Training and Education

Team-Based Training
in Sales Organizations

People in sales (and sales management) are realizing that teamwork is far

more important in today’s world than in the past. Cultural and economic

realities as well as the globalization of the marketplace are increasing the

pressure to perform.

escarch has shown that a lack of team continu-

ity is one of the leading causes for sales failure,

whether with new business or when selling into

an existing account. This lack of continuity re-
sults in multiple members of the company delivering dif-
ferent messages to the same customer or contradicting one
another, leading customers to conclude that one hand
doesn’t know what the other hand is doing. Though every-
one in a customer-facing position needs to improve con-
sistency in dealing with customers, the sales team’s inter-
action with the customer is the pivotal point where consis-
tency must be maintained.

Some executives naively believe that because they hire
experienced people for the sales force, they don’t need to
train them in either skills or process. Some believe that if
they can be educated quickly in product knowledge, they will
start producing quickly. While that might happen occasion-
ally, it is not wise to expect it on a regular basis. It is pre-
cisely because of their experience that you need to train them.
When you hire them, they are experienced in some other
company’s methods, processes, and way of doing business.
They are experienced working with some other company’s
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products, services, and people. Until they understand the
processes and methodologies you’ve adopted for your sales
team, they will be less effective than they need to be.

While this article is written in the context of sales teams,
the concepts are true in any number of situations. As an ex-
ample, the team members of the emergency room at your
local hospital are all highly skilled professionals. Whether
they are nurses, technicians, or physicians, they’ve all re-
ceived extensive training and certification in their own dis-
ciplines. However, hospitals regularly train their ER staff
on how to handle disasters or emergency situations. Every
member of the team must understand what is expected not
only of themselves, but also of every member of the team.
They develop a common way of interacting and conducting
procedures so that lives can be saved. And though a lack of
team preparedness in a sales situation will not cost lives, it
can and often does cost the loss of revenue, the lifeblood of
any company,

Team-based training is a time-tested foundation for op-
timum performance and the development of good team hab-
its, especially where each member of the team has differing
responsibilities to execute in achieving the goal. If the team



has never trained together, why
would you expect it to act as a
cohesive unit when it’s facing the
competition or the customer?

Donald Krause, in his busi-
ness-based interpretation of the
Sun Tsu classic, The Art of War,
says, “All competitive advantage
is based on the effective execu-
tion of plans. Poor execution ru-
ins superior plans; superior ex-
ecution saves mediocre plans.”
This means that the way in which
the team executes on its strategy
is the most important aspect of
its interaction with the customer.
Superior team-based execution
does not occur naturally. Tt will
require training.

Obstacles to

Team-Based Training

Most organizations train their
people to some degree. But few
embrace team-based training to
the extent that will yield the op-
timum results—a highly func-
tioning team that performs. Other
than the excuse of hiring people
who already have great experi-
ence, managers and executives
give a wide range of reasons for
not bringing their people together
to be trained as a team. Some of
the reasons listed below are hard
facts, while others are merely
excuses or objections:

1. Different members of
the team have different re-
sponsibilities and can attend only role-specific training.
As a fundamental concept of team, there will always be dif-
ferent people with differing skills and levels of responsibil-
ity. It is because of these differing responsibilities that team-
work becomes more important. The nature of these differ-

By Wenpy Reep anp Steve Maul

ences requires each team member to know about the others’

responsibilities.

As an example, consider the case of the manager who
sends only the account executives to opportunity manage-
ment methodology training and only pre-sales professionals
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to the training on how to prepare for
and deliver the solution presentation.
If only the account executive under-
stands the opportunity management
process, it’s unlikely that pre-sales will
be able to appropriately or adequately
support the process. Similarly, if the
account executive doesn’t understand
the procedures necessary to prepare
and dcliver the solution presentation or
demonstration, there’s not a very good
chance he'll negotiate for the necessary
steps or access or be likely to manage
the customer’s expectations accord-
ingly. The net result of this is frustra-
tion among tcam members and custom-
ers alike.

