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The Trouble With Sales Forecasts 

Sales forecasting often tops sales leaders’ lists of most vexing 
challenges. It’s easy to see why. A research study we conducted 
last year with 137 sales organizations revealed the following:

•	 Forecasting sucks up lots of the sales force’s time. Sixty-eight 
percent of firms indicate that forecasting requires “substantial 
effort” from their sales organization.

•	 Forecasting results are unsatisfying to sales leaders. Just 44% of 
firms are satisfied with sales forecasting accuracy, and only 37% 
are satisfied with their forecasting overall.

•	 Sales forecasts are fraught with bias. Forecasts are dependent 
upon salespeople’s subjective judgements in 80% of firms, and 
68% say their salespeople demonstrate bias in the forecasts 
they submit. (Interestingly, salespeople are three times 
more likely to overstate, rather than understate, forecasted 
performance.)

Since forecasting seems to be such a high-burden, low-yield activity 
in so many organizations, we wondered: Just what do rank and file 
sales forces members make of forecasting? To find out, we focused our 
most recent research on sales force attitudes toward forecasting. We 
analyzed responses from 341 participants who rated their firms’ sales 
forecasting efforts on 13 dimensions. Our research focused on two 
distinct sales force constituencies: salespeople, who submit forecasts, 
and their managers, who consume them.

We found significant, and sometimes surprising, differences in 
how sellers and managers view forecasting. And, we identified 
a number of forecasting practices that correlate with higher 
forecasting effort and satisfaction.

1
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“Our firm puts substantial effort into 
developing sales forecasts” 

Agree
68%

How Important Are Accurate Sales Forecasts?

Extremely 
or Very

70%

Moderately
18% 

Neutral 
7%

Low Importance 
6%

Percentage of Firms Whose Sales Forecasts 
Rely on “Salesperson Judgment”

68%
80%

Percentage of Firms Whose Salespeople 
Submit Biased Forecasts

The Trouble With Sales Forecasts

“Overall Satisfaction” with Sales Forecasts

Satisfied
37% 

Firms’ Satisfaction with Sales Forecast 
Accuracy

Satisfied
44%

1 Despite their importance, and the effort they require from sales forces, sales forecasts remain too biased 
and inaccurate to engender high management satisfaction. Sales Management Association Research Brief: 
Assessing Sales Opportunities. March 2016, N= 137 firms.
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Do We Know Why We Forecast?

Forecasting’s importance may be unquestioned by the sales 
organization’s senior leaders. But those doing most of the 
forecasting appear less certain. Just 62% of salespeople and 
58% of sales managers agree that “the sales force understands 
the business impact of sales forecasting” in their firm. [Sales 
managers were more likely to disagree (34% compared with 22% of 
salespeople); salespeople and sales managers who neither agreed 
nor disagreed were 15%, and 8% respectively.]

And just 53% of salespeople agree that “the sales force 
understands how management uses sales forecasts.” Remarkably, 
managers themselves are even less sure – just 47% of sales 
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Do We Know Why We Forecast?

Percentage of Respondents That Agree

Salespeople        Sales Managers

The Sales Force 
Understands 
Forecasting’s 

Business Impact

The Sales Force 
Understands How 
Management Uses 

Forecasts
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0

2 Sales force 
understanding of 
forecasting objectives 
and usage is low, though 
still underestimated by 
management
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managers agreed with the statement. [Twenty-nine percent 
of salespeople and 42% of sales managers disagreed; 18% of 
salespeople and 11% of sales managers had no opinion.]

These results suggest two realities present in many firms that 
should concern sales leaders: management may themselves 
be unsure of forecasting objectives, or may inadequately 
communicate these to salespeople. Neither outcome can bode well 
for forecasting effectiveness.

Are We Supporting Sales Forecasting 
Effectiveness?

Fewer than half of our study participants consider their sales 
forces adequately supported with the information needed to 
develop effective forecasts. This sentiment is shared in equal 
proportion by sales managers and salespeople; just 46% of each 
group agree that “the salesforce gets sufficient information” for 
forecasting. [Sales managers were more likely to disagree (38% 
of managers disagreed, compared to 31% of salespeople; 23% 
of salespeople, and 17% of sales managers, neither agreed nor 
disagreed)].

The same percentage (just 46% of salespeople and sales managers) 
agree that their firms utilizes “technology that makes forecasting 
efficient.” Sales managers are more likely to disagree with this 
statement, twice as likely, in fact, as salespeople; 48% of sales 
managers disagree, versus 24% of salespeople who disagree. 
(Twenty percent of salespeople and six percent of managers had 

3
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Are We Supporting Sales Forecasting Effectiveness?

Percentage of Respondents That Agree

Salespeople        Sales Managers

The Sales Force 
Gets Sufficient 
Information to 

Forecast

Our Technology 
Makes Forecasting 

Efficient

The Sales Force is 
Adequately trained 

on Forecasting

50

40

20

30

10

0

no opinion.) Ineffective forecasting technology tools appear 
to more negatively affect sales managers, who in turn are 
significantly more critical of their firms’ technology investments.

Opinions on forecasting training are less encouraging. About 
one-third of sales managers (34%) and just 21% of salespeople 
agree that “the sales force has received adequate forecasting 
training.” Sixty-seven percent of salespeople disagree with this 
statement, compared to 59% of sales managers. Though neither 
group are especially positive in their assessment, salespeople are 
significantly more pessimistic than management, which suggests 
training efforts may be too narrowly focused on management in 
many firms. 

