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Executive Summary
•	 �Many commercial strategies fail not because the design is flawed, but because execution breaks down 

after rollout.

•	 �Too often, initiatives are created by small executive teams and cascaded through top-down mandates, 
with limited reinforcement at the front line. 

•	 �Organizations invest heavily in launching change, but far fewer make comparable investments to 
ensure those initiatives are fully adopted and embraced in the field.

•	 �Companies that generate stronger and more durable returns take a different approach: they 
deliberately activate front-line sales managers as leaders of change.

•	 �By embedding strategic shifts into coaching, decision-making, forecasting, and operating rhythms, 
these organizations convert strategy into new habits at scale.

•	 �This manager-led reinforcement is what ultimately turns strategic intent into lasting performance.

Where Strategic Initiatives Commonly Break Down
Most commercial leaders can point to well-conceived strategies that failed to deliver the expected 
impact. In fact, 88% of transformation efforts fall short of their original goals, with only about 12% 
producing lasting, full results.1  The issue is rarely the quality of the strategy itself, but what happens 
after it is announced. The breakdown is rarely dramatic. Instead, it is subtle, gradual, and widely tolerated. 
When initiatives do not change behaviors and priorities at the front line, performance gains can be below 
expectations and short-lived.

A new sales methodology is rolled out with strong executive sponsorship and comprehensive training. 
Months later, some teams use it consistently, while others revert to familiar approaches, often producing 
very different results. From the executive perspective, these initiatives appear “mostly implemented,” yet 
the impact is uneven. 

Performance varies significantly by region, team, or manager. Leaders see pockets of success 
but struggle to scale them. Over time, initiatives are reinforced through additional training, new 
communications, or periodic relaunches, often with diminishing returns.

What these scenarios have in common is not a lack of effort or intent. It is that they underestimate how 
execution depends heavily on field-level buy-in, understanding, and reinforcement.
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1. �Mankins, M. and Litre, P. (2024) ‘Transformations That Work’, Harvard Business Review, 102(3), pp. 64–73. 
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What Makes These Initiatives Stumble
Most initiatives stumble because they are optimized for design and rollout, not for sustained behavioral 
change. Common challenges include:

	 •    �An over-reliance on communication and training. Understanding the strategy does not ensure it 
becomes the default way of working, especially under pressure.

	 •    �Competing priorities at the front line. Sales reps naturally focus on what their managers inspect, 
reinforce, and reward, regardless of what the initiative intends.

	 •    �Inconsistent reinforcement across managers. Some managers actively integrate the change into 
how they run the business; others do not, creating drift.

	 •    �Limited integration into daily operating rhythms. Initiatives exist alongside the job rather than inside 
it.

These challenges are not the result of poor leadership or flawed governance. They reflect a systemic gap 
between strategic intent and day-to-day execution. For these initiatives to generate  lasting change, new 
habits need to be formed by people doing the work on the front lines. 

In sales organizations, this includes:

	 •    �How they qualify opportunities.

	 •    �How they prioritize accounts and deals.
	 •    �How they prepare for customer conversations.

	 •    �How they respond after losses or setbacks.
	 •    �How they are assessed and compensated. 

If a strategy does not reshape these behaviors, its impact will be limited and temporary. Without 
reinforcement, old patterns reassert themselves, and the organization returns to familiar ways of working. 

Why Front-Line Sales Managers Are the Critical Lever
Front-line sales managers sit at the intersection of strategy and execution. They are uniquely positioned to 
translate strategic intent into daily reality.

Sales managers influence:

	 •    �What gets coached in one-on-one meetings.

	 •    �How deals are reviewed and prioritized.
	 •    �What is challenged versus accepted in forecasts.

	 •    �Which behaviors are reinforced or corrected.

	 •    �Which metrics are reported consistently.

As a result, sales reps do not ultimately adopt strategies; they adopt manager expectations, especially 
those tied directly to performance measurement and pay. When sales managers incorporate strategic 
changes into their coaching conversations, decision-making, prioritization, and reporting, those changes 
become embedded in how the team operates. 
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Four Steps to Activate Sales Manager-Led Change
Activating sales manager-led change does not require replacing existing governance or introducing 
another layer of process. It requires deliberately changing how front-line managers are engaged in the 
process, moving them from passive subordinates to active co-owners of execution. This is the missing 
link. Organizations that do this well focus less on achieving the perfect design and more on creating the 
conditions for adoption, reinforcement, and learning at the front line.

1.	 Include Managers in Early Prioritization and Design

	 �The first step is involving front-line managers in reviewing, prioritizing, and shaping improvement 
initiatives. Managers have direct visibility into where execution breaks down, which behaviors truly drive 
results, and where friction is most likely to occur.

	 �When managers help shape the focus and design of change, initiatives become more practical, more 
targeted, and easier to reinforce in daily work.

	 �This involvement also builds ownership. Managers who understand the intent behind a change and have 
helped translate it into workable solutions are far more likely to lead it consistently, particularly when they 
see how it improves their team’s performance and strengthens their own effectiveness and credibility as 
leaders.

2.	 Equip Managers to Lead the Rollout in the Flow of Work

	 �Even well-designed initiatives fail when managers are left to interpret how to introduce them to their 
teams.

	 Effective organizations equip managers with:

	 •    Clear rollout plans that fit within their team context.

	 •    Talking points that explain why the change matters.

	 •    Examples of how expectations are shifting.

	 •    Simple reporting mechanisms that make adoption visible.

	 •    Clear linkage between the new model and earning potential.

	 �The goal is not to script managers, but to reduce ambiguity so they can focus on coaching, reinforcement, 
and execution rather than interpretation.

