


2020 has tested us all. The repercussions of COVID-19 are widespread, 
altering our personal lives as well as our professional lives. As you read 
this, our hope is that you and your family have kept healthy and safe 
through these times—and our hearts go out to those impacted.

In the world of sales, the onset of COVID-19 
marked the turning of a chapter. Following 
years of soaring revenues and ever-climbing 
quotas, many organizations came into 2020 
with the expectation that these trends would 
continue. When the pandemic hit, most 
companies immediately responded by pulling 
back from communications and turning 
inwards to formulate a plan—only reaching 
out to the most trusted of partners. When 
everyone emerged from their respective 
bunkers, they may have had the feeling that 
they fell asleep in an analog world, and woke 
up in a virtual world. While buying and selling 
had been slowly trending this direction for 
years, COVID-19 marks the point where virtual 
selling became the norm—and the early 
evidence so far is that both buyers and sellers 
expect a bulk of the changes we’ve made to 
become permanent.

The path to creating this study and analysis 
also bears the impact of these times. We 
launched the Sales Performance Study in 
February of 2020 with the goal of capturing 
trends in performance and operational metrics, 
detailing successful sales process practices, 
and annotating sales organizations’ priority 
plans and perceived challenges for the year. 
As the world went on hold in early 2020, this 
study was paused as well. 

When we brought the study back online in July 
of 2020, we made the decision to ask the same 
group of questions (with a small number of 
additional questions specific to COVID-19) to 
our audience. This puts us in a unique position 
of being able to compare feedback from a 
global audience on the same set of questions 
from prior to and during COVID-19. We’ve been 
able to track metrics and annual plans from 
more than 1500 organizations coming into 
2020, and see how these trends changed as a 
result of COVID-19. You’ll find the proof of this 
journey played out in the pages to follow.

INTRODUCTION

WE ARE IN A UNIQUE 
POSITION OF BEING ABLE TO 
COMPARE FEEDBACK FROM 
A GLOBAL AUDIENCE ON THE 
SAME SET OF QUESTIONS 
FROM PRIOR TO AND DURING

COVID-19
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In our 2019 World-Class Sales 
Practices Study, we reported 
that many revenue metrics 
had continued to grow while 
performance predictors were 
stalling out. We cautioned 
that this trend would expose 
vulnerabilities if the strong 
global economy dipped. 

The revenue and performance metrics from 
2020 collected prior to COVID-19 show 
that our concern was warranted, as many 
measures dropped after years of positive 
growth. Although overall GDP continued 
upwards, quota attainment was down (-9%) 
for the first time since 2016, and revenue 
attainment fell (-3%) after five straight years 
of continuous growth. 

Meanwhile, leading indicators such as win 
rates fell for the first time in five years (-2%), 
customer retention remained volatile, and 
seller retention rates continued dropping 
(87%, the lowest in years). Although these 
changes appear more as a plateau than a 
stark downward trend, they indicate that even 
had COVID-19 not completely rearranged the 
landscape, the pace of growth of the past 
few years would not have continued at the 
same rate. 

Meanwhile, sales organizations continued to 
take in over 70% of their revenue from existing 
customers, and to rely on their top 20% of 
salespeople to bring in over 60% of total 
company sales—both of which track similarly 
to historical trends. These figures provide 
important context for how organizations 
forged their paths ahead during COVID-19.

PRIOR TO COVID-19,
THERE WERE SIGNS OF A PERFORMANCE PLATEAU

2019-2020

REVENUE AND PERFORMANCE METRICS 
WERE DOWN COMING INTO 2020

(PRIOR TO COVID-19)

+2%

+7%

GLOBAL GDP

WIN RATES -2%

QUOTA ATTAINMENT -9%

REVENUE PLAN ATTAINMENT -3%

+7%

2017-2019

+10%

+5%
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Prior to COVID-19, sales organizations had 
planned on aligning their annual strategies 
around expanding business in existing 
accounts and improving the competency and 
capability of their salesforce, with “improving 
new account acquisition” not far behind. 

The onset of the pandemic forced all 
organizations to re-examine their priorities, and 
in the wake of this, most companies chose to 
focus on protecting their core business—their 
existing accounts. Conversely, the percentage 
stating that new account acquisition was a 
top three priority fell by almost a quarter 
during these times.

Although the vast majority of companies 
shifted by necessity to a more virtual mode 
of selling, it is of note that fewer than a 
third (31%) saw improving virtual selling 
capabilities as a top three priority.

