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Chapter 2 

Developing Successful 
Salespeople 

 
 
Training is not an end in itself. Ultimately, training must produce good performance to be 
worth the time and resources it takes to accomplish. Salespeople are successful if they do 
most of the right things most of the time. When training, think of the 50–70–90 percent 
rule: 
 
50%ers People who perform only 50% of the right things 50% of the time are 

average to below-average salespeople. Their performance suffers 
because they consistently fail to take many of the steps necessary to be 

successful. 50%ers are either people who haven’t learned what to do or 
experienced people who lack the motivation to do what they know how 
to do. 
 

70%ers People who perform only 70% of the right things 70% of the time are 
average to above-average salespeople. These salespeople use most of 
the skills most of the time, but they periodically skip a step or take 
shortcuts. During brief periods of time, they may perform like top 
performers. But, in the long run, they skip enough steps to prevent them 
from rising to the top. 
 

90%ers People who perform 90% of the right things 90% of the time are world-

class salespeople. They attain uniformly high performance because they 
consistently apply the skills without skipping steps. 

 
Your role as a trainer is to teach salespeople to do the right things more frequently. This 
will lead them to do things more effectively. 
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Successful salespeople are determined by three key elements: 

 Talent. These are the personal attributes and motivational characteristics inherent 
in a person. Talent defines the inner self of the person and include such factors as 
ego drive, empathy, resilience, integrity, work ethic, etc. Having the required talent 
doesn’t guarantee success, but not having the talent almost always leads to failure. 

 Knowledge. This element outlines what a person must know to successfully 
represent a product or service. 

 Skills. This element outlines what a person must be able to do to be successful. Skills 
represent observable behaviors that enable people to manage themselves (e.g., 
organization, priority setting, etc.) and to persuade others (e.g., presentation skills, 

negotiating, closing, etc.). 
 
All sales jobs are not alike. Each has its own unique combination of these three elements 
that determine success. However, sales is like most professions because there are basic 
fundamentals that govern most, if not all, sales jobs. 
 
Because skills and knowledge respond best to training, they represent the majority of 
training efforts. According to Sales Training in America, “New salespeople training consists 
of 57% skills, 42% knowledge, and 1% attitudes. Experienced salespeople receive 65% 
skills training, and 35% knowledge training.”1 
 
Successful companies hire people who have the innate talent for selling and then use 

training to give them the knowledge and skills to succeed. Unfortunately, many companies 
feel training is a substitute for poor hiring. Nothing could be further from the truth. If a 
person lacks the talent, all that a company will get is a well-trained salesperson who can’t 
perform the job. 
 
This book was written under the assumption that the people being trained have the talent 
to do the job. My goal is to provide activities that address the fundamental areas that 
respond best to training. Therefore, these fundamental areas have been divided into five 
key areas of knowledge and ten basic selling skills. 

                                                 
1
 Sales Training in America, A Benchmarking Report on Sales Training and Development Practices in 235 Companies in 

Seven Major Industries. Anthony J. Fresina & Associates, Inc./Executive Knowledgeworks, 1988. 
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The five key areas of Knowledge include: 
 Customer knowledge 
 Product knowledge 
 Market/industry knowledge 
 Competitive knowledge 
 Self-knowledge 

 
The ten basic Skills include: 

 Developing new business 
 Discovering needs 
 Presenting 
 Neutralizing and resolving objection 

 Closing 
 Negotiating 
 Developing and managing sales relationships 
 Account retention 
 Mastering time 
 Managing success 

 
The diagram below depicts the synergistic relationship that exists between talent, 
knowledge, and skills. 
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 Self  Mastering Time  

   Managing Success  
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The activities contained in this book can help you increase the knowledge and develop the 
skills of your salespeople. The following key will guide you to those activities that 
correspond to the specific areas of knowledge and skills in which you are interested. Most 
activities relate to more than one area or skill. 
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