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First Steps To Effective
Sales Planning

ost salespeople love to be active — out
in their territories, seeing people, solving
problems, putting deals together. This
activity orientation is one of the neces-

sary characteristics of a sales personality. A day sit-
ting behind a desk is their idea of purgatory.

Unfortunately, this activity orientation is both a
strength and weakness. Much of a salesperson’s abil-
ity to produce results finds its genesis in the energy
generated by this activity orientation, but it can be a
major obstacle.

Far too often, salespeople are guilty of going about
their jobs directed by the credo of “Ready, shoot, aim.”
The luxury of this kind of unfocused activity is a casu-
alty of the Information Age. In order to be effective,
salespeople must be focused and thoughtful about
everything they do. Activity without forethought and
planning is a needless waste of time and energy.

The most important part of the job to think about
is the time they spend in front of their prospects and
customers. Of all the different parts of their job, there
is nothing more important to think about — nothing
more important to plan — than that.

For most salespeople, if they were to make a list of
everything they do in the course of a day, and then
consider each of the items on the list, they’d likely
discover that almost everything they do can be done
cheaper or better by someone else within their com-
pany. Someone else can call for appointments cheaper
or better than the salesperson. Someone else can more
easily check on back orders. Someone else can fill
out a price quote, write a letter, or deliver a sample,

cheaper or better than most salespeople. In fact, it’s
likely that the only thing a salesperson can do that
no one else in the company can do cheaper or better
is interact with the customers. It’s the face-to-face
interaction with customers that defines the value they
typically bring to the company. If it weren’t for that,
your company would have little use for salespeople.

Time In Front of the Customer

So, the face-to-face interaction with the customer is
the core value salespeople bring to the company. Yet,
most studies indicate that the average outside sales-
person only spends about 25–30 percent of his/her
working week actually face-to-face with the customer.

In light of that, doesn’t it make sense to spend some
time planning and preparing to make that 25–30 per-
cent of the week the highest quality you can possibly
make it? Of course it does.
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Planning Principles

Mastery of this practice is built upon several pow-
erful principles. Here’s the first:

Good decisions require good information — It’s the
Information Age, remember. And that means if you’re
going to be an effective professional salesperson you
must collect, store and use good information. You
can’t make effective plans if the information on which

you build those plans is
faulty or sketchy.

If you were going to build
a home, for example, you’d
want to know about the
nature of the ground on
which the home was to be
built. You’d need to have a
good idea about what kind
of weather conditions the
home would be enduring,
what the building codes
were, what materials were

available and what they cost, and what kind of skilled
workmen were required. The list could go on and on.
The point is that you wouldn’t be able to build a home
very effectively if you didn’t have good information
on which to base those plans.

The same principles apply to building a home as
well as delivering effective sales performance. In both
cases, good planning requires good information. It
may be that your company provides you all the in-
formation you need, but it’s more likely they don’t.
If you’re going to work with good information, you
must be the one who collects that information. That
means you must create systems to collect, store and
use the information that will be most helpful to you.
Since our world is constantly producing new infor-
mation, the system you create isn’t something you
do once and forget. Rather, it must be a dynamic sys-
tem that is constantly processing, storing and using
new information.

The Information-Collecting Process

Creating and maintaining your system is a matter
of following several specific steps. Here’s the process:
• Create a list of the categories of information you’d
like to have.
• Working with one category at a time, brainstorm
a list of all the pieces of information you’d like to
have within that category.

• Develop a system and some tools to help you col-
lect that information.
• Store it efficiently.
• Use it regularly.

Step One: Start by listing the kinds of informa-
tion you think will be most useful to you.

Think about your job and determine what kinds
of information you’d like to have to help you deal
effectively with your customers. Here’s a partial list
that would fit most salespeople:
• Information about your customers and prospects.
• Information about your competitors.
• Information about the products, programs and ser-
vices you sell.

You may have a number of other categories, but
this is a basic list with which you can begin.

Step Two: Once you’ve categorized the kind of in-
formation you’d like, you can then think about what
information would be ideal to have in each category.

Start at the top and work down. Look at custom-
ers and prospects first. What, ideally, would you like
to know about them? Some typical pieces of infor-
mation would include information about the
account’s total volume of the kind of products you
sell, the dates of contracts that are coming up, the
people from whom they are currently buying, and so
forth. All of that seems pretty basic. However, most
salespeople have no systematic way of collecting and
storing that information. So, while you may occasion-
ally ask a certain customer for parts of it, you prob-
ably aren’t asking every customer for all  the
information. Also, you’re probably not collecting it,
storing it, and referring to it in a systematic, disci-
plined way.

