Strengthening
the Front Lines:
9 Common Mistakes Made with Front-Line Leaders
(And How to Avoid Them)
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As such, when FLLs have the right mentality, support,

of direct and indirect costs. However, research shows

and skill sets, they can be true catalysts. On the

us that much of this turnover is avoidable when
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to be 100% - 300% of that employee’s salary, which
can sum upwards of $240,000 for a single person2,3.
This is especially true of leadership roles, including
front-line leaders (FLLs) in pharma/biotech field sales
organizations. FLLs are responsible for motivating,
engaging, and coaching the sales reps responsible for
selling a product, making them an integral component
of a product’s commercial success.

Avoiding hiring and development mistakes with FLLs

To help you avoid – or fix – hiring, communication, and

is not easy. Sales leaders often inherit outdated
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Industrial / Organizational Psychologists to identify
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some of the most frequent mistakes they see when

conditions on the ground (e.g., favorability of market

hiring and managing FLLs – and how to avoid them.

access) or as they evolve post-launch. Similarly,
organizations tap their relationship network and
need to move beyond hiring “friends and family.” The
selection processes set up in these contexts may not
be optimal for success going forward, leading to costly
mistakes that impede progress.

Selection Mistakes

Promoting
superstar
sales reps to
FLL positions

How many sports coaches can you name who were
previously star athletes? Not many. It turns out
that, counterintuitively, being really good at doing
something doesn’t make you really good at coaching
it, which holds true in pharma sales5. Even if a highflying rep doesn’t really want to be in a managerial
role, they may pursue an offer since promotion into
management is often the only way for individuals to
increase their earning potential (which is why you
should have other ways to increase salary/earnings
outside of becoming a manager).

Hiring FLLs from a completely
different operational model
and expecting their experience
to translate
When entrepreneurial organizations hire FLLs from large,
well-established organizations – and vice versa – it is
too often assumed that their experience and success will
easily translate. Revisiting the sports analogy, it’s similar
to hiring a successful college football coach and assuming
they will be successful in the NFL. On the surface, the jobs
appear quite similar. But the differences between them
can cause unnecessary stress that makes or breaks an
FLL’s overall success with the company6.

Hiring FLLs without
the use of a validated
assessment process
Selecting the right candidate can be a challenge,
which many overcome by hiring the same way they’ve
always hired. This could entail a résumé review, a
single cognitive ability test, and several interviews that
include broad, generic questions about the candidate’s
background. However, such selection methods may
cause unconsciously biased hiring decisions based
on race or gender (which can lead to costly legal
issues), bring about high impression management or
faking from candidates, or simply be poor predictors of
a candidate’s performance on the job7.

Communication Mistakes
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Not encouraging
them to work
well in the
cross-functional
sandbox

Selling a product is always a team effort, with no
one group possessing sufficient knowledge or skill to
solve complex problems. Nevertheless, in the rush of
expectations, sales goals, and KPIs, groups can become

territorial and defensive, which sometimes turns into
an internally divisive “field vs. home office” mentality that
can hinder progress and collaboration8. Moreover, such
hindrances in social support and collaboration relates to
reduced resilience, which can hurt the group’s ability to
succeed when large setbacks arise9.

Failing to
communicate
the Why
Collaboration and commitment to the organization as a whole
start with good communication. If sales leadership is giving
orders and adjusting tactics but they aren’t explaining the
reasoning behind those decisions, it makes it all too easy for
FLLs – and the reps they oversee – to feel ambiguous about
those decisions or to fill in that gap with attributions that
may or may not reflect the actual motivating factors. That

ambiguity can lead to burnout and eventual turnover,
and individual biases (e.g. interpretation bias) related to those
attributions are not often going to be in leadership’s favor10.
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Telling them what to
think about their reps
Speaking of biases, consider the confirmation

bias: the tendency to seek out and interpret
new information within the lens of existing
beliefs and assumptions11. When leadership gives
their perspective on sales reps to new FLLs, it can
unnecessarily prejudice FLLs’ perspectives towards
their reps, making it difficult for them to form their own
opinions, relationships, or explanations behind people’s
behaviors. Fostering diverse perspectives, coaching
reps based on their individual needs, and solving reps’
issues using innovative methods are all more difficult
when FLLs get locked into a pre-existing perspective12.

