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      The Wizard’s Instructions


      There are no jobs with a future, only people with a future.


      A few years ago we were making our way down Bourbon Street in the New Orleans French Quarter. We had finished our meetings

         for the day and were in search of a cold beverage. It was late afternoon, and the street was already filling up with visitors.

         As we stopped at a corner, two boys about ten years of age came up and began studying our shoes intently. Just as we started

         to move along, one of the boys held out his hand and said, “Wait—I bet you a dollar I can tell you where you got them shoes.”

      


      We thought there was no real chance he could do this since we were from out of town. It would be a million-to-one shot for

         him to guess where we had bought our shoes, and even greater odds to guess for both of us because we were from different cities.

         “Are you going to tell us just the city or the store name?” we asked. He stared a bit more at our shoes and held out his own

         bet to his friend (more like his accomplice), who had somehow become the official money holder for this wager. He said, “I

         will tell you exactly, and I mean exactly, where you got them.” With that, we both handed over our dollars.

      


      After a few seconds the boy looked up at us and said, “Now, remember, I didn’t say I was gonna tell you where you bought those

         shoes. I said I was gonna tell you exactly where you got ’em. Right now, you got your shoes on your feet on Bourbon Street.”

      


      With that, they both turned and ran down the street with our money. It wasn’t until that moment—as our eyes were following

         them through the crowd—that we saw the wizard. He was heading our way down Bourbon Street. He was easy to spot. Dressed in

         a flowing purple costume with a peaked, purple wizard hat, he pulled a wishing well behind him. Even in the French Quarter,

         he looked a little bizarre. As he drew closer, we could see a sign on his well that read wishes of all kinds granted.

      


      Perhaps we had our own signs painted on our foreheads that said tourists: easy marks, because he stopped right next to us. Intrigued by his appearance, we asked what the going rate for a wish was these days.

         He eyed us up and down and, taking in our suits, asked, “Is this a business wish or a personal wish?” “Business,” we replied.

         “Well,” he said, “those are a bit more complicated. Personal wishes are only a dollar, but business wishes are three dollars.

         Of course, with a business wish, you get a lot more for your money!”

      


      Sure you do, we thought, but what the heck, this still had to be a better deal than spending a dollar each just to be told

         our shoes were on our feet, so we handed over three dollars. At that point he looked at us and said, “That’s three dollars

         apiece.” So, we coughed up another three dollars, and the wizard went to work.

      


      He began waving his hands slowly in the air and speaking in a raspy wizard’s voice. He instructed us to imagine clearly the

         wishes we had in mind. Then he asked us to visualize what would happen when our wishes were fulfilled. As we concentrated

         on this, he continued his incantation.

      


      When he was satisfied we had clearly visualized our wishes, he said, “Now, think of all the gifts you have. Think about your

         physical gifts, your mental gifts, and your spiritual gifts. Think about all the different abilities and capabilities you

         have.” He let us think for a moment as he continued his spell. Then, after a moment, he asked if we had those gifts clearly

         in mind. We both answered yes. He continued, “Think especially of those gifts and capabilities that would be useful in making

         your wish come true.” And so we thought about which of our strengths might help us, and exactly how we would use them.

      


      By this time a small crowd had gathered. This inspired the wizard to become even more dramatic. His demeanor became more mystical,

         his arm-waving more pronounced, and his voice even raspier. For six bucks we had our own Harry Potter Wizard on Bourbon Street.

         Then he said, “Now, I want you to think of all the people who might be able to help you make your wish come true. Not only

         people you know, but people you might meet who could help you. Think about what you would ask them to do and why they might

         want to help you.” So, we thought of all the people who might help us to make our wishes come true.

      


      While we were thinking about this, he threw flash paper into the air, which burst into flames. (Flambé of all kinds is popular

         in New Orleans.) The crowd was spellbound. Then, he asked us to close our eyes and think of the very first thing we could

         do to make our wishes come true. As we did this, he handed each of us a small card. “When you have the first step clearly

         in mind,” he said, “open your eyes and read the card.”

      


      In a few minutes we opened our eyes. The wizard was already on his way with his wishing well in tow. The crowd had dissipated

         except for a few stragglers curious about what the cards said. We read the cards, looked at each other, and nodded our heads

         in agreement.

      


      Many Wizards


      Take away the flash paper, the purple costume, the raspy voice, and what do you have? Well, for one thing, you have a funny-looking

         man with a wishing well and six dollars of our money! Is this wizard’s advice any good, or is it as worthless as being told

         your shoes are on your own feet? We were more than a little skeptical because over the years we have run into many self-proclaimed

         wizards, especially when it comes to advice about improved sales performance, a subject of keen interest to us.

