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MANAGEMENT SUMMARY

Quota attainment looks like a clean verdict because it divides a result by a target. The evidence is less tidy. Oyer
shows how nonlinear incentives can move timing and effort across a fiscal year. Sabnis et al. show how lead
quality, tracking, volume, experience, and past performance shape time allocation in a four-firm B2B sample.
Customer-level studies show that assignment and relationship changes can move revenue too. None provides a
universal quota rule. Together they support a better diagnostic: name the opportunity set, work allocation, in-
centive timing, relationship continuity, capacity, and denominator before calling the number a rep result.
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Quota attainment looks like a clean verdict. Divide sales by target, compare the percentage with a threshold, and
arepresentative or team appears to have passed or failed.

That calculation is useful. It is not yet an explanation.

The same attainment number can be produced by a smaller opportunity set, a different mix of leads, a changed
account assignment, a nonlinear incentive, a relationship disruption, a ramp constraint, or a denominator that no
longer describes the work. If those parents are not separated, the number is precise while the diagnosis is not.

The practical question is therefore not only what was attainment? It is what had to be true for that attainment to
be possible, and which of those conditions changed?

Start with the comparison, not the verdict

Before asking who missed, write down the comparison unit:

+  theaccounts, territory, segment, or book of business;

+ the period and the fiscal calendar;

+  the products, currencies, credit rules, and revenue recognition boundary;
the target numerator and denominator; and

the baseline or counterfactual against which the result is judged.

“The team reached 82%” is not a complete observation. Eighty-two percent of what target, from which accounts,
with what deal mix, and against which prior opportunity set? A year-over-year comparison can also hide an ac-
count reassignment, a product withdrawal, a new ramp cohort, or a change in quota credit.

This is not a request for an elaborate data warehouse. It is a request to keep the object of the comparison stable
enough to be interpreted. When it is not stable, the correct conclusion is that the attainment result is unresolved.

Parent one: opportunity and coverage

Attainment cannot exceed the opportunity that the representative can reach. That sounds obvious, but commer-
cial reviews often treat available opportunity as a background condition rather than a measured parent. The com-
parison should show the account set, addressable demand, active buying windows, and coverage capacity. A ter-
ritory can have the same headline account count and a different set of reachable opportunities.

Customer assignment research makes the point from the outcome side. Shi, Sridhar, Grewal, and Lilien studied
customer-level sales around sales-representative departures with a difference-in-differences design and a correc-
tion for selection bias. In their Fortune 500 distributor setting, annual sales fell 13.2% to 17.6% after a transition.
Reassignment to new hires was associated with a 21.6% loss, while reassignment to existing representatives was
associated with an 11.0% loss that was not statistically significant. The study is not a quota experiment, and its
setting included a noncompete agreement. Its value here is narrower: account assignment and continuity can
move the outcome before a manager calls the outcome a representative-quality signal.

The test for this parent is not “did the rep have enough leads?” It is: did the comparable account and opportunity
set remain comparable, and did the coverage load remain serviceable? If the answer is unknown, the quota result
still has a coverage parent waiting to be measured.
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Parent two: lead quality and work allocation

More activity is not the same as more usable opportunity. Sabnis, Chatterjee, Grewal, and Lilien studied sales rep-
resentatives across four B2B firms. They mailed 2,666 surveys, received 562 responses, retained 500 after screen-
ing, and analyzed 461 observations. The models describe time allocation among marketing leads, self-generated
leads, and non-acquisition work. The firms’ compensation systems were primarily tied to quota achievement,
commissions, and top-line bonuses, with no explicit component for marketing-lead follow-up.

The relevant result is not a lead-conversion benchmark. Perceived prequalification quality was positively associ-
ated with marketing-lead follow-up, while managerial tracking had a negative reported coefficient.
Marketing-lead volume had no statistically significant simple main effect, and its relationship with follow-up var-
ied with experience and past performance.

That pattern changes the diagnostic question. A lead count is an input. It is not evidence that the input was us-
able, that it arrived at the right time, or that it displaced another form of selling. The test is: what share of the work

was allocated to which opportunity type, under which quality signal, and with what disposition?

Parent three: incentive and timing

The period itself can be part of the mechanism. Oyer’s published analysis used 31,936 quarterly observations cov-
ering 981 manufacturers and fiscal years from 1985 to 1993. It compares fiscal-year patterns with calendar sea-
sonality and reports that nonlinear pay gives agents an incentive to manipulate prices, influence the timing of
customer purchases, and vary effort across the fiscal year. Manufacturing sales were higher at fiscal year-end and
lower at the start than in the middle.

This is evidence that a result can contain a timing response. It is not evidence that every fiscal pattern was caused
by a salesperson, that every quota plan is defective, or that a particular payout curve is optimal. Oyer explicitly

keeps the causal claim bounded.

