Perspectives

By Matthew S. O’Connell, Ph.D., Amie
Lawrence, Ph.D., and Matthew Reeder

Predicting Success in Sales

Why are some people successful in sales and
others aren’t? In other words, what makes for a
good salesperson? This is a question that sales
managers and executives ask themselves
regularly. Perhaps a more perplexing question is
why someone who is successful selling in one

job is a complete failure in another, or vice versa.

Is there a way of dramatically increasing your
odds that someone is going to succeed in a sales
role?

These questions served as the starting point to
our investigation into predicting sales
performance over three years ago. While we
had been involved in helping organizations
assess and select salespeople since our founding
in 1993, the question of why some people
succeeded in some roles while not in others left
us with a desire to learn more. It was then that
we set out to review all of the research we could
on predicting sales. All told, we reviewed over
600 empirical studies dating back to the 1920’s,
and encompassing data from over 450,000
salespeople. We were interested in any and all
studies as long as they met one criteria; it had to
be a true empirical study in which a relationship
between sales performance and some type of
predictor was calculated. We weren’t interested
in purely theoretical articles on what makes a
great salesperson unless it had data to back it up.

The results of that research led us to develop a
unique assessment tool that quickly evaluated
the key components that were most relevant in
differentiating people on their likelihood of
success in a wide range of sales positions. The
name of the tool that we developed is called
Select SalesPro™. We then set out to test how
well Select SalesPro actually predicted sales for

salespeople from a varied cross-section of
industries and sales positions. This article
highlights the results of our findings.

The First Problem — Defining Success
in Sales

How do you know if someone is successful at
sales? This may seem like a rhetorical question
but it’s actually less straightforward than it
would appear. The simple answer would seem
to be, you know that they’re successful if they
sell a lot. Ultimately, that’s what you want out
of your sales people, i.e., productivity and sales.
But, what if they make a lot of sales but in doing
so they cut prices so much to do it that the sales
aren’t that profitable to the company? What if
they close deals by making wild promises that
your company can’t live up to and you end up
with upset customers who require a lot of
service recovery time to keep happy? Or, what
if the person is new to the position and has a
new territory, works exceptionally hard, seems
to be doing all the right things but doesn’t have
much to show for it at the end of six months. Is
that person substantially worse than a person
who’s been in an established territory with some
long standing accounts who is basically just an
order taker but accounts for a lot of sales?

Another challenge in using objective measures
of sales is whether you look at “raw” sales
numbers or those that are corrected for external
factors, such as quotas. So, who is really doing
a better job, the seasoned salesperson in the
established territory who sold $1 million but was
at 75 percent of quota or the new person in the
untapped territory who only sold $100,000 but
was at 150 percent of quota?
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You would think that sales managers are able to
take those types of things into account when
they rate the performance of their salespeople.
After all, a sales manager should have
information on the individual’s sales, as well as
have a good idea about their territory, the types
of activities they’re involved in and also what
type of person they are to work with. If that’s
the case, then potentially looking at ratings of
job performance would be a better indication of
a salesperson’s success.

These are important considerations because,
surprisingly, the correlation between
supervisors’ ratings of sales performance and
objective measures of sales is not nearly as high
as you would expect. Based on the results of an
analysis of 21 studies covering over 4,000
salespeople, Rich and his colleagues' found that
the correlation between objective sales and
supervisor’s ratings of sales was r = .45. That’s
not particularly high when you consider that
sales managers know how much their
salespeople have sold. One would expect that it
would have a strong influence over their ratings
of success. Obviously, there are other factors
that are being taken into account when sales
managers rate the performance of their
salespeople.

In selecting components to include in Select
SalesPro we tried to include those factors which
seemed to do a good job of predicting both
objective sales as well as more subjective,
although potentially no less meaningful, ratings
of performance.

