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tŜǊƘŀǇǎ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ƘŀŘ ƳƻǊŜ ƭǳŎƪ όŀƴŘ ǿŜ ƘƻǇŜ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜύΣ ōǳǘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ 

ά²Ƙȅ {ŀƭŜǎ ¢ǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ Cŀƛƭǎέ ǘƛǘƭŜ ǊŜǎƻƴŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳΦ 

²ƘŜǘƘŜǊ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ƛǘ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƛƳŜΣ ƻǊ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ƭƛƴŜ ǳǇ ȅƻǳǊ 

ducks for success, you want to know why sales training fails. And, assuming you can avoid the failures, how you 

can make your training initiative succeed. 

LŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƻǳƴŘǎ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳΣ ǘƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜΩƭƭ ōŜ ŎƻǾŜǊƛƴƎΦ

Now, on to the specifics.

How successful are:

Baseball players that strike out 9 out of 10 times?

Hockey goalies that let 9 out of 10 shots through the five hole?

Entrepreneurs looking for funding that failed in 9 out of their last

10 businesses?

You get the idea. Letôs throw one more into the mix:

Introduction

9 out of 10 sales training initiatives have 

no lasting impact beyond 120 days1
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Fact:48% of more than 1,600 executives from cross-functional business 

ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ άƻǊƎŀƴƛŎ ǊŜǾŜƴǳŜ ƎǊƻǿǘƘέ ŀǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǘƻǇ 

goal.2

Fact: фн҈ ƻŦ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ǎǳǊǾŜȅŜŘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ άǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǾŜǊȅ 

ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǊŜǾŜƴǳŜ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭέ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ 

sales resources.3

Fact: Between 85% and 90% of sales training has no lasting impact after 120 

days.4

Of the greater than 2,000 companies surveyed by CSO Insights, 93.9% are 

investing in some kind of sales training. 

75.6% of companies invest greater than $500 per sales person per 

year, and 43.3% spend $1,501 to greater than $5,000 per person.5

Introduction
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Introduction

Whether you eventually spend $7 per person or $7,000, before sales training initiatives kick off, company 

leaders sit around the table and talk about their hopes and goals. They tend to look something like this:

άhǳǊ ǎŀƭŜǎǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 
ǎŜƭƭƛƴƎ ор҈ ƳƻǊŜ ŜŀŎƘΗέά{Ŝƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜΦέάLƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ŎǊƻǎǎ ǎŜƭƭƛƴƎ 

ŀƴŘ ǳǇ ǎŜƭƭƛƴƎΦέ

ά²ƛƴ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴΦέ

ά5ƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀǘŜΦέ

ά.ŜǘǘŜǊ ŎƭƻǎŜ
ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜΦέ

άaŀȄƛƳƛȊŜ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ 
ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǘȅΦέά{ǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΦέ

άCƛƎǳǊŜ ƻǳǘ ǿƘƻ
Ŏŀƴ ǎŜƭƭΦέ

άaƻǊŜ 
ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦέ

ά{Ŝƭƭ ŀǘ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǇǊƛŎŜǎ 
ŀƴŘ ƳŀǊƎƛƴǎΦέ

άDŜǘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ǎŜƭƭƛƴƎ 
ƭƛƪŜ ƻǳǊ ōŜǎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦέ

άCƛƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
ǇƛǇŜƭƛƴŜΦέ

ά.ǊŜŀƪ ƛƴǘƻ
ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎΦέ
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You know you need to increase 

sales results. You know you 

should have better results. 

Yet sales training gets put on the 

docket, sales training launches,

and sales training disappoints.

Introduction
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1. Pipe Dreams and Pot Luck Learning ïFailure to Define Business and 

Learning Needs

2. Knowing is Half the Battle ïFailure to Build Fluent Sales Knowledge 

3. Square Pegs | Round Holes ïFailure to Assess and Improve Attributes 

4. On the Road to Nowhere ïFailure to Define, Support, and Drive Action 

5. Buehler, Buehler ïFailure to Deliver Training that Engages 

6. Lack of Reinforcement ïFailure to Make Learning Stick and Transfer

7. Stop or Iôll Say Stop Again! ïFailures of Evaluation, Accountability, and 

Continuous Improvement

7 Reasons Why Sales Training Fails
Sales training can be a disappointment right away when 

it just ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ǿŜƭƭΦ Lǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀ ŘƛǎŀǇǇƻƛƴǘƳŜƴǘ 

ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǿƘŜƴ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛȊŜΦ 

Regardless, sales training strikes out a lot. When it 

ŘƻŜǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƭŜ 

reasons. 

