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Research Overview:
For decades, in our sales consulting practice, 

sales executives from nearly all companies we’ve 

worked with have complained about their frustration 

that frontline sales managers don’t do the kind of 

sales coaching that sales teams really need. They 

asserted repeatedly that it’s a key driver of poor 

selling results, turnover, and lost opportunity.

In early 2016, we interviewed 50 sales executives 

from a variety of Fortune 500 companies for an 

article series on trends in selling.  We were surprised 

by the answers we got to some of the questions we 

asked, which led to an intensive 3-year research 

project to validate and understand the underlying 

factors and workable solutions to these remarkably 

consistent insights from these interviews.

The question that started it all was, “what do you see 

as the 3-4 most limiting factors when it comes to the 

performance of your sales teams?”   

Keep in mind, the people we interviewed all had 

sales teams of at least 500 and some as many 

as 15,000.  We were expecting to hear answers 

centered around the complexity of selling, the 

challenge of integrating technology, keeping up 

with the pace of change, leveraging CRM systems 

and navigating the challenge of multiple decision 

influencers.  Certainly, these factors came up, but 

they were far less mentioned compared to the 4-5 

most limiting factors that concerned these sales 

executives most.

“what do you 
see as the 3-4 
most limiting 
factors when 
it comes to the 
performance 
of your sales 
teams?”  
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We recorded and analyzed their responses and, by 

far, the 5 most frequently mentioned results-limiting 

factors (4 related to sales behaviors and 1 related to 

management behavior) were:

Talking too much on sales calls 
1.

Not asking good, relevant questions  

at the right time in the sales process

2.

Inability to articulate a compelling,  

persuasive value proposition and 

differentiating factors

3.

Inability to guide the sales process  

so every sales interaction leads to  

clear action or closing steps

4.

Front line sales managers that can’t  

or won’t coach salespeople out of  

these 4 results-limiting habits

5.

Too Much 
Talking

No Closing 
Process

Uninspiring 
Value

Poor  
Questions

Lack of 
Coaching
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As a result, we organized a far more intensive 

research effort that included:

● Interviews with 250 more sales executives 

 from companies that collectively have over 

 150,000 salespeople.

● Testing of sales teams from dozens of  

 these same companies to determine their  

 core competencies in the basic fundamentals 

 of selling 

● Analysis of the different coaching and  

 training methods being used to address  

 the 5 results-limiting factors

● Extensive testing and refining of the one 

 coaching and training approach that has  

 a lasting impact on those 5 limiting factors
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Step #1 - 250 More Interviews  
With Leading Sales Executives
Our research team then setup 250 more interviews with sales 

executives from medium and large companies around the world to get 

a wider sampling.  Because these issues require context and setup 

in order to get opinions, it wasn’t practical to just send out surveys to 

these top executives, nor would many executives have responded. 

Instead, we set up 45-minute interviews and ran them all through a 

similar set of questions.  Interviews were recorded and analyzed.  

Their responses were consistent with the initial interviews.  They agreed 

those same 5 results-limiting factors are the biggest obstacle to better sales 

results as it applies to sales organizations that sell through a sales force 

that speaks to or meets with customers to generate sales.  Other results-

limiting areas that came up consistently as contributing factors included:

• Increased turnover driven by the fundamentals of our economy 

and aggressive recruiting from competing firms

• Inability to leverage CRM tools to their maximum potential

• A consistent trend toward more consensus driven decision making on larger 

purchases and the difficulty of getting to and influencing all the influencers

• Sales managers that are often promoted before they’re ready, or because 

they were top producers themselves and are not given nearly enough 

training and coaching to transition into that front line sales management role

• Buyers and decision makers that are increasingly impatient with the 

time consuming consultative sales process and expect salespeople 

to be more prepared, bring more value and stop wasting their 

time with questions they can easily research on their own
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“What makes 
you different 
or better 
than your 
competitor?”   

Step #2 - Sales Team Testing
Testing salespeople from different companies in a consistent 

way to yield useful comparative data is an incredibly complex 

thing to do. There are many factors that impact the way they 

sell including, B2B vs. B2C, long cycle selling vs. shorter 

more transactional selling, multi influencer selling, selling to 

enterprises vs. the SMB market, complex product-service 

solutions vs. cookie cutter type solutions. Some sales processes 

are carefully scripted as in selling timeshare properties and 

some are much more free flowing as in selling complex 

consulting services to a C-Suite decision maker.  Incentives and 

financial motivators play a big role in selling styles as well. 