The Myth of the Perfect Salesperson

What we found in our research, interviews and
consulting work is that there is no such thing as
the perfect salesperson. If you’re looking for the
“can’t miss” rainmaker who will bring in huge
deals in his first month on the job, you’re most
likely going to be very disappointed. The
simple reason is that different situations call for
different types of salespeople. It’s as much a
matter of fitting the right person to the position
as it is having some ideal set of characteristics.

Before you set out to find your next salesperson
make sure to ask yourself two questions. “What
do we sell?” and “Who do we sell to?” The
answer to those two questions will guide you to
the right type of salesperson for your specific
situation. This probably seems to be too

simplistic and obvious to be of any value. Trust
me, it isn’t. You’d be amazed at the number of
people that are hired into sales positions for
which they are a terrible fit. If the companies
that hired them would have truly thought about
those two questions beforehand they would have
realized it well before hiring them.

But surely, there have to be some characteristics
to define success in sales. The good news is that
there are indeed characteristics that help define
sales success. However, it all goes back to
matching how those characteristics fit with the
actual job that really defines a successful sales
profile. The next several sections describe those
characteristics.

Predictors of Sales Success

As you can imagine, there are a lot of theories
about what it takes to be successful in sales.
Sifting through the litany of potential success
factors is a seemingly never ending task. For
every study that shows success for one factor, it
seemed like there are at least two others that
show no relationship for that factor. However,
we did find that there are some individual
differences that consistently differentiate
between success and failure in a broad range of
sales positions. These aren’t meant to be the
“magic ingredients” for a successful salesperson
but they do appear to be a solid, stable and
manageable base from which to customize a
profile to meet your specific situation.

We’ve broken these core factors into three major
areas:

¢ Competencies
¢ Styles
¢ Drivers

Competencies of Success

There are five competency areas that
consistently are related to higher levels of sales
performance. The names used to describe these
five areas differ from study to study but the
underlying constructs remain the same.

The Top Five
¢ Achievement Motivation. The extent

to which someone is driven to succeed.
It is usually associated with

© 2008 Select International,® Inc.

C 2



competitiveness and goal achievement.
The fear of failing is also a component
that comes into play here.

+ Emotional Stability / Adaptability.
The key here is the extent to which the
individual can function effectively even
when faced with rejection or stressful
situations. This might also be referred
to as “Resilience.”

+ Emotional Intelligence. Thisis a
newer area of research compared with
the others. It’s also a very a broad area
that encompasses a number of other
factors. The key here is the extent to
which the individual empathizes and
understands the emotions and
motivations that underlie human
behavior, i.e., how well they “read
people.”

+ Accountability / Locus of Control. In
essence, this relates to the extent to
which people see themselves as
responsible for their own success or
failure. They are accountable.

¢ Organization / Time Management.
The key here relates primarily to time
management and prioritization.

The Next Three

There are three other competency areas that are
close to breaking into the top five but don’t quite
meet the criteria of being consistently and
strongly related to success. This most likely
means that they may be more important in some
situations or positions than in others.

+ Extraversion / Outgoing. Tend to be
talkative and enjoy being around other
people.

¢ General Cognitive Ability. Relates to
logical reasoning, interpreting
information quickly and accurately.

¢ Communication (oral and written).
This relates to being articulate, and
easily understood.

What Doesn’t Work?

While there are any number of factors that don’t
relate to sales success, there are some that are
more surprising than others. These three areas
intuitively seem like they should be linked with
successful sales performance but really aren’t.

¢ Conscientiousness. This is a
competency area that is consistently
related to success for most jobs but not
for sales. This area relates to being
structured, rule bound and a strong work
ethic. While the work ethic component
is related to sales, structured rule bound
components are not.

¢ Agreeableness. This is related to being
friendly, likeable and enjoying social
relationships. It’s different from being
extroverted because you could be quiet
and reserved while still being friendly
and easy to get along with.

¢ Education. Getting good grades in
school, or having a college vs. a high
school education has very little to do
with success in sales.