      


      More than forty years ago, our researchers became curious about why some people perform their roles so much better than others

         do. What was different about the very best teachers, managers, or leaders? Although we were interested in all these professions,

         and eventually studied them, we began our research into job performance by studying sales. This is because, of all careers,

         sales has the most quantifiable results—ultimately, the numbers tell the most important story of sales performance. Gallup

         focused primarily on salespeople who were consistently in the top 25 percent of their companies’ sales forces. We found that

         the best performers sold four to ten times as much as average performers. These performers were not just incrementally better

         … they were a lot better. Customers not only bought more from them, but those same customers did it again and again. These top salespeople

         produced business with better margins. They tended to stay at their respective companies longer and developed more loyal relationships

         with their customers. We wanted to know what, if anything, is so special about such performers and why they are able to achieve

         so much more than their average counterparts.

      


      Over the years we have interviewed more than 250,000 salespeople, more than one million customers, and 80,000 managers. This

         research produced some surprising conclusions—conclusions that refute many popularly held conceptions about sales excellence.

      


      Dead Wrong


      Yes, many “wizards” have written about exceptional sales performance. These books are sometimes big sellers. Just like the

         newest diet books, they promise spectacular results. But lasting improvement from either kind of book is hard to find. The

         dieter may lose a few pounds only to see the weight return weeks later. A salesperson may read a new book and her sales may

         take an upward bounce, but usually her performance quickly falls back to prior levels.

      


      Why this consistent lack of success? Our research indicates that much of what has been written and taught about sales excellence

         has little to do with what really matters. All too many managers, authors, and wizards are dead wrong about what it takes

         to be a great sales performer.

      


      Put bluntly, we see a number of myths about sales performance pop up again and again. Unfortunately, these misconceptions

         have guided the sales management practices of too many companies, inadvertently hindering the productivity of their own salespeople.

         Throughout the pages of this book we will identify these myths and explain how they can impede your performance. We will also

         show you the compelling picture of sales success that emerges from more than a quarter of a million interviews and decades

         of research.

      


      One of these myths is that anyone can sell as long as he has enough desire and training. Recently we worked with the manager

         of a regional mortgage brokerage company. Frank had been in sales management for many years and believed that as long as someone

         could walk and talk and had enough desire, he could teach that person to sell. As you might guess, quite a few applicants

         who came through his door met these criteria. So he hired them. And he trained them. And more than 85 percent failed in the

         first year. Frank’s explanation for those who failed was that they just did not have enough desire to succeed.

      


      We came to a different conclusion. The idea that anyone can sell is nonsense. Sales simply is not for everyone because consistent success in a sales career requires the presence of certain talents.

         In the course of our work we have studied sales forces for some of the best companies, companies that have carefully recruited

         and selected their representatives. Even in the best companies, we found that 35 percent of the sales force did not have the

         talents necessary to achieve acceptable results predictably. This rather considerable group—one of every three salespeople

         out there—is consistently in the bottom half of the performance curve.

      


      Compounding this problem is the tendency among many companies to develop and enforce policies designed for these poor producers

         rather than establish cultures and practices that support great performers. These policies do little to help poor performers

         get better and sometimes even drive away the best producers. Having put the wrong people in the wrong jobs, many companies

         waste enormous resources trying to postpone their inevitable failure.

      


      In Frank’s case the numbers were even worse than our average. Over two-thirds of the people he hired lacked the talents we

         see in top performers. He spent much of his time and resources trying to prop up poor performers. Yet to this day, Frank still

         believes that anyone can sell, and this tenet keeps him from recognizing the rarity of the abilities that his best salespeople

         possess. Because he fails to recognize the special nature of his top performers, he approaches salary negotiations, territory

         assignments, and even his own supervisory techniques and practices in a less than optimal fashion. Myths have a way of enduring

         that defies reason and data.

      


      In our research we have not found any magic sales dust to sprinkle on poor performers to turn them around. Poor performers

         seem to be immune to both carrots and sticks. On the other hand, this book can show those who do have the potential to be great sales performers how to identify and unleash their potential. The recommendations you’ll find

         in Discover Your Sales Strengths are about turning good sales performers into great ones, and helping great performers understand how to stay on top.

      


      Why do we focus on great performers? Isn’t it good enough just to be good? Not anymore, and not as we look into the future.

