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a b s t r a c t

Organizations of today face numerous challenges, and training their sales force is definitely high on its
agenda. This paper endeavors to contribute to the sales training field by providing a comprehensive state-
of-the art and contemporary review through the study of publications in sales training research in the
last 30 years (1985-2014). The specific objectives of the review are to study the chronological trends and
structural distribution of sales training research in terms of the research type, research focus, methods,
research themes and other issues such as methodology, analytical techniques, geographical region etc.
Findings of 56 articles on sales training research published in the last three decades are analyzed and
directions for future research are identified.

© 2014 Universidad ESAN. Published by Elsevier España, S.L.U. This is an open access article under the
CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

Formación en ventas: una revisión puntera y contemporánea
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r e s u m e n

Las organizaciones actuales se enfrentan a numerosos retos, siendo prioritaria en su agenda la formación
de su fuerza de ventas. El presente documento pretende contribuir en este campo, mediante la aportación
de una revisión amplia, vanguardista y contemporánea del estudio de las publicaciones sobre la investi-
gación de la formación en ventas durante los últimos 30 años (1985-2014). Los objetivos específicos de la
revisión son el estudio de las tendencias cronológicas y la distribución estructural de la investigación de la
formación en ventas, en términos de tipo, objetivo y temas de la investigación, así como otras cuestiones
tales como la metodología, las técnicas analíticas, la región geográfica, etc. Se analizan los hallazgos de
56 artículos sobre investigación de la formación en ventas, publicados durante los últimos treinta años,
y se identifican las orientaciones de la investigación futura.

© 2014 Universidad ESAN. Publicado por Elsevier España, S.L.U. Este es un artículo Open Access bajo
la licencia CC BY-NC-ND (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

1. Introduction

Organizations of today face numerous challenges, and training
their sales force is definitely high on the agenda of most organi-
zations (Rao, 2010). The increasing interest that firms have been
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showing over recent years in employees and in practices related to
their management, especially training, can be explained by the gen-
eral acceptance of the fact that human resources and organizational
knowledge are, at present, two of the main sources of sustainable
competitive advantages for the company.

Sales training is a challenge to organizations, big or small,
national or multinational, manufacturers or service providers
especially amidst today’s rapidly changing global economy. Orga-
nizations are spending millions of dollars on training employees,
and sales training takes a significant portion of that budget (Tan &
Newman, 2013). However, sales training programs seem to enjoy a
lot of advantages despite their costs. Sales training involves a sys-
tematic attempt to understand, describe, and transfer “good selling
practices” to sales personnel. Through sales training programs,

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jefas.2015.01.001
2077-1886/© 2014 Universidad ESAN. Published by Elsevier España, S.L.U. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-nc-nd/4.0/).
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sales personnel may actually learn to perform more effectively and
more quickly. Research suggests that training may increase the
salesperson’s knowledge base and skill level, resulting in higher
performance (Aragón-Sánchez, Barba-Aragón, & Sanz-Valle, 2003).

Anything that the organization can do to facilitate the sales
training process through mentoring, role playing, observation, etc.,
should be better than no training at all and hence the need and justi-
fication for training (Attia Ashraf, Jantan M., Atteya, & Fakhr, 2014).
Moreover, the motivation to receive training is also extremely high
among salespeople, sales managers, and sales executives, leading
the American Society for Training & Development to conclude that
«the timing for sales training has never been better» (Lassk, 2012).
Arguing on the same line, sales training research is hence also of
interest to academicians and practitioners toward enriching and
advancing the sales training knowledge base amidst continuous
business challenges and opportunities.

This review paper consists of seven sections. In the next sec-
tion we provide an overview of the sales training research and
identify that a comprehensive review of sales training research
does not exist until date to the best of our knowledge. We specif-
ically identify various objectives of the study in terms of analysis
of chronological trends and an understanding of relative empha-
sis on various aspects of sales training. The third section of our
paper discusses the objectives and methodology of our research.
In the fourth section we report the results of our analysis of 57
sales training research articles published in the last three decades
(1985-2014). The fifth section provides highlights of some inter-
esting sales training studies. In the sixth section our findings are
discussed and also overall conclusions are drawn. The seventh and
final section of the paper identifies directions for future research.

2. Sales training research: An overview

Evidence of the fact that organizations are devoted to sales
training may be found in the investments companies make in
sales training. Of these training expenditures, research has con-
cluded that sales training represents the largest portion of total
training expenditures. Selling is a problem-solving mission and
training helps salesmen to understand, anticipate and exceed cus-
tomer needs (Pollitt, 2012). According to Harris (2001), as cited in
Pettijohn, Pettijohn and Taylor (2009), sales representatives need
“grooming” to succeed and this grooming is an investment that is
made by the firm and the manager in the form of training and coach-
ing. It seems that the general sentiment is that if one has “some
level of talent”, then sales training can be instrumental in helping
convert that talent into positive results. Training can be defined
as a planned program within the organization that endeavors to
bring about relatively permanent changes in employee knowledge,
skills, attitudes, and behavior. In the present context, training may
improve sales performance (and company profits) by increasing
productivity, improving morale, reducing turnover, improving cus-
tomer relations, and improving management of time and territory
(Farrell et al., 2001).

Interest in the topic of sales training has been increasing over
the years in parallel with its rising practice as evident from the
splurge in sales training publications by almost three times in the
past decade as compared to the end of the last century. How-
ever, the bulk of these publications are non-academic and in
terms of research the progress has been slow, with only 23 peers
reviewed sales training journal articles during 1980, 40 during 1990
and 66 during the last decade as per the computerized database
search.