What we wanted was a simple, repeatable way to test 

the basic selling skills of a wide range of sales teams that 

would yield comparative data related to those 5 limiting 

selling factors those 300 sales executives agreed on. 

We determined that the one question virtually every 

decision maker (influencer, customer, prospect, etc.) has 

of every seller is, “What makes you different or better 

than your competitor?”  Except in very rare circumstances, 

this is one of the most important questions they have, 

whether or not they ask it directly. So we set up our 

testing methodology around this obvious question. 

Nearly all salespeople know this is a question or issue on 

the mind of decision makers and most training programs 

address this question in one way or another.  Virtually every 

book on selling ever written addresses how important 

this question is, so this is a question that should not 

surprise most salespeople or catch them off guard.
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When we started testing salespeople on this simple question, 

we realized quickly we had found a highly effective approach to 

compare most salespeople in a fair and objective way. 

The setup was, we’d turn on a recording device and tell the salesperson to 

imagine a customer or decision maker they know reasonably well.  Someone 

they’ve already spent time with, asked discovery questions, listened to and 

learned from.  At one point, that decision maker asked them a simple question 

which was: “Help me understand what it is that makes your company 

and solution (or product) different and better than your competitor?”

 

The rules for the exercise were:

• Salespeople being tested had to answer the question as if speaking directly 

to that decision maker.  This was not a discussion of what they might or 

should say, but an actual test of them saying it, the key was to get them 

to verbalize how they actually would respond in a real selling situation. 

• They were directed to answer the question in an 

effective way that would have maximum impact

• They were not allowed to answer the question with a question

• They were told to feel free to tailor their response according 

to what they knew about that decision maker

• They were directed to end their response in the best way they knew how 

Every salesperson we tested from dozens of companies was able to answer 

this question along with two other follow up questions which were:

• How would your best customers describe what it is that makes your 

company, products and customer service better than your competitors? 

• When you say your customer service is better, 

what exactly do you mean by that?
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Before we tested any sales teams, we interviewed several people in the 

company that were identified as their best communicators when it came to 

actually explaining to their customers their value proposition, competitive 

advantages and differentiating factors.  These were the top performers and 

they shared with us their best practices, the essence of what made their 

company different and the best open-ended questions to connect to their value 

statements.  As such, we already knew what top performer responses should 

sound like before we did the testing.  This allowed us to rate and compare their 

responses against a top performer benchmark, specific to each sales team.

Their responses were then analyzed and rated in these 7 areas by the same 

four-person team to insure consistency and low tolerance calibration.

Here is the criteria we used to rate the effectiveness of the responses in the initial 

testing before any training was given to impact their effectiveness.

Indicator Description (On a 10-Point Scale)

1 Clarity / Concise
How crisp, concise and efficient is the rep's Value 

Proposition. Brevity-saying more with less

2 Engagement
How the rep uses strategic open-ended questions 

to maintain control of the conversation

3 Confidence How much conviction was demonstrated in the rep's voice

4 Tailored
How the rep responds to the customer's question(s) 

demonstrating empathy and linking their Value Proposition 

to what the customer said their needs were

5 Knowledge
Reps command of the core differentiating factors 

and competitive advantages of the company

6 Genuine / Sincerity Flow, natural, ease of conversation, friendly, connecting

7 Structured Response
Can skillfully apply a framework and structure to their 

responses that reduces friction, conveys relevant compelling 

information and naturally engages the prospect



SALESGYM RESEARCH: 5 HABITS THAT LIMIT MOST SALES TEAMS 10

A look at the data
Here are the collective scores of dozens of sales teams that were tested on 

a 1-10 point scale in each of the rating criteria areas before any training or 

coaching was given.