         Maintaining a successful career over forty years is no easy task.

      


      Even great performers may let their performance slip over time. The results can be an unpleasant midlife employment crisis

         and a scramble in the last twenty years of a career. Look around your own company. How many senior representatives do you

         find leaving for a comfortable retirement after a sustained successful career? They are few and far between in most companies.

         It makes you wonder if this performance slide is inevitable. Do we just get tired of doing the same thing year after year?

      


      Evelyn is a sixty-four-year-old pharmaceutical sales representative. She has been in the same territory for the past twenty-five

         years. Her biggest fear is not old age, but retirement. This is not because of any financial concerns since she has more than

         enough money to live out her days in a comfortable style. She can’t stand the thought of retiring because she loves what she

         does every day. “I will miss this job so much,” she told us. Our research has helped us understand why some people never seem

         to burn out, continuing year after year with renewed enthusiasm and exceptional results.

      


      Even in the short term we found a big difference between the results of great sales performers and the results of those who

         are merely good. For example, in a study Gallup completed with a group of sales agents, the average agents sold $2 million

         to $4 million in new business annually, but the exceptional agents sold in excess of $40 million. Great performance isn’t

         merely twice as good as good; it’s exponentially better.

      


      These differences go far beyond higher sales and even higher profitability. They also include greater job satisfaction and

         a true sense of engagement in work. In fact, it’s this engagement that produces these exceptional results and directly contributes to building and retaining

         a core of loyal customers. Our research indicates that the happier you feel about your performance and the greater your satisfaction

         in your sales role, the more your customers want to buy from you. Salespeople who are merely good may generate acceptable

         results, but they are less likely to create customer loyalty, and they hardly ever feel the same way about their jobs as Evelyn

         does.

      


      This book is about becoming engaged in your work. How can you accomplish this? We have found three key points: (1) discover

         your strengths, (2) find the right fit, and (3) work for the right manager. Let’s briefly introduce these concepts.

      


      Discover Your Strengths


      The power of knowing your strengths is obvious to some, but the majority of us fail to give this important matter any real

         thought. In fact, a majority of the people we talked to had limited knowledge of their talents, their innate potential for

         strength. Trying to build a successful career without this powerful, important information is like trying to drive down a

         highway with a foggy windshield. If we’re lucky, we will avoid a head-on collision, but we will most likely miss the important

         signs that tell us when we need to stop, turn, or yield. Why is it so hard to see our strengths clearly?

      


      Strengths, those capabilities that enable us to perform well in various parts of our lives, spring from recurring patterns

         of thought, feeling, and behavior that occur spontaneously and become unique parts of our personality as we mature into adults.

         Since these patterns are such an intrinsic part of us, as natural as breathing, we can take them for granted. People who meet

         others easily see nothing special about this gift. Empathetic people just assume that everyone reacts to the emotions of others

         as instinctively as they do. As a result of the spontaneity with which we apply our talents to various situations, we overlook

         them and how important and valuable they are.

      


      Our human penchant for fooling ourselves can also cause us to have less than accurate assessments of our abilities. In our

         “plus columns” we often will list strengths we would like to have instead of those we really possess. We might think we’re

         good with people because we’d like to be. Similarly, we might attribute strengths to ourselves because we believe those in

         our types of jobs or circumstances are supposed to have those strengths. If we think that successful salespeople are aggressive,

         or competitive, or disciplined, we might conclude that we must have those strengths because we are successful in sales.

      


      A third reason we can be confused about our strengths is our use of vague language to describe them. One sales representative

         we interviewed told us that his greatest strength was his “nose for business.” He insisted he could smell a good deal a mile

         away, that he could smell when it was time to go for the close, that he could smell the fear in a competitor. After a while

         we felt as if we were talking to Lassie. A nose for business may be a colorful metaphor, but it is not very helpful in understanding

         how to grow and develop. Realistically, we can’t develop our strengths until we know what they are and can define them in

         practical terms.

      


      A fourth reason our strengths are obscured is that most of us have been encouraged to focus on our weaknesses instead of building

         on our talents to create strengths. Every time we ask about strengths versus weaknesses, we find that more people believe

         that growth comes from correcting what’s wrong rather than building on what’s right. The key to substantially improving sales

         performance, according to this line of reasoning, is to identify and correct weaknesses. Many companies perpetuate this reasoning

         and focus performance reviews on “areas for improvement,” which is often simply a euphemism for “what’s wrong with you.” How

         many of us have walked away from an annual review with a list of areas in which we should improve instead of understanding

         how we can do more of what we do best? Focusing energy on weaknesses might improve performance somewhat, but—contrary to conventional

         wisdom—great performance comes from strengths. Knowing your talents, understanding them thoroughly, building them into strengths,

         and seeing how you can put your strengths to work every day is a key to greatness and, our research would attest, the surer

         path to success.