The American Society for Training and Development divides
the major sales training methodologies into two categories,
namely, self-study (i.e., readings, pre-workshop assignments, and

programmed instruction) and workshops (i.e., lecture, discussion,
on-the-job training, case study, and role plays). It has been sug-
gested that organizations should attempt to use a combination
of workshop methodologies in conjunction with some self-study
methodologies (Vadi & Suuroja, 2006)

Further, the content of training for salespeople can be cate-
gorized into four as described by Hopkins (1978) involving: (a)
product knowledge, (b) company knowledge, (c) market/industry
awareness, and (d) selling techniques and related topics (Farrell
et al., 2001). The nature of a typical sales training programs also
varies depending upon if it is standardization (i.e., common to all
salespeople), top-down (i.e., management decides), mandated (i.e.,
non-voluntary) structured (i.e., formal and centralized), in a class-
room setting (by in-house or outside experts) (Sarin, Sego, Kohli, &
Challagalla, 2010).

According to Aragón-Sánchez et al. (2003) the success of train-
ing depends on the correct execution of the steps of sales training
process: previous analysis of training needs, development and
implementation of an adequate training plan and evaluation. Train-
ing needs analysis is recognized as one of the first important
“before” contributions to training effectiveness. A thorough needs
analysis takes into account the individual differences of trainees,
the organizational climate and objectives, and the characteristics of
the task(s) to be learned. This information is then used to determine
both the method and content of training.

It is worth mentioning that unlike what many articles have
cited, training effectiveness is different from training evaluation.
Training effectiveness is the study of the individual (personality
traits, attitudes, abilities, demographics, experience, and expecta-
tions, self-efficacy, goal orientation, and motivation), organizational
(climate for learning, history, policies, trainee selection technique,
and trainee notification process) and training (instructional style,
practice, and feedback), characteristics that influence the training
process before, during, and after training (Álvarez et al., 2004).
However, training experts typically study training effectiveness
variables from the perspective of evaluation. Four of the five
effectiveness models (Baldwin & Ford, 1988, Holton 1996; 2003,
Tannenbaum et al., 1991, as cited in Alvarez, 2004) found in the
literature focus primarily on one evaluation measure, transfer per-
formance as the measures of learning.

Training evaluation, on the other hand, is the measurement of
a training program’s success or failure with regard to content and
design, changes in learners, and organizational payoffs. The eval-
uation techniques used to assess these depend on the evaluation
model chosen, as four different models have been proposed. The
first model, Kirkpatrick’s four dimensional measurement typology
(i.e., reactions, learning, behavior, results) is, perhaps, the simplest
and most common method for understanding training evaluation
and the most frequently cited technique. This model was subse-
quently modified and advanced by other researchers, such as Alliger
and Jantan (1989) who augmented the framework for training crite-
ria based on Kirkpatrick’s model dividing training reactions into
affective and utilitarian reactions, and learning into post-training
measures of learning, retention, skill demonstration. In the sec-
ond model, Tannenbaum et al. (1993) expanded on Kirkpatrick’s
typology by adding post-training attitudes and dividing behav-
ior into two outcomes for evaluation: training performance and
transfer performance. A third evaluation model by Holton (1996)
included three evaluation targets: learning, transfer, and results.
Reactions were not a part of Holton’s model because reactions are
not considered a primary outcome of training; rather, reactions
are defined as a mediating and/or moderating variable between
trainees’ motivation to learn and actual learning. The fourth and
final evaluation model was provided by Aquinis and Kraiger (2009).
This model emphasizes three multidimensional target areas for
evaluation: training content and design (i.e., design, delivery, and
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validity of training), changes in learners (i.e., affective, cognitive,
and behavioral) and organizational payoffs (i.e., transfer climate,
job performance, and results) (Álvarez et al., 2004).

Previous reviews of literature have revealed the predomi-
nance of training evaluation studies in sales training research.
For example, in the article focusing on sales trainers, Ricks,
Williams, & Weeks (2008) identified only three studies on training
needs/assessment, two studies on the content and implementation
of training, while seven articles on training evaluation during 2000-
2005. There is need to understand if the relative emphasis on these
major “themes” of sales training research, namely training needs
assessment, content and implementation, and training evaluation
has changed in the recent years. Further, apart from the themes of
sales training research, there is also need to understand the rela-
tive emphasis on various types of studies (qualitative, quantitative,
and conceptual research) as well as on focus of the sales training
studies (academic, practitioners, and both). There are several other
issues related to sales training research that need to be tracked.
These include sales training research methodology, analytical tech-
niques used in sales training research, sales training research by
geographical region etc. To the best of our knowledge a compre-
hensive research review addressing all these issues related to sales
training research does not exist at present. Our research presents
a state of the art, contemporary, and comprehensive review of the
sales training research field. The specific objectives of our research
are to study various structural issues in the domain of sales training
in terms of chronological trends, relative emphasis on type of sales
training, focus of sales training, and themes of sales training and
other issues.