Research Report: Sales Force Attitudes Toward Forecasting

3 Few salespeople 
consider forecasting 
training adequate. 
Managers’ estimates, 
while still low, are 
overgenerous in light of 
salesperson sentiment.
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Forecasting Feedback

Most in the sales force aren’t getting 
feedback on their forecasts’ accuracy. 
Managers are more likely to agree that “the 
sales force gets feedback on forecasting 
accuracy;” 47% of managers, and 43% of 
salespeople agree their sales force receives 
feedback. Managers are just as likely to 
disagree as agree (46% disagree, compared 
to 36% of salespeople who disagree); 21% 
of salespeople, and 8% of managers neither 
agree nor disagree.

4

Forecasting Feedback

Percentage of Respondents That Agree

Salespeople        Sales Managers

The Sales Force 
Gets Feedback on 

Forecasting 
Accuracy
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4 Fewer than half of sales forces receive feedback on 
forecasting accuracy.
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What Managers Know About Forecasting 
That Salespeople Don’t

Our research shows that salespeople discount how seriously 
management takes forecasting. Managers themselves overwhelmingly 
agree that “management takes forecasting seriously” (75% 
agree; 16% disagree; 9% have no opinion). Their salespeople are 
less certain. Just 57% of salespeople agree that managers take 
forecasting seriously (16% disagree, and 20% have no opinion). 
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What Managers Know About Forecasting That Salespeople Don’t 

Percentage of Respondents That Agree

Salespeople        Sales Managers

Management Takes 
Sales Forecasting 

Seriously

Forecasting 
Accuracy Impacts 

Management’s View 
of Salesperson 

Performance

The Sales Force 
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With Forecasts 
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The Sales Force 
Believes 

Forecasting is a 
Waste of Time
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80
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5 Salespeople may underestimate the importance of forecasting, as well as their forecasting efforts’ impact on 
their own job performance; yet managers may view forecasting more cynically than their salespeople, and are 
more likely to characterize forecasts as “gamed” or a “waste of time.”
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Salespeople also discount how their forecasting efforts 
affects management’s perception of salesperson performance. 
Seventy percent of sales managers agree that “salespeople’s 
forecast accuracy affects management’s perception of their job 
performance,” but just 48% of believe this is the case (33% of 
salespeople and 15% of managers disagree; 19% of salespeople 
and 14% of sales managers have no opinion).

And while about one-third (32%) of salespeople say “the sales 
force games forecasting by submitting forecasts that are too 
high or too low,” twice as many sales managers (64%) say 
forecasts are gamed by the sales force (59% of salespeople 
disagree, compared with 16% of sales management; 
salespeople and sales managers with no opinion are 9% 
and 20%, respectively). This suggests salespeople may 
overestimate management’s confidence in their forecasting 
objectivity. Additionally, it may indicate managers are more 
apt to manipulate their own submitted forecasts than are 
salespeople. In either case, it’s clear that managers are more 
cynical in their view of sales forecasting’s objectivity and 
accuracy. 

Reinforcing this view, most in the sales force disagree with 
the statement, “sales forecasting is waste of time.” Just 26% 
of salespeople consider it so, far less than managers, 47% of 
whom consider forecasting a waste of time. (Fifty-nine percent 
of salespeople disagree that forecasting is a waste of time, 
compared with 38% of sales managers; salespeople and sales 
managers with no opinion are 15% and 17%, respectively).

What Managers Know About Forecasting That Salespeople Don’t
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Judging Satisfaction and Forecasting Effort

Similarly, salespeople are more positive in judging the sales force’s 
forecasting effort and in assessing the salesforce’s overall satisfaction 
with its forecasting participation. Sales managers are less positive 
in rating the sales force’s satisfaction with sales forecasting, or in 
assessing their forecasting effort. 

Fifty-six percent of salespeople agree that “the sales force puts its 
best effort into sales forecasting,” compared with just 41% of sales 
managers (21% of salespeople and 49% of sales managers disagree; 29% 
of salespeople and 23% of sales managers have no opinion). And while 
overall satisfaction with forecasting is low, salespeople are more likely to 
be satisfied with their forecasting participation than are sales managers 
(44% of salespeople are satisfied, compared to 39% of sales managers; 
27% of salespeople are dissatisfied, compared with 38% of sales managers; 
29% of salespeople and 23% of sales managers have no opinion).
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Judging Satisfaction and Forecasting Effort

Percentage of Respondents That Agree

Salespeople        Sales Managers

The Sales Force Puts 
Its Best Effort Into 

Forecasting
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6 Salespeople value their 
forecasting effort higher 
than does management, 
and their satisfaction 
with forecasting, 
though low, also exceeds 
management’s.
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Data Visualization

Visit our Tableau visualization of this research 
data at http://slsm.gt/tableau

Research Underwriting

This research was made possible in part through underwriting 
support from Tableau. 

Data is everywhere. But it can be hard to make sense of it all. 
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visualizations, and share them with anyone. It’s fast, insightful 
analytics that work the way you think. For more information and a 
free trial, visit www.tableau.com/trial. 

7