The test for this parent is: did the incentive threshold, credit rule, approval process, or fiscal window change the
timing or composition of the observed result? A quarter-end number that cannot be compared with the rest of the

period should not be presented as a neutral measure of selling ability.

Parent four: relationship continuity

Revenue is sometimes attached to a representative in the reporting system even though the economic objectis a
customer relationship. A change in the relationship can alter existing revenue and new sales in different direc-
tions.

Schmitz, Friess, Alavi, and Habel report that after a salesperson change, resale revenue fell 28.8% while new-sale
revenue rose 52.2%, with an average total revenue effect of -6.8% in their study. The reported effects vary with re-
lationship conditions. Palmatier, Scheer, and Steenkamp likewise model salesperson-owned loyalty as a distinct
path of financial risk. Their result is a relationship construct, not observed quota loss, and their
stated-purchase-shift measure is intention rather than realized defection.

These boundaries matter because a quota review can attribute a changed customer mix to the current owner
without recording the relationship transition that preceded it. The test is: did the account relationship, owner,
service model, or buying contact change, and did the numerator separate resale from new sale?
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Parent five: capacity and ramp

Capacity is not the same as headcount. It is the amount of selling time available after account coverage, internal
work, onboarding, travel, response duties, and handoffs are counted. Ramp is not the same as tenure. It is the
part of the period in which the representative cannot yet be expected to produce the same observable result from
the same opportunity.

The evidence above does not provide a universal ramp curve or a standard capacity ratio. That absence is useful.
A team should not import a benchmark into a quota diagnosis when its own comparison has not shown available
selling time, account load, lead mix, and ramp stage. Sabnis’s time-allocation design shows why competing work
objects need to be visible. Shi’s reassignment setting shows why an account load can change when ownership
changes.

The test is: how much comparable selling capacity was available during the measured period, and what work con-
sumed it? If the answer cannot be reconstructed, the capacity parent remains open.

Parent six: measurement boundary

Even after the operational parents are named, the outcome can still move because the measure changed. Quota
credit may include bookings in one period and recognized revenue in another. New sales may be mixed with re-
sale. A currency translation may be applied before or after the target is set. A target may be raised after the oppor-
tunity set has already changed.

This is where the evidence review must stop. It should not turn a heterogeneous source set into a single coeffi-
cient. Oyer studies manufacturing seasonality. Sabnis studies reported time allocation in four B2B firms. Shi stud-
ies customer-level transitions in one distributor. Schmitz and Palmatier study relationship outcomes. Their units
and designs differ. The defensible synthesis is a diagnostic boundary, not a pooled quota effect.
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Table 1 The quota-parent matrix

Parent to test

What can move

Observable test

What remains unproven
without it

Opportunity and coverage

Lead quality and allocation

Incentive and timing

Relationship continuity

Capacity and ramp

Measurement boundary

Reachable accounts,
buying windows, territ-
ory load, assignment

Usable demand, rout-
ing, response work,
competing lead types

Effort, price, credit, deal
timing, period-end com-
position

Resale, new sale, trust,
account ownership,
buying contact

Available selling time,
onboarding, handoffs,
internal load

Numerator, denominat-
or, currency, credit, re-
cognition rule

Same account or territ-
ory set, opportunity
definition, coverage
load, and account trans-
itions

Qualification status,
source, disposition, re-
sponse time, and time
allocation by work type

Thresholds, credit rules,
fiscal window, approval
path, and timing distri-
bution

Owner change, relation-
ship state, resale versus
new-sale split, and con-
tact continuity

Comparable selling
time, ramp stage, ac-
count load, and
non-selling work

Target version, credit
date, currency treat-
ment, product and rev-
enue definition

A lower percentage is a
representative-quality
result

More leads created more
comparable opportunity

The period result is neut-
ral to the plan

The current owner caused
the change in revenue

The target was achievable
from the measured capa-
city

Two attainment percent-
ages are comparable

Author's framework grounded in Oyer (1998), Sabnis et al. (2013), Shi et al. (2017), Schmitz et al. (2020), and Palmatier et al. (2007). The studies have dif-
ferent units, designs, and outcomes; the matrix is not a quota scorecard.

How should leadership evaluate rep performance before adjusting

quotas?

Before a quota review labels a person or team, preserve six fields:

1 the account, territory, or opportunity set;

2 thetarget version and credit rule;

3 the numerator’s revenue and product boundary;

4 the lead and work-allocation mix;

5 therelationship, assignment, capacity, and ramp changes; and

6 the baseline or counterfactual that makes the comparison meaningful.

If a field is missing, the review can still describe the result. It cannot honestly explain it. That is not a failure of ana-
lysis. It is the finding that the evidence has not yet separated the parents.
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Quota attainment is valuable as a signal. It becomes a diagnosis only after the conditions behind the signal are

visible.

The comparison problem connects to the compensation diagnosis, while the funnel bottleneck nobody’s measur-

ing shows how an unobserved handoff can change the opportunity set.
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