3. Objectives and methodology of review

Recent trends in the personal selling environment, such
as advances in technology, customer relationship management,
and globalization have placed a premium on training programs
designed to develop knowledgeable and effective sales managers.
Firms now recognize that enhancing a sales manager’s working
knowledge through training can be a source of a firm’s competi-
tive advantage. Indeed, there is evidence that employee intellectual
capital constitutes up to 75 percent of a firm’s total balance
sheet (Powers, DeCarlo, & Gupte, 2010). Given the increased focus
on developing managers’ knowledge and recent technological
advances in ways to deliver information over the past decade, there
is a need for understanding the current role and positioning of
sales manager training (Ricks, Williams, & Weeks, 2008). Despite
its strategic importance, the topic of sales management training
remains one of the most neglected areas in the personal selling and
sales management literature. The relative absence of attention to
sales manager training practices is surprising because training is
considered one of the most taxing as well as pervasive methods for
not only enhancing individual productivity but also communicating
organizational goals to new personnel (Powers et al., 2010).

The importance of sales training already identified, it should also
be known that sales training research has had long roots, with the
oldest peer reviewed article dating back to the year 1910. However,
sales training research has been sluggish as revealed by the quan-
tity of sales training research with only about 240 peers reviewed
journal articles over a span of 100 years. In the context of reviews or
synthesizing papers, such as meta-analysis, the situation is worse
due to the prevalence of a widely varying type of studies with
diverse research focus and approaches.

In the past, Baldwin and Ford (1988) have reviewed the transfer
of training literature; Alliger and Janak (1989) reviewed Kirk-
patrick’s levels of training criteria in published studies, while
Alliger, Tannenbaum, Bennett, Traver, & Shotl& (1997) provided

a meta-analysis on training criteria; Álvarez, Salas and Garofano
(2004) reviewed studies on the sales training effectiveness; Cron
William, Marshall Greg, Singh, Spiro Rosann, & Sujan (2005) looked
at the trends in salesperson selection, training, and development.
In the recent years, only Attia, Honeycutt and Jantan (2006) have
put forward a review of studies dealing with sales training at the
global level. Aragón-Sánchez, Barba-Aragón and Sanz-Valle (2003)
analyzed sales training studies in general in terms of their busi-
ness results. Till date, none have generated a holistic review of
sales training research and moreover there is a need to analyze
and review recent studies on sales training.

Golterman (2000) cited a Gartner Group study that indicated
that the four most important emerging salesperson skills are col-
laboration, relationship management, as well as finance, business,
and consultative skills (Pelham, 2009). Also as increased emphasis
on learning at the organizational and individual level is broadening
and subsequently changing the role and positioning of training over
the past decade and given that the demands of the sales role have
changed, it follows that the training salespeople receive is chang-
ing, as well (Cron et al., 2005, Ricks et al., 2008). Hence, it would
be worthwhile to have an update on the latest trends, interests and
findings of recent sales training research and examine if this stream
of research has progressed as previously suggested.

Thus, the present paper endeavors to contribute to the sales
training field by providing a state-of-the art and contemporary
review through the study of recent publications in sales training.
The specific objectives of the review are to study the structural
trend in the domain of sales training in terms of the research type,
method, focus adopted as well as the research content and findings.

To review and integrate the literature on sales training, a lit-
erature search was conducted for empirical investigations of sales
training that were published during the thirty years prior to this
writing, that is, 1985 to 2014. The search was carried out through
computer on the Ebsco Discovery Service and Academic Search Pre-
mier database and included empirical as well as conceptual/review
studies published from the following journals: Journal of Personal
Selling & Sales Management (6 articles, highest number of articles
from a single academic journal), Marketing Intelligence & Planning,
Marketing Management Journal, Industrial Marketing Management,
Personnel Psychology, Journal of Management, Services Marketing
Quarterly, International Journal of Management, Industrial & Com-
mercial Training, Cross Cultural Management, American Journal of
Business, IUP Journal of Soft Skills, Journal of European Industrial Train-
ing, Journal of Business & Industrial Marketing, E-Journal of Applied
Psychology, Journal of Strategic Marketing, Journal of Vocational Edu-
cation & Training, International Journal of Training & Development,
Journal of Retailing & Consumer Services, Journal of Psychology in
Africa, International Journal of Hospitality Management. In addition,
papers were also included from the practitioner focused Human
Resource Management International Digest.

The initial search resulted in more than 4 500 articles since the
early 1900 s in the sales training literature. However, through the
filter of peer and expert interviews; and then eliminating articles
that were not in English language and those that were book reviews
published in journals and some which had misleading titles and
hence were not dealing with sales training, and finally applying the
time frame filter of 1985-2014, a total of 56 articles (see Table 1)
were included for the review of recent sales training research.

4. Sales training research analysis

4.1. Sales training research trends

Chronologically speaking, the interest in sales training research
has exponentially risen in the last decade (2005-2014). Although
the trend in the number of publications in the past two decades
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(1995-2004 and 1985-1994) was flat, they increased by a factor of
six during 2005-2014. Thus, the last decade, 2005-2014 accounted
for nearly 75% of the articles published in the past 30 years (1985-
2014). In this growth period of the most recent decade (2005-2014)
there were 42 articles published, which is six times more than the
number of articles published in each of the previous two decades
(1985-1994 and 1995-2004).

4.2. Types of sales training research

In terms of the research design elements, our review reveals
that qualitative studies consisted of 13 articles, quantitative stud-
ies consisted of 32 articles (such as Attia et al., 2014, Jantan, Asri
Honeycutt, & Earl, 2013; Tan & Newman, 2013), and theoreti-
cal/conceptual contributions consisted of 11 articles (Little, 2012;
Attia et al., 2006 and Vadi & Suuroja, 2006). However, it should be
noted that of the qualitative studies, actually only few of them are
research based with concrete research contributions (Fan Chiang
& Chen-Liang, 2006 and 2007; Ricks, Williams & Weeks, 2008;
Kakavelakis, Felstead & Fuller, 2008), the rest being practitioner
oriented case-narratives (Drake-Knight, 2012; Pollitt, 2006, 2007,
2010, 2011, 2012).

