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Does executive sales management 
have a place in credit unions?  

Credit unions generally shy 
away from appointing a single 

senior executive whose sole responsibilities 
center on selling. It’s worth asking why.

Selling is essential. But when asked what’s 
considered key to differentiate credit unions 
from competitors and what really drives 
strategy, it is member service and the service 
experience—not sales—that top the list. This 
is the reason sales management often rests 
with the vice president of branch operations.

Plus, sales training programs often disap-
point. Once the consultants leave the scene, 
momentum is lost. As things lapse back to 
normal, we wonder, why did the changes 
not gain traction? 

That’s where an executive vice president 
of sales can step up and ensure the cultural 
changes needed to build a sales focus actu-
ally occur.    

A typical sales environment involves a 
series of several steps, which would benefit 
from a top sales executive. The steps in the 
sales process are: prospecting, qualifying 
leads, developing proposals, presenting 
them, negotiating and closing. 

These steps usually apply to “long cycle” 
selling, but I believe they can be applied to 
“short cycle” selling as well.  

Long cycle, or external, selling is just as it 
sounds: outbound sales, with a longer dura-
tion from initiation to closing. Sales to gain 
major commercial and municipal accounts, as 

an example, usually fall into this category.   
 Short cycle, or internal, selling is more 

familiar to credit unions and includes such 
activities as straight order taking, cross-
selling, and mining the CRM files. 

Some argue that short-cycle selling is all 
that’s needed in a credit union, but on closer 
scrutiny, that argument breaks down. 

An outward-looking, proactive approach 
is needed to complement internal selling.  

Although marketing can help identify 
areas of opportunity and advertising may 
perk up some interest, neither can actually 
close a sale. 

A professionally managed sales program 
can optimize internal sales while building 
a stronger base for the future by capturing 
new business.

It’s not cost-effective to base a profession-
ally managed sales program on acquiring 
single mortgage or time deposit accounts. 

But this is where a top sales executive is 
useful.  Managing the acquisition of large 
blocks of business allows managed sales 
programs to make sense.

However, before appointing a senior sales 
executive, it’s useful to consider the following:

1. Define sales: Sales is a structured 
process to find out what’s needed 

or what problem is being solved, then 
putting forward an honest, well-artic-
ulated solution.  Members don’t want 
a mortgage; they want a home–it’s the 
product that helps meet the need.
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2. Build a sales plan based  
on targeted results.

•  The sales plan must consider the credit 
union’s strategic objectives and finan-
cial position.

• Differentiated products sell better.
•  Channel-specific selling—for example, 

Internet, call center and branch-based—
each requires a unique approach.

•  Licensing requirements (if the CU or 
its CUSO will be selling investment or 
insurance products) need to be taken 
into account. 

•  Financial products and services are 
complex—know your products inside 
and out.

•  Monitoring major infrastructure devel-
opments, zoning applications, real estate 
listings, taxation changes, pricing adjust-
ments by competitors etc., may identify 
new opportunities for cold calling or 
relationship building.

3. Hire the right people: Good sales 
managers come with a specific set 

of skills that can in fact be markedly 
different from those that characterize a top-
performing sales person.

Sales managers must focus on production, 
the execution of the sales process and building 
the organization and each of its sales staff.

Good sales leaders:
• have the capacity to develop plans,
• understand the sales process,
• understand motivation,
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•  have the desire and capacity to achieve 
specific results,

• listen actively,
• are tough minded,
• can manage time and priorities, and
• have an eye for talent.
Effective sales people are generally inde-

pendent minded, self confident and highly 
results-oriented. 

It takes well-honed, specialized management 
skills to lead a sales team.

When hiring sales staff, the VP/sales 
should consider the following:

•  Are they presentable, professional, trust-
worthy, energetic and confident?  

• Do they listen well and speak clearly?
• Are they outgoing and friendly?
• Is there an air of optimism?
• Are they disciplined and teachable?
•  Can they spot an opportunity and see how 

products and services will add value?
•  Are they creative? Do they like  

solving problems?

•  Are they motivated to slightly aggressive?
• Can they handle objections?
• Can they ask the right questions?
• Do they see themselves as winners?
•  Can they effectively ask for the business 

and close?

4. Define the logical sales unit: Setting 
targets based on blocks of business 

makes sales management economical for 
the credit union. 

When the blocks of business are assigned as 
individual sales quotas (which, when combined, 
sum to the overall growth targets for the credit 
union), we know there is accountability and the 
sales executive has a clear mandate.

For example, a logical sales unit might 
look something like: $2 million in new 
mortgage loans and $250,000 in personal 
loans in a one-month period. 

These would be allocated in such a way 
that it’s possible to compile the annual sales 
quotas for all sales personnel to equal the 

annual operating plan. 
The VP/sales would allocate these on the 

basis of capability of the sales force, consid-
ering the remuneration incentives that 
might be in place.

5. Managing sales and the sales cycle: 
The VP/sales should meet weekly with 

his or her team. The status of each piece of 
business in the sales pipeline should domi-
nate these weekly discussions but should 
also be a major discussion item on the 
executive team’s agenda. 

During the sales meeting, the team should 
discuss what they have in the pipeline, 
including all the stages: prospecting, quali-
fying, proposing, negotiating and closing. 

Reviewing each stage will help the team 
members stay on top of their leads and keep 
them accountable. 

Correcting performance issues, refo-
cusing efforts and managing motivation 
are best done in private. 
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In those instances when the entire team is 
involved, the weekly sales meeting is a great 
place to sort these issues.

Sales meetings are the best place to firm up 
the sales strategy and commit the sales force 
to a plan of attack. 

They’re also a great place to build product 
knowledge and sales skills.

If the weekly sales meeting does no more 
than keep effort applied to areas where results 
can be achieved, then it will add value.

These meetings are an important 
source of feedback. Organizations that 
listen effectively to what their sales 

forces are saying generally end up doing 
a better job of marketing and setting 
their financial strategies. 

Listening to the sales force leads to better 
results because the sales people are the 
closest point of contact to the member 
and, as such, are going to be hearing first 
hand the pros and cons of the product line, 
service model, etc.

The weekly sales meeting is in some sense 
an oasis for the sales team in which issues 
unique to them are given full focus. 

That’s one of the principal reasons that 
care needs to be taken to ensure the agenda 
does not become occupied with issues that 
don’t specifically relate.

6. Compensation: Compensation is 
what really clarifies expectations, 

helps attract those sellers who are likely 
to be successful and serves as the basis 
to encourage those who can’t succeed to 
consider their options.  
 Compensation models should be 
designed to promote the results sought. 
I use a straight commission program if I 
want to really push growth, a base salary 
system if the emphasis needs to be first 
and foremost on serving the business, and 
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a combination of the two if relationship 
management is the goal.

Sales is not an easy occupation. Often 
sales personnel must operate as restricted 
agents with little ability to alter or influ-
ence terms and conditions that would lead 
to a faster closing. 

There may be times when products that 
are in demand aren’t likely to suit the 
needs of the credit union and may need to 
be priced competitively. There may also 
be times when good effort is simply not 
paying off.  

The recent meltdown in the finan-
cial system, changes in consumer habits, 
periods of tight margin, etc. all call for 
sales management. 

It’s the best way to ensure that strategy 
actually gets executed at the member level. 
It’s these tough conditions that call for exec-
utive sales management. 

 Organizations that listen effectively to what their sales forces 
are saying generally end up doing a better job of marketing 
and setting their financial strategies. 


