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Overcoming a major barrier to growth
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What’s your biggest barrier to growth?

The sales team is a significant engine of 
organic growth for most companies. Unless 
you already have a dominant market share, or 
operate in a commodity business where price 
is the only issue, increasing the size of your 
sales team would have a major impact on your 
growth rate.

The problem is that the cost of a new salesperson starts to affect your P&L as soon as you hire 
them, but, for B2B products with a relatively long sales cycle, they may not start generating 
significant revenue until at least a year later. As a result, you can only invest in a limited number 
of new salespeople each year without damaging current profitability. For many companies, this 
is a major barrier to growth.

At Imparta, we have been researching this issue in depth, because we see overcoming this 
barrier as vital for us to maintain the growth we have achieved over the past decade. It is also 
a critical issue for many of our clients, especially at a time when sales headcounts and budgets 
are under pressure. Even companies with no growth need to replace salespeople lost through 
attrition and the deliberate churning of the bottom 10% of performers.

Research by Imparta and others shows that you can reduce the time it takes the average sales 
hire to start generating revenue by up to 40%, from an average of 9 months down to 5-6 months. 
This White Paper sets out our analysis in more detail, and outlines a number of approaches that 
Imparta has identified to create a dramatic reduction in the time for new salespeople to generate 
revenue.

How much does a new salesperson cost?

Hiring a salesperson is a very expensive process. If you use a recruiting agency, fees are 
typically around 20% of first year salary, plus internal resource is needed for the recruiting 
process itself. At that point the costs start to accelerate, with induction processes, guaranteed 
commission schemes and so on. 

Not every hire succeeds in their new role, of course. A company is doing well if 75% of new 
salespeople succeed. The cost of the 25% that do not needs to be spread across the successful 
hires to give an accurate picture.

The recurring costs of a new salesperson 
include their their salary, benefits and 
taxes, but you also but you also need to 
include travel expenses and the cost of the 
manager’s time in coaching and performance 
management.

For many companies, the time 
it takes for new salespeople to 
generate revenue is their biggest 
barrier to growth.

For a typical salesperson on a 
$110k salary, the first-year cost 
can be as high as $270k
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For a salesperson on an illustrative $110k salary, as the following table shows, the first-year 
cost before commission can be as high as $270k – nearly two and a half times the headline 
figure.The total first year cost in your business will vary, of course – from telesales to a senior 
salesperson in a high value business. Please see the ‘Next Steps’ section of this White Paper 
for a tool that will calculate this figure in more detail for your organisation. 

The impact of this cost on your profit and loss statement (P&L) will depend on the point in the 
financial year when they are hired, but without question the cost is a larger number than most 
people realize. If you are hiring enough salespeople to make a real difference to your revenue, 
their costs will also make a real difference to your profits.

Cost $000

One-off costs

Recruiter fee @ say 20% (if appropriate) 22

Internal cost of recruiting 3

Internal cost of induction 7

Guaranteed commission (where given) 24

Share of costs of failed hires 48

Total one-off costs 104

Recurring costs per year

Salary, benefits and taxes 112

Healthcare etc. 20

Travel & accommodation expenses 26

Manager time (coaching etc.) 12

Total recurring costs 170

Total first year costs 274
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How long does it take a salesperson to generate revenue?

The average time for any given business depends on many factors to do with the business itself, 
including:

• The precise role you are hiring into (e.g. pure new business vs. hunting within existing 
accounts)

• The length of the sales cycle in your business (a single call, or an 18-month long pursuit?)

• The complexity and economics of your market (is it growing or shrinking? Are you 
differentiated or commoditised?)

• The stage at which you engage your field salesforce

For a B2B business with a field sales force and typical sales cycle of 6-9 months, reducing the 
time to revenue from 9 months to 5 can reduce your net cost in the first year to zero, unlocking 
much more rapid growth in the business. We call those salespeople who can generate revenue 
within 5 months or less ‘Sprinters’. 

We have found that Sprinters are not only fast revenue generators; they are also more likely 
to exceed their targets year after year. This is partly because the same factors that led them 
to early success remain relevant, and partly because they are made more confident by that 
success. 

What is the impact of different times to generate revenue?