2. Training the team takes too
much time out of the field. This can
be a legitimate issue for many compa-
nies, especially when some of the team
members may be billable for their ser-
vices. The opportunity cost can have a
real impact on the business. However,
for most sales teams, where the team
members are not typically billable, the
opportunity cost must be measured in
what they would be doing otherwise.
Obviously, you wouldn’t want to
schedule a team-training event during
the time of the month or quarter when
they're trying to get contracts signed.
But there are plenty of opportunities
to make the necessary time to learn or
hone the skills they’ll need to keep gen-
erating revenue.

Another consideration is the me-
dium used for delivering a particular
subject to each member of the team.
Several varicties of e-learning and com-
puter-based self-study programs repre-
sent valuable, time-saving ways to edu-
cate. On the other hand, skills-based
training, where the individual and the
team need to be assessed on their grasp
of the behavior or process, is best suited
to instructor-led training events. For
example, most anyone can learn to use
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a CRM application through e-learning.
Presentation skills, however, are more
difficult to learn or assess in an clec-
tronic medium.

3. Staff is shrinking and
workload is increasing. Again, this is
a potentially legitimate concern, espe-
cially during a market downturn or slow-
down. However, with a shrinking staff
or market opportunity, the team must
achieve success in every sales opportu-
nity possible, making team interaction
and support even more critical. When
times are good, companies often can get
by with less-than-stellar sales teams.
When times are tough, there’s no mar-
gin for error.

The Value of Cross-Training
Above and beyond the reasoning just
discussed, there are several elements
of value that are generated by team
training. Among them is increased
productivity achieved by an improve-
ment in empathy and communication
among the team members. When one
person has a detailed understanding of
the roles, responsibilities, and chal-
lenges of others on the team, that per-
son generally will become more inclu-
sive and supportive to other team
members and will work with others
more effectively. When team members
communicate using a common nomen-
clature, they work more quickly and
accurately as well.

Not all the value comes in the form
of internal productivity within the team.
When team members act in concert
with each other in front of the customer,
the level of uncertainty is reduced dra-
matically. Trust is established by con-
sistency and assuredness. The way a
team interacts with the customer has a
direct impact on the trust levels that are
established by the customer with re-
spect to the sales team.

When it comes to training a sales

team to work together more effectively,
most organizations are looking for one
or more of the following results:

1. Strategic Results. When sales
teams work well together, they help
you:
¢ Retain or grow your market share
by more effectively persuading the cus-
tomer to buy from you.

*  Reduce the time and effort neces-
sary to sell by increasing the relation-
ship level with the customer.
* Increase competitive strength
through delivery of concise and con-
sistent competitive messages.

2. Financial Results. A top-func-
tioning sales team delivers the follow-
ing financial benefits to your company:
¢ Increased top-line performance,
both in total and individual deal size. A
team that sells together can expand the
size of each deal and sell more deals.

*  Reduced selling expense. When a
team does not perform well, sales
cycles are extended and multiple calls
are required to convince the customer
of your solution’s superiority. When
the tecam works well together, through
both planning and execution of the
process, they’ll shorten the sales cycle
considerably.

* Lowerrecruiting and training costs.
Teams that work well together have
lower turnover. This results in reduced
costs associated with recruiting, hiring,
and training new team members,

* Increased profitability. If you're
able to sell more with fewer costs as-
sociated with the sales effort, your mar-
gin increases.

3. Internal Results. Benefits to
the culture or internal operations of the
business derived from tecam training
include:

* Easieradaptability to change. Team
members that work well together will
help each other adjust to and leverage
change cither inside the organization



or in the marketplace as a whole.

* Less downtime. Dysfunctional
teams spend a lot of time churning
over issues, both internal and cus-
tomer-centric. This churning not only
results in employee turnover, but it
also slows down the entire sales pro-
cess and can lead to less-than-cordial
team interactions.