In our experience and in our research, we see sales 

training initiatives fail most often for the following 7 

reasons. If you avoid these mistakes, you can set 

yourself up for a successful training initiative that leads 

to long-ǘŜǊƳ ǊŜǾŜƴǳŜ ƎǊƻǿǘƘΦ ²ŜΩƭƭ ŎƻǾŜǊ ŜŀŎƘ ƛƴ ǘǳǊƴΦ

http://www.rainsalestraining.com/
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Sales training has virtually no chance of producing 
lasting results if business leaders:

Base their objectives and expectations of results 
on wishful thinking versus strong analysis

Fail to analyze the real learning needs of their 
team

Regarding expectations of results, too often sales 

ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŀƴ άŜǾŜƴǘέ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ŀƴ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 

time, energy, and financial resources intended to 

produce a specific business outcome. 

We see this regularly, and company leaders report the 

same to us all the time. The academic community 

experiences the phenomenon as well, noting that 

business objectives for sales training are all too often 

άǇƭŀǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǊŜŀƭ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΦέ6 

Without ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ 

impossible to design an intervention that will have a 

lasting impact.

Doomed to fail before it starts.

For the most part, when business planning is either off 

ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ƻǊ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

effort, the most common outcome is:

1
Pipe Dreams and Pot-Luck Learning - Failure to 
Define Business and Learning Needs

ñI was bold in the pursuit of knowledge, never fearing to follow truth and reason to whatever 

results they led.ò

ïThomas Jefferson

Under-resourced sales training efforts that donôt have the horsepower to produce what 

they could, and often donôt produce much at all.

http://www.rainsalestraining.com/
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Soldier: What? A swallow carrying a coconut? 

King Arthur: It could grip it by the husk!

Soldier: Itôs not a question of where he grips it. Itôs a simple question of weight ratios. A 

five ounce bird could not carry a one pound coconut! 

ïMonty Python and the Holy Grail

1

*African or European

Pipe Dreams and Pot-Luck Learning ςFailure to Define Businessand LearningNeeds

Once we spoke with a business leader who had just 

scheduled a ½ day sales training program with the 

ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άƳŀǎǎƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ 

ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎέ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘǳƴŜ ƻŦ ǘŜƴǎ ƻŦ Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŘƻƭƭŀǊǎ ƛƴ 

sales. 

Whether it was the buyer who wanted the big impact 

and was only willing to invest in a ½ day of training, or 

it was the trainer who said this was all they needed to 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ŀƳŀȊƛƴƎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎΣ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊΦ Lƴ ŀƴȅ ŎŀǎŜΣ 

ƛǘΩǎ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ǳƴƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ǿƛƭƭ ȅƛŜƭŘ 

results of any significance. The proportion of the input 

(the training initiative) needs to be rigorous enough to 

produce the desired output (the tens of millions of 

dollars in sales). 

5ƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƎǊƛǇ ƛǘΣ ǎǿŀƭƭƻǿǎϝ ŎŀƴΩǘ 

carry coconuts. 
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Assess the Learning Needs of Your Team

In conjunction with business objectives, you need to assess the learning 

needs of your sales team. 

You need to figure out:

Where your sales team is now regarding the skills, knowledge, and 
ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǳŎŎŜŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǎŀƭŜǎ ǊƻƭŜ όtƻƛƴǘ ά!έύ

Each ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ potential

In what sales role each individual is most likely to succeed (and where 
ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ)*

What ƛǘ ƭƻƻƪǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ǎǳŎŎŜŜŘŜŘ όtƻƛƴǘ ά.έύ

What ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƛƳŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŦǊƻƳ ά!έ ǘƻ ά.έ

Many ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ Ŧŀƛƭ ǘƻ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘŜŀƳΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƴŜŜŘǎ rigorously enough.

