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INTRODUCTION

Unfortunately, the task of selling never becomes any
easier and, as competition continues to intensify, sales
people will face issues that can be extremely difficult
to deal with - i.e. decreased product uniqueness,
increased competition within ‘safe’ markets, longer
sales cycles and shorter product life spans. Every
organisation that intends to survive in the re -
engineered environment which arrived with the recent
economic downturn must, in my view, respond to
those realities.

Here then is a selection of articles that I have published
on the subject of sales team development.

Jonathan Farrington
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THE PROBLEM WITH SALES TRAINING

In my opinion, hundreds of millions of pounds world-wide are wasted every year
on irrelevant, unnecessary or inappropriate sales skills development. There are
four obvious reasons.

To begin with, the one off programme may supply a short term motivational
buzz and provide the delegate with a number of thought provoking ideas.
However, in reality, once they are back at the "front-line", the day to day
pressures of hitting quota, etc. take over again and the reactive mindset
returns. 

Secondly, most - not all - but a very high percentage of courses on offer today,
deliver what I term "generalised" skills development.

For example, a person operating within the aerospace
sector, negotiating multi-million pound contracts can
find himself sitting next to a young saleswoman who
markets insurance policies and is based in a call
centre. On her right is another person who is
developing a successful career in manufacturing,
selling hydraulic components and next to him.....I think
you will appreciate my point. To achieve sustained
success in all of these disparate industries requires
specific skills sets and the "generalised" workshops
simply cannot deliver them. 

Thirdly, most - and again I would estimate it is at least 80% of training
organisations today - make the assumption that all delegates are at the same
level in terms of experience, expertise and have the same "commercial
bandwidth". This is of course, totally unrealistic.

Some professional
salespeople do
have ten years
experience, most
have one year's
experience ten
times!
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Whilst it is not possible to equate age and experience with success, the reality is
that, although some professional salespeople do have ten years experience,
most have one year's experience ten times! The very best salespeople - the
ones that consistently exceed expectation, have usually received ongoing skills
development from the "emerging" stage all the way through "advanced", right
up to "consultative" level if appropriate, but the keyword is "ongoing".

Finally - and this is the most significant and blatant error of judgment most Sales
Directors make - every member of the team receives the same training, i.e.
they are all dispatched off to the same course, regardless of whether or not
they already have those skills or if indeed they need to have them in their
current role.

The point here is that there is far too little planning, assessing and objective
setting - it is much easier to abdicate responsibility to the training company...
The downside to this approach is, of course, so much money is wasted! So what
is the answer?

The first step, for any company deciding to make a
change in their sales approach, is always an
assessment of the situation. What processes and
methods are currently being employed by the
company? What has their sales performance been?
What percentage of sales people are delivering
against plan? What are the biggest obstacles to
success? How dynamic or stable is the company's

environment? What are the practices and expectations of the buyers? These
are only a few considerations.

Training must be based on what the salespeople need and should be tailored
to address diagnosed performance gaps.

Training must be
based on what the
salespeople need
and should be
tailored to address
diagnosed
performance gaps.
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Using a diagnostic approach - a formal sales team skills audit, saves an
organisation money and time, because there is nothing to be gained from
teaching people something that they are already doing well or, conversely,
that they don't need to do in the first place. A well-targeted programme is far
more likely to engage the participants' full interest, because they'll see its
immediate relevance to their daily results.

Any training programme will be more effective when the skills that participants
learn are reinforced on a regular and continual basis. For maximum impact,
every level of management must reinforce training. Such reinforcement can
come in many forms, but the best way is for the sales manager to serve as a
"model of excellence" who provides an ongoing demonstration of required
skills, so salespeople begin to live and breathe them.

HOW DO YOU CHOOSE THE RIGHT TRAINING COMPANY FOR YOUR NEEDS?

Most sales training companies have a unique philosophy and, therefore, a
specialised approach. Perhaps they are strong in the area of selling business
value to board level members, at the expense of competitive positioning.
Perhaps attention on strategies for winning very complex sales situations dilutes
their efforts toward working with students on the details and tactics that they
need to execute in order to win, down to the actual words they need to be
saying and to whom.