3.	 Monitor Adoption and Reinforce the Right Behaviors

	 �Adoption does not happen by accident. It requires visibility and reinforcement. Organizations that 
successfully activate manager-led change put mechanisms in place to:

	 •    Monitor adoption, activity, and compliance at the manager and team level.

	 •    �Facilitate sales training and discussion sessions to gather feedback, deepen understanding of both 
the how and the why, and capture improvement ideas.

	 •    Reinforce desired behaviors through recognition, feedback, and incentives.
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	 �Importantly, these mechanisms focus on how managers are leading the change and how the organization 
can support them, not just whether outcomes eventually improve. This allows leaders to intervene early, 
support lagging adoption, and prevent drift before it becomes entrenched.

4.	 Gather Feedback, Make Adjustments, Scale What Works

	 Sales manager-led change is not a one-time rollout. It is a learning process.

	 �As managers apply new approaches, they surface friction, uncover opportunities to simplify, and adapt 
practices to their teams. Organizations that plan for this iteration and treat adaptation as a strength 
rather than a failure see stronger adoption and more durable results.

	 �This includes allowing managers to implement changes in ways that may differ slightly from the original 
design. It is more important for them to own it and drive results than for them to adhere to specific 
design requirements. Over time, practices that consistently drive results can be standardized and scaled, 
grounded in what works in the field, not just what looked good on paper.

�	 �These variations need to be managed and discussed with Revenue Operations, Sales Enablement, 
executive sponsors, and other stakeholders to ensure there is alignment and sharing of best practices 
across the organization. This involves active, cross-functional participation, which should be planned for 
in advance.

Client Example
A national healthcare provider sought to improve its go-to-market model to drive increased patient 
admissions. While the organization had a strong strategic direction, results were uneven. Performance varied 
significantly by region, seller productivity differed widely, and growth had stalled in several key markets.

Blue Ridge Partners worked with a cross-functional leadership team to diagnose these issues and develop 
a prioritized set of improvement initiatives, including changes to sales management, reporting and KPIs, 
customer segmentation, and territory design. After securing executive committee approval, the focus 
shifted deliberately from central rollout to manager-led execution.

Front-line sales managers played a central role in shaping and leading the change. Managers helped design 
the KPIs and reporting used to run the business, established a common sales management operating 
rhythm, assessed the talent on their teams, and built region-specific improvement plans. They reviewed and 
quantitatively prioritized accounts, redesigned territories, developed account transition plans, and set their 
own timelines to sequence changes in a way that balanced impact and risk.

This approach materially changed how managers operated day-to-day. One-on-one meetings were 
restructured around data-driven coaching and prioritization. Managers used consistent metrics to evaluate 
performance, focused sellers on the highest-value opportunities, and held teams accountable to defined 
activity and patient admission volume thresholds. While expectations were aligned to overall enterprise 
goals, each region emphasized different focus KPIs based on its specific needs and market dynamics.

Reinforcement and learning were built into the process. Managers reviewed progress regularly with their 
VPs, and leadership monitored adoption through manager-level KPIs rather than waiting for lagging 
outcome measures. Several iterations were required to simplify approaches, avoid unnecessary change, and 
concentrate on what was driving results at the front line.
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Within six months, the organization achieved a 10% year-over-year increase in admission volume 
nationally while reducing costs. Performance improved across most regions, with some markets 
significantly outperforming others, reflecting the benefits of allowing managers to tailor execution 
while reinforcing consistent expectations. These localized successes were systematically captured and 
incorporated into standard processes, creating a continuous improvement loop that strengthened 
performance across the broader organization.

Conclusion
Many strategic initiatives fail to deliver their expected ROI not because the strategy is flawed, but because 
the change never takes hold at the front line. When initiatives do not translate into new behaviors and habits 
for sales teams, early gains fade and results remain uneven.

Organizations that achieve stronger and more durable outcomes deliberately activate front-line sales 
managers to lead change. By involving managers in shaping initiatives, equipping them to reinforce new 
behaviors through coaching and operating rhythms, and allowing space to adapt based on what works, 
strategy becomes embedded in daily execution. The result is higher adoption, more consistent performance, 
and returns that compound over time, complementing traditional governance and turning strategic 
investments into lasting impact.

Blue Ridge Partners’ commercial effectiveness work focuses on helping organizations close the gap between 
strategy and front-line execution. We evaluate commercial strategy, go-to-market models, sales processes, 
talent and incentives, enablement, and sales management, then partner with leadership teams to embed 
change through front-line managers, accelerating profitable growth through transformation and delivering 
results that endure.
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Why Blue Ridge Partners? 

At Blue Ridge Partners, we focus exclusively on helping companies accelerate profitable revenue 
growth – the #1 driver of value creation. We’ve earned high marks from private equity firms by delivering 
material, rapid, and cost-effective results for their portfolio companies.

Our work spans value creation planning, commercial model transitions, strategic pricing, sales 
effectiveness, and commercial due diligence. Our Managing Directors combine top-tier strategy 
consulting and operating experience, and we’re known for rolling up our sleeves, taking a pragmatic, 
hands-on approach, and focusing on the “how” of execution to drive measurable P&L impact.

Increasingly, we help clients leverage Commercial AI to accelerate growth. Through our Commercial AI 
Center of Excellence (CoE), we guide AI investments toward real business problems and commercial 
metrics – not just tools – to ensure tangible results.

Since 2002, we’ve partnered with over 130 top-tier PE firms and 1,300 companies worldwide to create 
lasting value across the investment lifecycle.

For further information please contact us at info@blueridgepartners.com or visit us at  
www.blueridgepartners.com.
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