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Intro.
We’re pleased to present the second Vivun Benchmark Report for PreSales. In the 
short months since we released our Summer 2020 edition, we’ve seen an even greater 
uptick in interest regarding this highly strategic yet often misunderstood segment of 
the enterprise. We’ve seen a proliferation of new vendors, consultants, content, and 
even business books written specifically to support PreSales leaders and practitioners.

All of this attention to PreSales is long overdue, since no one has considered the 
group in the past, but it’s just a small drop of content. We need an ocean. We still 
need to benchmark PreSales metrics, practices, and even compensation. That’s 
where the Vivun Benchmark Report for Winter 2021 comes in. We turn our attention to 
compensation in particular, and surface some surprising insights.

You may want to start by reviewing our findings in our previous Benchmark report. In 
that document, we noted a sea change occuring in the world of sales and PreSales, 
driven by a convergence of 

• Products becoming more sophisticated with foundations in AI/ML, Big Data, and IoT. 

• Product-led growth driven by the surge in SaaS products and ease of access 
through trials, meaning that buyers can easily get their hands on the software.

• Buyers want to deal with experts during the evaluation as well as when they become 
customers.

When these three trends converge, the world of selling changes. The center of gravity 
shifts away from the “relationship sell,” led by golf-club wielding account executives, 
and over to the people who are experts in both the product as well as the customer’s 
actual requirements—the PreSales team. Transactional capabilities become much 
less important than the skills of the experts who understand the customer’s use cases, 
and who are able to show true value.

Our newest 2021 Winter study examines these trends from a different angle. We find 
that cracks are beginning to surface in terms of how PreSales is compensated relative 
to their Sales peers. And what’s more, it’s becoming increasingly apparent to PreSales 
leaders, who are trying ways to close the gaps so they don’t lose their people.

We surveyed PreSales leaders at businesses ranging from startups to Fortune 
500 companies with dozens of questions covering topics ranging from average 
compensation among junior, mid-range, and senior PreSales professionals, as well 
as the amount of time PreSales spends supporting CSMs and post-sale activity in 
different market segments. From all the responses we received, we identified four key 
insights that we thought were particularly notable.

https://www.vivun.com/benchmark-report-2020/
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1. PreSales is underpaid relative to their Sales counterparts. What would you pay for 
a senior, strategic PreSales professional who can ensure that sales opportunities 
are watched over and nurtured with an eye to getting the technical win as well as 
demonstrating true business value? Does $150,000 seem too low? It does to us, and 
implicitly our survey respondents agreed.

2. Leaders don’t fully control their own compensation plan. 69% of respondents said 
they didn’t fully own the details of their team’s compensation plan—and perhaps 
not coincidentally, only 40% thought that their plans were effective.

3. Too much time is spent on non-revenue generating activities. Not only are they 
arguably underpaid, but PreSales is doing an awful lot of charity work. PreSales are 
the ones with both an eye on the technology as well as the bottom line, and it’s no 
surprise that they’re popular: respondents indicated that 15% of PreSales time is 
spent on helping customer success, services, and other non-quota retiring work.

4. And yet, PreSales isn’t ready to rock the org chart boat...yet. We asked a somewhat 
provocative question—should the importance of PreSales mean that PreSales 
should actually run the ship, potentially overseeing the Services and Customer 
Success groups? 80% said “No thanks,” and indicated that each of these groups 
should have separate reporting structures. While it’s clear that respondents aren’t 
ready for such a dramatic change today, it’s possible that they may change their 
minds in the months and years ahead. We’ll have more to say about this later in 
the report.

Let’s dive into each of these areas.

$150,000 is the average salary for a senior PreSales professional 
69% of PreSales leaders don’t fully own their compensation plans 

40% of PreSales leaders don’t think their plans are effective 
15% of Presales time is spent on supporting non-Sales team members
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1.  Average Compensation Across PreSales Team Members

Let’s unpack the average compensation for various levels of PreSales professionals. 
We asked for the average compensation for junior, mid-level, and senior team 
members. Obviously, the answer to this type of question varies based on the size of 
the company, its vertical, and even its location. Nonetheless, the answers were truly all 
over the map.

The PreSales professionals who initially participated in this benchmark report will get 
all the data to all the answers. Nevertheless, let’s look at the highs, lows, and average 
of each category.

JUNIOR ON-TARGET EARNINGS (OTE)
Lowest salary: $60,000
Highest: $160,000
Average of all respondents: $87,000

MID-LEVEL OTE
Lowest salary: $75,000
Highest: $220,000
Average of all respondents: $127,000

SENIOR OTE
Lowest salary: $80,000 
Highest: $280,000
Average of all respondents: $157,000

Let’s talk about the Senior OTE for a moment. $80,000 is low, and maybe that’s an 
outlier. But most of the other salaries were generally clumped in a similar range, so 
$157,000 as average seems credible, at least for the segment that responded to this 
study.