SALES ORGANIZATIONS PRIORITIZE EXISTING BUSINESS

DURING COVID-19 TOP 2020 SALES CHALLENGES
(COLLECTED DURING COVID-19)

In terms of perceived challenges, sales 
organizations in early 2020 were primarily 
concerned with talent gaps in their teams 
and inefficiencies within their organizations 
(46% and 44% respectively). Yet as many 
countries locked down during the pandemic 
and buyers became more cautious, the ability 
to differentiate from the competition became 
paramount, rising from fourth to first on the list. 

The changes we see in both of these areas 
illustrate the particular lack of confidence that 
sales organizations feel during COVID-19 about 

pursuing new business. They are concerned 
that their potential time investment is too high 
and prospects’ desire to spend too low to 
justify making it the core focus, and fear they 
won’t sufficiently differentiate themselves from 
competitors in order to win the business they do 
pursue. Given these factors, it’s understandable 
that sales organizations chose to focus on 
securing the existing business that, on average, 
represents over 70% of their revenue.

LACK OF DIFFERENTIATION 
VS. COMPETITORS

INEFFICIENCIES IN 
OUR ORGANIZATION

TALENT GAPS WITHIN OUR 
SALES TEAMS

INABILITY TO GENERATE 
ENOUGH QUALIFIED LEADS

LACK OF CONTENT ALIGNED 
TO SALES PROCESS

39%

38%

38%

33%

32%TOP 2020 
SALES STRATEGIES

(COLLECTED DURING COVID-19)

EXPAND BUSINESS IN 
EXISTING ACCOUNTS

IMPROVE COMPETENCY/
CAPABILITY OF SALES FORCE

IMPROVE NEW 
ACCOUNT ACQUISITION

IMPROVE VIRTUAL 
SELLING CAPABILITIES

INCREASE WIN RATES 
OF OPPORTUNITIES 29%

31%

32%

37%

49%

© 2020 Korn Ferry. All rights reserved4



Fresh off multiple years of increasing quotas and increasing revenues, 
a full 53% of organizations came into 2020 planning on expanding 
their sales force. The market for talent had increasingly been favoring 
experienced sellers—the high voluntary turnover rates we saw from 
2017 through 2019 were likely less a reflection that organizations weren’t 
doing enough to retain top talent, and more an acknowledgement of the 
hiring packages that companies increasingly were offering in order to 
add quality talent.

As the extent of the impact of COVID-19 
began to crystalize, many sales organizations 
were unfortunately forced to take measures 
to ensure that they could weather the storm. 
38% report altering sales compensation plans 
downward, another 38% report layoffs as a 
result of COVID-19, and similar numbers of 
respondents mentioned that their organization 
instituted salary reductions or furloughs. 

After adjusting for these factors, only 27% of 
companies retained plans to add to their sales 
force over the ensuing year. 48% planned on 
staying the same size (after their COVID-19 
downsizing), and 25% had plans to further 
reduce the size of their salesforce.

Yet as we saw in the last section, “talent 
gaps in our sales teams” is still near the top 
of the list of challenges for sales. With hiring 
budgets frozen or minimized to a trickle, early 
indications from our research show that sales 
organizations plan on up-skilling their current 
teams in order to bridge these gaps. There 
may be a silver lining to all of this, as the cost 
and time to bring new salespeople up to speed 
can be exorbitant, and the ROI of training and 
coaching is consistently solid. 

COVID-19 HALTED EXPECTED HIRING, BUT COMPANIES 

STILL NEED TO FILL TALENT GAPS
EXPECTED CHANGE IN 
NUMBER OF SALESPEOPLE 

OVER NEXT 12 MONTHS

INCREASE

53% 27%

DURING COVID-19PRE-COVID-19

DECREASE

11% 25%

REMAIN THE SAME

36% 48%
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One of the largest shifts we saw from the 
data prior to COVID-19 was in the area 
of lead generation—how an organization 
works across functions to identify the right 
prospects to pursue.

We can see in the numbers on the right 
that during COVID-19, marketing went from 
providing 22% of leads down to 17% (with 
sales primarily filling that gap in generating 
their own leads), and from below we see that 
the number of organizations that report no 
agreement on lead definitions between the 
two departments jumped from 38% all the 
way up to 46%.

What this means is that during this downswing, 
sales is receiving fewer leads from marketing, 
and the leads they are receiving are often not 
the ones they want to pursue.

Now, the reason to investigate this is not to 
point fingers at marketing. There are many 
factors that contribute to this trend: lead 
generation campaigns take time to plan and 
implement, and aren’t as flexible as individual 
lead research. Marketing teams also had to 
modify the tone of their messaging during the 
pandemic, asking less of clients and prospects 
and offering more value and support—all while 
operating with reduced staff (and without the 
benefit of in-person events).

