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Abstract
Sales management is one of the basic factors that determine the success and growth of any
company. This study applies a systematic approach to sales management in order to explore
sales capability. A sales maturity model is developed and used to analyse the sales capabilities of growth-oriented SMEs in Northern Finland. The secondary purpose of this study is to
explore proactive versus reactive sales management and its relation to sales capability. This
study found that sales capability is higher in strategic process management as well as in issues
relating to people and organisations, but lower in issues relating to customer communication
and customer data utilisation. Actively seeking new sales opportunities seems to be important
for enhanced sales capability. Based on the results, growth-oriented SMEs should invest in systematic and proactive sales management. The developed sales maturity model can be utilised
to enhance SMEs’ sales capability.

Mirja Väänänen is a a Post-Doctoral Researcher at the University of Oulu, Finland.
Riitta Forsten-Astikainen is a Researcher at the University of Oulu, Finland.
Leena Eskola is a Project Manager at the University of Oulu, Finland.
Peetu Virkkala is a Researcher at the University of Oulu, Finland.
Eeva-Liisa Oikarinen is a Post-Doctoral Researcher in Marketing at the University of Oulu, Finland.

27

NJB Vol. 69 , No. 2 (Summer 2020)

Väänänen, Forsten-Astikainen, Eskola, Virkkala, and Oikarinen

1 Introduction
Earlier research has pointed out the crucial role of sales management in enterprise efficiency
and profitability, which enables an enterprise to succeed and grow (Fisher, 2012). Instead of
being just an organisational function, sales should be a vital strategic business process for any
enterprise. Intense market competition requires companies to develop and build up their internal resources and business to achieve their goals (Zhang et al., 2015). Companies that know
the market have the best chance of gaining an edge over their competition and one way to
develop business is to increase the skills and competencies of sales personnel. Furthermore,
salespeople need to be able to manage and understand market situations when interacting
with buyers (Rocco & Bush, 2015).
Selling and sales management is more than just closing a deal – it is a critical component
of the long-term competitive strategy of a firm (Olson et al., 2001). Small and medium-sized
companies are essential to the Finnish economy. Micro companies, which employ less than 10
people or whose turnover is less than 2 million euros in a year (Statistics Finland, 2018) have
an especially important role. In Finland, around 95% of all enterprises are micro-companies
(Statistics Finland, 2018), in which lies a huge economic potential. Micro companies’ share of
Finland’s total national exports is lower than in neighbouring countries: Finland 3,8%, Sweden
12,4%, and Estonia 18,0% (Eurostat, 2017). Thus, it is important to understand the sales related-challenges of these micro-companies and make an investment in their sales capabilities.
In sparsely populated areas, such as Northern Finland, the role of micro-companies is an even
more pivotal one as there are typically fewer large or medium-sized companies.
The driving force behind the sales growth of SMEs has been often debated (Uhlaner et al.,
2013). The size of the enterprise affects the factors that determine sales growth. Parvinen et
al. (2013) suggest that more research is needed in order to systematise sales processes and to
integrate the effects of this systematisation into the company’s production processes. In this
study, a systematic approach to sales has been used. A Sales Maturity Model is developed and
used to analyse the sales capability of 31 small and medium-sized (SME) companies. Maturity
models have been used to analyse various types of business processes before (Chrissis et al.,
2003; Weber, 2008; Harmon, 2009), but they have not been used specifically in regards to sales.
In the analyses presented in this paper, the viewpoint of proactive versus reactive sales management is highlighted. Based on the developed Sales Maturity Model, companies can evaluate
their current state of sales processes and gain insight into how they can further improve their
sales process performance.

2 Theoretical background
Being proactive is typically considered an important skill for business management. However,
micro-companies, especially those that are in the start-up phase, may not have enough time or
other resources for proactive business management. Being proactive is about acting in advance
instead of speculating. It is about aiming to manage situations and looking to benefit from
potential future scenarios instead of merely reacting to the circumstances. According to Pitt et
al. (2002), being proactive in sales shows as a behaviour and attitude of systematic activeness
towards a potential customer, seeking new opportunities, and introducing new products. It
also shows in dimensions such as assertiveness, implementation, perseverance, adjustability,
experimentation, searching for opportunities, and strategy making. Pitt et al. (2002) found
a significant correlation between a sales person’s proactiveness and their sales performance.
Bremer & Rehme (2009) divide proactiveness–reactiveness in sales organisations into three
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types of behaviour: the proactive management that is driven by sales opportunities, the reactive management that is driven by customer demands, and the organisation-based management that is driven by customer-centric organisational units. This categorisation is utilised in
this study. However, as the results from Bremer & Rehme (2009) are based on a study concerning a highly complex context, which SMEs rarely are, the categorisation applied to the context
of SMEs only includes the following:
•
•
•

Proactive sales management: Sales opportunities are actively pursued.
Reactive sales management: New sales typically occur due to buyer activity.
Customer-centric organisation: The company pursues new sales opportunities but also
remains flexible towards demands and inquiries coming from potential customers approaching the company.