Operational Mistakes

Not investing in
their leadership
development

Entrepreneurial organizations often tell themselves
they are going to be too busy to ask FLLs to spend
much time on their own leadership development. Much
of the allure of joining a smaller company is getting
away from non-value added bureaucratic processes.
However, we would posit leadership development
for arguably one of the most important positions in
the company is a critical success component, not
a “big company” thing to avoid. By failing to invest
in their growth and development, organizations miss
out on an opportunity to help their leaders improve job
performance and feelings of self-efficacy13.

8

Hiring reps based on experience
rather than behaviors
Too often, FLLs are not given the support they need to
hire effectively, even though they are largely responsible
for bringing on many of the people who will represent your
company on the ground. Without a clear model describing
“what good looks like” in terms of sales rep behavior
and associated measurement tools, FLLs often lock in
solely on candidates’ specific experiences. This is also
important to keep in mind for D&I initiatives, as studies

show that FLLs are crucial to D&I progress14.
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Not providing
direct, behavioral
feedback
Sales organizations exist to hit a number at the end of
the day. The objective nature by which performance
can be judged makes it easy to miss opportunities to
provide feedback to FLLs on the “how.” The adage

“people join companies and leave managers” is true,
and if FLLs are not given constructive behavioral
feedback they may drive turnover and ultimately
impact productivity.

How to Set Your FLLs
up for Success
So, how do you avoid these common mistakes while strengthening your salesforce? There are

three primary initiatives you should take: enhance and improve your selection process, prioritize
clear and open lines of communication, and implement processes that balance people needs
with business goals.

Enhance and Improve
Your Selection Process
What do the first three mistakes have in common?

explanations for mistakes, we tend to attribute others’

In short, a lack of objectivity when promoting reps

mistakes to their personality while attributing our own

and hiring new FLLs. All of the different subconscious

to the situation – is fundamental for a reason15.

mechanisms that get us through the day – including

This is why we firmly believe that bringing objectivity

seeing things in a way that confirms our existing beliefs
and avoiding things that illuminate our mistakes and
shortcomings – can cause problems. They can cause
biases that hurt the successful prediction of good
performance, and they can hurt the consistency of how
candidates are evaluated from day to day.

into the equation can make a significant
difference. When you have proven methodologies for
assessing the capabilities of your FLLs – including their
ability to inspire, build and implement strategy, form
their own highly effective teams, and collaborate with
others – you reduce your chance of making hiring and

Falling into these traps isn’t hard. The fundamental

promotion mistakes that could be detrimental to the

attribution error– which states when we create

success of your sales team.

Prioritize Clear and Open
Lines of Communication
While assessing FLL candidates before hiring or

That said, while communication is one of the most

promoting is a good first step, being intentional
with your FLL management should continue

important levers for improving performance, it isn’t

post-onboarding. One of the great things about

the willingness to accept constructive criticism

using valid, job-relevant assessments is that

and feedback. That’s hard work, making it easy to

it gives you a strong foundation for coaching

simply doll out marching orders, tell them what

and communicating with FLLs. You understand

to think about others, and neglect explaining the

their strengths, their opportunities, and their

reasoning behind high-level strategic decisions.

personalities better than if you had not done

While this approach may be easier in the short-

assessments. This gives you focus with your

term, it can lead to longer-term cultural rifts that

coaching and training, allowing you to help your

are difficult to remedy after the fact.

FLLs feel more empowered and connected while
strengthening your organization as a whole.

easy16. It takes commitment, perseverance, and

Implement Processes That
Balance People Needs with
Business Goals
Leadership is always a balancing act: figuring out

This means that you intentionally outline processes

how to empower and support your people while also

for key activities, including how to hire sales reps and

ensuring that the organization’s goals remain the

what to do if a FLL isn’t performing in their role, while

number one priority. Being a strong sales leader

not treating the process as gospel. Systems and

starts with understanding your people and building

processes should serve both the organization

communication habits based on that understanding.

and the people. If processes are prioritized over

But it also requires processes that bring consistency

common sense, your organization can begin to take

and structure while speeding up decision making.

on bureaucratic characteristics that can harm your

Considering that every organization is unique, there is

culture. That said, if the organization becomes too

no perfect way to do this. That said, our approach is

individualistic, it can lack the structure that your team

usually of flexible structure.

wants and needs to be successful.
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About the authors

Chad Thompson, PhD

Nicholas Kovacs, PhD

Chad is the Principal of Mix Talent’s consulting practice. An
industrial / organizational psychologist by training, his expertise
is in defining and measuring people, behavior, and culture in
organizations. He has worked with a variety of companies in his
career, from the Fortune 10 to start-ups. He has built over two
dozen behavioral models and selection systems for pharma/
biotech sales roles over the last decade.