And that seems, to say the least, inadequate. If PreSales is a key, indispensable 
resource for generating revenue, then it’s clear that they’re not making anywhere near 
as much as their Sales counterparts. This disconnect between Sales and PreSales 
salaries has the potential to create wider disruption.

Other answers to the benchmark study seem to bear this thesis out. For example, we 
asked if PreSales gets other incentives to help motivate them:
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The answer seems to be “Yes,” but they vary widely in terms of what form they take, 
and not a lot of it can be tied back to the individual’s W-2.

Furthermore, shouldn’t some of these incentives be obvious? What company would 
not guarantee a President’s Club trip to the highest performing PreSales professional? 
Is it a lack of respect for the group, or maybe a lack of metrics to even understand 
which ones are the most high performing?

We also asked PreSales leaders what they thought about their own compensation 
plans and how they might change them. The answers were illuminating. Here are a 
few examples:

“Make it equivalent to Sales - basis targets and deal wins + qualitative inputs to be 
additional points.”

“Make it 1:1 with the sales team.”

“I would increase the variable component of the OTE to least a 40% of the total. I would 
set individual compensation plans and targets rather than global ones.”

“Potential MBO and more flexibility with discretionary bonuses”

“More incentives, set the plan with a realistic and achievable target.”

What non-salary incentives does Presales get?
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Not everyone responded like this—some people thought their plan was fine and didn’t 
seem concerned. But looking at the common thread among many of the write-in 
answers makes one think that PreSales leaders recognize that tectonic plates are 
moving in opposite directions, causing Sales and PreSales to drift apart in terms 
of compensation. That’s real cause for concern, given the indispensable nature of 
PreSales and their strategic contributions to revenue.

Respondents to our survey seem to want to find more money, level up their Presales 
team members so they’re on the same playing ground as Sales, and then treat them 
like the revenue-generating players that they are.

2.  Controlling the Comp Plan

“It can be difficult for PreSales executives to control their own comp plan, especially at 
larger companies, and when this happens it generally doesn’t work in the favor of the 

PreSales team.”

One problem potentially driving the disconnect between PreSales leadership and 
the standard Sales team is that PreSales leaders aren’t always in charge of their own 
plans—and a large segment of them aren’t happy with the plans as they are.

We asked the question if PreSales leaders were responsible for their own 
compensation plans. The answer came back starkly: “No, we aren’t.”

You had a lot of control in defining the plan – agree or disagree?
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We also asked if they were happy with the plans. The answer wasn’t quite as binary, 
but 40% is still a lot of disgruntled leadership.

As PreSales begins to “level up” to their executive peers—particularly VPs of Sales and 
CROs—it’s fair to say that they’re going to have a lot to say about how their teams are 
compensated. They’re having to fight every step of the way to avoid punishing ratios, 
to say nothing of a base-heavy comp plan that doesn’t take into account the fact that 
they’re 

• Responsible for getting the technical win,

• Largely responsible for ensuring the actual opportunity is won, and

• Operating across a much greater swath of deals than their sales counterparts.

Compensation is one of the most critical pieces that holds the team together (with 
leadership and culture being the others); if PreSales executives don’t own that master 
plan, it could become increasingly difficult to ensure a high-performing team.

Lara Meadows, VP of Sales Engineering at ThreatConnect, shared with us some of her 
own thoughts on team compensation. She agreed that it can be difficult to control 
your own comp plan, especially at larger companies, and when this happens she finds 
that it “generally doesn’t work in the favor of the PreSales team.”

In general, do you feel that your Presales compensation plan is effective?
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She said, “Comp is hard, especially when deciding between a pooled number to one 
where the SE is directly tied to specific reps. But I kind of like two metrics: 75% of their 
comp is based on direct pairings with a rep, so they can reap the rewards for all 
their hard work, and then 25% is tied to any team number, so they are encouraged to 
support other SEs.”

Lara added that even at a small company, “This is all dependent upon a flexible sales 
operations team who is willing to go the extra mile to help people get paid.”

And then what happens when PreSales is being pulled in to cover other areas of 
the organization that depend upon their skill set, and that’s not even part of their 
compensation plan in any regard? According to our respondents, that is no small 
issue.

3.  Dependencies Upon PreSales: The Demands of Other Teams

According to respondents, 15% of PreSales time is spent  
on non-revenue generating activities.

We asked respondents how much time their team members spent on non-revenue 
generating activities—such as supporting customer success, services, and other areas 
of the organization. The answers varied widely (some highly disciplined leaders were 
able to put 0%; others sadly offered up 80%).

But the average was 15%. That’s maybe not a tremendous amount of time. But if you 
accept that PreSales has a wider spectrum of deals and opportunities to work than 
even their partners in sales—and are largely responsible for bringing each of them in 
for a soft landing—it’s still a waste of a valuable resource.
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We then asked if PreSales received quota relief for churn saves:

At Vivun, we have a view that the role of technical sales is still underestimated, even 
despite the increasing attention placed on PreSales. We feel as though that other 
areas of the organization—everything from Sales to Customer Success to Services, 
and potentially even Product Management—will increasingly depend upon PreSales 
as the only team that keeps one eye on the technology and one eye on revenue.