A training company that specialises, in one or more
areas of sales expertise, will not necessarily perceive or
look for your requirements in other areas. If the
training/consulting provider is left to define your
approach, there will more than likely be a gap in the
methodology and of course, a resultant gap in the
subsequent training.

Most sales training
companies have a
unique philosophy
and therefore a
specialised
approach.
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One way to handle this is to employ two independent providers. One would
assist in assessing your situation, defining your requirements and perhaps in
building your methodology. The second would provide the training and would
be evaluated and selected based upon their ability to meet your specific (and
complete) requirement set. That would insure that the first provider would not
be defining your requirements to meet their expertise…

The best alternative is to employ a firm that is
completely independent of any training, or sales
consulting provider, and can offer the proper
guidance, throughout these steps, to achieve the best
possible result. Important to any company that makes
an investment in sales team development is
measurement.

Benchmarking current levels of performance, setting reasonable goals and
objectives, based upon a careful assessment of the situation, and measuring
progress against those goals is a necessary, but for the large part over-looked
component of most training initiatives.

When progress is at or above plan, everyone is encouraged, motivated and
continues to perform and excel. If expectations are not being met, the
opportunity exists for immediate problem diagnosis and adjustment, assuring
that the initiative will get back on track and provide the return on investment
expected.

When progress is
at, or above plan,
everyone is
encouraged,
motivated and
continues to
perform and excel.
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TIME IS OF THE ESSENCE

In today’s highly competitive selling environment, there is less room for
apprenticeship as organisations need to see a swift return on their investment.

Therefore, Sales Directors need to allow sufficient time
to enable their investment in training and
development to “pay off”. Introducing ongoing
reinforcement programmes will help accelerate the
benefits gained from the training and development
investment.

Not enough companies have learned how to employ
sales training as a strategic tool. Those that have are

leaders in their industries, offering their shareholders maximum return on
investment. They are able to quickly adapt to changing market conditions, are
respected by their customers and provide consistent sales performance. The
sales people that work for those companies are motivated and stay in their jobs
longer.

Quite often, sales managers and executives don’t have the time and
experience to do this correctly. Companies with internal training departments
often provide guidance, but sales training is quite different from designing and
delivering training to other constituencies within an organisation - such as
customer care, engineering, or human resources.

Designing or adopting a sales methodology is critical. Without that
methodology in place, training is a tactical attempt to fix a larger problem.

The first step, for
any company
deciding to make
a change in their
sales approach, 
is always an
assessment of 
the situation.

The Problem with Sales Training 7

JF



The selling methodology must be developed based upon the company’s
unique situation—their market, their customers, how those customers buy, the
complexity and price levels of the products and services the company offers,
competitive pressures, reporting requirements, the participation of partners, the
skill level of their current sales people, etc.

The primary objective of creating an individually
tailored Organisational Development Programme has
to be: To achieve consistently superior results, through
the performance of every key individual. After all, our
people are our most important, and indeed expensive,
resource. It therefore makes sense for us to want to see
a full and proper return on that investment.

Specifically, we should seek to achieve optimum
performance levels, via a process and an all
encompassing framework for  defining  performance

standards. This involves assessing, appraising, developing, implementing,
reviewing and providing continual feedback on performance.

Emphasis is placed on creating an environment in which the ‘can do – will do’
mentality thrives and becomes the norm – success and achievement are
expected and, as a consequence, are much more likely to happen.

This total approach enables forward thinking organisations who are committed
to looking ‘outside the square’, and who are not afraid to mentally cross
bridges that their competitors have not even identified, to enter the land of
“me – first”,  rather than the land of “me – too”.

It also offers the opportunity to develop excellence, in the performance of the
company’s teams, and build the capabilities necessary to consistently over–
achieve short, medium and long term objectives.

This involves
assessing,
appraising,
developing,
implementing,
reviewing and
providing 
continual
feedback on
performance.
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In my view, we should never lose sight of the following
premise.

Premise 1: Whatever got you where you are today will
not be sufficient to keep you there.

Premise 2: You can only succeed in business today if
you understand what you are doing, how you are
doing it and why you are doing it.

Premise 3: It is difficult to control external events, if you
do not have control internally.

Premise 4: Being competitive is an ongoing process,
not a single event.