Nick is a talent consultant with Mix Talent. An industrial / organizational
psychologist by training, his expertise in research falls under motivation,
resilience, occupational health, and selection, and his expertise in
practice falls under building and administering selection and development
assessments, developing surveys and reports, and conducting analytics
using Excel, R programming, and machine learning. Nick began his career
working within healthcare research at the National Institutes of Health, and
he has since shifted to a career providing selection and coaching support
for pharma/biotech sales.

chad@mix-talent.com

nick@mix-talent.com

Ryan Fahey, MA

Sara Shondrick, PhD

Ryan is a talent consultant with Mix Talent. An industrial / organizational psychology
consultant by training, his expertise is in developing assessments for selection
and employee development, coaching, survey development, and data analytics.
In his career, a driving core focus has been to help organizations and individuals
make better hiring and organizational decisions through a focus on organizational
and assessment best practices, data, and psychometrics. Through this focus he
has been able to positively affect a variety of organizations in both the private
and public sector in the areas of increased productivity, culture, employee and
leadership development, engagement, selection, and turnover.

Sara is the Lead of Mix Talent’s consulting practice. She
leverages her deep expertise in leadership, development, and
assessment to coach leaders and embed business strategy
and culture into talent solutions which are grounded in I/O
psychology and designed for the future. She has designed talent
solutions for companies ranging from start-ups to international
Fortune 500 organizations.

rfahey@mix-talent.com

sara@mix-talent.com

Sources
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

S chmidt, F. L., Hunter, J. E., Outerbridge, A. N., & Trattner, M. H. (1986). The
economic impact of job selection methods on size, productivity, and payroll
costs of the federal work force: An empirically based demonstration. Personnel
Psychology, 39(1), 1-29.

9.

L edesma, J. (2014). Conceptual frameworks and research models on resilience in
leadership. Sage Open, 4(3), 2158244014545464.

10.

Lee, R. T., & Ashforth, B. E. (1996). A meta-analytic examination of the correlates
of the three dimensions of job burnout. Journal of applied Psychology, 81(2), 123.

11.

Nickerson, R. S. (1998). Confirmation bias: A ubiquitous phenomenon in many
guises. Review of general psychology, 2(2), 175-220.

12.

Reaves, J. A. (2018). A study of groupthink in project teams (Doctoral
dissertation, Walden University).

13.

Arthur Jr, W., Bell, S. T., Villado, A. J., & Doverspike, D. (2006). The use of personorganization fit in employment decision making: an assessment of its criterionrelated validity. Journal of applied psychology, 91(4), 786.

P ackard, T. and Jones, L. (2015), “An outcomes evaluation of a leadership
development initiative”, Journal of Management Development, Vol. 34 No. 2, pp.
153-168.

14.

Flegal, K. E., & Anderson, M. C. (2008). Overthinking skilled motor performance:
Or why those who teach can’t do. Psychonomic Bulletin & Review, 15(5),
927–932.

T aplett, F. B., Garcia-Alonso, J., Krentz, M., & Poulsen, M. (2021, May 26). It’s
Frontline Leaders Who Make or Break Progress on Diversity. Boston Consulting
Group.

15.

Gilboa, S., Shirom, A., Fried, Y., & Cooper, C. (2008). A meta‐analysis of work
demand stressors and job performance: examining main and moderating effects.
Personnel psychology, 61(2), 227-271.

 oss, L. (1977). The intuitive psychologist and his shortcomings: Distortions in
R
the attribution process. In Advances in experimental social psychology (Vol. 10,
pp. 173-220). Academic Press.

16.

Bucata, G. & Rizescu, M. (2017). The Role of Communication in Enhancing Work
Effectiveness of an Organization. Land Forces Academy Review. 22. 10.1515/
raft-2017-0008.

Frye, L. (2019, August 16). The Cost of a Bad Hire Can Be Astronomical. SHRM.
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/employee-relations/pages/
cost-of-bad-hires.aspx
S ullivan, J, (2014), Calculating the Costs of a Bad or Under-Performing Employee.
TLNT. https://www.tlnt.com/calculating-the-costs-of-a-bad-or-under-performingemployee/

7.

Ployhart, R. E. (2006). Staffing in the 21st century: New challenges and strategic
opportunities. Journal of management, 32(6), 868-897.

8.

S mart, K., & Barnum, C. (2000). Communication in cross-functional teams: an
introduction to this special issue. Technical Communication, 43(1), 19–21.