A systematic approach to management is advantageous in the case of complex systems, such
as large companies, but also in the case of SMEs. Maturity models provide a systematic means
to evaluate and develop business processes (Vereecke et al., 2018). Maturity models were originally applied to project management processes (Paulk, 1997), but also to Sales and Operational
Planning (S&OP) processes. S&OP focuses on cross-functional interaction to support smooth
supply chain management and value creation while minimising mismatches and conflicts between functions (Oliva & Watson, 2011). S&OP combines supply, operation, and sales functions
in the company, i.e., functions that enable smooth customer service (Thome et al., 2012). Moreover, S&OP processes enable companies to pursue supply chain alignment within company
networks (Valadez & Perez, 2019). In addition, the aim of S&OP is, through vertical and horizontal alignment, to line up operational and strategic plans (Wagner et al., 2014). S&OP is a key
mechanism in mid-term business processes, matching customer demand, and supply chain
capabilities (Tuomikangas & Kaipia, 2014). Uncertainties derived from both inside and outside
the company may cause difficulties: new product launches, changes in customer demands,
and business cycles are examples of changes that need to be considered for smooth customer
service (Wagner et al., 2014). Successful S&OP concentrates on creating common goals and
fostering mutual understanding through sharing knowledge and holding joint meetings between various disciplines (Rangarajan et al., 2018). S&OP includes perspectives of management
(formal instructions, information management, performance) and leadership (cooperation,
commitment, common culture) (Tuomikangas & Kaipia, 2014). Table 1 lists the S&OP maturity
models utilised in this study.
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Table 1. S&OP maturity models.
REFERENCE

METHOD USED

DIMENSIONS

Pedroso et al., 2017

Fussy set theory and literature
review

• Tools: metrics & technology
• Processes: integrated planning,
people / organisational culture,
process organisation

Danese et al., 2018

Three case studies regarding level
transitions

• Not specified

Vereecke et al., 2018

Presents Demand Planning maturity model based on iterations of
theoretical and empirical work ->
online survey (N=128)

• Data management
• The use of forecasting methods
• Management of the forecasting
system
• Performance management
• The forecasting organisation
• People management

Wagner et al., 2014

Multi-method: (1) single case study,
medium-sized pharmaceutical
company, (2) literature review, (3)
interviews, (4) questionnaire N=88

• Process effectiveness
• Process efficiency
• People and organisation
• Information technology

Lapide, 2005a; Lapide, 2005b

Professional findings

• Meetings
• Process
• Technology & applications

Grimson & Pyke, 2007

Literature review and company
interviews

• Meetings & collaboration
• Organisation
• Measurement
• Information technology
• S&OP plan integration

Hulthén et al., 2017

Multiple case study, 22 interviews
from 6 companies

• Effectiveness and efficiency

S&OP maturity models (Table 1) characteristically include two to six dimensions. Most typically
the dimensions include process performance, people, organisation, metrics, and data management viewpoints.
The basic idea of maturity models is that strategic and operative capabilities are evaluated
through a specific analysis model. Typically, the analysis models present definitions for various
capability levels or stages, and the capability in question is considered to grow by each stage.
One of the philosophies of maturity models is to encourage companies to develop their operations towards the next stage. For example, Danese et al. (2018) studied what a company needs
in order to move from one stage to another. They noticed that lower-level transitions required
a different type of focus than higher-level transitions. S&OP maturity models typically include
four to six maturity stages that show how well the process dimensions are considered and applied in the organisation.
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Table 2. S&OP maturity models’ maturity stages.
REFERENCE

