
President’s Letter
Over the past few years, 
my associates and I have 
provided consulting ser-
vices for many publishing 
companies and associa-
tion publishers. Compa-
nies ask us in to analyze 
the revenue producing 
parts of their businesses 
and to make recom-
mendations on a specific subject area, such as 
digital or print sales, or integrating marketing 
assets and packaging those assets for sale. As we 
delve into the assignment, we often see that an 
essential component of advertising sales success 
is missing: a brand strategy.
  Merriam-Webster defines “strategy” as “a care-
ful plan or method for achieving a particular 
goal, usually over a long period of time.” So, 
before a brand strategy can be created, there 
must be a crystal-clear goal or objective for the 
brand. As a former media planner trained in the 
art of strategic planning, I always look first for 
the objectives, then for the strategies.   
     In my opinion, it is not possible to have a 
meaningful digital, or print, or event strategy 
without an overall brand strategy that evolves 
with changes in the marketplace. Each market-
ing element must take into account the exis-
tence of the others, and it is vital that tactics 
be reviewed periodically to ensure that they 
continue to be aligned with the strategy. Yet we 
often encounter lone groups within organiza-
tions executing tactics that no longer support 
the brand strategy.  People originally tasked 
with these tactics then go off in search of a 
strategy.
     For example, whole departments are created 
to do digital work without a full understand-
ing of how digital components will support the 
brand’s strategic objectives. In the absence of 
a compatible strategic view, personal opinions 
proliferate.
     We will be doing a series of articles on strat-
egy over the next few issues. n

How to Promote Salespeople 
Successfully to Management, 
and How to Help Them Cope
Adapted with permission from Folio: based on 
articles written by Jim Elliott and Joe Arpaia, M.D.
Over the 30 years we have been in business, we 
have often experienced management changes.  
We have seen many examples of what can hap-
pen when a very good salesperson is promoted.  
Sometimes it works well, and sometimes not.  
Why the difference?
     I asked my friend, Dr. Joe Arpaia, a psychia-
trist who specializes in stress-management, 
what he thought.  That started a discussion that 
has led to two articles published in Folio: 
Magazine (April/May and September/October 
2014) with another to follow.  These pieces deal 
with problems in the way salespeople are se-
lected for promotion, some characteristics that 
can make the process more difficult, and some 
steps executives can take to help increase the 
odds for success.
     One factor is attitude. The best salespeople 
tend to be social optimists. They expect success, 
and are happy to take credit when things go 
well. They expect to be accepted. When things 
do not go well in their personal lives or at work, 
they assign blame to other people or factors 
beyond their control. This attitude helps to 
shield them from paralyzing negative emo-
tions when a proposal is rejected. They shrug 
it off and move on to the next thing, while less 
socially optimistic salespeople may brood over 
their failure. Social optimists continue to pursue 
opportunities energetically and creatively, while 
others are discouraged.
     Dr. Arpaia says that interpretation skills of 
social optimists include:
•	 Focusing on the positive potential in any 

situation
•	 Generalizing from prior successes rather 

than prior failures
•	 Assuming that a successful sale will occur
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Response skills of social optimists include:
•	 Stepping back and working on other 

accounts that are more likely to bring 
success

•	 Talking with other salespeople to get 
new ideas

•	 Finding creative ways to approach dif-
ficult prospects

     For salespeople, there is not much 
downside in the characteristics of so-
cial optimism. It helps them be resilient 
because they don’t see the negatives. If 
their sales forecasts are often rosier than 
the situation calls for, at least they are 
consistently positive. Managers are willing 
to tolerate poor forecasting for the sake 
of higher production, and they learn to 
discount inflated projections.

MANAGERS NEED TO BE REALISTS
     For salespeople promoted to manage-
ment, on the other hand, the characteris-
tics of social optimism can be a real prob-
lem. A manager who takes credit when 
things go well, and blames others when 
they do not, will not earn much loyalty 
from subordinates. A manager who does 
not accurately identify obstacles cannot 
navigate around them. And, too-positive 
forecasts may be acceptable from a small 
number of salespeople, but top managers 
need accuracy, and cannot work very long 
with sales managers who turn in inflated 
numbers for a whole department.
     After a year or two many new sales 
managers are unsuccessful, and after a 
relatively short time some burn out and 
leave the position. Why?
     Selling is inherently stressful. Salespeo-
ple learn to cope with stress or leave the 
business early in their careers, or remain 
stuck in dead-end jobs. Those who thrive 
and appear eligible for promotion have 
become adept at letting stress roll off them.  
Yet some of these optimistic producers 
crash and burn out under the challenges of 
management. Why don’t they handle stress 
well in their new positions, and how can 
their bosses help them?
     Dr. Arpaia introduced me to a way of 
thinking about what we call “stress” that 
helped me see the problem in a new light.  
He said:
     “For people to understand stress man-
agement they must distinguish between 
stress and strain. This distinction is made 
in engineering. “Stress” is the load on a 
structure, and “strain” is the deformation 
of the structure under the load.