4.3. Sales training research methodologies

Further, the article reviews indicate that majority of the sales
training research is being carried forward through questionnaire
based survey method (15 articles such as Shepherd, Gordon,
Ridnour, Weilbaker, & Lambert, 2011; Powers et al., 2010; Sarin
et al., 2010; Kauffeld & Lehmann-Willenbrock, 2010; Toomey et al.,
2008; and Gultek Mark, Dodd Tim, & Guydosh Raymond, 2006),
followed by case studies (Ricks, Williams & Weeks, 2008; Little,
2012; and Pollitt, 2006, 2007, 2010, 2011, 2012). Very few studies
are following the qualitative path based on interviews (Fan Chiang
& Chen-Liang, 2006; 2007) and one on participant observation
method (Kakavelakis, Felstead & Fuller, 2008). However, the point
is that despite being pointed out by academicians in the past, value
of experimental research in sales training has not progressed ade-
quately. Only two experimental studies (Gignac, Harmer, Jennings,
& Palmer, 2012 and Peltzer, Ramlagan & Gliksman, 2006) were
found.

4.4. Analytical techniques used in sales training research

The studies included in our review used a wide variety of ana-
lytical techniques, ranging from sophisticated statistical tool use
such as Structural Equation Modeling (Sarin et al., 2010; Pelham,
2009; Pelham & Kravitz, 2008), Multiple Regressions (Toomey et al.,
2008; Valentine, 2009) and Factor Analysis (Gultek Mark, Dodd
Tim, & Guydosh Raymond, 2006 and Abbott, Klein, Hamilton, &
Rosenthal, 2009) and Bivariate/Univariate Analysis (Gignac et al.,
2012; Powers et al., 2010) to qualitative techniques such as Delphi
(Fan Chiang & Chen-Liang, 2006) and content analysis (Kakavelakis,
Felstead & Fuller, 2008).

In terms of sample size variation, the samples included in the
studies reviewed varied from 10-12 respondents for interviews,
between 20-50 respondents in experiments and between 64 to 828
respondents in the case of surveys.

4.5. Focus of sales training research

Looking at the focus of studies reviewed, it was found that
majority of the studies (25 articles) had a practitioner focus,
while about another half (22 articles) having research focus. The

remaining nine articles had a common focus that is being relevant
for both practitioners and academicians.

4.6. Sales training research by geographical region

Of the total 41 articles reviewed, the majority of the studies are
European (11 articles, e.g., Román, Ruiz & Munuera, 2002), followed
by USA (11 articles, e.g., Tan & Newman, 2013), and few are Asian
(3 articles, e.g., Fan Chiang, Hui-Yin, & Yu Hsuang, 2008), Australian
(2 articles, e.g., Gignac et al., 2012) and in other regions. However,
it should be noted that in term of pure research papers, of the 11
European studies in UK, Germany and Soviet Russia, only two of
them qualify as being qualitative (Schwepker, Charles & Good, 2007
and Kakavelakis, Felstead & Fuller, 2008).

4.7. Themes of sales training research

According to Aragón-Sánchez (2003) the success of training
depends on the correct execution of the steps of sales training
process: previous analysis of training needs, development and
implementation of an adequate training plan and evaluation and
these themes have been variously investigated in the field of sales
training research. Hence, finally looking at the review sample from
the point of research theme, it is concluded that as compared to
training assessment studies, research related to training imple-
mentation and evaluation has been up on the charts, with 12, 18
and 9 studies focused on training implementation, evaluation and
assessment, respectively. The rest of the research reviewed (17
articles) can be classified as studies on the status/update of sales
training (Little, 2012 and Powers et al., 2010) or other concep-
tual/theoretical studies.

4.8. Sales training research: Findings by topic focus

The current section reviews the articles according to their con-
tent and findings, and classifies them into five types of studies:
Status/conceptual, Assessment, Training/Implementation, Evaluation
and others (see Table 2).

4.9. Assessment

The sales literature has responded to the increasing importance
and criticism of training by focusing more attention on training
assessment. In the latter half of the past decade, this literature
has examined various aspects of training assessment e.g., Ricks,
Williams and Weeks (2008) identified 8 roles, 18 skills grouped into
5 competencies that are associated with the sales trainer position;
Toomey et al. (2008) emphasizes the important role of both formal
control and significant others in creating an ethical sales force).

4.10. Training/Implementation

Numerous studies have focused on sales training content, e.g.,
Valentine (2009) posits to the mediating role of perceived ethi-
cal context in the relationship between hours of ethics training
and satisfaction with supervisors and coworkers; Abbott et al.
(2009) suggests sales managers believed very much that resilience
training would improve their work performance and life skills. An
emerging critical factor in the sales processes is the development
and maintenance of long-term business relationships. As emo-
tions play a crucial role in inter-personal relationships, the case
for emotional intelligence in the sales processes may be argued
as being important. Through an experiment design, Gignac et al.
(2012) reveal emotional intelligence training group outperforming
the control group by approximately 9% (p < 0.05) in sales per-
formance. In the context of training delivery e.g., Kauffeld and
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Table 2
Focus/theme of research articles and findings as elaborated by authors.