STAGES

Pedroso et al.,
2017

Very low

Vereecke et al.,
2018

No stages, 1..5 Likert -scale answers

Wagner et al.,
2014

Undeveloped

Lapide, 2005a;
Lapide, 2005b

Low

Median

High

Very high

Reactive

Consistent

Integrated

Proactive

Stage 1: Marginal process

Stage 2:
Rudimentary
process

Stage 3:
Classic
process

Stage 4: Ideal process

Grimson &
Pyke, 2007

1 No process

2 Reactive

3 Standard

4 Advanced

5 Proactive

Hulthén et al.,
2017

0 No process

2 Reactive

3 Standard

4 Advanced

5 Proactive

Rudimentary

1 No process

S&OP can be described as a cross-functional process that aims to increase both company effectiveness (customer satisfaction) and efficiency (sales, cost reduction) (Hulthén et al., 2017). Pedroso et al. (2017) conclude that there is no widespread agreement about which metrics should
be used to evaluate S&OP maturity. There is no common agreement of what the maturity stages
are and what to call them.
The contents of what to evaluate when evaluating sales capability can be approached
from different viewpoints. To start with the seller perspective, earlier literature has been interested in numerous aspects related directly to salespersons. According to Verbeke et al. (2011),
sales-related knowledge, degree of adaptiveness, role ambiguity, cognitive aptitude, and the
work engagement of salespersons are the most important sales performance drivers.
The seller should be able to adjust his/her selling strategy depending on the potential customer in question, requiring certain situational awareness (‘adaptive selling’ see, e.g., McFarland et al., 2006). In many cases, sales situations involve interpersonal communication where
the seller attempts to influence buyer decision-making. The seller may have various influence
tactics, and their effectiveness depends on versatile issues such as what sales tactics are used,
individual differences among sales personnel, and their ability to effectively use various tactics,
the product or selling situation, and customer differences (Plouffe et al., 2014). Thus, adaptive
selling does not only mean adapting communication to the customer but also concerns several
other factors, such as the tactics used, salesperson variables, and selling context.
There exists an extensive amount of literature that discusses the relationships between the
salespersons’ motivation, job satisfaction, and performance (Brown & Peterson, 1994). Instead
of investing solely in job satisfaction (Brown & Peterson, 1994), it seems that it would be beneficial to focus more on incentive scheme development.
The orientation in sales has moved from effective interpersonal communication situations towards building and maintaining long-term relationships with profitable customers
(Moncrief & Marshall, 2005). Moncrief & Marshall (2005) discuss the traditional seven steps
of selling, originating from the early 20th century, in relation to current advancements in information technology and data management. The main trends are the increased possibilities
that the enhanced information technology brings to data storing, analysing, presenting, and
communication. In addition, the sales process has become more complex, typically involving a team instead of an individual sales/buyer person. Additionally, the sales process tasks
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are more and more spread across the organisation rather than being conducted solely by a
sales department. Customer relationship management (CRM) is seen as the responsibility of
everyone in the company. Reinartz et al. (2004) argue that CRM strategies should consider the
three different phases of customer relationships, i.e., initiation, maintenance, and termination.
CRM requires business process re-engineering in order for customer-focused, cross-functional,
company-wide cooperation to emerge. CRM is not just about technology but needs the balanced involvement of people, processes, and technology (Chen & Popovich, 2003).
Bolander & Richards (2018) justify as to why to study intra-organisational issues in selling
and sales management. First, although there are measurable performance metrics with which
to evaluate sales performance, some studies point out that intra-organisational matters maybe
even stronger predictors of sales performance (Plouffe & Barclay, 2007; Bolander et al., 2015).
Murphy & Coughlan (2018) found that neither internal nor external relationships alone explain the performance of long-term customer relationship management, but it is the interaction of both internal and external collaboration. In addition, non-customer relationships may
play an even more influential role than customer communication. Salespeople need to manage
their portfolios, including customers, internal business functions, and external business partners (Plouffe, 2018).
Organisational culture and climate affect sales performance. McKay et al. (2008) found
that stores, where cultural and racial differences are considered as strengths, sell more. Intra-organisational relationships are important to sales success. Sales personnel should consider the company internal functions as strategic partners instead of colleagues. Effective sales
communication does not use the same approach with customers and various intra-organisational functions, such as marketing or operations (Claro & Ramos, 2018). Managing long-term
customer relationships is advanced by salespersons’ (key account managers’) proactive behaviour, that is, the joint effect of company internal and external collaboration driving positive
performance (Murphy et al., 2018).
Parvinen et al. (2013) present a study concerning sales activities affecting firms’ performance in business-to-business companies selling products or services. They found that the activities are different in product versus service-oriented companies. Company-specific business
models should be considered when tailoring sales processes, tools, and metrics.
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Table 3. Maturity levels used in this research.
LEVEL