I believe it is essential to bring together a number of key factors when aiming for
optimum performance levels - the simplified formula would be:

Attitude + Skills + Process (A.S.P.) = Success

Attitude is fundamental to any achievement, because individuals with the right
attitude are far more likely to embrace the essential skills and, at the same time,
recognise the control that Process brings.

Skills are the ‘tools of the trade’ and have to be developed on an ongoing
basis. They also need to be specific, because too much time can be wasted
over-burdening employees with inappropriate and irrelevant skills without any
identifiable plan for their future requirements. The implementation of any skills
development programme has to be well thought out and logical in its
approach, if a proper return on that often considerable investment is to be
achieved.

The
implementation 
of any skills
development
programme has
to be well thought
out and logical
in it’s approach,
if a proper return 
on that often
considerable
investment is to 
be achieved.
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Process brings organisation, efficiency and control - both for the individual and
for management. Effective process provides objective analysis and indicators
which can be benchmarked and accurately measured.

Many of the largest corporations around the world have created a V.P. Process
role to oversee the implementation of process systems, including Information
Management and Customer Relationship Management.

There is of course a need to build in Knowledge and that can include
knowledge of products, industry, market sectors, competitors, business, etc.
But generally, this education is provided extremely competently internally.

However, recognition of the A.S.P. formula is only the beginning and in truth,
most organisations merely pay lip service to it, preferring to regard any form of
ongoing training as a cost rather than an investment, whether that is short,
medium or long term. And yet, there is substantial evidence to indicate a direct
correlation between continuing education and consistently high achievement,
increased job satisfaction, enhanced levels of motivation and loyalty.

Our commercial functions, including the sales team,
represent our forward line. If they are not scoring
regularly, we cannot possibly achieve our overall
commercial objectives – i.e. nothing happens until
somebody sells something, and all of that investment in
costly accounting systems, new office equipment,
expensive I.T. systems etc. will count for nothing. 

As Sir John Harvey-Jones famously said, “Most companies fail not in their
attempts to be innovative or creative. In this country most of them fail because
they undervalue the importance of professional selling”.

However,
recognition of the
A.S.P. formula is
only the beginning. 
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A rapidly changing environment is the regular background against which
organisations must develop. Change is continuous and will become more
rapid as we move forward over time. Senior management must be capable of
reacting to those changes and be prepared to take advantage of them - and
yet stay within the overall framework and agreed strategy.

The role of strategy is fundamental if the people within the organisation are to
be enabled to make the level of contribution of which they are capable.
Strategy, based on a good grasp of the core competencies of a business, is an
essential precursor to achieving optimal shareholder value.

Dependence on people is key to delivering the latent
capability of a business. Our people are the greatest
source of competitive advantage we have - that is
precisely why we should continue to invest in them and
fully develop them. This is particularly true now that, in
most market sectors, competitive advantage is
continually being eroded – i.e. International barriers
are coming down, selling time is becoming limited,
competitors are getting smarter, fewer and fewer
names are appearing on companies’ databases, and
product uniqueness is rare. Conversely, undeveloped
personnel can bring down a company through
inadequate performance, leaving the competition to
harvest the marketplace.

Our people are
the greatest source
of competitive
advantage we
have - that is
precisely why we
should continue to
invest in them and
fully develop them.
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A VARIETY OF DEVELOPMENT SOLUTIONS

Skills development can take many forms, including:

l  Formal and informal mentoring
l  Sales coaching by managers or professional consultants
l  Classroom training
l  Distance or e-learning

MENTORING

In mentoring, salespeople choose a mentor (usually a high-performer, or more
experienced person within the organisation, who can serve as a model and/or
guide) and consult that person periodically for advice on a range of issues from
strategy for handling a particular sales situation to advice on long-term career
development. Since the best way to learn something well is to teach it to
others, mentoring programmes offer organisations a ‘win-win’ proposition - in
addition to enhancing the skills and performance of the salespeople, they help
mentors develop their sales skills, while improving their coaching and
management skills as well.

COACHING

Today, more and more organisations are waking up to
the value of building a strong coaching culture.
Analogies to athletic coaching are common, but
especially apt. Training alone does not guarantee that
a great athlete will deliver a gold medal-winning
performance - this can only come from continuous
daily support and guidance from an expert coach.