5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100

Clarity / Concise 37.68%

Engagement 23.93%

Confidence 45.36%

Tailored 39.11%

Knowledge 54.38%

Genuine 43.39%

Structured 29.46%

Before National Average

What the data shows:

• Over 90% of the salespeople we tested do not have a clear 

understanding of the distinct competitive advantages of their company 

and, to a large extent, improvise them when asked directly to explain 

them.  This causes lengthy answers that are disorganized

• Over 70% of the salespeople tested have a hard time naturally connecting an 

open ended question to a value statement they make and naturally default to 

closed ended questions that cause them to lose control of the sales process
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• Over 70% of the time, salespeople ask open 

ended questions that are not directly relevant to 

the value statement they just made.  This causes 

a disconnect to the flow of the conversation for 

the prospect or customer and often gives them 

the feeling the salesperson is not listening

• What causes most salespeople to talk too 

much is they do not organize their messaging 

around clear themes.  For most, the themes 

should be distinct differentiating factors and 

unfortunately, they are not practicing this much

• It takes structure to deliver strong, concise 

communication and less than 20% of the salespeople 

we tested know how to structure a response to a 

question a prospect may have in a way that has impact 

and enables them to keep control of the conversation

• Confidence and sincerity is directly connected 

to how knowledgeable and structured we 

are in the way we communicate

of the time, salespeople 
ask open ended questions 
that are not directly 
relevant to the value 
statement they just made

Over 
70%

of the salespeople we 
tested know how to 
structure a response 

Less then 

20%
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Step #3 - Analysis of Different Training 
and Coaching Approaches
Based on the interviews and testing, it was clear that despite all the 

money invested in training, coaching programs and incentives to 

get sales managers to focus harder on coaching, most salespeople 

were not improving in the most obvious selling skill areas.

Given that the founders of the SalesGym have been in sales consulting 

and training since the late 80’s, we were already very familiar with 

the different training programs and approaches sales organizations 

have used over the years.  They fall into 5 broad categories.

The analytic, instruction driven model

• Popular approach, well suited for 

the one to many teaching approach

• Often features the latest and 

greatest new approach, author 

of the month and newest model 

to present new and fresh ideas

• Good for new hire training and 

programs that have a lot of 

information, analytic models and 

information to be presented in a 

compressed time frame 

 

 

• Has a low percentage of actual 

practice and that practice is 

nearly always peer-to-peer 

• Interesting new models, research, 

diagrams and process flows 

are the standout elements 

of this type of training

• Very popular for large event 

type gatherings, team meetings 

and awards type gatherings

• It’s easy to find guest speakers and 

facilitators for this type of program
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The case study model

• Another popular approach, designed around analysis of 

actual or fictitious deals to analyze and understand

• Well suited for the one to many delivery approach

• Tends to have a lot of lecture and analysis leading to 

one big practice situation with team competitions and 

share outs of what was learned in the big exercise

• This style is often filled with team building 

exercises and group competitions

• Case studies can be interesting to dissect, but there is often little real 

practice and the learning is based on notes taken during the program

The online interactive model

• Often used with shorter cycle, more transactional 

selling and contact center type selling

• Good for getting product oriented information out

• The most scalable, cost effective approach 

and increasingly more popular

• Effective for quick updates and JIT 

information flow to the sales team

• Interactive exercises tend to be unrealistic, less effective

• Improvements in VR hold promise for the future, but as 

of today, are not delivering a realistic selling challenge
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The role play and discussion model

• More interactive and engaging than the other three approaches

• Used less often, requires more skill to conduct in an effective way 

• Usually involves one repetition with a comprehensive critique/analysis at the end

• Time consuming for sales managers to do 1-on-1 which is why so few actually do it

• When done in a one to many classroom situation, peer-to-peer role plays 

often feel unrealistic and participant engagement varies considerably

• Is most effective when the salesperson is practicing with a top performer 

that knows how to coach.  These people are often few and far between

• This is, generally speaking, what most sales executives would like to see 

their sales managers doing more of but are frustrated they do so little of it

The athlete centered model 

• Rarest of the 5 models

• Has a much lower ratio of coach to participant … often 1-to-1

• Based on how elite sports teams train their athletes

• Is built on short, consistent weekly practice sessions that become 

an important element of the culture of the sales team

• Drills are rehearsal based, focusing on specific skills, one at a time

• Requires a comprehensive practice system 

• When done effectively, is by far the most effective at 

breaking the most stubborn bad selling habits

• Requires skillful practice coaches that understand how to 

conduct fast paced 1-on-1 drills with incremental coaching
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Coaching 
Approaches
Most of the executives we interviewed told us they 

had programs in place to teach sales coaching and 

when we took a deeper look, what we found was 

the sales coaching programs they presented were 

focused around three distinct types of sales coaching:

• Strategic coaching, a popular form of “sales coaching” 

as understood by front line sales managers, is the 

analysis of numbers, metrics, pipeline, territory and 

performance data combined with the discussion of 

that data and strategy to influence sales behavior

• Observational coaching, another popular style 

of sales coaching, is based around observing 

salespeople in actual selling situations and then giving 

feedback and suggestions on how to improve 

• Motivational coaching is the effort to get the 

sales team motivated around goals, personal 

motivating factors and the energy component 

to work harder, be more focused, etc.