Sales Styles

One of the most consistent comments you get
from sales managers in service industries is that
salespeople who are used to selling products
typically fail when they move to selling services.
Most likely, it’s because you’re moving from a
more tangible to a less tangible and more
conceptual offering, which can be quite
challenging for someone to understand. For that
reason, we looked for factors other than the key
competency areas described above to help define
a salesperson’s predominant “style.”

These three dimensions consistently emerge
when you look at different sales positions, both
within and across different companies and
industries. Matching core aspects of the job
itself to the individual’s predominant selling
style increases the likelihood that a salesperson
is going to excel in a particular role.

Hunter vs. Farmer
Hunters thrive on seeking new opportunities

and opening new doors. They find it
difficult to maintain focus on any one
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opportunity for very long and will jump
around depending on the likelihood of
closing the deal.

Farmers prefer developing long term
relationships and value being a resource for
their customer. Rather than always seeking
the next “win,” they are comfortable
working within existing relationships to
grow the business.

Analytical vs. Intuitive

Analytical sellers rely on information and
data to make a sale. They tend to be
methodical and risk aversive.

Intuitive sellers rely on their instincts,
hunches and feel for people or situations.

Product vs. Solution

Product-based sellers tend to focus on the
product’s features and benefits, and spend
less time understanding or developing the
needs of the customer. They tend to rely on
technical knowledge, and “people skills” to
build trust and customer acceptance.

Solution sellers tend to use a consultative
approach to identifying needs and selling
larger “solutions” to meet the needs of the
customer. Professionals in many non-sales
related fields such as attorneys and
consultants tend to be more solution based
in their approach to selling their services.

It’s important to realize that no one is purely one
thing versus another. Most people are along the
continuum between each end of the dimensions.
So, just because someone is more of a product
oriented salesperson doesn’t mean they can’t sell
solutions. It just means that their style is
naturally suited to work more with products and
it will be easier for them to excel in an
environment that sells products.

It’s also important to understand that no
particular style is inherently better than another.
A more intuitive seller is likely to do better in
situations that require her to think on her feet,
read the situation quickly and come up with
recommendations on the fly. That same person
may have a hard time working on long-term
sales that require detailed analyses, formal

presentations that focus on details and in-depth
analyses of the product or service in question.

Drivers

Understanding the key factors that motivate
someone is important for any role. It’s
potentially more important in sales roles because
of the increased variability in performance. In
other words, there’s more opportunity to achieve
high levels of success as well as more
opportunity to do poorly than in most jobs. For
that reason, motivational factors become critical
to the individual’s likely success and
sustainability (i.e., tenure) in the job.

Drawing on the work of researchers such as
McClelland & Boyatzis (1980)* and Wiggins &
Trapnell (1996)°, we identified five major
motivators or Drivers of sales behavior. They
are as follows:

Need for Achievement

Individuals with a high need for
achievement gain satisfaction from
successfully completing tasks perceived by
them and others as challenging. These
individuals tend to be competitive, and have
a strong desire to succeed and ultimately, to

win
Need for Affiliation

Individuals who are motivated by this need
gain satisfaction from building close
relationships with other people and would
likely prefer to work in an environment that
offers the opportunity to collaborate and
engage with other people, whether they are
colleagues, customers, friends, etc.

Need for Recognition

Someone who is motivated by this need
gains satisfaction from receiving a gesture
or award as an expression of
acknowledgement or appreciation.
Preferably, the recognition should be public
and tangible.

Need for Power/Authority
Someone who is motivated by this need

gains satisfaction from influencing others
and being in a position of authority or
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control. Individuals who are highly
motivated by this need are compelled to
gravitate to positions of power, authority
and leadership.

Need for Money

Individuals who are motivated by this need
gain satisfaction from receiving monetary
compensation for completing assignments.
While everyone to some extent is motivated
by financial gain and stability, these
individuals place monetary gain as primary
driver of their behavior and basis for their
satisfaction.