DESCRIPTION

1
The sales process is not
specified – no process

In terms of sales, the company has largely acted on what it feels like. The
company has not specifically begun to complete, for example, job descriptions,
process descriptions, strategic guidelines, or other written instructions on responsibilities. The flow of information between sales and production via Excel,
for example, is not always straightforward. Success and fluency are the results
of good human performance. Success becomes known when the company gets
the deals, it does not need separate indicators. The company is happy with
the current situation. (Vereecke et al., 2018; Danese et al., 2018; Pedroso et
al., 2017; Wagner et al., 2014; Grimson & Pyke, 2007; Lapide, 2005a; Lapide,
2005b)

2
The sales process is partly
specified – reactive

Success is still largely dependent on the good performance of individuals, and
people in sales operations can do other work tasks in addition to their own work.
Work tasks and responsibilities are partly documented. The company wants to
develop sales activities and has defined certain metrics for it. There is a system
in which information is stored and transmitted between departments/functions.
(Vereecke et al., 2018; Danese et al., 2018; Pedroso et al., 2017; Wagner et al.,
2014; Grimson & Pyke, 2007; Lapide, 2005a; Lapide, 2005b)

3
The sales process is specified – standard process

Tasks and responsibilities related to sales work are documented and come
with instructions so that replacing personnel does not cause any problems. The
company collects sales information, for example, by customer segment, vendor,
and / or region. Customer feedback is also actively collected, and activities are
developed based on that feedback. Information systems communicate whether
the business is doing well or not. (Vereecke et al., 2018; Danese et al., 2018;
Hulthén et al., 2017; Pedroso et al., 2017; Wagner et al., 2014; Grimson & Pyke,
2007; Lapide, 2005a; Lapide, 2005b)

4
The sales process is
optimised – advanced
processes across corporate functions

The company has cut down on unnecessary sales activities and focused on
essentials. There are hardly any surprises in sales activities. The information
system can predict whether the company will do well in the next cycle. The staff
understands how sales operations affect production and the whole business.
The company’s strategy is reflected in sales milestones. (Vereecke et al., 2018;
Danese et al., 2018; Pedroso et al., 2017; Wagner et al., 2014; Grimson & Pyke,
2007; Lapide, 2005a; Lapide, 2005b)

5
The sales process is optimised and is being constantly developed, taking
into account the supply
chain – proactive

Sales operations automatically take into account not only the company’s own
(production) situation but also the situation of the customer and suppliers
/ subcontractors. Efforts are being made to eliminate potential problems in
advance. The information system is able to provide knowledge of upwards or
downwards trends in advance and how to prepare for them. Personnel development is active but carefully considered. Sales activity is constantly compared to
the best in the industry. (Vereecke et al., 2018; Danese et al., 2018; Pedroso et
al., 2017; Wagner et al., 2014; Grimson & Pyke, 2007; Lapide, 2005a; Lapide,
2005b)

Table 3 presents the sales maturity levels used in this research. At the lowest level of maturity, there are hardly any guidelines or process descriptions for staff to follow. Therefore, the
company may be overly satisfied with the situation. The need for a more systematic management approach is understood at the intermediate level. With higher degrees of maturity, systematic management includes all company operations, also smoothly integrating vendors and
customers into the processes. Throughout the maturity model, coordination mechanisms are
in an important role (Tuomikangas & Kaipia, 2014) and thus should be considered in the process definition, organisation, and strategic alignment as well as in culture creation. Master data
management is important, however, and Lehtinen & Järvinen (2015) emphasise that the more
complex the system, the more there is a need for personal contacts instead of automation.
The maturity level of a company is not only explained by how much managerial effort is
put into it but it is more related to leadership issues and, specifically, if people are committed
to the process and making improvements (Pedroso et al., 2017). The higher the level, the more
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there is a need to emphasise leadership, people, and organisational perspectives (Danese et
al., 2018). To attain higher levels of maturity, the importance of peoples’ roles (Lapide, 2005a;
Wagner et al., 2014; Hulthén et al., 2017) and the informal mechanism (McCormack & Lockamy,
2005) are highlighted.
Hulthén et al. (2017) studied typical challenges that companies face when measuring performance at each maturity level. At level 2 the challenges include designing metrics in general,
increasing the quality of information sharing, and improving IT systems to support the process. At level 3, the challenges include visualisation of metrics, analysing actual versus planned,
and improving information consistency. At the fourth level, alignment with strategy, visualisation, and advanced metrics, such as how to evaluate planning scenarios, become challenging.

