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Would training have saved Willy Loman?
Remember the icon of the 1950s?: Clean-scrubbed men meticulously dressed in blue suits and felt hats, going
door to door peddling their wares--brushes, vacuum cleaners, encyclopedias. And the tin men of the 1970s?:
Cold-callers holed up in dank offices making endless pitches to leads unlikely to pan out. Or more recently,
young men and women moving through airports, wired to the gills with cell phones, laptops, and PDAs. They
are global travelers with a new agenda: sell, sell, sell until it's time to jump ship to the next hot market and sell
somewhere else.

Every one of those images is as real today as it was when it first touched America's consciousness. Sales-
people are still going door to door, dinners are still being interrupted (but by telemarketers), and companies in
all industries (not just the tech ones) now have account managers based in remote cities from Kansas to Kuala
Lumpur.

Think of an industry, any industry, and it's likely that it involves someone selling a product, relationship, or
solution. The sales profession is diverse in terms of the people who make their living at it, from high school
grads selling cell phones out of mall kiosks to well-heeled professionals working million-dollar deals from
corner offices or their cars. The question is how do you approach training in a field that not only varies greatly
by industry, but also by the age, education, experience, and skills of its practitioners? With such diversity; is
one approach even possible?

Steve Waterhouse of The Waterhouse Group, Scarborough, Maine, not only thinks it's possible, but it's also a
necessity. There are a few things to consider first.



"On a confidence scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being 'It's not worth getting up in the morning' and 10 being 'I can
conquer the world,' good salespeople are in the 8 to 10 range. It makes them different from the average person
in your company, who is probably a 5 and enters into a training program thinking, 'OK, there's something here
for me,'" says Waterhouse. "Your high-end salespeople believe they know most of [the training already]. They
believe they're more productive in front of customers than they ate in the training room and that it's not the best
use of their time. And they may be right. Many have a history of training classes where people did waste their
time."

Jennifer Hofmann of InSync Training Synergy agrees, "Part of the problem with the sales audience is keeping
their attention, because they know they could be making money [instead]. Three days out of the field is ... three
days without any revenue."

Creating an atmosphere and a curriculum that command a sales professional's time and attention can be
challenging for trainers. Waterhouse suggests that they approach salespeople with an attitude that lets them
know training will take an hour of their time to compensate them with skills and information. "Training
salespeople is more intense, more of a high-wire act, and definitely more of a value proposition than typical
training," he says. "Salespeople don't start the dock five minutes before a class but two hours before, and they
want to know why they haven't gotten anything out of it [in the first few minutes]."

"Salespeople want to know exactly what they need to know in a hurry," says Chris Dragon, vice president of
product development for KnowledgeNet. "Whatever you can give them to make knowledge transfer happen as
fast as possible makes them very happy campers."

Primitive beginnings
Twenty-three years ago, Linda Richardson left her job as a principal in the New York City school system to
head the corporate training program for a large New York bank. It was the first time she'd even heard of
corporate training. And it's little wonder, she recalls, as it was an industry with few competitors. Xerox ruled the
roost, and training wasn't as sophisticated as it is now.

"When I started, sales training was pretty primitive," she says, "Regardless of industry, whether you were a
banker or in manufacturing, you sold insurance," a fact that broke her first rule of training: Make it relevant. "It
didn't make sense to see salespeople who were responsible for selling financial solutions practicing all of their
role plays around insurance products."

Richardson and her colleagues came up with a consultative approach, asking questions and positioning
training to specific needs. Though it was closer to the way many companies train today, it was a far cry from
the typical training of two decades ago that was, as Richardson explains, an adversarial, high-pressure
approach that often degraded clients. "That worked at the time because there wasn't much competition," she
says. "Salespeople didn't have to differentiate on their knowledge of a client. There wasn't much
communication [either]. They just went in there and educated the client on the product."

The current sales environment is different. Sales-people no longer just sell products; they sell solutions,
customer relationships, and information. Selling is no longer the sole objective. Sales reps are expected to
deliver enterprise-wide solutions and a wealth of information on product lines, as well as become project
managers. At many companies, salespeople are expected to train clients on the products they sell.

