SALES TRAINING IN MEDIA COMPANIES: 
ACHIEVING AND EVALUATING RESULTS

by

Charles Warner
Before media organizations begin sales training for their employees, they should plan a program that will provide answers to the following questions in four areas: 

1. "Did salespeople like it?"  (Reactions) 

2. "Did they learn it?"  (Learning) 

3. "Did they use it?"  (Behavior) 

4. "Did it make a difference?"  (Impact)


When an organization asks these questions before embarking on sales training, the scope of the training goes beyond one-shot, quick-fix seminars or meetings and enters the realm of a comprehensive, long-term, well-planned sales education program.  A typical evaluation of short-term training sessions consists of collecting opinions of participants about the quality of the training.  Regardless of what they are asked about, most people relate to the entertainment value of the seminar or meeting, how well organized it was, and how smoothly it ran (including the quality of the food served).  

It is good to know the answer to the question “Did they like it,” because if people enjoy a training seminar the chances are they will probably learn from it.  However, without asking the other three questions, there is no way to evaluate bottom-line effects of sales training.  The reason for asking the four questions above is to evaluate a training program on an on-going basis, not to “prove” the value of the training.  The goal of evaluation is continual improvement of a training program.  When evaluation data are collected and used to make training programs better, the proof tends to take care of itself. 

Sales training objectives should be set in three areas:  skills, knowledge, and attitudes.  Evaluation should focus on improvements in skills, knowledge, and attitudes not on measures such as making budget, revenues, and profits, which are affected by many variables. 

There are Six Stages of designing and evaluating any training 

program: 
1. Assessing whether the training investment will meet organizational needs and pay off.  There are several ways to conduct a needs analysis:
a. The Problem.  Is there a definite performance problem that needs to be corrected? 
b. Changes.  Have changes in the internal or external business environment made performance changes necessary or desirable?
c. The Opportunity.  Is there a particular business opportunity that presents itself? 
d. Strengths.  Does the organization have some specific strengths that can be improved?  All training does not have to be deficit oriented; it can enhance what is being done right. 
e. A New Strategic Direction.  Training can be proactive, set a new strategic course for an organization, and point people toward a higher level of performance on a newly defined mission or goals.

There are a number of methods for assessing training needs, including employee attitude surveys, case studies, group consensus, expert reviews (top management assessment, outside consultants, e.g.), knowledge tests, customer surveys, and performance audits, for example.  An integral part of this first stage of needs analysis is setting learning objectives and evaluation criteria. 
1. Deciding what program design alternatives will achieve the best results. 
2. How to begin the training – with seminars, meetings, parties, contests?
3. What training techniques to use – role playing, simulations, case studies, lectures, reading, conferences? 
a. Do it in house, hire outside experts, or a combination of both? 
b. How to get everyone's commitment at all levels? 
c. How to facilitate the transfer of training to the job and how to get support from supervisors at all levels? 
d. How to shape expectations for success? 
4. Monitoring how well programs are being implemented and succeeding.
5. Reviewing training plans.  Top management must show interest in and continually review the on-going training plans of the various departments.  If top management forgets to ask trainers “how is the training going” on a regular basis, the training will disappear. 
a. Observing training meetings.  Top management must attend training sessions and make first-hand evaluations of the training program and trainers. 
b. Gathering trainee reaction.  Top management must continually ask trainees, “what did you learn” and “how did you like it?” 
6. Measuring how well learning objectives are being achieved.
a. Establishing accountability.  Who is responsible for training?  Who is responsible for measuring results?  If training doesn't succeed, trainers must understand that it's the fault of the program and the teacher, not the student (who's fault is it if people who can't learn are hired?). 
b. Counting the right beans.  Organizations get the performance they measure.  Look at improvement on the performance dimensions for which you've set learning objectives, such as new business development, customer satisfaction, creating value, effective negotiating, etc. 
c. Looking for unintended results.  Are you really getting the results you want?  Have you emphasized new business development in your training, but are salespeople still making too many calls on current accounts?  Have you emphasized customer satisfaction, but are your salespeople still neglecting clients after a sale has closed?  Is your training producing too much internal competition? 
d. Determining trainee mastery of skills and knowledge.  Do you have tests, role playing, and other feedback mechanisms that indicate if people are remembering anything?  Keep in mind that individual performance will vary tremendously according to individuals; some will learn a lot and learn it quickly, others will learn a little and learn it slowly.  Expectations must be realistic. 
e. Planning for skill transfer to the job.  For example, do sales managers ask in regular one-on-one sessions how people are using the skills and knowledge they have learned?  Do sales managers give feedback on presentations and provide reinforcement and rewards for implementing training lessons? 
f. Marketing the results of training internally.  Always provide feedback to individual trainees and to the organization about the results of their training.  Let people know that the training is working, that their performance is improving if, in fact, it is. 
7. Evaluating how learning is used on the job and how it improves performance.
a. Conduct regular (not yearly) performance appraisals at all levels of the organization. 
b. Review objectives and training programs regularly. 
c. Conduct regular customer satisfaction surveys. 
d. Adjust training programs to meet new objectives determined from feedback from trainees.
8. Determine how well the training investment has paid off. 
a. Consider a broad range of training impact variables, such as increased customer satisfaction, increased revenue, increased revenue share, cost savings, increase in new business, higher prices, lower staff turnover, number of people promoted, target accounts landed, high-level client calls, more effective use of inventory, effective use of sales management, etc. 


Virtually any sales training a media organization attempts is good.  Rarely does even the most ineffective training actually hurt sales performance; at the very least, sales training sends salespeople the message that their company thinks enough of them to try to help them do their jobs better. 


However, eventually top management asks (and should ask) the question, “is the time and money we are spending on sales training paying off?”  There is virtually no way to answer this question definitively for a one-shot seminar or a series of isolated training sessions. 


In order to measure results, sales training must be part of a comprehensive, continuous sales education program that not only includes well-designed training interventions but also includes clearly defined sales training goals and concomitant evaluation criteria to measure progress toward those goals.  These evaluation criteria must be determined in advance of training and must be measured and reviewed on a continuous basis.  Systems must support the goals of the training program.  

Educating salespeople to develop new business and then not rewarding them with recognition and some kind of financial reward for doing so will assure that the training will be eradicated.  Talking about getting high prices in sales meetings has little effect if sales managers cannot track prices by salesperson and then publicize the results on a regular basis.  Furthermore, salespeople must be given regular feedback on how well they are performing on the evaluation criteria.  Without feedback, support, and a reward system that reinforces desired sales activities, learning will become extinct.  
Finally, top management must be committed to the sales training program and continually involved in giving feedback.  For example, when top management comes to town to visit, what the bosses talk about and what is on their calendars gives salespeople clearer, louder messages than anything that is said.  If top management makes several new-business development calls on a trip, it gives an entirely different message than if they huddle behind closed doors in budget meetings.  Thus, to be effective, sales training must be part of an overall, continuous, well-planned program that has clearly defined goals and evaluation criteria that are determined in advance. 
Systems, including training, compensation, recognition, and reward programs, must be designed to give regular feedback to salespeople and to reward them.  Top management must be committed to and involved in a integrated training, compensation, and recognition system, otherwise sales training programs that are not part of such a comprehensive system are doomed to being only pep rallies, that, like college football pep rallies, make the participants feel good, but have no effect on the outcome of the game. 