The revenue required for a new salesperson to breakeven depends on their cost, and on 
the average gross margin of the business. The higher the gross margin, and the lower the 
salesperson’s cost, the more time you can afford before they start to perform. However, for a 
typical salesperson with an ultimate quota of $750k and gross margin of 64%, the numbers look 
like this for someone ‘in the pack’:

9 months to sale (‘in the pack’)

• $274k cost
• $120k contribution (GM)
• Net cost $154k
• For 10 salespeople: $1.5m

For sprinters, the picture is very different:

5 months to sale (‘sprinter’)

• $274k cost
• $280k contribution (GM)
• Net cost $0
• For 10 salespeople: $0
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How can you speed up revenue generation?

To understand how management actions can affect the ‘ramp up’ of new salespeople, we 
researched a wide range of new starters, and the revenue they generated in their first year. The 
main factors that we identified as affecting sales ramp-up are shown in the following diagram, 
along with the levers that managers can pull to affect them.

The rest of this White Paper examines these management levers in more detail. As with all such 
approaches, you will already be doing some of the things that follow, and many will be obvious in 
retrospect. The value lies in taking a systematic approach to the issue.

Months spent learning
• Rapid, on-demand onboarding that starts before day 1
• Agile learning that adapts to individual skill sets and

preferences
• Skill-building, not just knowledge transfer
• Covers how to sell products and services, as well as

what they are

Months spent waiting
• Early introduction to customer situations
• Access to undersold opportunities and ‘comfort

zone’ accounts
• Shadowing and teaming
• Investment mindset: real leads allocated

Months spent selling
• New hires given rapid-cycle opportunities...
• ...or relatively late-stage ones
• Coaching and training focused on building

momentum in the sale (Pain and Gain)

Proficiency 
• Rigorous selection process that includes observation
• Early warning system for poor hires
• Ongoing learning and adaptive skill reinforcement
• Manager coaching based on team insights

Time to Revenue

=

+

+
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Reduce time spent learning

It goes without saying that the more quickly you can get your new sales hires up to speed, the 
more quickly they will generate revenue and therefore break even. However, cutting corners isn’t 
the answer; quick training that doesn’t build real and relevant skills is a false economy. 

A best-practice induction process can shave months off the ramp-up of a new salesperson. Take 
a close look at your own process and ask whether you offer:

• Rapid, on-demand onboarding that starts before day 1

 ¤ Do we train new hires in our sales methodology as quickly as possible – even starting the
background training before they join the company? 

 ¤ Do we leverage digital learning methods to create learning that can be used as-needed, 
rather than forcing new hires to wait until there is a big enough group to train in person?

• Agile learning that adapts to individual skillsets and preferences

 ¤ Do we use technology to reduce learning time by adapting the learning journey to the
skills and background of the individual?

 ¤ Do we further reduce learning time by adapting the content of each module to the 
learner’s demonstrated capability?

 ¤ Does our onboarding appeal to millennials if they make up a significant proportion of new 
sales hires? Staff who are steeped in ‘Sales 2.0’, using social media as their prospecting 
grounds and valuing interest, fulfilment and fast career progression over immediate 
monetary reward, will not thrive in a Sales 1.0 induction. 

• Skill-building, not just knowledge transfer

 ¤ Do we offer training that is experiential (‘learning by doing’) so that we build real,
applicable skills? (This can be through exercises, role-plays, simulations and/or deal 
coaching/application sessions).

• Training in how to sell products and services, as well as what they are

 ¤ Does our onboarding focus on how to sell our offering (your typical stakeholders, what
objectives they have, the insights we bring them, how we can help them meet their 
objectives, their typical decision criteria, the risks they consider when making a purchase 
decision, etc.). At Imparta we call this ‘Sales Enabled Product Training’, or SEPT™.

 ¤ Does our onboarding also build an understanding of ‘how to get things done around 
here’? Imparta research has shown that the best salespeople excel in this area (and 
incidentally, that the best managers spend a great deal of their time ‘getting things to 
happen’ for their teams).
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Reduce time spent waiting

New hires are often held back from early client engagement out of fear that they are ‘not ready’, 
or because managers are reluctant to risk real opportunities with an untested resource. Yet this 
inevitably increases time to revenue. 

