
IN T H I S A R T I C L E 

Sales Skills 

SOME PEOPLE BLAME LAZINESS OR INCOMPETENCE FOR POOR PERFORMANCE 

IN SALESPEOPLE. BUT THE TRUE CAUSE MAY BE FEAR OF SELF-PROMOTION— 

MORE WIDELY KNOWN AS SALES-CALL RELUCTANCE. 

udy seems to have all of the necessary qualities 

to be a successful salesperson. She's outgoing, 

intel l igent, a n d mot iva ted . Yet, in her first six 

months of selling computer equipment, her per-

formance has been disappointing. If her perfor-

mance doesn ' t improve soon, she probably will 

be fired. Judy's supervisor, Beth, has been trying 

to find the key to Judy's poor performance. The 

c o m p a n y for w h i c h they w o r k has o n e of the 

best training programs available on selling skills 

a n d in-depth p roduc t knowledge . The training 

depar tment gives Judy high marks in simulated 

sa l e s p r e s e n t a t i o n s . Be th , w h o h a s s e e n t h e 

videotapes of those simulations, agrees that Judy 

seems to have w h a t it takes to do the job. So, 

w h y isn ' t J u d y p e r f o r m i n g to h e r p o t e n t i a l ? 

BY GEORGE W . DUDLEY, SHANNON L. GOODSON, 

AND DAVID A . WEISSENBURGER 
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As a sales manager, you may have 
exper ienced the same frustrat ion 
Beth feels. For some reason, appar-
ently motivated, talented, and capa-
ble members of your sales staff fail 
to meet expectations. And when you 
provide traditional training, the pro-
grams don't help. When the typical 
causes of poor sales performance—a 
lack of selling skills, product knowl-
edge, or motivation—don't apply, 
the reason could be fear. 

Salespeople must sell themselves. 
They must be willing to engage in 
self-promotion, to let others know 
what they do, and to solicit recogni-
tion for what they do. A hesitation to 
display such behaviors is called the 
fear of self-promotion. That fear can 
limit the number of contacts with 
prospective buyers that a salesperson 
feels comfortable initiating. When 
that happens, the fear of self-promo-
tion becomes sales-call reluctance. 
Simply put , sales-call re luc tance 
defines how much a salesperson will 
do in the areas of self-promotion and 
prospecting for new business. 

Sales-call reluctance stems from a 
basic fear of self-promotion. It repre-
sents several cond i t ioned fears 
expressed through a salesperson's 
beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors— 
some of which may be more critical 
to the selling process than others, 
depending on the nature of the sales 
position and the cultural climate in 
which the salesperson works. The 
bel iefs , a t t i tudes, and behaviors 
aren't always logical or consistent. 
But they usually are specific to a par-
ticular object, concept, or situation. 

Twelve varieties 
Twelve types of sales-call reluctance 
are exemplif ied by these types of 
salespeople: 
I Doomsayer. Prepares for low-prob-
ability catastrophes and habitually 
worries about worst-case scenarios, 
t Overpreparer. Overinvests in ana-
lyzing at the expense of sales pro-
specting. Typically knows an ency-
clopedia of technical information but 
has no audience for his or her pre-
sentations. 
I Hyperpro. Overly concerned with 
the mannerisms and appearances of 
success instead of actual prospecting, 
which is viewed as unprofessional 
hustl ing. Of ten drops names and 

overuses professional jargon. 
> Yielder. Fears being perceived as 
pushy or intrusive. Often misinter-
prets or misapplies consultative sell-
ing techniques, emphasizing relation-
ship bui lding rather than client 
building. 
» Stage-Fright Sufferer. Avoids 
opportunities to make sales presenta-
t ions to groups . Other forms of 
prospecting may be unaffected. 
> Role Rejecter. Because of unre-
solved guilt and shame at being in 
the sales profession, tries to appear 
positive even when circumstances 
are negative. Role rejection is highly 
contagious. 
» Self-Conscious Socializer. Hesitates 
to initiate contact with upscale pro-
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spective customers. Is intimidated by 
wealth, power, and prestige. Often dis-
guises fear with an exaggerated, cava-
lier attitude toward people of status. 
* Separationist. Resists mixing busi-
ness interests with personal relation-
ships. His or her unwillingness to 
talk even casually about work 
a round fr iends can have adverse 
effects, even in industries in which it 
isn't considered necessary or appro-
priate to make sales calls to friends. 
> Unemanc ipa ted Emotionalist . 
Resists mixing business with family. 
His or her unwi l l ingness to talk 
about work even casually around 
family can have adverse effects, even 
in industries in which it isn't consid-
ered necessary or appropr ia te to 
makes sales calls to family members. 