¢ Improved morale. When a person
feels like he has made a valuable con-
tribution to the opportunity, the team,
and the company, his morale remains
high, making him less susceptible to
being wooed away by your competi-
tion.

Achieving Outstanding Results
There are three actions that top-per-
forming organizations take in order to
leverage team-based training to achieve
these results.

First, if your organization uses
competency maps or other documen-
tation outlining the responsibilities as-
sociated with each role on the team,
make sure that everyone is made aware
of everyone else’s responsibilities.
Charge and empower all team mem-
bers to become accountable for their
own responsibilities and to raise their
hand when they need management’s
assistance in accomplishing objectives.

Second, unless the skill being de-
veloped is unquestionably focused
solely on a specific team member, send
the entire team to the training program.
Whether it’s opportunity management,
presentation skills, developing the so-
lution and value proposition, demon-
stration skills, or some other function,
the entire team should attend. Afterall,
every member of the team has some role
to play in ensuring that each step of
the overall selling process occurs,

Third, do not accept an individual’s
(or their manager’s) assertion that they
don’t have time to attend training. No

one is so highly skilled that they can-
not benefit from some training. When
it matters most in the sales process,
each person will perform as well or as
poorly as they trained for the event.
When someone says he’s forgotten
more than he could learn during train-
ing, remind him that that might be the
problem... he’s forgotten it!

Summary

There are many reasons that team-
based training doesn’t happen in orga-
nizations. Unfortunately, most of the
reasons given for not training as teams
are the exact reasons that team-based
training should be implemented.
People in sales (and sales management)
are realizing that teamwork is far more
important in today’s world than in the
past. Cultural and economic realities as
well as the globalization of the mar-
ketplace are increasing the pressure to
perform.

When people are forced to adapt to
these changes by themselves, they get
frustrated and become less productive,
When they realize that they’re doing it
as part of a team, they achieve a syn-
ergy and increased productivity.

As economist Lester Thurow has
stated, it’s the skills of your workforce
that will be the greatest competitive
weapon. Make sure your sales team
has every skill needed to succeed. If
they sell as a team, they must train as
a team. ¢

Wendy Reed is CEO and founder of

InfoMentis, an international soft-
skills training organization for busi-
nesses with complex business-to-
business transactions. Steve Maul is
vice president of delivery services at
InfoMentis. More information on
Alpharetta, GA-based InfoMentis is
available at www.infomentis.com.

Virtual Collaboration

Continued from page 13.

ference, Web-based meeting) 1s risky
if there is a likelihood that users will
not know how to troubleshoot prob-
lems in locations where there is no tech-
nical backup.

* Training: Can we train people to
use the technology and the process? If
possible, consider setting up training

~ programs that will allow team mem-

bers time to practice using the collabo-
rative technology and process when
there is nothing at stake.

*  Cost: Is the cost appropriate to the
business problem being addressed?
Don’t be penny-wise and pound-fool-
ish. If the business problem is signifi-
cant, pay the money to collocate em-
ployees to work on it. If not, don’t
spend money needlessly on video-
conferencing or Web meetings when a
simple telephone call will work just as
well.

Summary

As we move ahead in the Information
Age, we can expect our comimunications
to be rife with possibility and fraught
with challenges. Virtual work will serve
us well in an age where agility is re-
quired to master the ever-shifting art of
collaboration. There is little doubt that
companies and individuals proficient in
the art of meeting virtually, who can tap
the power of virtual teams, will have the
competitive advantage in the market-

place. ¢

Andrew Black is director of the learn-
ing practice and a senior associate
with Interaction Associates, Inc. He
has 15 years of experience in train-
ing, facilitation, and instructional
design as well as group facilitation,
organizational development, and
educational media. He may be
reached at 415-343-2679 or

ablack@interactionassociates.com.
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