Focus/theme Author/Year Findings

Training
Status/Conceptual

Lassk et al., 2012 Four challenges are the changing roles of salespeople, the intensified emphasis on accountability, the
enhancement of technological capabilities, and the importance of cultural diversity.

(Merged with others
categories in
Figure 4)

Little, 2012 Brand differentiation, ethics, connect through internet and social media.

Tan & Newman
2012

Proposal to apply Kirkpatrick’s Four-Level Training Evaluation Model.

Shepherd et al.,
2011

Sales manager training activities show more similarities than differences between small and large firms, but
internet-based training methods are becoming prevalent in large firms while still struggling for acceptance in
smaller ones.

Powers 2010 Sales managers receiving training at an early stage of their careers, but they are receiving training from more
“commercial” versus academic sources; women placed greater importance than men on sales management
training topics that deal with communication, teamwork, and sensitivity to cultural issues; use on-the-job
training and self-study as important pedagogical tools.

Rao, 2010 Three major content areas—selling processes, leadership, and evaluation and control puts forward a set of
recommendations for the 21st century salespersons.

Attia et al., 2006 Study proposes a framework that identifies and explains the relationships of input, mediating, and output
variables for global sales training programs.

Vadi & Suuroja,
2006

Constructed a Model of Customer-Oriented Communication that looks at the subsequent training courses and
discusses the evaluation of the training process.

Lupton, Weiss &
Peterson 1999

To reflect the sales training environment,a sales training evaluation model (STEM) is proposed.

Training needs
assessment

Ferreira et al., 2013 Review of training needs assessment.

Borna & Sharma,
2011

Personal resources, pre-sales and sales stage skill requirements.

Pollitt, 2011c
Fan Chiang,
Hui-Yin, & Yu
Hsuang, 2008

Training-needs analysis highlighted the need for the training to improve product knowledge; market place
knowledge, customer-applications knowledge, questioning skills, proposal-generation skills,
business-planning skills, and vertical marketing knowledge.
Incorporates the analytic hierarchy process (AHP) to determine the weights of evaluation, followed by the
Gray relational analysis (GRA) to identify the most appropriate training program for sales representatives in
life insurance companies.

Ricks, Williams &
Weeks 2008

Suggests there are 8 roles that are associated with the sales trainer position and to effectively execute these
roles, this exploratory investigation identified 18 related skills that are grouped into 5 competencies.

Fan, Huang &
Cheng 2007

(1) Problem solving, (2) Emotional intelligence, (3) Communication, (4) Collective competence, {5) Using IT,
(6) Diversified financial service, (7) Understand customer needs, (8) Ethics, (9) Culture compatibility, and (10)
Professional knowledge.

Toomey et al. 2007 Although the overall ethical climate influences ethical attitudes of sales managers, importantly, these
managerial attitudes impact ethical training and hiring evaluations of the sales force (0.169*, adj R=.024,
p<.05).

Fan Chiang &
Chen-Liang, 2006

Life insurance companies need to train their sales representatives to an adequate standard in competencies of
problem solving, communication, information technology utilization, culture compatibility, emotional
intelligence, collective competence and ethics.

Erffmeyer Robert,
Russ Randall, &
Hair Joseph, 1991

Systematic formal needs assessment and evaluation practices were not widely adopted.

Training content,
method,
implementation

Commeiras et al.,
2013

The establishment of an organizational context conducive to learning and the crucial role of the tutor.

Drake-Knight, 2012 Continue & BeginTM fast-coaching model for on-the-spot coaching of sales employees through explicit
standards, consistency and sustainability.

Kauffeld &
Lehmann-
Willenbrock,
2010

Spaced rather than massed training practice resulted in greater transfer quality, higher self-reports of sales
competence, and improved key figures.

Pollitt, 2010c
Pollitt, 2010a
Sarin et al., 2010

Combining new technology with “whole site” training created a customer-focused coaching culture with
perceptual and actual performance measurements through behavioral change.
Constant coaching in existence at the firm and describes how more formal training is divided into modules,
varying from one-day sessions to training “bites” of two hours each. The training is reviewed every two
months and that trainers change the content frequently to keep pace with the ever-changing adv. market.
Formality of training has a positive effect and voluntariness has a negative effect on the perceived
effectiveness of training in a change implementation context.

Abbott et al., 2009 Sales managers found the resilience training very enjoyable and believed it would improve their work
performance and life skills, though not significant.

Valentine, 2009 Mediating role of perceived ethical context in the relationships between hours of ethics training and
satisfaction with supervisors and coworkers.

Politt 2007
Schwepker, Charles
& Good 2007

Development of a “consultative” approach, where sales personnel act as partners to the customers, adding
value to their business and offering appropriate solutions.
“Consultative” approach, where sales personnel act as partners to the customers, adding value to their
business and offering appropriate solutions.

Peltzer et al., 2006 Training program was effective in changing serving practices.
Román, Ruiz &
Munuera 2002

Higher performance and customer oriented selling is achieved through specific training content and method;
training moderates the relation between performance and effectiveness.
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Table 2 (Continued)

Focus/theme Author/Year Findings

Training evaluation,
effectiveness

Tan & Newman
2013

Significant training evaluation neglect and indifference amongst retail organizations with little support for
using all 4 levels of Kirkpatrick’s Model for training evaluation.

Attia Ashraf, H, &
Earl, 2012

Offers advice for setting standards for evaluating sales training programs.