t Referral Averter. Is emotionally 
uncomfortable asking for referrals 
from existing clients. Referral aver-
sion may not affect prospecting or 
closing sales, 
» Telephobic. Fears using the tele-
phone to make sales. Telephobia 
may not affect o ther forms of 
prospecting or making personal calls. 
> Oppositional Reflexive. Needs to 
be correct at all times. Reflexively 
criticizes, rejects, argues, and blames 
others . Is emot ional ly unab le to 
allow him- or herself to be coached, 
advised, managed, or trained. 

Each type of sales-call reluctance 
refers to a specific source of distress. 
Each also limits the kind and amount 
of sales contacts call-reluctant sales-
p e o p l e make w h e n they aren't 
detected as call reluctant and man-
aged as such. 

In a study we conducted for a res-
idential real-estate firm, the agents 
with sales-call reluctance suffered 
losses of $4,475 to $19,162 annually, 
depend ing on which type of call 
re luctance they exhibi ted. Those 
with referral aversion—the hesitation 
to ask for referrals—experienced the 
greatest losses in income. 

Among new salespeople, the fear 
of initiating contact witii prospective 
cus tomers is especia l ly evident . 
Many beginning salespeople know 
how to prospect for new business 
but are u n a b l e to t ransla te what 
they know into actual prospecting 
behavior. 

Our research suggests that, among 
new salespeople who lose their jobs 
during the first year of employment, 
sales-call reluctance is the cause in 
80 percent of cases. Among vetera i 
salespeople, almost 40 percent sa" 
they suffer from call reluctance £t 
some point during their careers, ser -
ously enough to threaten their job . 
regardless of their income level c r 
experience. 

Whether salespeople are new < r 
experienced, sales-call reluctanc • 
can cause low production levels th t 
persist no matter how well the sale -
p e o p l e have been t ra ined, ho 
much they believe in the produci , 
and how committed they are to the r 
companies. 

A study we conducted for a maj 
insurance company shows signifies -
differences between the commissio: > 
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earned by call-reluctant salespeople 
and t h o s e e a r n e d by sa l e speop le 
w h o are no t call re luctant . In the 
study, one group had an average of 
eight years' sales experience; another 
group had an average of one year's 
exper ience . Call-reluctance levels 
were measured using a standardized 
test designed to detect prospecting 
distress. 

In both groups, significant differ-
e n c e s in e a r n i n g s w e r e f o u n d . 
Among the more experienced sales 
reps, those with extreme call reluc-
tance earned an average of 42 per-
cent less than reps with little or no 
call reluctance. Similarly, among the 
less expe r i enced sales reps, those 
with high levels of call reluctance 
e a r n e d an a v e r a g e of 67 pe rcen t 
less than reps with little or no call 
reluctance. 

Overcoming the fear 
An effective approach to controlling 
and eliminating sales-call reluctance 
should involve these steps: aware-
ness, accep tance , assessment, and 
application. 
Step 1: Awareness. This step con-
sists of determining whether perfor-
m a n c e p r o b l e m s exist . Typically, 
organizations monitor and measure 
the activity and productivity of their 
sa lespeople . Low numbers in rev-
enue, commissions, and so forth may 
reflect performance problems. 
Step 2: Acceptance. If performance 
problems related to sales-call reluc-
tance are found , a trainer or sales 
manager must admit that some sales-
people exper ience call reluctance, 
before remedia t ion and retraining 
can occur. Acceptance may not be 
easy, but it is necessary to motivate 
the salespeople who are affected to 
fix the problem. 

As a t r a ine r or m a n a g e r , you 
should present sales staff with evi-
dence of their sales-call reluctance 
md initiate an o p e n discussion of 
he possible causes. During the dis-
cussion, look for signs of call-reluc-
tant attitudes. 
Step 3: Assessment. This s tep 
nvolves de te rmin ing the kinds of 
all-reluctance problems that exist 
'•nd their causes. 

Ask s a l e s p e o p l e to sha re any 
mpleasant emotional and physical 
ee l ings t h e y h a v e a b o u t cer ta in 
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tasks, people, and situations associ-
ated with their jobs. Be specific. Try 
to ascertain whether their feelings 
cause them to exhibit unproductive 
avoidance behaviors. 