SALES AND MARKETING STRUGGLE TO ALIGN AND TO

GENERATE QUALITY LEADS

SHARED LEAD DEFINITION BETWEEN 
SALES AND MARKETING

LEAD SOURCE ANALYSIS

DURING COVID-19

PRE-COVID-19

SALES

52%
58%

MARKETING

22%

17%

CUSTOMER SERVICE

7%
9%

DURING COVID-19

PRE-COVID-19

29% 22% 33% 32%

FORMAL AGREEMENT INFORMAL AGREEMENT NO AGREEMENT

38% 46%

CUSTOMER REFERRALS 10%

12%

OTHER 6%
7%

Regardless of the factors that led us into 
this situation, it’s clear that organizations 
need to re-activate their lead generation 
if they want to be successful moving 
forward—a full third of sales organizations 
called out “inability to generate enough 
qualified leads” as a top challenge for the 
next year. The good news is that there 
may be a solid path forward here. During 
these past few months, many sales 
organizations did some real introspection; 
they determined that they needed to 
emphasize existing relationships, and 
developed very targeted characteristics 
for new accounts that they wanted to 
deploy resources to pursue. 

Organizations who took the time and 
effort to refine ideal prospect profiles 
need to be certain they have socialized 
that work with marketing and inside 
sales—and that plans are in place to 
target and deliver to those specifications. 
We know that it’s going to be a while 
before pursuing new business is easy 
again, but the best path forward will be 
to ensure that your business is in lockstep 
on its approach when doing so. 
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PERFORMANCE LEVEL 3
33.9% OF ORGANIZATIONS

PERFORMANCE LEVEL 2
43.4% OF ORGANIZATIONS

Our Sales Relationship Process Matrix clearly shows, year over year, 
how sales process maturity and customer relationship levels lead 
to performance. 

When you chart these two axes together, a 
pattern consistently emerges: the further up 
and to the right (higher process maturity, 
higher level of customer relationship) your 
organization places on this chart, the more 
likely you are to have strong sales performance 
numbers. This is reflected in the three levels of 
performance that consistently arise from this 
analysis—which you can see color-coded in 
the chart on the left. This year, organizations 
in performance level 3 saw stronger numbers 
across the board when compared to their 
counterparts in levels 1 and 2, with +9% win 
rates, +5% overall plan attainment, and +11% 
quota attainment.

During the recent times of economic tumult, 
the value of strong relationships and consistent 
process is even more apparent. Almost all 
organizations suffered as supply chains 
were disrupted and purse strings tightened 

during the pandemic. Yet organizations who 
had positioned themselves as partners or 
contributors found their clients reaching out to 
them for advice on how to plan and approach 
this crisis, while other organizations found that 
their calls were less likely to be returned. 

Accordingly, although few could have 
anticipated the extent of the disruption, 
organizations that had formal and particularly 
dynamic sales processes in place found 
that their organizations could respond with 
the levers they needed to pull to shift their 
business approach. Organizations with informal 
processes found themselves particularly 
vulnerable, as they are inherently reactive in 
nature. When the lines of communication and 
documentation aren’t clear, organizations can’t 
expect their salespeople to deliver coherent, 
unified messaging or use an approach that is 
consistent across the company.

DEEPER SALES PROCESS MATURITY AND CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIP LEVELS  

LEAD TO HIGHER PERFORMANCE
KORN FERRY SALES RELATIONSHIP 
PROCESS MATRIX FOR 2020

PERFORMANCE LEVEL 1
22.7% OF ORGANIZATIONS

TRUSTED PARTNER

STRATEGIC CONTRIBUTOR

SOLUTIONS CONSULTANT

PREFERRED SUPPLIER

APPRIOVED VENDOR

FORMAL  
PROCESS

DYNAMIC 
PROCESS

RANDOM 
PROCESS

INFORMAL 
PROCESS
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Starting with strong sales process is foundational. Yet successful 
companies know that the steps within their sales process need to align 
with their customer’s path. Many organizations have approached this 
with a formal mapping of their customer’s path to process for at least 
purchase decisions (44% of respondents) – and those who have done so 
have seen improved performance numbers. 

With that mapping in place, it becomes 
possible to move towards aligning sales 
processes, touchpoints, content, and 
messaging to what your buyer is experiencing. 
As seen to the right, 35% of organizations 
claim to have formally aligned these, and these 
organizations have seen 13% higher win rates 
and 6% higher overall plan attainment rates 
than those who have not done so.

COVID-19 provides a singular challenge to 
aligning effectively moving forward. We’ve 
seen a large shift towards virtual selling and 
buying during this time period, and this is 
one of many factors that has disrupted the 
regular flows and cadences of buying. Many 
sales organizations had to piece together what 
they perceived to be temporary processes to 
deal with this new environment, yet there are 
strong signs that many of these practices will 
continue long after the virus itself has gone.

