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Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic hit us all hard, professionally and personally,
and the sales profession is no different. From keeping many
salespeople homebound, away from customers and prospects, to
requiring them to navigate a suddenly challenging economy and
tighter purchasing budgets, 2020 impacted salespeople and their
leaders and trainers in a significant way, and it continues to do so.
Accordingly, these impacts required a shift in how salespeople
do their jobs, how they interact with customers and how they
manage accounts and, in some cases, even altered the nature of
the product or service they sell. To adapt to these changes, many
companies have reassessed how they approach both selling
practices and the sales skills necessary to sustain them.
To learn what effective sales training looks like for a remote
sales force navigating a global crisis, ValueSelling Associates and
Training Industry, Inc. surveyed 256 sales leaders and learning
and development (L&D) decision-makers about the approach their
companies are taking toward sales skills and managing change.
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High revenue
growth

In conversations throughout the year, we repeatedly heard that
some companies experienced significant challenges and negative
impacts, whereas others had a banner year. These vast differences
among companies led us to the question:

What did the companies that grew in
2020 do differently?
To explore this question, we compared two groups of respondents:
High revenue growth: Those sales and L&D leaders who said 2020
was a year of growth for their company, and

Negative
revenue growth

Negative revenue growth: Those leaders who said 2020 was the
worst of the last five years.
Throughout this e-book, we’ll use the contrast of the differences
between these groups to demonstrate how not just a focus on
sales but the right strategic focus on sales is what distinguishes
the companies that are seeing growth in spite of the year’s
economic downturn.
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Winners Take a Value-based
Selling Approach
Most companies take a blended approach to their sales.
Consultative selling is focused on an advisory role
with the customer.
Social selling relies on using social media platforms to
identify, contact and nurture prospects.

FIGURE 1. High-growth Companies Take Value-based
and Social Approaches to Sales
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Consultative
selling

Social
selling

Solution
selling

Value-based
selling
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Solution selling is focused on finding a solution to the
customer’s problem and addressing the client’s need.
Value-based selling focuses on helping prospects
understand the value gained from the product or
service and through each interaction.

60%
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30%
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High-growth companies are
focused most heavily on a
value-based sales approach.

High revenue growth, n = 47

Negative revenue growth, n= 40

Note: “Almost entirely/To a large extent” ratings only. Since many organizations
and methodologies use a combination of approaches, the total is over 100%.
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Essential Sales Skills
Regardless of an organization’s approach to sales, however, sales professionals need relevant and up-to-date skills in order to
succeed, particularly in a volatile and uncertain economy such as we saw in 2020. Our respondent data showed that companies
have focused on sales skills related to:

Closing deals

Matching
the company’s
solutions to the
client’s challenges

Positivity

54%

51%
Moving deals
forward

51%

47%

Understanding the
client’s business
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ALMOST

With this finding in mind, let’s return to our initial question:
What differentiates companies that grew in 2020? High-growth
companies share some of the same priorities listed above, such
as closing and moving deals forward. Notably, however, they are
also focused more on prospecting, negotiating, differentiating
from the competition, empathy — and, especially, presenting
in virtual settings (Figure 2). In fact, the greatest difference we
saw when it came to skills priorities between high-growth and
negative-growth companies was virtual presentations.

of high-growth companies
are focusing on upskilling
their salespeople in
presenting virtually, while
only 13% of negative-growth
companies are doing so.

FIGURE 2. High-growth Companies Have Unique Skills Priorities
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In 2020, across the board, high-growth companies
were the ones that could see the need for change
and pivot accordingly. The skills employees in any
function most need to adapt quickly are soft skills,
and we saw that high-growth companies in our
survey focused on soft skills such as active listening,
verbal and presentation skills, empathy and building
rapport, teamwork and collaboration, and social
and emotional intelligence (Figure 3). These skills
are always critical in sales — indeed, they are the
foundation of the skills shown in Figure 2 — but
they were especially crucial during a year when
salespeople and their customers experienced market
uncertainty and rapidly shifting business needs.

FIGURE 3. High-growth Companies Focus on Soft Skills When They
Matter Most
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Active listening skills
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35%
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33%
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Social/emotional intelligence
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48%

Storytelling
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30%

Nonverbal communication

Written communication

50%

38%

Empathy/building rapport

Teamwork/collaboration

40%

13%

High revenue growth, n = 47

36%

Negative revenue growth, n= 40

Note: “Extremely important” ratings only.
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Agility and Change Management
The ultimate purpose of sales training is to improve a range of outcomes for salespeople and the company at large, and our research
points to the crucial ways in which effective sales training impacts business growth. When asked how much their sales training
offerings positively contribute to a range of outcomes, the discrepancies between respondents from high-growth companies and
respondents from negative-growth companies is stark (Figure 4).