Putting it All Together

It’s important to reinforce the point that there is
not one single factor or one single profile that
will predict success across all sales positions.
The combination of Competencies, Sales Styles
and Drivers provides us with a basis upon which
to establish success profiles to accurately
identify who is likely to be successful and who
is not. For some positions a number of the key
sales competencies are likely to be unrelated to
success in the job, while for other positions
those same competencies emerge as the best
predictors. The same is true for Sales Styles and
Drivers. It’s important not to assume because
someone is in sales that their primary motives
are to make a lot of money and they have to be
extroverted and great at reading people. In some
cases that combination may be a fine match. In
others, it might be that successful individuals are
more motivated by being recognized for their
accomplishments, and tend to be adaptable and
good time managers.

To help gain an understanding of how the key
factors can be combined to come up with
profiles that actually predict sales success we
have provided a short summary of four separate
studies that we recently conducted. Each of the
studies focuses on salespeople from different
industries and selling different products or
services.

Research Findings

This section summarizes four empirical studies
that were conducted using Select SalesPro
across a wide range of positions and industries.
In each of the subsequent studies presented, a
correlation between scores on the assessment

and some external criteria is provided (e.g.,
supervisor ratings of job performance, actual
sales). The table below provides generally
acceptable standards for evaluating the strength
of correlation coefficients in behavioral science
settings.

Range in Strength of Relationship
Validity between Predictor and Criteria
Coefficient’

r=.00-.19 - | Little, if any, relationship
r=.20-.29 - | Small/Moderate relationship
r=.30-.39 - | Moderately strong relationship
r=.40-.50 - | Strong relationship

r>.50 - | Very strong relationship

Study 1 - Field Representatives for a Sales
and Marketing Services Firm

Two separate samples of field representatives
(large format, small format) were obtained from
a Canadian business services firm specializing in
sales and marketing solutions. Salespeople from
this firm were responsible for product
placements for a wide range of consumer
products. A total of 63 representatives were
administered Select SalesPro as part of the
validation study (40 large format representatives
and 23 small format representatives). Large
format representatives tended to place products
in larger chains, such as grocery stores, large
retailers, etc. Small format representatives
placed products in a broader range of outlets,
such as gas stations, convenience stores and
more “mom and pop” type locations.

Interestingly, there were some meaningful
differences in terms of what predicted
performance for the large and small format
salespeople. For small format positions,
achievement motivation, accountability, time
management and problem solving were the
strongest predictors. Additionally, successful
small format representatives were driven by
achievement and affiliation, and clearly not by
money or recognition.

Successful larger format representatives were
clearly driven by achievement motivation, both
as a competency and as a motivator. Other
factors such as time management, reading
people and adaptability were not related to
performance and were in fact negatively related
to performance. Large format representatives
were not motivated by affiliation or money.
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What’s interesting is that these results actually
make sense given the nature of their jobs. Time
management, accountability and problem
solving, as well as affiliation needs are more
important for small format positions because
they interact with a much broader range of
people on a daily basis. They are required to
visit many more locations in a given day and
make more decisions regarding product
placements on a weekly basis, i.e., the quantity
of information they need to process is actually
more and also more varied. Large format
representatives, by and large, spend more time
in a given facility and have relationships with a
smaller number of people. They call on fewer
locations in a given time period and the data
they need to analyze, while larger in volume, is
more consistent and covers fewer locations.

Based on the information about the jobs and the
results of the studies we established profiles for
each position and then evaluated their success
against multiple criteria. Based on these profiles
individuals were classified into four bands: A =
strongly recommended, B = recommended, C =
recommended with reservations, and D = not
recommended. The results of that analysis were
very positive.

For small format representatives, the overall
assessment score correlated r=.78 with overall
job performance ratings, r=.39 with regional
sales rankings, r=.37 with national sales
rankings, and r=.57 with overall sales volume.