According to research by Aberdeen Group7, best-in-class companies8 provide 6.5 sales training 

days per sales person per year versus just under 4 days per person per year for all others.

1

*There are seven distinct sales roles.

Pipe Dreams and Pot-Luck Learning ςFailure to Define Businessand LearningNeeds
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Sometimes companies feel that the front end of the 

pipeline is not full so they need training on prospecting. 

Or they think that their team is not uncovering the full 

set of customer needs, so they provide training around 

asking questions. 

.ǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƳƻǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ 

ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŘƛƎ Řƻǿƴ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

what it will really take to produce the desired result. 

This produces sales training initiatives that:

Focus ƻƴ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀƳ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ need

Leave out content that the team does need

Fail to deliver content at the right level of 
sophistication (e.g. too basic or too 
ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜŘΧƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƛǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƛǎ ƭŜŦǘ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴŎŜ)

Fail to build learning processes rigorous enough 
to actually develop needed skills and knowledge 
to the point they transfer to on-the-job 
behaviors

Compared to laggard companies, 88% more best-in-

class sales companies assess their sales teams to 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ƎŀǇǎ ƛƴ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ Ƨƻō ǊƻƭŜǎΦ LǘΩǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ best-in-class.9

1

Pipe Dreams and Pot-Luck Learning ςFailure to Define Businessand LearningNeeds

What Happens When You Donôt Assess Needs

Before implementing any training program the companies that succeed take 

a much more serious look at their business objectives and the learning 

needs of their teams. 

http://www.rainsalestraining.com/
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Knowing is Half the Battle - Failure to Build 
Fluent Sales Knowledge
ñAn investment in knowledge pays the best interest.ò

ïBenjamin Franklin

2

Figure 1. Right Skills + Right Knowledge = Can Do 

At the risk of oversimplifying, sales training initiatives 

work when they help salespeople do things that 

produce maximum revenue.

Without rigorous inquiry into what those things are, 

and what it will take to make sure salespeople do them 

effectively, the focus of sales training ends up heavily 

skewed towards skills development. 

²ƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƛǘΩǎ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛƴƎΣ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǳƴŎƻǾŜǊ 

needs, making sales presentations, maximizing account 

revenue, or something else, these kinds of skills topics 

tend to dominate most training. 

While sales skills are essential, they are only one side of 

a very important coin: capability.

The other side of the coin is sales knowledge. (Get it? 

Knowing is half the battle. Thanks, G.I. Joe.)

You need sales 
people who

You need the right Key components

CapabilityCan do KnowledgeSkills and

http://www.rainsalestraining.com/
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One of the most important skills in sales is, as many 
people refer to it, asking great questions. In skills 
training, this often takes the form of:

Defining what asking great questions means

DƛǾƛƴƎ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƭƻƻƪǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘΩǎ 
done right

Walking through the process of asking great 
questions in specific stages (e.g. prospecting, 
needs discovery, overcoming objections) of the 
sales cycle 

Allowing participants a little time to craft a 
handful of great questions

Giving practice asking great questions in role 
plays and case studies

Sharing and discussing all the great questions 
everyone came up with

Assuming the training is designed and delivered well, 
this is laudable. But is it enough? 

Ask yourself:

Even if your salespeople practiced these skills in 
a training class, could they ask questions that 
uncover needs across all products and services 
your company offers?

Could they appropriately include all of your 
products and servicesas solutions to the various 
needs that prospects might have?

Would they be able to Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ 
value proposition the right way for the different 
situations they encounter? 

Would they consistently get all of this right in 
the moment during a sales conversation?

2

Knowing is Half the Battle ςFailure to Build Fluent Sales Knowledge

Example: Why Skills Training is Not Enough 

Even if your salespeople have the skills to ask great questions, itôs often a 

lack of knowledge that holds them back from actually putting ñasking great 

questionsò to work for them.

http://www.rainsalestraining.com/
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2

Accuracy is not enough.

Salespeople need fluency.

Knowing is Half the Battle ςFailure to Build Fluent Sales Knowledge

Your salespeople need to have expert sales knowledge. 
They must be able to speak fluently about:

The customer needs you solve

Your products and services as solutions to those 
needs

The marketplace

Your company and your value proposition

The competition and how you win

And more.