3 Methodology
This study utilises a case study approach (Yin, 2003), starting from the creation of a sales maturity model and then testing its suitability in 31 company cases. The study is based on both
qualitative and quantitative analysis and was undertaken with the case study approach. As
Richie et al. (2003) have stated, qualitative research provides a unique tool for understanding
the phenomenon. A case study is also an investigation of the transaction in a particular real-life context (Creswell, 2012).
To measure companies’ overall sales competence, a sales capability maturity model was
created. Considering the needs of SMEs, the purpose was to create a lightweight and agile
process. This process included several steps. First, a literature survey was conducted to reveal
earlier S&OP maturity research. Based on this, a preliminary questionnaire was formed. Then,
the questionnaire was tested and commented on by two professionals. A second version was
created based on these comments. Again, a larger group of 15 professionals tested and commented on the reformed questionnaire. Improvement needs were then discussed with this
group of professionals and suggestions were integrated into the questionnaire. Then, the
questionnaire was tested by two micro-entrepreneurs. After this, the questionnaire form was
finalised. The finalised questionnaire form included 10 open-ended questions, 35 questions
with a Likert-scale from 1 to 5, and 19 questions concerning company background information.
Sales maturity related questions were divided into five themes: 1) Strategic management
and the process, 2) Customer communication, 3) Utilisation of customer data, 4) Personnel
and organisation, and 5) Information management and metrics. In addition, the questionnaire included two additional categories. The purpose of the first additional category was to
cross-check survey results, and it included questions such as how the respondent would evaluate his/her company’s overall sales maturity level. The second one included demographical
and business-related questions. The questions originated from earlier literature of sales performance management and S&OP maturity research (Table 4).
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Table 4. Sales maturity model themes, the number of questions, and related references.
THEME

NUMBER OF QUESTIONS

REFERENCES

Strategic management and
the process

4

Pedroso et al. (2017), Moncrief & Marshall
(2005), Danese et al. (2018), Wagner et al.
(2014), Bremer & Rehme (2009)

Customer communication

12

Parvinen et al. (2013), Vereecke et al. (2018)

Utilisation of customer data

6

Parvinen et al. (2013), Moncrief & Marshall
(2005), Danese et al. (2018)

Personnel and organisation

10

Parvinen et al. (2013), Moncrief & Marshall
(2005), Danese et al. (2018), Vereecke et al.
(2018), Wagner et al. (2014)

Information management and
metrics

7

Pedroso et al. (2017), Moncrief & Marshall
(2005), Danese et al. (2018), Vereecke et al
(2018), Wagner et al. (2014)

Demographical and business-related questions

16

Danese et al. (2017), Vereecke et al. (2018)

Questions for cross-checking,
e.g., overall sales maturity

3

Pedroso et al. (2017), Wagner et al. (2014)

In the previous S&OP maturity studies, the Likert scale has been used only rarely (Wagner et al.,
2014; Vereecke et al., 2018). Therefore, its suitability has also been tested in this study. The final
questionnaire included 34 Likert-scale questions.
The research data was gathered from 31 manager directors working in 31 micro and small
companies located in the Oulu South region in Finland. Respondents included company sales
management persons, which was typically the entrepreneur him/herself. The companies operated in different fields and represented both new and older companies. The companies
employed altogether around 410 persons. The backgrounds of researched companies are presented in Table 5.
Table 5. Background information of studied companies.
COMPANY
NO

STANDARD
INDUSTRIAL
CLASSIFICATION
TOL 2018

MARKETS &
CUSTOMERS
(B-TO-B,
B-TO-C,
BOTH)

NUMBER OF
EMPLOYEES

COMPANY
OFFERINGS
(PRODUCTS,
SERVICES
OR BOTH)

TURNOVER
2017 OR
2018
(1000€)

PROFIT
(1000€)

1

Home help services for the elderly and disabled

B-to-C

10

services

107

-9

2

Other social work
activities without
accommodation
n.e.c.