Still, recent training approaches aren't that advanced from the one-style-fits-all approach, at tempting to apply
the same methods to account managers as to IT professionals or customer servicereps. But do the same rules



apply? Maybe in content, but in application? No way. Sales professionals don't learn the same way other
people do. Time restraints, increased mobility, and changing sales models require a new solution.
Unfortunately, many companies aren't even offering an old one. ASTD estimates that only 30 percent of U.S.
companies provide sales training, despite a marked increase in productivity as a result of selling skills-related
training. But to many experts, 30 percent is optimistic.

"Thirty percent seems incredibly high to me," says Sam Parker, co-founder of JustSell.com. "And most training
deemed sales training is nothing more than delivering product knowledge. It's not teaching the skills to move to
closure." Out of a US$57.9 billion corporate training industry, only 14 percent or US$8.1 billion is spent on
sales training, according to JustSell.com's research. Most salespeople are still learning at the School of Hard
Knocks.

The simplest solution
Where there's a lack of sales training, there's a sales rep who's taking a beating. But that has always been the
case in this field. High turnover is expected, though the rules of the game are changing. Thirty years ago, a
company could count on the fact that the people who survived the first two years would often go on to finish
their careers with the same company. But talented sales professionals no longer make a career out of selling
for one company all their lives. Competition is fierce. Unless companies plan to rely on an ever-inexperienced
salesforce, they must take action.

So, how do you encourage salespeople to stay or perform to maximum potential while they're there?
Unfortunately, companies with high turnover often overlook the simplest solution: training.

"Well, I think there are two problems. One, management says if it can't get 20 years of ROI out of them, then
why should it bother to train them. The companies cut back because they feel like they're training someone
else's salespeople," says Waterhouse. "But experience says the opposite. Organizations that do a better job of
training their people tend to have lower turnover. Studies show that training, in fact, breeds commitment to an
organization. Companies need to be aware that sales training is worth doing."

Waterhouse also points out that while you might not be able to count on people devoting 20 years of their
careers selling for your company, they're still drawing a paycheck today. "Do you want that pay check to result
in a minimum return or a maximum return?" he asks.

Another approach to dealing with high turnover is by rethinking the way you train and when you train.
Companies plagued by high turnover still insist on training quarterly or less, which often leaves new
salespeople going for months without formal training. Some people may be born to sell, but many can learn the
skills to be excellent salespeople if properly trained. Personalized training that offers professional development
encourages people to stay with a company and serve the clients who have grown to trust and depend on them
for products and solutions. Offering training in a variety of delivery modes will help ensure that salespeople use
it.

Enter e-learning
E-learning seems likely to increase corporate sales training, but many sales divisions are reluctant to replace
annual gatherings where training traditionally takes place. Salespeople tend to be gregarious and look forward
to these meetings. Not to spoil the fun, but some companies have found the switch to e-learning a financial
necessity.



"We used to have meetings quarterly, where we would bring our entire field in for product updates and required
courses," says Peggy Maddox, senior manager of learning tools and solutions for San Francisco-based Cisco
Systems. "When we started, we had only four products. We now have 40,000 orderable items on the price list.
You can't keep adding a day to the training [every time] you get a new product." The cost for those quarterly
updates ran into millions for travel and lost sales time. "We had no choice but to put the stuff on the Web." To
be sure, it met some resistance.

When Cisco's business units wanted to continue to promote their products, they started what were called "road
shows," which entailed a group of engineers traveling around the world to various sales offices. "There were 50
business units, and all of them were doing road shows," says Maddox. "They were going out to different sales
offices, but it was the same solution." Now, even the road show content is on the Web, where it can be
accessed via a video-on-demand presentation. Each module has been broken down into 10 half-day courses,
allowing account managers to take them as needed.

InSync's Hofmann is optimistic that e-learning will eventually abate salespeople's fears of losing valuable
selling time and the networking opportunities of annual sales meetings. Her company recently partnered with
Mentergy to create a sales training "Webinar" based on a synchronous learning approach. "Synchronous
training minimizes time out of the field and gets training out that might not have gotten there in the first place,"
says Hofmann. "And if participants can take 45 minutes online for a live seminar, for instance, they no longer
have to make the choice to go to training or go out and sell."