In order to obtain objective data, 
t rainers or sales managers might 
want to use a s tandard ized test 
specif ical ly des igned to identify 
sales-call reluctance and its various 
forms. 
Step 4: Application. The final step in-
volves implement ing appropr ia te 
techniques for managing or eliminat-
ing sales-call reluctance. 

The strategies for dealing with 
sales-call reluctance should focus on 
behaviors, not character. Call reluc-
tance isn't a character flaw; it is a set 
of behaviors that can be detrimental 
to sales success. It's important to 
understand the underlying fears, but 
the strategies for dealing with call 
reluctance shouldn't center on those 
fears. 

Trainers and sales managers 
should focus on changing behaviors 
and controlling the conditions under 
which salespeople exhibit call-reluc-
tant behavior. In other words, the 
techniques for overcoming call reluc-
tance should enable salespeople to 
identify the specific, observable cues 
that evoke their fears of sales 
prospect ing. The training should 
show salespeople how to neutralize 
their fearful reactions and replace 
them with more productive, benefi-
cial reactions. 

One technique clinical psycholo-
gists often prescribe for neutralizing 
fearful reactions involves the use of a 
large rubber band. The trainee puts 
the rubber band around his or her 
wrist so that it fits loosely but doesn't 
hang. Then the t rainee snaps the 
band hard whenever he or she has a 
fearful or negative thought, being 
careful to snap die band only on the 
top of the wrist, to avoid nerve dam-
age. The snapping action interrupts 
negative thoughts and their associ-
ated feelings, giving the person the 
opportunity to substitute more posi-
tive thoughts and feelings. 

Putting the steps into action 
The four-step approach of aware-
ness, acceptance, assessment, and 
appl icat ion can be demons t ra ted 
through the example of a very com-

mon form of sales-call reluctance, 
telephobia—the fear of using a tele-
phone to contact people for business 
purposes. 

To determine whether a salesper-
son has a pe r fo rmance p rob lem 
associated with telephobia, take a 
look at his or her job activity. If the 
company requires sa lespeople to 
conduct several hours of telephone 
prospecting every day, a low number 
of phone contacts is a red flag. If a 
person isn't making enough phone 
calls, begin eliminating such causes 
as environmental distractions, a lack 
of motivation or clear goals, and 
poor training in calling techniques. 

Next, watch the salesperson for 
signs of stress associated with tele-
phone use—other than the salesper-
son's complaint that using the phone 
to prospect is unpleasant. Observe 
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whether such physical symptoms as 
sweaty palms, dry mouth , shaky 
hands, flushed skin, and speaking 
difficulties occur during phone use. 

Finally, watch to see whether the 
salesperson avoids using the tele-
phone . Does he or she pe r fo rm 
other tasks, take breaks, or talk with 
co-workers during scheduled tele-
phoning periods? Low numbers of 
phone calls, symptoms of stress asso-
ciated with using the phone , and 
avoidance behaviors during sched-
uled telephoning periods strongly 
suggest telephobia. 

You can suggest that the telepho-
bic try the rubber-band technique 
whenever he or she has such nega-
tive thoughts as, "I don ' t want to 
make this call" or "The prospec t 
probably doesn't want to talk to me." 
Suggest that the salesperson replace 
negative thoughts with such state-
ments as, "I can do this" or "This is 

going to be a great call." 
Our own research indicates that 

formal training that emphasizes the 
four steps of awareness, acceptance, 
assessment, and application is effec-
tive in helping salespeople overcome 
the fear of self-promotion and sales-
call reluctance. Typically, salespeo-
ple who have participated in such 
training subsequently show signifi-
cant increases in numbers of sales 
appointments, opportunities to close 
sales, numbers of sales, and commis-
sions earned. 

It's not just for salespeople 
Because the four-step approach does 
address the underlying fear of sales-
call reluctance, a fear of self-promo-
tion, the techniques can have appli-
cations for other people whose work 
involves contact with and depen-
dence on others—such as lawyers, 
bankers, and entrepreneurs. 

In fact, in almost any field, success 
involves the ability to market oneself 
effectively and solicit recognition for 
one's work. Whether it means asking 
for a raise or getting budget approval 
for a new training program, self-pro-
motion plays a vital role in one's 
effectiveness and success. 

Boxing promoter Don King, billion-
aire Ross Perot, and entertainer 
Madonna—to name a few—didn' t 
necessarily get where they are today 
because they're the most knowledge-
able, competent, or talented people in 
their professions. They know how to 
make themselves highly visible, and 
they don't hestitate to do it. They also 
provide a valuable lesson: Don't let 
the fear of promoting yourself hold 
your potential for success hostage. • 
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