Our research also showed that Sprinters often benefited from being introduced into the heart of 
a customer situation – either an existing client or receptive contacts – very early in their tenure. 
This helps to build confidence and provides a test-bed for their techniques. It is also much easier 
for a good salesperson to ‘leapfrog’ from one contact to another, than it is for them to penetrate 
the hard shell of a cold target. 

Ask yourself whether your induction process provides:

• Early introduction to customer situations

 ¤ Do we introduce new salespeople to a few customers – or even just warm connections
– as soon as possible, and sooner than might even seem sensible? We’re not suggest-
ing you should take them along to meet the CEO at your biggest client, but there will be
receptive situations where it makes good sense to get their feet wet.

• Access to undersold opportunities and accounts in the ‘comfort zone’

 ¤ Are we taking advantage of leads, opportunities or accounts that have been skimmed
over and would benefit from increased sales attention? They may be sitting at the lower 
reaches of your pipeline, at say 10-30% probability, or they may be dormant customers 
(or ‘near misses’) that have not been spoken to for a while. Do we allow eager new minds 
to give the less critical of these undersold opportunities enough attention to generate 
revenue?

 ¤ Are we looking closely at accounts that have been a small customer, or a customer of just 
one part of the business for a long time? Can we use new salespeople to cross-sell and 
up-sell with a ‘fresh pair of eyes’?

 ¤ Is there an active referral request scheme, and if not, could that provide a source of leads 
for new hires? 

• Shadowing and teaming

 ¤ Do we offer new hires the opportunity to shadow and/or be part of the team on live deals,
in order to build confidence and skill, and to provide customer contact early in their 
tenure?
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• An investment mindset where real leads are allocated to new hires

 ¤ Are the managers of new salespeople prepared to engage new hires sooner rather than
later with real opportunities? Do they see this as an investment or a pure risk? 

 ¤ Can we adjust their perception of how soon new salespeople should be given access to 
concrete opportunities?

Reduce time spent selling

The third way to reduce time to revenue is to give new hires opportunities that can be closed in a 
short timeframe, and to focus on how they are building momentum within the customer’s deci-
sion process. Again, it is worth asking whether your onboarding process offers:

• Access to rapid-cycle opportunities for new hires

 ¤ Do we select opportunities for new hires that are relatively late-stage, and/or that are in-
herently short-cycle? Many managers will resist this, believing that if they do this, they are 
simply taking the revenue away from more experienced salespeople. However, new hires 
who have the opportunity to ‘score early’ will build confidence and experience, and go on 
to deliver increased revenue in the future, increasing the performance of the whole team. 

 ¤ Are we targeting new salespeople at our most attractive markets? It sounds obvious, but 
point new hires towards your most attractive vertical markets, geographies and buyer 
types (unless you have already saturated those markets). The more significant the needs 
of the market, and the better the fit with what you offer, the larger and quicker the deals 
will be. If you are investing in growth, don’t use new salespeople to fix your problem sec-
tors. Use them to push home an advantage.

• Coaching and training focused on building momentum in the sale (Pain and Gain)

 ¤ Do we focus new hires on speeding up the buying cycle? Most salespeople are poor at
building momentum in a sale, because the skills involved may not come naturally (e.g. 
asking questions rather than telling), or may be counterintuitive (e.g. asking about what 
might go wrong if nothing changes). It is the manager’s role to ensure that skill and moti-
vation (or ‘will’) for these tasks are kept high.

Proficiency

Although the choice of opportunity has a big impact on how long it takes a new hire to close 
a sale, this is also dramatically affected by the salesperson’s level of proficiency. This is 
determined in part by how good the onboarding training has been, but it is also heavily affected 
by the quality of hires in the first place, and the coaching they receive on the job.
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Ask yourself whether your current hiring and onboarding process includes:

• A rigorous selection process that includes observation

 ¤ Does our selection process include observation of a semi-realistic sales scenario? You
use competency-based interviews? Great. But salespeople are notoriously good at, 
well… selling themselves. Best practice is to assess what they can actually do with your 
product, rather than what they say they can do. A robust assessment process may sound 
expensive, but in reality it saves huge amounts of time and money. In particular, it’s worth 
observing behavior in an assessment centre, a role-play based interview, or even an 
online simulation. 