• We call these three styles strategic, observational and 

motivational coaching. Sales managers that spend a higher 

percentage of their time coaching, typically are doing these 

three types of coaching.  Unfortunately, these three types 

of coaching have a minimal impact on the 4 mistakes most 

salespeople are making on actual sales calls and meetings. 

There is, however one other style of sales coaching 

that is far more effective.

have a minimal 
impact on the 4 
mistakes most 
salespeople 
are making 
on actual 
sales calls and 
meetings
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The Athlete Centered Model  
of Sales Coaching
This style is called the “athlete centered model” because it involves 

coaching salespeople the same way athletes are coached, with 

practice, repetition and incrementally increasing difficulty and 

feedback. It’s practice and rehearsal based whereas most other 

forms of sales coaching is discussion and advice based.  This is a 

significant difference that many sales executives are not aware of.  

Most sales coaching is actually discussion and advice which is why 

it is so ineffective at breaking habits that are deeply ingrained and 

uncomfortable or awkward to change.

Occasionally, by some random occurrence, we’ve run into a sales 

manager that has learned this approach to coaching. Often, it’s a 

sales manager that has had experience coaching in athletics and 

brings those methods over to their sales organization. This style can 

have a dramatic impact on breaking bad selling habits when it is done 

skillfully.  They are, generally speaking, lone wolves in this respect as 

there are very few sales organizations that teach and hold their sales 

managers accountable to this style of coaching and training. 

VS

Traditional Training 
& coaching

Athletic-StyleTraining 
& coaching

1-4 day trainings in a class 
a few times a year by an 
instructor focused on many 
skills at once as a group

Verbal practice done regularly 
focusing on one skill at a time 
week after week with one-
on-one help from a coach
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Step #4 - Testing the Athlete Centered 
Training and Coaching Approach
In 2018, in response to the clear evidence traditional sales and 

coaching methods don’t impact those 4 core selling mistakes much, 

we began testing the Athlete Based Model to see if more “normal” 

sales managers could learn it and execute it effectively.  This model 

has the following elements to it:

• Eliminates the 1-3 day intensive sales seminars 

that are expensive and disruptive

• Training and coaching is spread out over 3-6 months, depending on the 

number of topics and skills to be practiced, measured and mastered

• Sales team members learn one topic at a time with convenient online learning 

materials to prepare them for an intensive 30-minute drills-rehearsal session 

with a practice coach.  The 1-on-1 time is leveraged to be more of a personal 

trainer experience than a typical sales coaching discussion experience

• The coaching is focused exclusively on drills and rehearsal 

based coaching with minimal time put into the far more familiar 

motivational, strategic or observational coaching methods

• This approach removes the expense where it’s not needed as in travel, 

time out of the field and expensive celebrity trainers and instead, put 

that investment into direct, 1-on-1 coaching with a practice coach that 

is paid to break bad habits and practice the skills of top performers

Train Salespeople 
like Athletes

Rigurous verbal practice drills 
that start easy and increase in 
difficulty over time with a sales 
coach to hold them accountable.

Bite-Sized + Repetition

One skill at a time, practiced 
repeatedly with coaching help. 
Build upon each skill week after 
week, month after month.

Demo Rich Environment

Salespeople experience what 
“great” sounds like from their 
coach, peers and subject matter 
experts along with a library of 
best practice audio examples.
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it was far more 
challenging, 
fast paced 
and intense 
than any 
sales training 
they had ever 
experienced

Impact of the Athlete Model  
on Selling Skills
What we did is put the same salespeople we tested earlier through 

several rehearsal style drills delivered 1-on-1 with a well trained 

practice coach. 