Some ƻŦ ȅƻǳ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦΣ ά²ŀƛǘΦ ²Ŝ 

provide knowledge training. We even hold a retreat 

ŜŀŎƘ ȅŜŀǊ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƻǇƛŎǎΦέ

tŜǊƘŀǇǎ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴΣ ōǳǘ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎΣ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ 

job done. If there is some kind of test for knowledge 

ƎŀƛƴŜŘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƻƴƭȅ ŦƻǊ accuracy.

I (Mike) got As in Spanish all through high school and 

ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΦ L ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǘŜǎǘǎΣ ōǳǘ L ǎǘƛƭƭ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘƻƭŘ ŀ 

conversation in the language.

¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƛǎ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ fluent. !ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ 

problem with sales knowledge. Salespeople must be 

fluent in order to be able to use knowledge 

appropriately in their sales conversations. 

http://www.rainsalestraining.com/
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2

Figure 2. The Real Revenue Opportunity: Training Salespeople to Sales Knowledge Fluency

Knowing is Half the Battle ςFailure to Build Fluent Sales Knowledge

We define fluency as accuracyplus speedplus 

appropriate breadth and depth. 

When knowledge training stops at accuracy (if 

it even gets this far) you miss out on a major 

revenue growth opportunity had you trained 

to fluency. 
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Top 25%
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άwŀƛƴƳŀƪŜǊǎέ

Training usually 
stops here

Real revenue 
opportunity

Accurate FluentBeginner
(Off the mark and slow)

S
a

le
s
 P

e
rf

o
rm

a
n

ce
(I

n
 $

 s
o

ld
)

http://www.rainsalestraining.com/


Why Sales Training Fails© 2011 RAIN Group | www.RainGroup.com 15Why Sales Training Fails© 2011 RAIN Group | www.RainGroup.com 

3.2

3.3

3.4

3.5

3.6

3.7

3.8

3.9

4

4.1

4.2

Demonstrating Product 
Knowledge in the Sales 

Process

Understanding your 
customers' and prospects' 

business challenges

Mapping your products and 
services to your prospect's 

business challenges

Best in Class

Average

Laggard

n=472

Source:
Aberdeen 
Group, May 
2010

2

Figure 3. How Sales Knowledge Fluency Leads to Best-in-Class Sales Results

Knowing is Half the Battle ςFailure to Build Fluent Sales Knowledge

Sales training will continue to fail until sales knowledge 

training:

1. Takes its appropriate place alongside sales 

skills training

2. Covers the right content

3. Trains salespeople to fluency

¢ƻ ǘƘƛǎ ƭŀǎǘ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ǎŀȅΣ άCƭǳŜƴŎȅ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΦ 

¸ƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ 

ŀǿŀȅΦέ wƛƎƘǘ ŀǿŀȅΣ ǘǊǳŜΦ .ǳǘ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ a 

lot faster than it does at most companies. 

Build knowledge experts, and train to fluency. 

Otherwise, salespeople ǿƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ŎŀǇŀōƭŜ ƻŦ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

masterful sales conversations you need them to lead.

According to Aberdeen Group, best-in-class companies are better at demonstrating product knowledge, 

understanding client business challenges, and mapping products and services to those challenges.10 In other 

words, best-in-class companies have fluent salespeople. If you can build this kind of sales knowledge within 

your team, you too can experience best-in-class sales results. 
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Itôs not enough to just give your team the capabilities to sell; you have to know 

if they have the attributes required for top performance. We call these 

attributes drivers and detractors of sales success. Together these will tell you 

not only who can sell, but who will sell at a high level.

Square Pegs|Round Holes ðFailure to 
Assess and Improve Attributes

3

When I worked for a large company, I (John) used to 

know a number of people who were top performers ς

really excellent results producers ςwho retired. But 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ōƛƎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΧǘƘŜȅ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǘƻƭŘ ŀƴȅƻƴŜΗ CƻǊ 

years, they just kept showing up to work, but they 

ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜΦ

They had the capabilities to be top performers ςthey 

could sell ςbut they were no longer actually doing what 

it took to produce results. After years of crushing sales 

targets for this company, commitment waned. Results 

dropped.

Commitment is an attribute, not a capability. 