Today, more and
more organisations
are waking up to
the value of
building a strong
coaching culture.
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Equally, top sales professionals need expert coaching support from their
managers to stay at the top of their game. Whether coaching is delivered
face-to-face, on the telephone or via e-mail, those organisations that have a
strong coaching culture attract and retain the best salespeople.

The challenge for Sales Directors is to provide the support that sales managers -
all of whom are hard-pressed for time - need in order to provide the kind of
support their salespeople must have. Successful Sales Directors have found a
range of supporting tools, resources and kits that save managers time and
enhance the impact of their coaching time.

Whatever coaching framework is chosen by an
organisation, it must be easy to use, flexible, so that the
coaching sessions are tailored to the needs of their
team, participative so all of the salespeople are
engaged and, above all, fun! The fun factor
encourages  salespeople  to  become  “hooked”  on
their own continued development.

TRAINING

In most companies, very little systematic thought is given to the design of a
sales training programme. Very often, one of the following fallacious schools of
thought is encountered:

l  “Salespeople Are Born Not Made” – therefore, the selection process is the
only step to getting the right man. Having been chosen, the new recruit is
then either successful or not, without any help from the company.
Research does not bear out this theory.

In most 
companies, very
little systematic
thought is given 
to the design of
a sales training
programme.
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l  “Must Know The Product From The Ground Up” - all training is therefore
devoted to lengthy product training, working on the shop floor, progressing
paperwork, etc. Whilst product knowledge is very necessary, it is
questionable whether this is the right way to learn it or whether this is
sufficient on its own.

l  “Watch Me Son” - the new Salesperson is sent out with an ‘old hand’ to
watch (and thus learn) the experienced person’s techniques. Not only
may the new salesperson pick up bad habits from the experienced person
(who usually is not as trained as a trainer), but also mere observation will
not teach.

If a successful training programme is to be developed, it must be planned with
careful thought given to the following questions:

l  What are the key objectives?
l  What should be taught?
l  Where should it be taught?
l  By whom? 
l  And most critical - How?

For Example - Typical Objectives of A Training Programme:

l  Increased sales
l  Reduced individual selling costs
l  Increased individual earnings
l  Reduced personnel turnover
l  Reduced need for supervision
l  Improved employee morale
l  Stronger customer relationships
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Therefore, the objectives have to be formulated in these terms, i.e. turning the
company’s investment in personnel into an asset producing an increased
return on that investment.

SUMMARY

Training is an essential part of the profession of selling, as it is in any other
profession.

Training, particularly sales training, is a lengthy and
complex process if true learning is to take place (i.e. if
behaviour is to be modified). Too often, insufficient
thought is given to what is to be achieved, by whom
and how. The whole situation firstly needs careful
analysis, with regard paid to the limitations of training,
as well as to its value. Then the programme can be

formulated and (very important) evaluated against specific objectives. Only in
this way can we be sure that the training is in fact achieving positive results.

Finally, formal training can also have a huge influence on skills development,
especially if it is implemented with two additional ingredients:

l  The training must be based on what the salespeople need and should be
tailored to address diagnosed performance gaps. Using a diagnostic
approach – a formal sales team skills audit, saves an organisation money
and time because there is nothing to be gained from teaching people
something that they are already doing well or, conversely, that they don’t
need to do in the first place. A well-targeted programme is far more likely
to engage participants’ full interest because they’ll see its immediate
relevance to their daily results.

Training is an
essential part
of the profession 
of selling, as it
is in any other
profession.
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.
l  Any training programme will be more effective when the skills that

participants learn are reinforced on a regular and continual basis. For
maximum impact, every level of management must reinforce training.
Such reinforcement can come in many forms, but the best way is for the
sales manager to serve as a “model of excellence” who provides an
ongoing demonstration of required skills so salespeople begin to live and
breathe them

LOWER TRAINING BUDGETS BUT HIGHER
EXPECTATIONS

During the seventies, eighties and nineties, it was
common for large corporations such as Hewlett
Packard, IBM, and Compaq etc. to put their new sales
recruits through a twelve to eighteen-month training
programme. Today, salespeople consider themselves
extremely fortunate if they receive an initial two weeks
of induction training or product familiarisation
workshops.