 ¤ Do we have the right people making the selection? We have found that the best hiring 
decisions are made by a team of two people working together: an excellent sales coach, 
and an excellent salesperson. They bring different viewpoints to the selection challenge, 
and together will interpret the competency-based assessments more accurately than one 
person alone.

• An early-warning system for poor hires

 ¤ Do we have an early-warning system that focuses on the actions that lead up to revenue?
Look out for people who have not built trust, formed relationships, identified opportunities, 
displayed the right competencies, or built the early stages of a pipeline. Don’t be fooled 
by a single ‘huge opportunity’ on which all rests; a good salesperson will develop many 
threads in the first six months. 

 ¤ Do we stay alert for a strongly external Locus of Control? An Imparta research project 
examined the factors that drive sales performance beyond a core set of sales skills. Of 
these, the most significant was found to be the salesperson’s Locus of Control. Broadly 
speaking, people with an external Locus of Control believe that things happen to them, 
whereas those with an internal Locus of Control believe that they influence the outcomes 
themselves. In selling, an external Locus of Control can lead to failure as the salesperson 
doesn’t seek out ways to overcome barriers to the sale. Keep an eye out for language 
that suggests your new hire is taking a defeatist approach.

• Ongoing learning and adaptive skill reinforcement

 ¤ Does our learning approach support multiple use-cases after the initial onboarding?
Although there is value in putting people through a defined program at the start of their 
tenure (albeit one that adapts to their needs), learning is not a one-shot activity. A good 
learning system will also provide the ability to deep dive into specific weaknesses in 
someone’s skill profile. 

 ¤ Do we stimulate recall and application? At Imparta we use ‘e-cards’, challenging ques-
tions that are sent out based on an artificially intelligent algorithm, to stimulate recall and 
take people back to modular learning when needed.

 ¤ Do we provide task support? It’s important to provide as-needed learning summaries and 
application tools that new hires can turn to when they are confronted with real-life challenges.
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• Manager coaching based on team insights

 ¤ Are managers actively coaching new hires? Focused, functional sales coaching is a pri-
mary tool for building capability and performance. It is all the more important in the early 
days, when accompanied sales calls, joint planning sessions and careful, constructive 
feedback can help to achieve quick wins and build confidence. Assigning a ‘buddy’ and a 
company mentor can also provide additional support. 

 ¤ Are we using ‘deal clinics’ to win deals and build teamwork? In our experience, group 
sessions facilitated by an expert coach improve conversion rate while also building skills 
and confidence across the team. The facilitator brings specific skills such as value map-
ping and stakeholder analysis, while the team brings their own personal insights to the 
process. 

 ¤ Are we leveraging data to provide insights into the new hire’s strengths and weaknesses? 
The onboarding process creates a wealth of data around an individual’s skill profile, from 
self-assessment to the results of role-plays and simulation exercises, to performance 
and activity data in the CRM. Do managers have access to distilled insights to help them 
focus their coaching?

 ¤ Do we provide support to managers in their coaching activities? Very few managers 
coach well if left to their own devices, so it’s important to provide coaching refreshers and 
tools, and to measure the quality and quantity of coaching. ‘Coach the coach’ services 
are particularly effective in refining managers’ coaching skills and keeping them at the 
front of mind. There is huge leverage in this activity for almost every company we have 
seen.
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Next Steps

As we have seen, there are many actions you can take to speed up breakeven on new sales 
hires and unlock growth in the business. You don’t have to take every action here, by any 
means, but the importance of the issue warrants a systematic approach.

We have prepared a free Excel tool that helps you to calculate the true cost of a new sales 
hire for a given team in your business, the impact of different times taken to reach productivity, 
and a checklist and action planner to help you speed up their ramp-up. Please feel free to 
contact one of our Client Directors on +44 (0)20 7610 8800,
via info@imparta.com or via www.imparta.com

We would very much like to hear about your experiences in this area, so please feel free to drop 
us an email to introduce yourself. Naturally, we would also be delighted to work with you to help 
reduce the average ramp-up time for your new sales hires – and to measure and track their first-
year profitability as a KPI.
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