Gignac et al., 2012
Pollitt, 2011b
Pollitt, 2011a
Pelham, 2009
Pettijohn et al.,
2009

Emotional Intelligence training group (especially rater reported scores) outperformed the control group by
approximately 9% (p < 0.5) in sales performance.
They learned to concentrate on the customer and his/her buying experience leading to additional sales having
far outstripped the cost of the training.
Following the training, the company secured new advertisers and revenue while simultaneously boosting
morale and retention rates among its sales team.
The relationship between consulting time and consulting effectiveness is highest in commodity industries.
Sales training has significant effects on important performance outcomes such as job satisfaction,
organizational commitment, and customer-orientation.

Kakavelakis,
Felstead & Fuller
2008

Once back on “home” territory trainees approached customers with far less instrumental empathy than they
had been taught during training as sales advisors.

Pelham & Kravitz,
2008

Listening behaviors positively influence customer orientation behaviors, which, in turn, influence adaptive
selling behaviors, which influence listening behaviors, resulting in a feedback loop of reinforcing behaviors.
Consulting oriented salesperson evaluation is a stronger influence on salesperson behaviors, compared to
sales training.

Zoltners, Sinha &
Lorimer 2008

Proposed a framework for sales training effectiveness.

Gultek Mark, Dodd
Tim, & Guydosh
Raymond, 2006

Amount of wine training offered by restaurants was related to the quantity of wine sold.

Farrell et al., 2001 Significant effect of personnel selection and training procedures on salesforce performance, though with
variation.

Honeycutt et al.,
2001

Benefits of a sales training program depend upon at least four factors: retention of trained employees, the
length of time the training lasts, the difference between trained and untrained employees, and variation in
sales employees’ performance.

Piercy, Cravens &
Morgan 1998

Sales managers need to emphasize salesperson behavior as well as sales outcomes through more acceptable
and credible performance evaluations when utilizing behavior-based control, along with cost considerations.

El-Ansary 1993 Investing more money in sales force training does not assure a top performance ranking. Major challenging
decisions require management initiatives.

Honeycutt &
Stevenson, 1989

Small number of managers focuses attention on measuring the results of training programs.

Chonko, Howell &
Bellenger 1986

Sources of role ambiguity may be more important to the understanding of performance than sources of role
conflict.

Russell, Terborg, &
Powers 1985

Sales efficiency (volume of sales/sales person) and store image were significantly related to % of employees
trained. Training emphasis and merchandizing support were significantly related to store image.

Others (Combined with Attia et al., 2014 MNCs differ significantly from their domestic counterparts in the following sales training phases: needs
determination, objective setting, program methods, program contents, and training evaluation.

Status/Conceptual in
Figure 4)

Uduji 2013
Jantan et al., 2013

Sales training programs have to be sold just like any product or service.
Banks in Malaysia followed a joint-trainer approach and utilized low-participative methods, along with
result-based sales training evaluation.

Pollitt, 2006
Engle Robert &
Barnes Michael,
2000

People with no experience in the glass industry–to work at a green-filed site.
Significant usage, beliefs and performance differences found between countries, with salesforce automation
explaining 16% variance in performance across countries.

Krafft, 1999
Siguaw, Brown, &
Widing 1994

Discuss and test the impact of environment, company, and salesperson characteristics on the design of sales
force control systems.
Market orientation of the firm significantly influences salesperson customer orientation and job attitude.

Cravens et al., 1993 Limited role for incentive compensation in sales force control systems.

Authors (Own elaboration).

Lehmann-Willenbrock (2010) found spaced rather than massed
training practice resulting in greater transfer quality, higher self-
reports of sales competence, and improved performance figures;
while, formality of training has a positive effect and voluntariness
has a negative effect on the perceived effectiveness of training in
a change implementation context (Sarin et al., 2010). Recently,
Commereiras et al. (2013) suggest the establishment of an orga-
nizational context conducive to learning and the crucial role of the
tutor for successful training programs.

4.11. Evaluation

Organizations have learned to place their personnel selling
skills as an essential contributor to both business success and sur-
vival. They know that their business is now defined by customer

relationships and value-adding provided by their sales force. For
their sales personnel to become successful in their jobs, sales
training for these individuals has become necessary and essen-
tial. Despite spending thousands of dollars training their sales force
every year, organizations often fail to follow through in evaluating
the effectiveness of their training programs, thereby not allowing
corrective actions to improve to take root. Without evaluating sales
training effectiveness, organizations would not be able to make
the necessary revision and renewal efforts to their sales training
programs so that training can continuously be effective, account-
able and significant to their organizations. Failing to evaluate, retail
organizations could be spending considerable amount of time and
resources continually on ineffective training programs perpetu-
ating unimpressive sales force performances and contribution to
their organizations.
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Hence, the effects of various training topics have been assessed
on a variety of outcomes, such as salesperson behaviors, atti-
tudes, and performance (e.g., Pettijohn, Pettijohn & Taylor, 2009,
Pelham & Kravitz, 2008); consulting effectiveness (Pelham, 2009);
and their financial impact on the firm sales (Gultek Mark, Dodd
Tim, & Guydosh Raymond, 2006). For example, Tan and Newman’s
study (Tan & Newman, 2013) essentially utilized Kirkpatrick’s
Four-Level Training Evaluation Model (Donald Kirkpatrick, 1994)
to examine whether the interrelationships among its four lev-
els of training evaluation (reaction, learning, behavior change,
and organizational outcomes) are applied in determining training
effectiveness.