      


      Our analysis of sales, management, and customer databases showed that the traditional thinking about development was counterproductive.

         Sales strengths did not spring from education, training, or experience. In almost every company we studied, the best performers

         and the worst performers were similar in these respects. What set the best performers above the rest was their use of recurring patterns to:

      


      

	build relationships,


      	have an impact on others (and get them to say yes),


      	discover and solve customer needs,


      	drive their individual performance by focusing on meaningful goals and rewards, and


      	find the right structure in which to perform at their best.





      Understanding your talents in these areas will enable you to build strengths that you can put to work for you every day.

      


      In a later chapter we will discuss strengths in more detail. We will explain fully how your talents become an integral part

         of your makeup. We will also talk about how you can use your life experiences to help recognize your talents. And we will

         give you a vocabulary that will help you build and define your strengths.

      




      Find the Right Fit


      Understanding your strengths is only the first step in enhancing your performance and job satisfaction. The second step is

         finding a role that matches your strengths as perfectly as possible.

      


      World-class athletes attain their incredible levels of success because they have found exactly the right sport to play—one

         in which they can excel constantly. Think about Michael Jordan’s success as a basketball player versus his success (or lack

         thereof) as a baseball player and you’ll understand the importance of fit. No one can dispute Jordan’s athletic talent. In

         fact, sportswriters voted him the best athlete of the century. But even someone as gifted as Jordan has to be in the right

         role for his talent to shine.

      


      In our study of more than 150 sales organizations, we have found that sales positions are as different from one another as

         one sport is from another. The strengths that make someone an excellent pharmaceutical salesperson are different from those

         required to excel in selling real estate, or jet engines, or strategic consulting. We have seen firsthand many people with

         exceptional sales talent—but who are in jobs for which they are ill suited, and so they fail to attain exceptional results.

         In such situations, hard work and perseverance often lead to ever-increasing levels of frustration and disappointment instead

         of success.

      


      While the concept of fit seems so obvious, in practice we find it is misunderstood and misapplied by companies and individuals

         alike.

      


      Peter graduated from one of the leading engineering schools in the country. After graduation he easily found a job working

         in his field. After a few years he realized that he didn’t like engineering work nearly as much as he thought he might when

         he enrolled in engineering school. When we spoke to him, he remembered that even in college he succeeded more because of his

         discipline than because of any real love for his classwork. This same discipline helped him become a competent engineer, but

         Peter was deriving little satisfaction from his work.

      


      Like many of us, Peter went to work every day doing something he was good at but not something he was great at. When the industry

         Peter worked for encountered some difficult times, his company had to cut its workforce by nearly 50 percent. Peter was let

         go. Suddenly, work in his field was extremely scarce.

      


      Almost out of desperation, Peter began thinking about how else he might earn a living. When a good friend suggested sales,

         Peter decided to try it. With his engineering degree and several years of work experience on his résumé, he was able to find

         a job selling technical products with a company that had an engineering sales force. The sales manager who hired Peter believed

         he had the potential to become a good salesperson.

      


      After two years the sales manager was sure he had made a mistake. Peter’s performance was below average, and the likelihood

         for improvement seemed remote.

      


      When we interviewed Peter, we found that he did have exceptional sales potential. However, his talents looked quite different

         from those of high-producing reps who worked for his company. His talent profile was more similar to those of salespeople

         who excelled as stockbrokers than to those who sold technical products. Armed with this information, Peter took a job with

         a different company selling financial services products. Today he is one of this company’s best producers. Peter finally found

         a role that was a good match for his strengths.

      


      One of the most common mistakes individuals and companies make about fit is believing that a person’s background, education,

         or experience is what determines a good fit. Consequently, nurses who want to go into sales may seek jobs in the pharmaceutical

         or medical device industry. Accountants may try to sell financial products. But fit is not about what we know. Fit is about

         what we are. Fit is about our talents, not our knowledge. We can acquire new information much more easily than we can acquire

         new talents. In the chapter that deals with fit we will outline exactly the kinds of questions you should ask to determine

         if you are in the right selling role. These questions can be valuable tools in helping you decide if a new job is really a

         better job for you.