For a complete solution to corporate sales training, most companies find e-learning lacking. "The problem with
e-learning is that people are using it as a frontline training tool, and it's not a good frontline training tool. It's a
wonderful backline or secondary training tool," says Waterhouse. "E-learning is a wonderful reminder."

Wireless is the way
If e-learning is a good reminder, then wireless delivery is a smack upside the head. Wireless just may be the
perfect platform to deliver just-in-time training reminders and the handy chunks of product information that
sales professionals need while in the field. But developing the content and getting sales-people to use it is a
challenge.

Right now, most sales professionals go into the field with little else than a cell phone and a briefcase. Though
some companies do provide laptops, it's safe to say such tools aren't ubiquitous. Fortunately, many companies
have started to realize that the top producers are wired. With laptops, PDAs, and WAP-enabled cell phones,
successful salespeople are eager to access all of the learning tools and sales information their companies
have to offer. Leading-edge companies are starting to deliver, albeit slowly.

For example, Monsanto provides Palm handhelds to their entire salesforce, allowing trainers to push email
reminders to the field and the sales reps to pull information from Websites such as Avantgo. Consultants from
Cisco found as they toured Asia that their salespeople have little interest in rich multimedia, Web-based
training but want the information delivered to their PDAs right before they walk into a sales call.

Microsoft is also seeing a proliferation of Pocket-PCs among its salesforce. Says Chris Schuler, "The app is
email or scheduling. Outside of that, not much exists." That seems to be the case with most companies, though
Schuler's team may be changing that. Instead of creating documents for account managers to download to
their PCs, they've created an application that lets users interact on the go with learning objects from the
company's Voyager Learning Center.



In another example, KnowledgeNet is creating impressive multimedia-rich applications, complete with MP3
audio and flash animation for the mobile platform.

But the bottom line is use and retention. "It's not what you know that counts," says Waterhouse. "It's what you
can remember, especially in sales. Sales-people have to be constantly loading their brains with facts and ideas
and be able to pull up information in a hurry. E-learning or a one-day live event isn't enough. But combined with
some kind of mobile delivery, [training] can be."

Sales training gets emotional
Moline, Illinois, isn't the easiest place to get to, but John Deere sales training manager Tony Loyd hopes the
company's new sales representatives never stop visiting.

John Deere, known for its big green tractors, is a good example of a global company facing the difficulties of
training a diverse salesforce, managing an enormous amount of product information, and maintaining a culture
that reaps intense loyalty from its mom-and-pop dealers and publicly traded distributors alike.

Although the company had the foresight to offer a wealth of product information via various Web-based dealer
portals, word from the field wasn't encouraging. "The dealer portals gave sales-people access to mountains of
information, but they were drowning in info and starving for knowledge," says Loyd. It was time to rethink
Deere's approach.

Deere chose Logic Bay to rework its product information delivery and traditional five-day, classroom-based
course called Fundamentals of Product, which requires new sales reps to make the trip to headquarters in
Moline. The solution integrated a Saba LMS and a blended approach. The five-day course was cut to two, with
product fundamentals formatted into reusable learning objects and integrated into a new Web-based training
program.

So why not put the entire course online? Though the cost savings was tempting--placing product training online
would level the playing field in cost and quality of training for the various-sized dealerships--Deere thinks sales
training should be classroom-based. Then there were the emotional factors to consider. Doing away with
training at Moline would deprive new salespeople of the experience of seeing a town awash in John Deere
green, observing the products rolling off of the assembly line, and, most important, talking to the men and
women who have spent their careers building the machines the salespeople sell.

"When salespeople tour those factories, the workers walk off the assembly line and come over and ask, 'What
kind of questions can I answer for you? That's my tractor going down the line right there. I'm building that,'"
says Loyd. "A huge pride of workmanship comes forth. Salespeople walk away saying, 'Holy smoke, these
people love this stuff.' We don't want to lose that impact."

An emotional experience. Training. A little e-learning. Now that's a formula for success.

~~~~~~~~
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