In this case, attributes were the difference between past 

success and current mediocrity. 

http://www.rainsalestraining.com/


Why Sales Training Fails© 2011 RAIN Group | www.RainGroup.com 17Why Sales Training Fails© 2011 RAIN Group | www.RainGroup.com 

People donôt have the drivers to succeed: People end up in sales training and may 

actually attain the requisite skills and knowledge to succeed, but they donôt have the 

drivers in place to achieve top performance, and, sometimes, any performance at all. 

When this happens ïand it often does ïsquare pegsé

People have detractors holding them back: People end up in sales training that 

have the drivers in place to succeed, but may have detractor attributes that act like 
weights pulling them down as they try to compete in the sales race.

3

Square Pegs | Round Holes ςFailure to Assess and Improve Attributes

You Must Assess Attributes along with Skills and Knowledge

As the academics put it, sales jobs are complex, and thus 

performance may be less attributable to skills, 

knowledge, and credentials, and more attributable to 

positive attitude and self-image, motivation, and 

emotional intelligence. They Ǝƻ ƻƴ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ƛǘΩǎ 

ǘǊǳŜΣ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ άŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎƛŜǎέ όǿŜ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ 

attributes), is a must.11 12

¢ƘŜȅ ǎŀȅΣ άLŦ ƛǘΩǎ ǘǊǳŜΦέ It sure is.

Sales leaders must assess attributesalong with skill and 
ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƴŜŜŘǎΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘΣ ǎŀƭŜǎ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ Ŧŀƛƭǎ 
because:
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Figure 4. Right Drivers + Acceptable Level of Detractors = Will Do

3

If the driversƻŦ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƛƴ ǇƭŀŎŜ ςƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ƛƴ 
sales, the necessary commitment to take action, the right self-image, and so on ςƛǘΩǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ 
ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ōŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦ 

Much as you might want your kid to go to medical school, if all they want to do is teach art history, medicine 

rarely works out.

If too many detractors are in place, the salesperson might know what to do and have the capability and drive to 

do it, but they still often fail. 

Square Pegs | Round Holes ςFailure to Assess and Improve Attributes

Sales Drivers and Detractors

You need sales 
people who

You need the right Key components

DetractorsDriversAttributesWill do

CapabilityCan do KnowledgeSkills

and

and
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3

Square Pegs | Round Holes ςFailure to Assess and Improve Attributes

Say a salesperson is listening to a prospect talk about his 

plans for a technology purchase. The prospect says he 

plans to move forward in three areas: A, B, and C.

The salesperson, having been through these technology 

challenges many times before, knows that A and B are 

good ideas, but C is a disaster waiting to happen. 

He should bring this up appropriately to the prospect, 

ǎŜŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƘŜΩǎ ƳƛǎǎƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘΣ ƛŦ ƘŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ 

thinks C is a bad idea, see if he can help get things on the 

right path. He might even have the conversation skill to 

be able to do this well. 

But if the salesperson has the detractor need for 

approvalΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ƘŜ ǿƻƴΩǘ ǎŀȅ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

salespeople with a need for approval have great difficulty 

speaking with prospects about anything that might upset 

the prospect or rock the boat in their relationship. 

This detractor attribute will, in this situation and many 

ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘΣ ƛƴƘƛōƛǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƭŜǎǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ǘƘŜ 

prospect make better decisions, to build a trusted 

advisor relationship, and set themselves apart from 

competitors. 

So while he had the capability to sell, something else 

was holding him back from reaching top performance. 

Neglect attributes ïreal, incisive inquiry into each person ïand sales training 

initiatives come out of the gate with weights tying them down.

Example: But He Wonôt Like Meé
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On the Road to Nowhere ðFailure to Define, 
Support, and Drive Action
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9{ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǳǇ ǘƻ тл҈ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘƛȊŜŘ ǎŀƭŜǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ process.13

So what, right? 