      


      Over time companies and industries change. When this happens, it’s not unusual for the role of the sales force to change as

         well. You may have been a perfect fit for your company or industry ten years ago, but now different strengths are required.

         You may find it more difficult to achieve exceptional results. Even if you are an outstanding salesperson, small changes in

         fit over time can have a dramatic effect on your performance and job satisfaction. If you are feeling “burned out,” this may

         be what has happened to you.

      


      Sometimes changes in your company can occur almost overnight. A merger or an acquisition, a new and different product line,

         or a landmark event (such as a shift in government reimbursement or regulation) can trigger marked differences in sales missions.

         If that happens to you, your best bet may be to find another company. That’s how important the right fit is.

      


      A representative at a hospital equipment company, Mark shared the competitiveness and independent nature of many of his peers

         in the sales force. When the company moved to more of a team-selling approach and compensation policy, Mark and his friends

         at the company were enraged. How could they have as much as 30 percent of their bonuses hinge on the performance of others?

         The idea seemed preposterous, but the company felt that market conditions gave it no choice but to move forward with this

         policy. The result: Mark, along with about 25 percent of the sales force, left to sell for a start-up company that sold to

         individual physicians and medical groups. There an individual rep could still hold sway.

      


      Of course, not everyone has the opportunity or luxury of finding exactly the right job. If that describes the situation you’re

         in, then you have a different challenge concerning fit. Your challenge is to discover how you can put your talents to best

         use in your current job. You can reap substantial improvements in your current job by adopting a strengths-based development

         strategy.

      


      Chances are, you may not be getting the encouragement you need from your company to develop a unique selling approach based

         on your strengths. This is because many companies wrongly believe that a certain kind of selling “style” is essential for

         success in their industry. However, when we looked at top performers within any single company, we found a variety of selling

         approaches and styles. In fact, the best sales performers often had little in common with one another. Instead, they had developed

         styles that suited them well. The best salespeople adapt the job to suit their strengths; they do not attempt to change their strengths to fit the job. (It is much easier to tailor a suit to fit your body than to tailor your body to fit a suit.)

      


      Work for the Right Manager


      Finally, our research shows a significant link between great sales performers and their managers. As salespeople, we sometimes

         take so much of the burden of success on our own shoulders that we underestimate the importance of having the right manager.

         But when Gallup finds great sales performers, great managers are usually close at hand encouraging and motivating their employees.

         The best players actually need—and deserve—the most gifted coaches. Salespeople fortunate enough to have the right manager

         can improve their performance by 20 percent. In many respects, finding the right manager is just as important as finding the

         right company.

      


      As you read on, we will show you how to get the most from your manager. But beware—mediocre managers can actually stifle your

         performance, slow your progress, and demotivate you from achieving your best. Worse still, they’ll blame you! Bad managers

         never realize that they, not you, are causing your poor results and impeding your progress. As a salesperson, you are at your

         best when you are working from your strengths. A manager will be most effective when he or she is building on those strengths

         to improve your performance. So, a key to your success will be helping your current manager become more effective in supporting

         you—or finding a new manager who can help you be your best. However, if you use this information only to find fault with your

         company or your manager, you have missed the point. We want you to understand how to work with your manager and your company

         to maximize your engagement.

      


      Focusing on You


      We are pleased about making Gallup’s research more public, especially after decades of gathering data. Until now, most of

         our sales force research has been available only to a very select group of Gallup clients. Over the years we have assisted

         these clients in identifying and hiring outstanding sales talent. We have helped many organizations create the right environment

         and management relationships to enable that talent to flourish. As a result, many of these companies have developed world-class

         selling organizations.

      


      Now we are making the conclusions of our research available directly to salespeople. Everything we have learned about world-class

         sales forces is as valuable to individual salespeople as it is to the companies that employ them. However, unlike other selling

         volumes, this is not a book about sales technique. Nor is it a book filled with inspirational stories to pump you up before

         you face the world each day. It is, though, a book that can significantly improve your performance, your job satisfaction,

         and your chances of making the right job changes and career moves. You probably already realize that building a successful

         career is more than just closing an additional sale this quarter or having a banner year. More than anything, this book is

         dedicated to helping you achieve a truly rewarding and satisfying career. But reaching this goal has never been more challenging.