For large format representatives, the overall
assessment score correlated r=.66 with overall
job performance ratings, r=.49 with regional
sales rankings, r=.60 with national sales
rankings, and r=.50 with overall sales volume.

What do these correlations mean in terms of
actual differences in performance? Consider
Figures 1 and 2 below which show how much of
an increase in sales performance, as measured
by both objective sales metrics and ratings, the
top 25 percent of assessment scorers achieved as
compared to the bottom 25 percent. For
example, in the small format group, the
individuals who scored in the top 25 percent on
the assessment outsold the bottom 25 percent by
215 percent with regard to number of cases sold.

What both of those tables show is that
individuals who perform in the top 25 percent
against the customized Select SalesPro profiles
significantly outperform those in the lower 25
percent, for both large and small formats. It’s
also interesting to note that there is even more
variability in performance for those in small
formats vs. large formats. This is not surprising
because as mentioned earlier, individuals in the
small format positions have a lot more
autonomy in their jobs and are able to
demonstrate their skills and abilities to a larger
extent than those in the more stable, larger
format jobs.

Figure 1. Percent Increase in Performance: Top Performers as Compared to Bottom
Performers on Select SalesPro for Small Format Representatives.

Top 25% vs Bottom 25% - Small Format

Cases Sold

National Ranking

Regional Ranking

Owerall Performance |
0% 50% 100% 150% 200% 250%
Owerall Regional National |Cases Sold
@ Small 21% 131% 100% 215%
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Figure 2. Percent Increase in Performance: Top Performers as Compared to Bottom
Performers on Select SalesPro for Large Format Representatives.

Top 25% vs Bottom 25% - Large Format

Cases Sold
National Ranking
Regional Ranking

Ovwerall Performance

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%
Overall Regional National |Cases Sold
m Large 10% 33% 45% 33%

Study 2 — Sales Directors and Sales
Consultants for a Group Health-related
Insurance Carrier

Select SalesPro scores were obtained from a
sample of 17 Sales Directors and Sales
Consultants working for a health related-
insurance carrier at both east coast and west
coast locations. These individuals were
responsible for selling employee benefit
packages to organizations and thus worked in a
business-to-business environment.

Successful individuals in these positions tended
to have high scores in achievement motivation,
adaptability, extroversion, accountability and
problem solving. They also were driven by
achievement and money. They were not

motivated by power, recognition or relationships.

Also, it was clear that the best sales style profile
was a Farmer-Intuitive-Solution. Each of those
factors was significantly related to sales
performance.

When an overall assessment profile was
compiled, it correlated r=.84 with performance
ratings from supervisors and r=.13 and r=.58
with sales goals in 2006 and 2007, respectively.

The table below provides a comparison of
individuals who’s Select SalesPro score was in
the top 25 percent vs. the bottom 25 percent of
those assessed in this organization, in terms of
2006 & 2007 annual sales goals. While it’s
clear that the group as a whole performed better
in 2006 than in 2007, it’s also clear that in both
years high performers in Select SalesPro met
their sales goal by almost 30 percentage points.
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Figure 3. Comparison of Top Performers and Bottom Performers on Select SalesPro in terms
of 2007 Sales Goal Achieved.

100% -~

80%

60%

40% -

20%

0%

High Select SalesPro

Low Select SalesPro

91%
69%

@ 2006 Goal
m 2007 Goal

62%
41%

Study 3 — Account Managers and Business
Development Managers from an Office
Products Retailer

Seventy-three account managers from a large,
national office products retailer located in the
United States were assessed using Select
SalesPro. Individuals in the sample were
dispersed across the organization’s Central,
Northeast, Southeast and West regions.

Successful account managers tended to have
high scores in achievement motivation,
adaptability, reading people (i.e., high EQ),
extroversion and time management.

Additionally, they tended to be driven by a need
for recognition. Individuals who were overly
analytical or were motivated strongly by money
did not tend to be as successful.