Do you think your competitors know exactly how
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much potential each of their accounts has? Do you
think they know other pieces of useful information,
like, for example, how many pieces of production
equipment each customer has, and the manufacturer
and year of purchase of each? Probably not. If you
collect good quantitative marketing information,
you’ll be better equipped to make strategic sales de-
cisions and create effective plans. For example, you’ll
know exactly who to talk to when the new piece of
equipment from ABC manufacturer is finally intro-
duced. Plus, you’ll know who is really ripe for some
new cost-saving product that’s coming, or the new
program your company is putting together.

You may currently be doing a so-so job of collect-
ing information. It’s like golf. Anyone can hit a golf
ball, but few can do it well. Anyone can get some
information. Few salespeople do it well.

Step Three: Develop a system and some tools.
The single most effective tool is an account profile

form. It’s an incredibly effective tool that generates
and organizes some of the most powerful processes.

Account Profile Form

An account profile form is a form full of questions,
or more precisely, spaces for the answers to questions.
The questions are all about each of your accounts.
The form is the document on which you store that
useful information. It can exist in a couple of differ-
ent forms — paper or electronic. If you’re using con-
tact-management software on a laptop computer or
PDA, then the account profile form can be several
screens for each account. If you’re not computerized,
then it needs to be created on paper. Regardless of
the media, the principles and processes are the same.

A well-designed, systematically executed account
profile form can be one of your most powerful tools
for acquiring a competitive edge. Here’s why. First, it
provides you a way to collect quantitative informa-
tion that will allow you to know your customers more
thoroughly than your competition. All those pieces
of information that you said were potentially impor-
tant to you can be collected and stored in the blanks
on the account profile form. Create a one-page form
with blanks in it for each of the quantitative pieces
of information you want.

Quantitative Information

In addition to the quantitative information about
the business, you need another version of the form

for each of the key individu-
als within those accounts.
That’s called a personal
profi le,  and it  is  your
mechanism to collect per-
sonal information about the
key decision makers. You
apply the same concept and
principles to the task of
collecting personal infor-
mation about the key deci-
sion-makers within your
accounts. You may end up
with one document for the
company and 10 to 15 per-
sonal profiles for all the key people within that account.

Now, imagine getting ready for the next sales call
on that customer and reviewing the things that he
likes to talk about, refreshing your memory on the
name of his spouse, and the names and schools of
each of the kids. As you plan your presentation, you
review the primary buying motivation for each of
those key people. Do you think you’ll be better pre-
pared to have an enjoyable, relationship-building con-
versation with that customer than your competitor
will? Of course you will. Do you think you’ll increase
your likelihood of delivering a powerful and persua-
sive presentation? Of course you will.

Finally, the form allows you to store important in-
formation someplace other than in your head. The
problem with keeping information just in your head
is that it isn’t always readily accessible. When you
want to have a relaxed conversation with one of your
customers about his interests, you can’t always re-
member that he golfs and was a starting halfback on
his college football team. However, if you have that
information stored on a form, you can review it just
before you go in to see your customer, and put it up-
permost in your mind.

To some degree, every good salesperson imple-
ments these concepts. The difference between the
run-of-the-mill salesperson and the exceptional sales-
person is the degree to which the committed sales-
person disciplines himself to stick to a systematic
approach. Most salespeople do it as they think of it,
but don’t keep the information systematically. Mas-
terful planners understand the need to discipline
themselves, and thus do a more thorough job of col-
lecting information.

Step Four: Store it efficiently.
You may have done a great job of collecting infor-
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mation, but if you’ve stored it on old matchbook cov-
ers, coffee-stained post-its, and the backs of old busi-
ness cards somewhere in the backseat of your car, it’s
probably not going to do you much good.

If you’re computerized, then your computer can
be the super tool that allows you to efficiently store
the information. If not, you’re going to need to cre-
ate a set of files (yes, manila folders) in which to store
your information.

Step Five: Use it regularly.
Before every sales call, review the information you

have stored. That review will help you make good
decisions about each aspect of the sales call. Like-
wise, review the information as you create your an-
nual goals and sales plans, when you create account
strategies, and when you organize and plan your ter-
ritories.

As you can tell, an account profile form is a mas-
ter tool that holds all of this together. p
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