So what has changed? Have companies discovered that training is not
necessary? On the contrary, training appears to be even more important
today than it was thirty years ago - and it is becoming more critical all the time.

The dichotomy facing Sales Directors is how they reconcile the fact that most
corporations today provide less upfront training for their sales staff than in years
past, yet attach increasing importance to staff development?

This should not come as a surprise, because current stock market thinking
provides a powerful disincentive for firms to invest in their people on an
ongoing basis.

Any training
programme 
will be more
effective when 
the skills that
participants learn
are reinforced on 
a regular and
continual basis.
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An organisation’s investment in their human capital, in the form of training and
other forms of education, is not separable from general expenditure. It
therefore appears as a cost on the corporate balance sheet.

TOUGH CHOICES

Unfortunately, as a consequence, many Sales Directors, have concluded that
their only realistic option is to cut back on training. Instead, they look to recruit
sales professionals who, in theory anyway, already possess the necessary skills
needed to do the job. They then send them out to win business armed with their
knowledge.

However, most of those same Sales Directors are discovering just how difficult it
is to find skilled salespeople who have all of the essential skills and personal
traits. And anyway it is not possible to equate experience or seniority with
success.

In skills development, there are many similarities to
sport - i.e. does an athletic champion stop training as
soon as they win their first medal? In music, does a
concert pianist stop rehearsing as soon as they have
given  their  first  recital?  In  art,  does  the  artist  stop

improving after they have enjoyed the first exhibition of their work? The answer
in all cases is obvious and we should apply the same common sense principals
to the ongoing development of our sales teams.

The reality is that selling, in today’s climate, is both an art and a science. Selling
is a profession that demands a far wider range of skills than ever before, skills
that require continual fine-tuning and constant practice.

It is not possible to
equate experience
or seniority with
success.
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ONGOING REINFORCEMENT AND DEVELOPMENT IS ESSENTIAL

The operative word here is “ongoing”. Even if salespeople have undergone
progressive sales training, there’s no guarantee that they will be successful. It is
common knowledge that skills grow rusty over time and salespeople are prone
to pick-up bad habits along the way or to simply skip steps and take shortcuts
that can lead to long-term trouble. Perhaps even more important these days, is
the fact that markets, competition, technologies, and customer preferences

are all in a constant and accelerating state of change.
This fact requires that sales people are able and willing
to rethink their sales strategy and approach frequently
and receive a regular top-up of skills and motivational
coaching.

At the JF Consultancy, we have developed a range of
assessment tools, which allow us to benchmark current
performance levels and provide a totally objective
view of a sales team's current and future requirements -
typically our report costs a fraction of the training
programmes currently being utilised and in fact, in
nearly every case, results in considerable savings.

Perhaps even 
more important
these days, 
is the fact
that markets,
competition,
technologies, 
and customer
preferences are 
all in a constant
and accelerating
state of change.
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Jonathan Farrington is a keynote speaker, business coach, mentor, author,
consultant, and sales strategist, who has guided hundreds of companies and
more than one hundred thousand frontline salespeople and sales leaders
towards optimum performance levels.

He is the Senior Partner at Jonathan Farrington & Associates, CEO of Top Sales
World and the co-editor of Top Sales Magazine.  

Formerly, Jonathan was the CEO of The JFA Group, which he established in
1994 and sold in 2005.

Prior to that, he earned his spurs in some of the most demanding and
competitive market sectors – i.e. IT, Telecommunications and Finance.
Outstanding achievement at an early stage in his career provided a ‘fast-
track’ passage to several board level appointments, working with a number of
the largest and most successful international corporations including: IBM,
Wang, Legal and General, Andersen Consulting, Litton Industries and The Bank
of Tokyo.

Jonathan’s written work has been republished by a host of journals, including
The New York Times, The Washington Post and The London Times. He is
consistently named amongst the top most influential sales and marketing
experts in the world, and his award winning blog, which he first published in
2006, for dedicated business professionals, can be found here.

Jonathan’s LinkedIn profile can be found here:
www.linkedin.com/in/jonathanfarrington

And you will find him on Twitter – @topsalesworld

http://www.jonathanfarrington.com/jf-blog/
https://twitter.com/TopSalesWorld