4.12. Status/Conceptual

These studies have introduced ideas for enriching future
research, like, Lassk (2012) examine four challenges currently
facing the sales force —changing roles of salespeople, increased
emphasis on training accountability, enhanced technology capa-
bilities, and increasing cultural diversity— and the research gaps
these challenges raise in the design, content, delivery, and evalua-
tion of training. Rao (2010) puts forward a set of recommendations
for the 21st century salespersons, while, Attia et al. (2006) proposed
a framework that identifies and explains the relationships of input,
mediating, and output variables for global sales training programs.
Vadi and Suuroja (2006) constructed a Model of Customer-Oriented
Communication that looks at the subsequent training courses and
discusses the evaluation of the training process. On the other hand,
status/update studies on sales training, such as Little (2012) iden-
tify brand differentiation, ethics, and connecting through internet
and social media as important factors in sales training in the cur-
rent business environment. Shepherd et al. (2011) reveal that sales
manager training activities show more similarities than differ-
ences between small and large firms, but internet-based training
methods are becoming prevalent in large firms while still strug-
gling for acceptance in smaller ones. Similarly, Powers et al. (2010)
have put forward a detailed study on various aspects of sales
training.

Gartner Group study indicated that the four most important
emerging salesperson skills are collaboration, relationship man-
agement, as well as finance, business, and consultative skills
(Golterman, 2000; Pelham, 2009). In view of the increasing empha-
sis on coaching and consultative behavior, this review points
toward the increasing focus of researchers on such topics, e.g.,
during 2006-2014, 6 articles were found that dealt with coach-
ing and consultative behavior, e.g., Pelham (2009), Pelham and
Kravitz (2008), Schwepker, Charles and Good (2007) and Pollitt
(2007, 2010, 2012).

The practitioners have suggested sales training as a waste of
energy and resources unless it is made sustainable and hence
advocate sustainability through local coaching and performance
management to keep the momentum up and the training alive
(Drake-Knight, 2012). Pollitt (2012) also points toward constant
coaching and division of more formal training into modules. He
further strongly posits improvements in customer service through
focus on ethics and customer orientation and development of a
“consultative” approach, where sales personnel acts as partners
to the customers, adding value to their business and offering
appropriate solutions. It was found that following the training,
new advertisers and revenues were secured while simultaneously
boosting morale and retention rates among its sales team. Table 2
provides a chronological list of the research studies included in our
review and provides details of authors, year of publication, major
findings, topic of focus, type of study, sample/context, dependent
variables, and independent variables.

5. Highlights of some interesting sales training studies

In this review we also point out some studies worth mentioning
in terms of context and content of study.

Attia et al. (2014) examine similarities and differences of current
state of initial sales training practices of both domestic and multi-
national corporations in Egypt. They conclude that MNCs differ
significantly from their domestic counterparts in the following
sales training phases: needs determination, objective setting, pro-
gram methods, program contents, and training evaluation.
Shepherd et al. (2011) examined practices of and differences
between small and large organizations (based on sales force size)
as they relate to the training of sales managers, demonstrating
sales training activities showing more similarities than differences
between small and large firms, but internet-based training meth-
ods are becoming prevalent in large firms while still struggling for
acceptance in smaller ones.
Borna and Sharma (2011) view acting skills to have potential in
sales training through a series of steps to be taken by the sales-
people in order to perform their roles effectively self exploration,
preparation before entering the stage of selling, on-stage perfor-
mance, and self evaluation.
Gignac et al. (2012) based on data from 50 Australian resident
pharmaceutical sales representatives, examined statistically the
efficacy of an emotional intelligence training program on sales
performance and emotional intelligence in a group of salespeo-
ple using an experimental, repeated measures/between-groups
design. They found that the rater-reported emotional intelligence
(EI) correlated with sales performance at r = 0.32 and the train-
ing group outperformed the control group by approximately 9 per
cent (p < 0.05) in sales performance.
Abbott et al. (2009) aimed to evaluate whether online resilience
training, would improve the psychological health, wellbeing and
work performance of sales managers from an Australian industrial
organization. Sales managers found the resilience training very
enjoyable and believed it would improve their work performance
and life skills.
Valentine (2009) found a mediating role of perceived ethical con-
text in the proposed relationships between hours of ethics training
and satisfaction with supervisors and coworkers, suggesting orga-
nizational leaders for using ethics training to institutionalize an
ethical environment in sales organizations. Such efforts could yield
greater employee satisfaction for supervisors and coworkers.
Sarin et al. (2010) suggest that formality of training has a posi-
tive effect and voluntariness has a negative effect on the perceived
effectiveness of training in a change implementation context. The
findings provide empirical support to the call by Cron et al. (2005)
for more customized and individualized sales force training pro-
grams.
Kauffeld and Lehmann-Willenbrock (2010) compared spaced and
massed training using behavioral and outcome criteria showing
spaced rather than massed training practice resulting in greater
transfer quality, higher self-reports of sales competence, and
improved key figures.
Kakavelakis, Felstead and Fuller (2008) based on participant
observation examined the training of sales advisors in a large chain
of private fitness clubs. It shows that although the training course
taught trainees how to control and enchant customers, once back
on “home” territory trainees approached customers with far less
instrumental empathy than they had been taught.
Toomey et al. (2008) in their study toward responsible sales in the
context of alcohol selling found that sales manager’s ethical atti-
tudes are found to both directly and indirectly impact the ethical
behavior of the sales force.
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Figure 1. Chronological Trend of Sales Training Research.
Authors (Own elaboration).