B-to-C

6

services

93

5

3

Construction of
residential and
non-residential
buildings

both

10

both

1,339

6

4

Publishing of newspapers

both

7

products

580

*

5

Manufacture of
office and shop
furniture

B-to-B

32

both

6,015

254

6

Letting of dwellings

both

0

services

1,183

-63
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7

Retail sale of tyres

both

2

both

135

-16

8

Beer and drink
bars

B-to-C

3

both

**

**

9

Computer
programming
activities

B-to-B

42

services

2,987

59

10

Temporary employment agency
activities

both

14

services

2,039

171

11

Agents involved in
the sale of machinery, industrial
equipment, ships,
and aircraft

both

2

both

368

-21

12

Retail sale of
footwear and leather goods

both

46

both

4,729

93

13

Other architectural
and engineering
activities and
related technical
consultancy

B-to-B

3

both

173

8,7

14

Retail sale of watches and jewellery
in specialised
stores

both

3

both

120

4

15

Manufacture of
agricultural and
forestry machinery

B-to-B

9

both

1,105

-15

16

Construction of
residential and
non-residential
buildings

both

16

both

2,911

23

17

Extraction of peat

both

25

both

1,191

23

18

Installation of industrial machinery
and equipment

B-to-B

4

both

272

25

19

Construction of
residential and
non-residential
buildings

both

15

both

1,449

90

20

Restaurants

both

21

both

1,993

33

21

Letting of dwellings

both

11

both

4,443

-46

22

Manufacture of
builders’ carpentry
and joinery n.e.c.

both

26

both

4,246

180

23

Letting of dwellings

B-to-C

2

services

1,801

-177

24

Repair of fabricated metal
products

both

16

both

1,470

113

25

Other social work
activities without
accommodation
n.e.c.

both

2

both

170

18
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26

Wholesale of electrical equipment
and supplies

both

3

both

800

5

27

Manufacture of
other special-purpose machinery
n.e.c.

both

9

products

236

8

28

Retail sale of
motor vehicle parts
and accessories
(excl. tyres)

both

58

both

5,354

61

29

Growing of
vegetables in a
greenhouse

B-to-B

2

both

129

5

30

Treatment and
coating of metals

B-to-B

5

services

293

55

31

Manufacture of
fasteners and
screw machine
products

both

4

products

945

87

* unknown (a non-profit organisation)
**newly founded company, information not available

Results
Business management literature typically presumes that proactive management is advantageous
for the success of businesses. In this study, the results are presented by highlighting the proactive–
reactive sales management perspective in order to reveal the potential importance of the proactive management approach. Categories for sales management and their abbreviations include the
following (Bremer & Rehme, 2009):
• P: Proactive sales management – Sales opportunities are actively pursued.
• R: Reactive sales management – New sales typically come due to buyer activity.
• C: Customer-centric organisation – Company pursues new sales opportunities but also remains flexible toward demands and inquiries coming from potential customers approaching the company.
The results show that companies typically evaluated their overall sales maturity rather conservatively (Fig. 1). Most of the companies evaluated their overall sales maturity to be level one, two, or
three. Maturity level 2 had the most replies (35%). A considerable proportion (29%) of the companies evaluated their sales management to be at level 1. Level 3, which reflects a rather systematic
sales process management, received only 26% of the replies.
Sales maturity evaluated by management (Fig. 1) also shows that companies with proactive
sales management evaluated their sales capability higher than the others. Half of the level 3 evaluations were given by proactive (P) sales management companies. In addition, almost half of the
level 1 evaluations were given by reactive (R) sales management companies. Most of the customer-centric (C) companies evaluated their overall sales maturity be at level 2.
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Fig. 1. Overall sales maturity evaluated by management.

The research data shows certain variation among the average values in all replies to different
sales maturity themes (Fig. 2). In fact, the biggest differences were between People and organisation (3,6) and Customer communication (2,8). In addition, there were rather big differences in the
replies between the P-C-R categorisation. Reactive companies seemed to get the lowest-rated
replies in most of the themes whereas customer-centric companies typically got the highest averages for the themes. When looking in detail at each theme, the same trend can be found: customer-centric companies typically had the highest averages for individual questions, although
exceptions could also be found.
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Fig. 2. Sales maturity themes and averages for each category (P=proactive, C=customer-centric, R=reactive).

The theme of Strategic management (Fig. 3) included four questions of which the lowest average (3,0) was given to the statement “We have a clearly defined sales process in our company”.
There was no notable variation among the replies between P-C-R categories concerning this
question. However, proactive and reactive companies’ responses to the statements “Cooperation between different units in our company” and “Cooperation with other external partners”
varied considerably, and proactive companies’ given average scores were higher. To sum up Fig.
3, all statements under the Strategic management theme were given good scores (avg. 3 or more).
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Fig. 3. Average values of Strategic management and the process statements.
Fig. 3. Average values of Strategic management and the process statements.