During this time period where so much is in 
flux, it can be difficult to distinguish signal from 
noise. But given that the value of alignment is 
clear, there is a lot to be gained for a company 
that can effectively incorporate feedback from 
their customers and clients and develop a 
sales process approach that meets their clients 
where they are now—and be first among their 
competition to do so.

ORGANIZATIONS ARE SUCCEEDING BY ALIGNING THEIR SALES PROCESS 

WITH THEIR CUSTOMER’S PATH

+6% +13% 
REVENUE 
ATTAINMENT

WIN 
RATE

35% 
FORMALLY OR DYNAMICALLY 
ALIGN THEIR SALES PROCESS 
WITH THE CUSTOMER’S PATH
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As we discussed earlier in this report, sales 
organizations have prioritized retaining current 
customers during COVID-19. Among World-Class 
organizations*, this focus is amplified. A full 69% 
of World-Class respondents plan on prioritizing 
“protecting the core” over the next 12 months, 
by ensuring retention and renewal of existing 
accounts. Meanwhile, only 10% of World-Class 
organizations reported they were focused 
on new logos/new accounts over the next 12 
months as the top objective. Feedback from 
our Virtual Selling Study (data collected in fall of 
2020) shows that this focus on existing business 
has only grown stronger among top companies. 

World-Class organizations also rate their 
expected challenges differently from the 
rest of the population. Given that they have 
worked out many of the kinks in their sales 
process—and possess strategic or partner-
level relationships with their clients—they rate 
“inefficiencies within our organization” and 
“lack of differentiation with customers” much 
lower than their counterparts (26% lower and 
38% lower, respectively). They are free to focus 
on other issues that have taken priority in the 
COVID-19 selling environment: filling talent gaps 
within their sales and management teams (45% 
of World-Class orgs), and generating quality 
leads for the new accounts they will pursue 
(41% of World-Class orgs). 

This is a theme with the strongest 
organizations—they have the processes, 
tools, and training in place that allow them 
to be more responsive to changes in the 
selling landscape. Of particular note are the 
following statistics: compared to the average 
company, they are almost twice as likely to 
agree that they effectively prioritize accounts 
during prospecting (71% of World-Class vs. 
40% of all respondents), and are 45% more 
likely to have a formal lead definition shared 
between sales and marketing. 80% of these 
organizations have a customer path mapping 
for purchase decisions—almost 2x the rate of 
all organizations—and they are 4x as likely to 
dynamically align their sales process to the 
customer’s path.

Whether you are part of a World-Class 
organization or are a member of an aspiring 
one, you can find inspiration in how these top 
organizations are executing. 

*For our analyses, organizations are categorized as “World-
Class” if they are >$50M in annual revenue, have exemplary 
sales process and customer relationships (level 3 SRP) and 
have a proven record of sales performance (top 20% across 
performance metrics).

MANY OF THESE TRENDS ARE AMPLIFIED AMONG  

WORLD-CLASS ORGANIZATIONS
SALES OBJECTIVES FOR 
NEXT 12 MONTHS

(COLLECTED DURING COVID-19)

WORLD-CLASS

ALL RESPONDENTS

69%54% 21%24%

“PROTECT THE CORE” 
(RETENTION AND RENEWAL)

“CROSS-SELL/UP-SELL” “NEW LOGOS”
(PURSUE NEW ACCOUNTS)

10%22%
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RESPONDENTS 
GLOBALLY

The sales landscape still bears the 
scars of a difficult 2020. Yet there 
are signs everywhere of companies 
who are finding success even in 
this harsh climate.

We’ve seen consistent themes from among 
these findings that lead to success regardless 
of the state of the external economy—each 
of them in areas that a sales organization 
can control: hone internal processes, and 
put the customer at the center of your 
decision-making (and align your processes 
to where they are); up-skill your teams with 
the appropriate insights and approaches for 
the current selling environment; document 
and socialize your successes; and as 
always, if you’re not certain about the best 
way to proceed, you could do worse than 
modeling your organization’s practices on 
other organizations who have shown that 
they can succeed.

Many thanks goes out to the 1500+ 
respondents globally who took the time 
to share their organization’s metrics and 
experiences from this time—as well as their 
stories, in many cases. We couldn’t provide 
this analysis without your contribution.

We wish you the best of luck—and planning—
in the times ahead.

CONCLUSION

1500+
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ABOUT KORN FERRY 
Korn Ferry is the preeminent global people and 
organizational Korn Ferry is a global organisational 
consulting firm. We work with organisations to 
design their organisational structures, roles, and 
responsibilities. We help them hire the right people 
and advise them on how to reward, develop, and 
motivate their workforce. And, we help professionals 
navigate and advance their careers. 

Visit kornferry.com for more information. 