According to sales researchers Jim DickieŀƴŘ .ŀǊǊȅ ¢ǊŀƛƭŜǊ ƛƴ ά¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ²Ƙŀǘ ¸ƻǳǊ {ŀƭŜǎ aŀƴŀƎŜǊ ƛǎ ¦Ǉ 

!Ǝŀƛƴǎǘέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Harvard Business Review,14ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ άŘȅƴŀƳƛŎέ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ άŀŘ ƘƻŎΣέ άƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭΣέ ƻǊ 

άŦƻǊƳŀƭέ ǎŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ results:

4

Figure 5. A Dynamic Sales Methodology Improves Sales Results
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A check of the 2010 version of the same research15 revealed the following comparisons between the lower two 

process categorizations (Ad Hoc and Informal) and the top categorization (Dynamic).

4

Figure 6. A Dynamic Sales Methodology Improves 

Sales Results Similarly Years Later

On the Road to Nowhere ςFailure to Define, Support, and Drive Action

In the same research report, CSO noted that 86.7% of 
companies that employed a specific sales methodology 
ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ άƳƻŘŜǎǘ ƻǊ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘέΣ ǿƛǘƘ 
ƻƴƭȅ пΦф҈ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅ ƘŀŘ άƴƻ 
ƛƳǇŀŎǘέ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎΦ

Those 70% of companies that ŘƻƴΩǘhave a standard 
process and methodology underperform those that do 
by significant amounts. 
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The power of process and methodology  cannot be 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀǘŜŘΦ IŜǊŜΩǎ why:

Process: A systematic series of actions, typically grouped 
in stages, aimed at producing a specific output.

Process ƛǎ ŀ ƎǳƛŘŜ ǘƻ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΦ bƻ ƎǳƛŘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ 
on the road to nowhere. 

Process helps people be efficient and get more 
done.

Process prevents re-inventing the wheel.

Process allows for process improvement. If you 
can measure it you can manage it. Find the 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǎǳŎŎŜŜŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ 
doing to succeed, and you can help other people 
do the same.

Methodology: A system of strategies, principles, rules, 
guidelines, tools, learning approaches, language, and 
evaluation methods for selling. 

Methodology provides guidelines and tools for 
how to do specific things in the sales process like 
leading sales conversations, prospecting, 
delivering presentations, closing, goals setting, 
account expansion, and so on.

Methodology creates a shared language that 
everyone in the company understands, uses, and 
follows.

Methodology ƘŜƭǇǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ άǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪǎέ ƛƴ 
various areas of the process, and provides a 
platform to share that across the sales force and 
company.

4

On the Road to Nowhere ςFailure to Define, Support, and Drive Action

Process and Methodology

If you want sales training to succeed, donôt let it float in a process-less and 

methodology-less vacuum. Provide a framework that salespeople can follow 

systematically to move prospects through the pipeline. 
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Process and methodology are essentially guides for 

behavior. They help you know when to do certain 

things (process) and how to do them well 

(methodology). 

{ŀƭŜǎ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƎŜǘǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŦŀǊΣ ōǳǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ 

goal setting and action planning to further guide 

behavior, misses a huge opportunity to boost results. 

When researching one of our own books, we spoke to 

5ǊΦ WƛƳ IŀǊǘŜǊΣ DŀƭƭǳǇ /ƻƴǎǳƭǘƛƴƎΩǎ /ƘƛŜŦ {ŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘ ƻŦ 

Workplace Management and Well-Being. Gallup has 

ŀǎƪŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ мнΦр Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ά5ƻ L ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ 

ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ƻŦ ƳŜ ŀǘ ǿƻǊƪΚέ Wǳǎǘ ƻǾŜǊ ƘŀƭŦ ŀƴǎǿŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ άǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ŀƎǊŜŜΦέ 

In ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ƘŀƭŦ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǎƻ ǎǳǊŜ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ 

expected of them at work.

5ǊΦ IŀǊǘŜǊ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǘƻƭŘ ǳǎΣ ά²ƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ 

suffers dramatically with those that answer below 

ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ŀƎǊŜŜΦΩέ

In other research by Dave Kurlan, a review of 

assessment results of 400,000 salespeople compared 

the top 5% versus the bottom 5%. 

Among the results was the following:

Top 5% of salespeople: 100% have 

written goals.

Bottom 5% of salespeople: 16% have 

written goals. 16

Nothing says ñroad to nowhereò more than 

lack of goals and action plans. 

4

On the Road to Nowhere ςFailure to Define, Support, and Drive Action

Goals and Action Planning
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