      


      The business climate has been changing dramatically over the last forty years, and even more so in the last ten years. Less

         than a decade ago authors James C. Collins and Jerry I. Porras published their best-selling work Built to Last. In their book the authors identified eighteen corporations they characterized among the best in the world and referred to

         them as visionary companies. Yet before even ten years passed, more than 50 percent of these companies faced considerable

         difficulties. Some of these great giants have become unprofitable, and many have had to make substantial reductions in their

         workforces. Seemingly unshakable enterprises such as Boeing, Ford, Hewlett-Packard, Motorola, IBM, and Sony have had serious

         reversals.

      


      These great companies may well recover, but no matter how good the company you work for is, you cannot put your future entirely

         in its hands. Even great companies stumble and have setbacks. The days when a salesperson could expect to work for the same

         company throughout his career are gone forever. Whole industries, which employed legions of salespeople forty years ago, have

         either disappeared or completely changed the way they sell their products.

      


      As we look into the future, we expect this trend to continue. It’s unthinkable that we will be purchasing insurance, automobiles,

         business products, pharmaceuticals, or anything for that matter, in the same way that we purchased them in the last ten years.

         Over 97 percent of the senior executives we queried told us they expected their business to get tougher in the next decade.

         The Internet, globalization, government regulation, telecommunications, and demographics are driving predictable and sometimes

         not so predictable changes in the way we do business. Sales forces will undergo incredible changes. You can no longer count

         on your company (or even your industry) to employ salespeople—or the same types of salespeople—indefinitely. The essence of

         many sales missions will change dramatically. But at the same time, new opportunities will emerge. Because of these trends,

         you must take charge of your own career and future. We believe our research can help you meet these challenges, and succeed.

      


      You are the CEO of your own career, and planning your future is critical. No visionary company would base its future on half-truths,

         myths, or misinformation, and neither should you. As you think about your own future, Gallup’s databased research can guide

         you and help you make the most of your potential and your future.

      


      Moving Forward


      We make no claim to be wizards ourselves. (We don’t look good enough in purple robes and hats to pull off the wizard thing.)

         We are more like investigative reporters who have examined Gallup’s data—data that point to clear, albeit sometimes surprising,

         conclusions. If anything, research has made us distrustful of wizards and opinions, theories and conjectures, perhaps because

         so many of our own opinions about great salespeople fell by the wayside as the research piled up.

      


      As it turns out, the wizard we met in New Orleans made an important point—and we consider our six dollars well spent. Perhaps

         you are wondering what was printed on the cards he handed us. They simply said, “If you have followed the wizard’s instructions

         carefully, then your wish has already begun to come true.”

      


      The wizard’s last instruction to us was to think about how to get started. If you want to become one of the world’s best salespeople,

         we suggest that a good way to start is to turn the page to the next chapter. There we will comment on many of the myths and

         misconceptions that have become “conventional wisdom” about sales performance—myths that may be holding you back from greater

         success. More important, we will share insights from decades of intense research, insights that will result in sustained,

         improved performance. And, for no extra charge, we will even tell you exactly where you got your shoes.
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      The Great Sales Myths


      It ain’t what you don’t know that gets you into trouble. It’s what you know for sure that just ain’t so.


      —MARK TWAIN


      Doctors tell us that kidney stones are one of the most painful medical conditions human beings can suffer. These minuscule

         calcium fragments form in the kidney and eventually get stuck in the ureter, a tiny tube connecting the kidney to the bladder.

         This causes blockage, infection, and incredible pain.

      


      Fortunately, there’s a treatment. Patients sit in a huge water bath while ultrasonic shock waves disintegrate the stones.

         If all goes well (and it usually does), everything returns to normal. Even so, no one wants to have another kidney stone.

      


      However, people who have had one stone are very likely to have another. So for years physicians placed such patients on low-calcium

         diets in the hopes of preventing recurrences. This therapy seems to make sense. After all, kidney stones are made up of calcium,

         so why not cut down on calcium intake? The problem: Patients kept getting more stones. When medical researchers studied the

         problem, they found that patients with low-calcium diets had 47 percent more stones than patients with normal calcium intake.

         Doctors had been doing exactly the wrong thing for decades. Ouch!

      


      Data Counts


      This example illustrates—rather painfully—the problem with assuming that if something makes sense intuitively, it must be

         true. Even the assumptions of experts, bosses, and, yes, wizards can collapse under the weight of research. That’s why we

         collected data about sales representatives.

      


      At Gallup, we have always had a penchant for collecting and analyzing data and a healthy suspicion about assumptions and conventional

         wisdom. Over the past decades we have learned that good research needs to be free from any bias about outcomes or findings.

         We research to learn, rather than to support what we think. So, when we began our research on salespeople, The Gallup Organization had no theories

         or preconceptions.

