuses

0.62

Opportunities to learn new things

0.62

Publishing of comparative sales results

0.15

Figure 8. Ranking of discrepancy scores
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