If that’s true, PreSales will keep getting pulled into other directions because their 
knowledge is what everyone wants to tap into for their own purposes. And if they’re not 
being compensated for all that extra work, leaders will continue to be hard pressed 
to manage the needs of their team with the needs of other departments who want to 
make use of what PreSales knows.

Do you get quota relief for churn saves?
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4. Should PreSales Take Over Services and Success?

“Without technical sales, customer success (at least, the non-technical members) 
tend to be traffic managers.”

Given all this, we asked a bold question pertaining to the reporting structure of 
PreSales as a group. Should they stay in their own lane and have a different reporting 
structure than Customer Success and Services? Should PreSales and Services report 
to Customer Success? Or should everyone report to PreSales?

The top band (80% of respondents) indicated that people are happy with different 
reporting structures. There is definitely no love for reporting to Customer Success, but 
surprisingly only 8% of respondents were interested in the idea of PreSales owning 
Customer Success and Services.

But maybe they should? Without technical sales, customer success (at least, the 
non-technical members) tend to be traffic managers. Services can struggle. Even 
Salespeople can prospect and negotiate and battle with procurement, but there’s an 
awful long stretch in the middle that tends to be on the PreSales plate.

Possibly the industry is just a bit too early to have this conversation. But let’s see what 
happens in the months and years to come.

What do you think the ideal reporting structure is at your organization?
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Time for Action
“Customers want to work with people who understand what they do, and how 

technology applies to it. That means that customers prize the technical resource 
more than they do the traditional Account Exec.”

Our previous survey suggested that many organizations continue to underestimate 
the power of PreSales—not giving them a voice in the forecast, not figuring out 
ratios by market, and not using them to drive the product roadmap. This new survey 
suggests that one of the consequences of underestimating PreSales means both 
undercompensating them for the work they have to do, not having control over the 
compensation itself, and then even potentially losing valuable peoplehours to non-
revenue generating activities.

Respondents may not have wanted to take the logical next step, which is to put the 
technical sales department above all the players that depend on it—but it’s something 
to seriously consider. The reality is, the role of PreSales is changing. Product trends 
are causing an inflection point that’s reinforcing the importance of highly technical 
people who also know how to sell. 

It’s possible that the role of PreSales will even dwarf that of the Account Executive. At 
the recent PreSales Collective Summit, the VP of Worldwide PreSales from Snowflake, 
Eve Besant, admitted that the most successful account reps at Snowflake were the 
ones that were the most technical—and that a hybrid AE/SE role may be the wave of 
the future.

She said, “Customers want to work with people who understand what they do, 
and how technology applies to it. That means that customers prize the technical 
resource more than they do the traditional Account Exec. Our most successful reps do 
represent that hybrid model, and they’re crushing it! People who can bridge the gap 
between the sales and the technology are going to set the bar for what great Sales 
looks like—and those who stay mired in a traditional relationship/transactional role are 
going to become obsolete.”

If that’s true, then maybe it’s time for companies to dig deeper into their wallets and 
recognize the strategic value of PreSales.
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One Final Note Regarding Benchmark Data

Our full Benchmark Report covered many other topics—such as how often PreSales 
performs against quotas, compensation caps and accelerators, underassigns, and 
other key areas. Only individuals who answered the call for this report receive all of the 
answers with all of the data.

But you can step up for next time and get this critical data for yourself.

We invite you to be a part of our next Benchmark Report and receive a full report on 
all the answers to our questions. When you sign up, we’ll send you an invitation to 
participate in our next Benchmark Survey—then ensure that you receive a full list of 
answers with all the respondent data.

Let’s unlock the full strategic value of Presales together!

To receive, and/or be part of the, next benchmark report. 
Enter your info here. vivun.com/benchmark

Sign up for next report

http://Benchmark
https://info.vivun.com/benchmark
https://info.vivun.com/benchmark
https://info.vivun.com/benchmark
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Hero by Vivun®

Vivun is the world’s first AI-powered platform for PreSales, unleashing their strategic 
potential and creating a seamless interlock between sales and product. Vivun helps 
PreSales leaders achieve operational excellence by equipping them with the metrics 
they need as the result of individual contributors having a single place to manage 
their work. Using Vivun, organizations increase forecast accuracy by leveraging the 
technical conscience of every deal, find revenue by reviving dormant opportunities, 
and deliver winning products by tapping into the collective insights from the field.  
Vivun works with startups like Harness, growth companies like Seismic, and global 
enterprises like Autodesk.. Visit VIVUN.COM to learn more and REQUEST A DEMO.

Copyright © 2021 Vivun Software. All rights reserved. The information contained in this document is intended for 
general information purposes only and is subject to change without notice. Any third-party brand names and/or 
trademarks referenced are either registered or unregistered trademarks of their respective owners.

Request a demo

http://vivun.com
https://info.vivun.com/demo-request.html
https://info.vivun.com/demo-request.html
https://info.vivun.com/demo-request.html
http://Request a demo