Under the Personnel and organisation theme (Fig. 4), there were altogether nine questions.
The statement “Our sales personnel have significant relevant experience” received the lowest
average score. There was no notable variation among the different categories in relation to this
statement.
Another notable low average (2,7) was received by the statement “I find my job very satisfactory”, where the lowest average score was given by proactive companies (2,4) and the highest
by customer-centric companies (2,9). The results regarding this theme show three statements
where reactive companies had higher results than the others: “We share an excellent customer
service orientation in our company” (4,0), “The personnel working in customer contacts have
strong adaptive selling skills” (4,0), and “We have an excellent working climate in our company” (4,0).
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Fig. 4. Average values of Personnel and organisation statements.

Proactive companies gave the highest average for the statement “Our sales team receives
explicit management support” (4,1). Overall, the statements under the theme Personnel and
organisation were given the highest values. The most significant shortages are shown in sales
personnel experience and job satisfaction.
Under the theme Customer communication (Fig. 5), several questions received significantly
low grades. These include the company’s preliminary analysis of the customer before contact
(avg. 2,7) and utilising this information in the selection of the target person in the purchasing
organisation (avg. 2,5), as well as the selection of the communication channel (avg. 2,6), and
the decision regarding the offering (avg. 2,8) based on the preliminary analysis.
In addition, significantly low grades were given to how well companies analyse the way
customers buy or use products through different channels (avg. 2,9), as well as to how well
companies analyse customers’ reactions to sales activities (avg. 2,9). Proactive companies had
the lowest averages for this statement (avg. 2,3).
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Fig. 5. Average values of Customer communication statements.
Fig.
5. Average values of Customer communication statements.

For the statement “We select the relevant target persons within a buying unit based on customer analysis”, proactive companies had the highest average (2,9) while reactive companies
had the lowest (avg. 2,1).
Questions under the theme Utilisation of customer data were given moderate values (Fig.
6). However, the lowest values were given to providing low-value customers motives to end
the customer relationship (2,6) and to checking customer reactions (in non-personal contacts)
For
the statement “We select the relevant target persons within a buying unit
(avg. 2,5). To the latter reactive companies’ average (1,7) was relatively low compared to others.

based on

customer analysis”, proactive companies had the highest average (2,9) while reactive
companies had the lowest (avg. 2,1).
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Fig. 6. Average values of Utilisation of customer data statements.

Fig. 6. Average values of Utilisation of customer data statements.
Notable differences were also found in the averages for the statement “We analyse and increase the share-of-wallet in defined product/service categories”, where proactive companies
had the highest average (3,9).
Looking more closely at the statements under the theme Information management and metrics (Fig. 7), the companies seem to have adequate data management systems in place (avg.
3,9). However, there are shortages especially in integrating sales performance metrics into the
Notable
differences were also found in the averages for the statement “We analyse
company’s other metrics (avg. 3,0) as well as adjusting sales performance targets in relation to
industry benchmarks (avg. 3,0).

and

increase the share-of-wallet in defined product/service categories”, where proactive
companies had the highest average (3,9).
Looking more closely at the statements under the theme Information management and
metrics (Fig. 7), the companies seem to have adequate data management systems in place
(avg. 3,9). However, there are shortages especially in integrating sales performance metrics
into the company’s other metrics (avg. 3,0) as well as adjusting sales performance targets in
relation to industry benchmarks (avg. 3,0).
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Fig. 7.
Average values of Information management and metrics statements.
Fig. 7. Average values of Information management and metrics statements.

