Does Sales Training “Work”?

At DEI we get that question frequently.   And it is more than a fair one given the investment many organizations make into sales training and marketing programs.  
Ask Yourself:  Are You Looking for the Hole or the Drill Bit?
The famous Professor of Marketing, Theodore Levitt, said that people don’t really want to buy a ¼ inch drill bit; they want ¼ inch holes! Sales training is a bit like that, in fact, it’s exactly like that. People don’t want “training”; they want to “sell more”.  For those of us serving the Senior Care Markets, particularly Assisted and Independent Services, we all want our facilities to be at 100% census.  We need to have census higher than it is now. We need to have a ready stream of prospects  to fill the rooms that tend to turnover more rapidly in our assisted living units.  We need reliable and consistent sales performance by somehow coordinating all the resources to drive referrals, answering the phones, following up with leads, and conducting those marketing activities that keep the census, and therefore revenue, maximized.  A very tall order. indeed.   

Unfortunately, we often find that companies have unwittingly created their own barriers to a better sales outcome.  Expectation gaps between management (“just fill it”)  and sales (“but how?”)  abound.    Most organizations either try to get a better drill bit (salespeople) or change to a bigger tougher drill (management pushes harder).  Eventually some organizations even resort to dynamite by blowing up the system and starting over.   The debris flies! 
The answer and the real key to success, to filling and keeping the units full,  lies with the management team.   Great managers, effective managers will always be looking for ways to improve their ability to influence their people to do the right things. And the sales process is no exception.  They are ever watchful for one of the following conditions which may be creating risk to meeting census goals:  (1) what is not happening that should be, (2) what is not happening often enough, or (3) what is not happening well enough.   When they can quickly get the answers to those questions, they are able to influence their sales people. That’s what works to increase sales.  
We find that there are four areas that managers need to think about in order to continuously improve sales results:   
Role of the Sales Person / Or the People Who Must Drive the Census

Do these people, dedicated to sales or not,  know what activities they must do effectively to drive sales?  Do we have clear selling performance standards—other than “just fill it”?   Have you defined success by activities and skills?   Do they know how to spend their time?    

Visibility (& Reporting) 
Does your reporting process track activity in a meaningful way, one that gives visibility into what the salesperson has been doing and how well they have been doing it?   Is it viewed as an administrative ‘nuisance’ or is it ‘simple’?  Can a manager assess risk and forecast results within minutes?  Above all, do your reports drive behaviour?  
Common Language

When you communicate with your team are you all on the same page using an agreed upon ‘common language’.  Or are you all the time trying to figure out what is being said?  Are there as many definitions of ‘50/50 chance of closing’ as there are salespeople in your organization?   

Management Plan

Is your management plan one that effectively influences people’s routines / habits? Are your interventions scheduled and do they include the right mix of group and one-on-one interactions including but not limited to skills training?    Is your focus on accountability?.
So, back to the question of “what works to drive census?”   The answer, simply put, is that when we fine tune each of these four elements  managers will emerge with a much improved ability to influence the behaviour of the team  Accessing additional sales training is one way they do so.  Now “sales training” becomes targeted at what is needed—based on the market and the sales person.  That’s when training is effective. 
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Questions or comments? E-mail us at jaspen@dei-central.com or call 402-991-6735
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