     We need to make the same distinction 
when talking about the stress on a per-
son. Stress refers to the load, or demands, 
the person is facing. Strain is the body’s 
response to the load. When we separate 
stress and strain in this manner we under-
stand how to manage stress more effective-
ly. This is especially so when the stress on 
a person changes significantly, such when 
they move from sales to sales management.
     When a person is facing stress they 
experience strain and then act to deal with 
the stress. The sequence is new stress → 
higher strain → behavior. If the person is 
adapting effectively this leads to familiar 
stress → lower strain → effective behavior. 
Top performers have the cycle high stress 
→ low strain → effective, efficient behav-
ior. Effective stress-strain management 
allows the person to handle the new and 
higher levels of stress with less strain.”
     I asked, “Would it be correct to say that 
a typical successful salesperson experi-
ences stress but deals with it without exces-
sive “strain” because he or she is competent 
to handle the load? And that when the 
salesperson is promoted to management, 
the skill sets that worked before as a lone 
ranger are often no longer appropriate for 
managing others?”
     Dr. Arpaia said, “Exactly. The new sales-
person experiences strain from the stress 
of selling. The salesperson develops a set 
of behaviors to handle the stress. As these 
become more automatic the strain the 
salesperson experiences from dealing with 
the stress becomes lower. The stress may 
even increase but the strain remains low.”
     “When the salesperson is promoted, 
the stress of managing is a different kind 
of load and the behaviors that used to 
work no longer do. The new sales manager 
experiences strain. Ideally the new sales 
manager would develop effective behaviors 
to deal with the stress of managing thereby 
reducing strain. However, if the sales man-
ager is not able to develop new behaviors 
quickly enough he or she is likely to revert 
to the behaviors that worked for selling. 
However, those won’t be effective enough 
when the sales manager has to sell enough 
to make goal for the whole team.”
     “Another case is when the new sales 
manager develops behaviors to manage 
more effectively but those behaviors do 
not become automatic. In that case the 
sales manager is behaving effectively, but 
experiencing a constant high level of strain 
because managing has not become second 
nature the way selling was. Eventually, the 

high level of strain wears the sales manager 
down. The manager is then likely to suffer 
symptoms of excessive strain, e.g. physical 
problems, or an irritable attitude, creating 
a tense work environment that reduces 
productivity for the whole staff. So, even 
when behaviors change, if the strain is 
high, then the person can get worn down, 
and suffer ‘burnout,’ pulling the sales de-
partment down as well.” 
     “Sometimes sales managers will deal 
with the constant strain by deciding that 
being a sales manager is not for them and 
they go back to being salespeople. That 
solves their problem, but their companies 
are then in the position of having to find 
new sales managers, and have lost all the 
time and energy they invested. It behooves 
the sales managers’ bosses to help them 
find a way to manage stress to reduce 
strain.”

HOW CAN BOSSES HELP?
Here are several useful techniques that can 
help newly promoted sales managers:

• Manage stress
 - Introduce new stresses in a stepwise 

manner so that the new sales manager 
becomes effective at handling each step 
before the next is introduced.

•  Reduce strain
- Become skilled at reducing tension, 

keeping the breath calm and deep. 
- Use these techniques throughout the 

day.
- Learn to recharge when coasting, like a 

hybrid car. This increases efficiency.

• Enhance effective learning
- Take the time to review successes. Each 

review strengthens effective learning.
- Redo mistakes using virtual rehearsal.

     From my perspective, understanding 
the distinction between stress and strain is 
an essential first step for bosses seeking to 
help sales managers enhance performance 
and reduce the chance of burn-out. n
Joseph Arpaia, M.D., lives and practices in 
Eugene, OR.  He is the co-author of Real 
Meditation in Minutes a Day.  He specializes in 
helping people deal with stress-related condi-
tions to improve their health and personal 
effectiveness.

“The best salespeople tend to be social optimists. They expect 
success, and are happy to take credit when things go well.”
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