The largest differences in statement averages were by the reactive companies. Reactive
companies had the highest averages compared to others for the statements “We use a database to store sales-related information” (avg. 4,1) and “We actively use a database to support
sales-related information sharing within our company” (avg. 3,6), but a very low average for
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and “We link sales performance metrics to other internal performance metrics”
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not even possible. Additionally, developing the business towards maturity level 5 requires a
certain learning curve that would include time and experience borne of past actions.
The survey results revealed interesting findings. Firstly, the theme People and organisation
was given the highest average values. Wagner et al. (2014) and Vereecke et al. (2018) also show
similar results. Personnel and organisation-related issues seem to be a strong point when assessing maturity. In this study, the biggest challenge under the theme of People and organisation
was identified to be sales personnel experience. This may reflect the huge recruiting challenge
that micro-entrepreneurs are facing: although the company would need and benefit from the
additional sales force, labour shortages are typical for the area that the studied companies represent. Investing in new personnel in a micro-enterprise is a massive risk if the person turns out
to be unsuitable for the job.
This research paper has highlighted the viewpoint of proactive, reactive, and customer-centric management. Customer-centric companies’ lowest capability in the statement “sales
personnel experience” may reflect that in a micro or small company the whole organisation is
harnessed for sales, or simply that customer-centric companies realise the need for more competitive sales personnel better than other companies. According to Kruger & Dunning (1999)
people tend to evaluate their capabilities as better than they really are, meaning that the lower
the capability, the greater the meta-cognitive gap there is to evaluate one’s own capability.
Job satisfaction was given a relatively low value, but it should be noted, according to Brown
& Peterson (1994), that job satisfaction does not correlate with sales performance. Customer-centric companies’ highest value for this statement could reflect the dynamic context where
the company is active towards new sales opportunities but also that buyers are active towards
the company.
This research shows that the studied SMEs do not conduct a proper preliminary analysis of
potential customers. Preliminary analysis should be the starting point for further communication with the buyer. However, it could be that the companies do conduct some kind of intuitive
analysis which may affect the selection of the target person(s) and communication channel(s)
as well as offering decisions. This study suggests that this process should be managed in a more
systematic manner. In addition, it seems that the studied companies do not invest enough in
familiarising themselves with their customers’ buying behaviour. A more advanced understanding of customer buying behaviour would benefit from utilising company marketing efforts more effectively and improve sales process efficiency. Compared to other companies, this
lack was considerably higher for reactive companies.
A shortage of checking customers’ reactions with personal contacts may reflect that
non-personal contacts seldom exist or that companies have insufficient abilities in managing
the process of non-personal contacts. Another significant shortage that was identified was that
companies were unable to provide low-value customers’ motives to end the customer relationship. For example, a small local company may be engaged in low-profit business with neighbours in order to support the company’s good reputation in the area.
Additional shortages are related to industry benchmarks, which could be conducted more
intuitively than systematically, and sales performance targets, which could be based more on
in-house issues, such as the production situation. Another significant shortage, that of linking
sales performance metrics to other internal performance metrics, supports this conclusion.
Reactive companies’ lower capability was especially shown in this theme and is related to a
lack of clearly defined metrics for sales, which leads to shortages in linking sales performance
metrics to internal metrics and improving the sales process based on the metrics.
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This research has several academic implications. First, this paper enriches academic maturity model discussions by broadening the debate towards sales management. In addition, the
results support earlier maturity model literature in that strategic management and personnel
management gain typically the highest scores (Wagner et al., 2014; Vereecke et al., 2018).
Secondly, this research highlights the importance of better management of intra-organisational relations, as stated also by Claro & Ramos (2018). The whole organisation should be
utilised in order to support sales and company growth. It should be noted that intra-organisational communication is different from customer communication. Intra-organisational
relations may affect sales effectiveness even more than customer communication (Bolander
& Richards, 2018; Plouffe & Barcklay, 2007; Bolander et al., 2015). Like Plouffe (2018) stated,
an interesting question for future SME sales research would be: who is your most important
internal partner or co-worker?
Thirdly, this study has highlighted the viewpoint of proactive versus reactive sales management. Proactiveness has typically been studied in very complex environments and in large
organisations (e.g., Brehmer & Rehme, 2009). This study indicates that this kind of categorisation is also relevant for SMEs. This study suggests that a simply reactive sales process may not
be effective in the long run and especially when the company is looking for growth. Also, Covin
& Slevin (2006) pointed out that being proactive and an entrepreneurial attitude were both related to sales growth. In many perspectives, activeness towards new sales opportunities, which
also exists in customer-centric companies, seems to relate to higher sales capability.
The fourth academic implication concerns methodology. Earlier literature has mainly used
stage-models in assessing maturity (Wagner et al., 2014; Vereecke et al., 2018). The developed
Likert-scale sales capability model proved to be suitable for studying micro and small entrepreneurs’ sales competence. However, it is important to further analyse the internal validity of
each scale-dimension and focus on scale-development.
The current research also has several managerial and policy implications. Firstly, the results of the study strongly indicate that proactive and customer-centric sales management is
beneficial to companies. It seems that companies that focus on customers have higher sales
capability. These companies have possibly also invested in sales capability development. Based
on the results, SMEs should invest in proactive and customer-centric sales management.
Secondly, SMEs should invest in more systematic analyses of potential customers, their
contact persons, and contact channels as well as customer buying behaviour. Organisations
supporting new businesses and start-ups could assist in this. Thirdly, the developed sales maturity survey can be used to evaluate and enhance SMEs sales capability. The model can also be
used by organisations supporting new businesses and start-ups.
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