• Each company’s sales messaging was organized in a simple, 

easy to learn way and put online with communication best 

practices of the company’s top producers. The salespeople were 

instructed to spend a minimum of 30-minutes reviewing the 

materials in preparation for their practice coaching session.

• Salespeople went through 2-3 weeks of this type of coaching to see how 

quickly this approach would impact their verbal selling skills, answering 

the same questions they were asked prior to the training and coaching.

• The practice drills were designed around rapid repetition with 

short bursts of feedback, keeping the emphasis on 

listening to demonstrations of excellence and quickly 

practicing over and over as if hitting shot after shot 

on the driving range.  The coach would give only one 

improvement suggestion at a time and demonstration 

after demonstration of top performer examples.  

• The participant’s coaching sessions were recorded 

and analyzed by the same 4-person coaching team 

that did the initial testing so reliable evaluations of 

before and after progress could be gauged.

• 100% of all salespeople given this coaching-training 

experience remarked that they had never been given 

this kind of coaching on selling skills before. Their 

comments were that it was far more challenging, fast 

paced and intense than any sales training they had ever 

experienced and the 1-on-1 delivery style was far more 

personalized, with more accountability to improve.



SALESGYM RESEARCH: 5 HABITS THAT LIMIT MOST SALES TEAMS 19

Clarity / Concise

5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100

Engagement

Confidence

Tailored 

Knowledge

Genuine

Structured

37.68%

66.83%

23.93%

64.50%

45.36%

67.73%

39.11%

60.50%

54.38%

70.83%

43.39%

66.17%

29.46%

70.17%

Before National Average

After National Average

Before and After 
National Average

Before and After Comparative Ratings
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• They don’t know how. This is not the 

educational and learning experience 

they had as they learned selling.

• It is difficult to build a practice system for 

front line sales managers that has the tools 

they need to coach salespeople the way 

elite sports teams coach their athletes.

• Sales messaging is an ultra important part 

of changing the bad verbal selling habits 

and most sales organizations do not have 

it organized in a way that the entire sales 

team can learn, practice and master it.

• It takes a serious effort to train front 

line sales managers to become 

practice coaches and most sales 

organizations don’t have people onboard 

capable of coaching the coaches.

• The model of classroom instruction 

that is (hopefully) followed up on by 

sales managers in the field is familiar 

and systems are in place to execute 

the logistics needed to support it.

• Athlete centered coaching and training 

involves more accountability and this 

causes stress and pressure to execute. 

Some sales organizations are resistant 

to this kind of stress and are more 

comfortable with existing bad habits.

Why more sales organizations don’t do this far more effective sales and training methodology
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66.5%

30.1%

8.8%

10.8%

13.3%

27.6%

Median cumulative messaging score
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The coe�cient of variance/ 
precision of repeatability of the finding

Before

After
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Conclusions
The athlete based training and coaching approach 

is, by far, the most effective approach to breaking 

the 4 most common bad habits in selling that sales 

executives estimate over 70% of all salespeople have.

1. The two verbal patterns that salespeople get into 

that cause the 4 most common bad selling  habits are:

• Using too many closed ended questions 

in their selling interactions.

• Poor ability to recall and verbalize distinct, persuasive 

competitive advantages followed by effective open ended 

questions that lead the sales process forward. 

2. It takes an entire practice system to execute this 

more effective coaching and training approach.

3. Sales managers MUST be coached more 

intensively to make the transition to become athlete 

centered practice coaches.

4. Sales messaging must be organized in a way that 

can be easily shared, practiced and mastered.  This is 

no small challenge as illustrated in the last third of “The 

Challenger Sale.”  This is one of the true missing links 

that far too many sales organizations are neglecting.

5. Not all sales teams are ready for a transition to 

this type of training and coaching and the culture 

shift it creates. More practice means more urgency to 

improve and accountability which creates friction. 

of all salespeople 
have the 4 most 
common bad habits 
in selling

Over 
70%

of the companies 
we interviewed 
do not have the 
most basic tools 
in place to coach 
and train their 
salespeople the way 
elite athletes are 
coached

90%

of all sales 
managers  
do not know how  
to effectively coach 
or train to break 
those habits

Over 
90%



The sales training techniques learned at SalesGym will help your 

team level up their verbal sales skills and close more deals.  

Contact us today to learn more about our training programs.  

Get expert sales knowledge.

salesgym.com | 415.604.2813