6. Discussion and conclusions

Sales training studies from the past thirty years analyzing the
influence of training on business results have been compiled, clas-
sified and analyzed. There is relatively very little research in this
field and our review study makes several important contributions
to the theory and practice of sales training.

First, our analysis reveals that although the studies are very het-
erogeneous and it is difficult to generalize, most of them conclude
that training positively affects productivity, quality, and financial
results, and that different types of training have different impacts
on business results. Further, our review suggests that advance-
ments have been made that help us understand better the design
and delivery of training in organizations, with respect to the-
ory development as well as the quality and quantity of empirical
research. We know more about factors that influence training effec-
tiveness and transfer of training.

Second, our specific findings related to various aspects of sales
training research are discussed. The number of publications in the
sales training research has grown exponentially in the last decade
(2005-2014) as compared to the previous two decades (1985-1994
and 1995-2005, see Figure 1). The quantitative studies dominate
(57%) compared to qualitative studies (23%) and conceptual studies
(20%) as shown in Figure 2. As regards the focus of sales train-
ing research, it was found that a majority of studies (45%) had a
practitioner focus, followed by academic focus research (39%) and
the remaining 16% of the research had both academic and prac-
titioner focus (Figure 3). Findings of our review reveal that the
dominant theme in the sales training research was training evalua-
tion (32%) followed by training implementation and content (22%),

Conceptual,
20%Qualitative,

23%

Quantitative,
57%

Figure 2. Types of Sales Training Research, 1986-2014.
Authors (Own elaboration).

Academic
39%

Practitioner
45%

Both
16%

Figure 3. Focus of Sales Training Research, 1985-2014.
Authors (Own elaboration).

needs assessment (16%), Miscellaneous other themes constituted
the remaining 30% of research (Figure 4). The dominance of sales
training evaluation theme is consistent with the findings of past
reviews. For example, Rick et al. (2008) found that studies with
evaluation as the theme of research were three and half times those
on needs assessment and about two and half times those on imple-
mentation. Overall thus it can be concluded that much of the sales
training research is practitioner focus, quantitative studies with
evaluation of sales training as the main emphasis.

The third contribution of our review study is the identification
of several methodological issues and challenges evolved in sales
training research. Researching training assessment is difficult for
myriad reasons; among them are access to certain data and the
longitudinal nature of the sales training being evaluated. In addi-
tion research in this area is hampered by study design issues and
measurement concerns. The generalizability of findings is a concern
when conducting research. This concern is of primary importance
when assessing sales training because there is a substantial trade-
off between the richness of data and generalizability of findings. It
has been argued that case study methodology can be particularly
insightful for business-to-business research (Johnston, Leach, & Liu,

Evaluation/
effectiveness

32%

Status/
conceptual/

others
30%

Needs/
Assessment

16%
Content/
method/

implementation
22%

Figure 4. Themes of Sales Training Research, 1985-2014.
Authors (Own elaboration).
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1999); however, generalizability requires evidence of a consistent
pattern of findings across case studies. There is a severe dearth
of sales training studies based on a longitudinal research design,
which is especially relevant in the context of evaluation studies.
Experimental design is the most powerful and advantageous way
to evaluate sales training outcomes (Warr, Allan, & Birdi, 1999; as
cited in Attia, Honeycutt, & Leach Mark, 2005). Failure to employ
rigorous statistical techniques, such as control groups, longitudi-
nal designs, and experimental designs, results in limited empirical
research findings that are inconsistent with proposed theory devel-
opment.

A fourth finding of our review is that although there are pos-
itive effects of training on organizational results, there is no
clear cost-benefit relationship allowing the assessment of train-
ing effectiveness or profitability. One reason for this situation is
the difficulty in finding a reliable indicator of training incidence, a
fact even more complicated due to the existence of returns that are
not only tangible, but also intangible. The heterogeneity of criteria
among authors when evaluating these effects must be also added
to this complex situation.

7. Directions for future research

Though the research on sales training has been showing posi-
tive strides in terms of the content, context as well as the quantity
and quality of published studies, several more caveats and oppor-
tunities exist to aid and guide future interested scholars of this
field. Future research efforts should specifically investigate how
distinct selling needs and objectives differ for salespersons work-
ing in missionary, industrial, and consumer roles and how flexible
the proposed model is for different sales positions. Further, most
of the research oriented studies are located in North America and
in Europe —the bulk of the studies being UK centric and empirical
studies are even fewer—. Although most of them are descriptive
and case-study based, in recent years some attempts to go into this
topic in depth have been carried out (e.g., Kauffeld & Lehmann-
Willenbrock, 2010). Still there is plenty of scope for further work
in this area.

While organizations spend thousands of dollars to help sales
teams succeed, it is the sales culture of the organization that is the
key contributor or roadblock to success. This sales culture is often
informally built to replicate the most influential and effective sales
managers and executives. Given the rampant pace of technological
advancement, future sales training research needs to be conducted
incorporating the effects of social media. For example, the effect
of social media in acquiring sales skills, its effect on salesperson’s
approach to selling, etcetera.

The fact that the effect of human resource actions, including
training, on business results depends on many other factors must
be also taken into account by adopting the systemic perspective
when analyzing the effect of human resource practices on business
results with the help of sophisticated statistical techniques such as
structural equation modeling, etcetera.
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