      


      We are still learning. For the past forty years we have gathered data specifically about sales and sales performance. While

         we have gotten very purposeful, particularly over the past couple of decades, we must confess that we began this journey somewhat

         by accident.

      


      In the mid-1950s Don Clifton, a Ph.D. researcher at the University of Nebraska, was developing a reputation for tackling unusual

         problems scientifically. One day the head of the Reserve Officers Training Corps (ROTC) came to Don in a quandary. Many students

         at Nebraska were enrolling in the ROTC program in their freshman year, but only a very small percentage of students stuck

         with the ROTC through their four years of college and then joined the army. In fact, for every ten students who initially

         enrolled, only two completed the program. Don was asked to do some research to help them understand why so many recruits were

         dropping out.

      


      In his characteristic fashion, Don turned the problem around. Realizing that many reasons were behind the program’s high dropout

         rate, he decided it could be more productive instead to ask why people stayed with it. Did the recruits who stuck with the

         program share some characteristics, and could he harness his knowledge about those characteristics to select other recruits

         who were likely to stay?

      


      Don’s research background had taught him that if you want to understand something … ask. So, during extensive interviews he

         asked hundreds of different questions. He was looking for questions that were answered in a similar fashion by those recruits

         who stayed, but differently by those who quit. Eventually he had a list of questions that met his criteria.

      


      Armed with these questions, he interviewed all prospective recruits in the coming year and used his analysis of their answers

         to make predictions about their program longevity. Sure enough, his predictions turned out to be largely correct. As a result,

         the ROTC used Don’s instrument to select new recruits.

      


      Within a few short years the retention numbers reversed: Eight out of ten recruits were completing the program. News of this

         impressive turnaround spread quickly. The chancellor at the University, Clifford Hardin, who had an association with a large

         life insurance company, took an interest in these unusual results because the insurance industry was plagued with high turnover.

         Many people were hired right out of college to be insurance sales agents, but very few were successful. Hardin asked Clifton

         if his methods might be used to select life insurance sales agents who would have a greater likelihood of success.

      


      Don was eager to do additional research. For some time he had had an interest in investigating the reasons such variations

         exist among individuals in job performance. Looking for the best way to study the differences among human beings that might

         account for achievement, Don was stymied at first by the lack of objective criteria for so many positions. Who were the best

         teachers, or counselors, or leaders? Don found so much disagreement on assessment of performance in these roles. However,

         life insurance companies maintained detailed records of every sales agent’s performance. For Don this was an excellent population

         to study to extend his research.

      


      Essentially, he used the same process he had used with the ROTC recruits. He tested hundreds of questions looking for those

         that were answered similarly by the most productive sales representatives, but differently by the rest of the sales force.

         When he was sure that he had a satisfactory list of questions, he began interviewing new sales recruits whom the life insurance

         company planned to hire. Based on how well a recruit’s answers matched a statistical model of the best producers, Don made

         a prediction about how well each candidate would do as a life insurance salesperson. Sure enough, those candidates who Don

         identified outsold the rest of the recruits significantly.

      


      On the strength of these results, we began to help companies evaluate sales candidates. As we conducted in-depth interviews

         for these companies, we came into direct contact with thousands and thousands of salespeople.

      


      Early Discoveries


      To date, Gallup has interviewed hundreds of thousands of sales representatives. To our knowledge, this is the largest database

         of information about sales professionals in the world. In most instances we began our work with clients by conducting detailed

         face-to-face or phone interviews with their sales representatives. We were then supplied information about the productivity

         of each representative and were able to compare how they responded on our interview to their productivity figures. When we

         examined productivity, we usually found a range of performance like that depicted in the following graph.

      


      [image: art]


      In this graph you can see that the top 25 percent of the sales force is producing 57 percent of the business increases. The

         bottom 25 percent is actually in negative territory.

      


      Although the actual numbers varied from company to company, we always found a significant range in performance when we compared

         the top quartile to the bottom quartile. When we looked at the very best performers—those individuals consistently in the

         top 10 percent—it was not unusual to find sales reps producing ten times more than the average performers in the same sales

         force. Our goal was to identify the characteristics and talents of a company’s very best salespeople to help those companies

         hire only people with the potential to become stars.

      


      The companies we worked with tended to have well-established sales forces and well-established hiring guidelines. These guidelines,

         whether formal or informal, represented senior managers’ views about what it took to be successful in their particular industries.