When a profile was established based on these
factors and applied to these individuals, overall
Select SalesPro scores correlated r=.55 with job
performance ratings. To put this in perspective,
the top third of performers on the job, based on
job performance ratings was compared with the
bottom third of performers in terms of their
Select SalesPro scores. Those results can be
seen in Figure 4 below.

Figure 4. Comparison of Top Third and Bottom Third Performers Across Select SalesPro

Categories.
Not Recommended
Recommended |
w /Reservations
Recommended i
Strongly |
Recommended ‘ ‘ ]
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100% 120%
Strongly Recommended Not
R
Recommended ecommended w/Reservations | Recommended
@ Bottom Third 0% 30% 45% 7%
o Top Third 100% 70% 55% 23%
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Perhaps what’s most interesting to note here is
that none (0 percent) of the lower performers fell
into the Strongly Recommended category for
Select SalesPro, while almost 80 percent of the
individuals in the Not Recommended category
were low performers.

Study 4 - Field Sales Representatives from a
UK-Based Communications Solutions
Provider

One hundred forty-four Field Sales
Representatives for a large, international
communications solutions provider located in
the United Kingdom completed Select SalesPro
as part of a larger project. These individuals
were responsible for the sales of various types of
communications technology services and
products (e.g., mobile and broadband,
information communications technology) in a
business-to-business environment.

Supervisor performance ratings as well as
annual sales as a percentage of goal were
available for the entire sample.

Successful sales representatives tended to have
high scores in achievement motivation,
adaptability, reading people (i.e., high EQ),
accountability and time management.
Additionally, they tended to be financially
motivated, with a strong drive associated with
money. Individuals who were motivated
strongly by power did not tend to be as
successful.

Overall, Select SalesPro assessment scores
correlated at r=.54 with supervisor ratings of
performance and r=.43 with annual sales. The
figure below compares actual sales performance
for individuals who scored in the top vs. bottom
percentiles on Select SalesPro.

Figure 5. Comparison of Annual Sales Performance (Percent of Goal Met) for Top vs. Bottom

Performers on Select SalesPro.

\
Top 25% | 101%
Bottom 25% | 71%
Top 10% 114%
Bottom 10% 48%
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100% 120%

As can be seen in this table, sales representatives
who score in the top 25 percent on Select
SalesPro sell 42 percent more than those in the
bottom 25 percent. The difference is even more
dramatic for those in the top 10 vs. the bottom
10 percent, where the difference in sales is 138
percent higher for those in the top group.

Similar differences were also found for
supervisor ratings of performance.

Summary and Conclusions

Clearly, predicting success in sales is not easy.
Making a sale depends on so many factors, some
of which salespeople have control over and
some of which they don’t. The best salesperson
in the world is unlikely to be successful selling a
product that is grossly overpriced, outdated or
underperforming. Nonetheless, it is also clear
that some people are consistently more
successful in sales than others.

© 2008 Select International,® Inc.



As we saw in the four studies described here, it’s
possible to be accurate and do a good job
identifying the factors associated with successful
sales performance, but that those factors are not
the same for each company or for each position.
For instance, in study 1, we saw that even within
the same organization, and essentially the same
position, there were clear differences in what
type of people were successful in large vs. small
format environments.

In studies 1 and 3 we saw that being motivated
primarily by making more money was not
associated with success on the job, whereas in

study 4, that was a key factor in being successful.

In study 2 a strong drive for recognition was
negatively associated with success while in
study 3 it was positively associated with success.

There were some consistent findings, which
were also consistent with previous research on
predicting sales performance which was
described earlier in this article. Achievement
Motivation (or Driven to Win) was a key
predictor in all four studies. Time Management
was a predictor of success in three out of the
four studies as was Accountability and
Adaptability.

Ultimately, the most consistent finding was that
by setting a profile of success that takes into
account competencies, styles and drivers to
match the needs of the job, it’s possible to
achieve outstanding results in predicting sales
success, regardless of the position or industry.
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