FIGURE 4. Sales Training Plays a Significant Role in High-growth Companies
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Sales
Results

35%
57%

55%
13%

Employee
Satisfaction

53%
8%

Employee
Motivation

High revenue
growth, n = 47
Negative revenue
growth, n= 40

15%

Agility
of the
Enterprise

49%

13%

Company
Culture
45%

Employee
Retention
36%

Note: “Almost entirely” ratings only.
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Across the board, it seems, the quality of
sales training is pivotal to revenue. It impacts
employee satisfaction, employee motivation,
employee retention, sales results, company
culture and enterprise agility. Notably, sales
training plays a bigger role in all outcomes
in high-growth companies than it does in
negative-growth companies — especially
when it comes to agility, or the organization’s
ability to manage and adapt to change
quickly. For companies that saw growth in
a year such as 2020, when everything was
changing quickly and unexpectedly, it makes
sense that they would have seen a bigger
impact on agility from their sales training.
Salespeople who were able to pivot and take
the new workplace and selling situation in
stride would have been a huge asset to
their company.
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FIGURE 5. High-growth Companies Are Better at Managing Change
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Note: “Always effective” ratings only.

To explore this idea further, we asked respondents about a number of areas
related to change management. Again, we found that high-growth companies are
unequivocally better at managing change (Figure 5). These companies tend to be
more effective at everything from identifying necessary changes to finding the right
metrics to gauge their success once those changes were implemented.
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Sales Training Effectiveness and
its Impact on Your Company
Our research showed that high-growth
companies have experienced many of
the same challenges as negative-growth
companies when it came to implementing
sales training (Figure 6). However, looking at
where the margins exist in the prevalence of
training-related challenges, negative-growth
companies may have especially stumbled
in their efforts because they didn’t know
who to train and were unable to engage
salespeople with their training.

FIGURE 6. Companies Faced Similar Challenges When Implementing Sales Training
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Lack of urgency in training
implementation
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Insufficient metrics to track
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Failing to effectively communicate
training goals to salespeople
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30%

Salespeople not motivated/
incentivized to engage with training
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FIGURE 7. High-growth Companies Pivot Their Sales Training
in Response to Change
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While a majority of companies have
had to make similar adjustments — for
example, changing how they engage with
customers and implementing new training
to help salespeople adjust to remote
selling — high-growth companies made
some changes that distinguished them
from negative-growth companies and
may have enabled their success. They’ve
changed their business model, adjusted
sales expectations and kept a mindset
that sees change as temporary rather than
permanently damaging their business
(Figure 7). This data suggests that a
willingness to change business models, as
well as the ability to manage the cascading
changes such a move inevitably requires,
played a significant role in buoying these
companies through rough waters.
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Conclusion
We’ve all had to change in response to unexpected events, and sales teams are no exception. But the teams that have adapted
to change are better prepared for what’s to come. Those teams have enabled companies to excel and have a banner year despite
the challenges they faced, while other companies have fumbled and reported low or negative growth.
A few key factors differentiate those high-growth companies and are important for all businesses to keep in mind if they want to
succeed going forward:

1.
Companies that use a
value-based approach
to selling were more
likely to have seen
revenue growth.

2.
Salespeople’s skills need
to shift to meet today’s
needs, with an emphasis
on positivity, empathy
and presenting virtually.
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Companies must be ready
to respond to change to
keep their sales team
operating smoothly
and successfully.
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High-growth companies don’t pick and choose these
strategies; rather, they take a multilayered strategy
of approach, skills and change readiness. Those
companies are not only growing now, but they are
confident in their ability to continue doing so, no
matter what challenges the future brings. But there is
no “magic bullet,” no single lever that can be pulled to
propel sales growth — it comes from a constellation
of factors. When we asked our respondents, the
ones from high-growth companies told us they were
“extremely confident” that:

55%

vs 13% of

negative-growth
companies

They have the
right tools.

43%
vs 13%

They have the
right salespeople
in place.

49%
vs 15%

49%
vs 5%

They have the right
sales managers
in place.

43%

They have the
right supportive
technology in place.

vs 18%

45%
vs 8%

Their sales force
has the right
competencies.
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good job preparing
for the uncertainty of
economic recovery.
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What better way to navigate through an uncertain 2021 and into 2022 than
with such levels of confidence? By equipping your sales team with the approach
and skills they need to sell remotely and adapt to change, regardless of the
economic environment, you’ll be ready for whatever comes.
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About This Research
About ValueSelling Associates, Inc.

About Training Industry, Inc.

ValueSelling Associates, a leading global sales training company,
offers a practical methodology for selling on value, not price. The
ValueSelling Framework® and Vortex Prospecting™ programs
provide a repeatable process that increases connections and
conversions to boost the revenue pipeline. Once trained on the
ValueSelling method, organizations realize immediate revenue
growth and increased productivity. Since 1991, thousands
of professionals around the world have chosen ValueSelling
Associates for customized training, reinforcement, and consulting
to keep it simple and drive sales results.

Our focus is on providing dedicated business and training
professionals the information, insight and tools needed to
more effectively manage the business of learning. Our website
spotlights the latest news, articles and best practices within the
training industry.
For more information, visit TrainingIndustry.com.

For more information, go to www.valueselling.com.
Copyright © 2021 by ValueSelling Associates, Inc. and Training
Industry, Inc. All rights reserved. No materials from this study can be
duplicated, copied, republished, or reused without written permission
from ValueSelling Associates, Inc. or Training Industry, Inc.
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