         As we began to compare our data against companies’ guidelines, we began to appreciate just how many misconceptions existed

         about great sales performers, even among seasoned sales managers.

      


      Bear in mind, we started our research in the early 1960s, and some of the attitudes we heard from sales managers seem almost

         unbelievable today. For example, we frequently heard that women did not belong in sales. Equipment manufacturers told us that

         their products were far too heavy for women to lug around. Medical device manufacturers told us that operating room supervisors

         preferred to have attractive young men call on them. Financial services companies told us that women would have no credibility

         selling stocks and bonds.

      


      Of course, such opinions are laughable, but even then we found that the characteristics that marked great sales performers

         were present in both men and women. The talents that make great sales professionals are not gender, race, or age specific.

         Yet many notions and hiring guidelines back then were. Admittedly, our goal was not to make a case for diversity, but when

         companies started to focus on talent, diversity happened.

      


      Some companies developed their own unique prejudices or misconceptions about sales excellence. One client liked to hire only

         attractive people. This company’s national sales meeting looked like a Ken and Barbie convention. Does appearance play a role

         in sales success? We can find no evidence to support the notion that the best-looking people sell the most. The sales profession

         is not a beauty pageant.

      


      We found some companies that preferred hiring people who had played team sports in high school or college. A sports background,

         some companies reasoned, must mean that these recruits would be more competitive than others and would make good team players.

         Other companies wanted to hire people only from certain schools, or people who had been in the military. Still others hired

         only people who were from the same geography as their territory. If you were from New York, you could not sell in the South,

         they reasoned, and vice versa. Of course, none of these preferences had anything to do with sales performance. As our studies

         soon demonstrated, there is no correlation between results and such factors. We can’t claim that we were very surprised that

         these notions were quickly proven false. But some of our findings did surprise us.

      


      The Big Lie


      Take a look at the following ad. You have probably seen hundreds of similar ads in newspapers. Can you spot the line that

         contains a myth about sales performance?

      


      WANTED


      Personable Sales Professional


      3–5 years experience


      College degree (MBA preferred)


      Unlimited income for those with the drive to succeed!


      Just follow our step-by-step proven method


      If you guessed every line, you’re on the right track. We found so many misconceptions about sales performance that we began

         to think of them collectively as the “big lie.” What are these misconceptions? We’ll call them myths, and they are as follows:

         the education myth, the experience myth, the a-good-salesperson-can-sell-anything myth, the right sales approach myth, the

         training myth, the relationship myth, the money myth, and the desire myth.

      


      All of them appear in this ad. (Okay, we wrote this ad ourselves, but we bet you have seen plenty of similar ads.)


      These myths still influence many companies’ hiring decisions. They also influence policies affecting the management of their

         salespeople. In fact, they have hindered the development of many salespeople and stopped them from reaching their full potential.

         Let’s look at some of these myths in more detail.

      


      THE EDUCATION MYTH


      Do you know what Bill Gates, Harry Truman, and Dave Thomas all have in common? Bill Gates is, of course, the founder of Microsoft

         and as of this writing the wealthiest man on the planet. Harry Truman was the thirty-third president of the United States,

         capping a career that included a successful business venture and a stint as a county judge. Dave Thomas was the founder of

         the Wendy’s hamburger chain. Dave was also one of the driving forces behind the success of the Kentucky Fried Chicken restaurants.

      


      Given these substantial accomplishments, you might be surprised to learn that none of these individuals completed college.

         In fact, Dave Thomas dropped out of high school. In his later years he did get his GED equivalency, quipping that if he had

         only graduated from high school sooner, he might have been able to open up more restaurants.

      


      Bill Gates, Harry Truman, and Dave Thomas are not the only non–college grads to make good. Forbes magazine’s list of the wealthiest four hundred individuals for the year 2001 included 118 people who never completed college.

         Incidentally, 118 represents about half of those on the list who did not inherit their money. Even without college educations,

         these individuals managed to amass an average wealth of $1.8 billion. If only they had studied harder and gotten better grades.

      


      We live in a society that values education. Think back to the questions you were asked on every job interview: What was your

         grade point average? What college did you attend? Do you have an advanced degree? Some companies even want to know your SAT

         scores. Such questions have become increasingly common in a competitive business climate.

      


      Many professions have stringent educational prerequisites. You have every reason to expect your doctor to have a medical degree

         and your accountant to have been schooled in tax laws and regulations. Engineering, law, and teaching are all professions

         requiring specific educational backgrounds. The trend toward higher education has appeared in the selling profession as well.
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