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INTRODUCTION

If you were asked to recall a memorable feat of human performance, 
chances are you would think first of an activity in which someone made 
a quantum leap jump beyond the ordinary such as Bob Beamon’s record 
shattering long jump at the Mexico City Olympics or Neil Armstrong’s 
first steps on the moon. 

While very few of us can be the first person in the world to accomplish 
something far beyond the ordinary, there are a small number of top 
performers in sales who consistently produce results far superior to their 
peers.

These people have tremendous influence in changing people’s lives for 
the better, and the differential in results between these star performers and 
those who are moderately successful is enormous.

A relatively small number of sales producers worldwide drive 
most of the sales revenue and thus most of the profit for almost every 
business, large or small.

In the unforgiving terms of numerically measured sales performance, 
the top 2% of salespeople as determined by the new metrics of sales 
performance stand alone far above the rest as the world’s top sales 
producers. This is their story, the story of how they sell so successfully. 

I’m also including as top sales producers those few people outside the 
sales profession who drive most of the change that improves our lives, 
people like Winston Churchill, Steve Jobs, Ronald Reagan, Elon Musk, 
and Rev. Martin Luther King who have used their extraordinary skills 
of persuasion to win support for big ideas that help Mankind. As Steve 
Jobs said, “The people who are crazy enough to think they can change the 
world are the ones who do.”

The successes of these top sales producers are testimony to the truth in 
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former Parade editor Red Motley’s famous quip, “Nothing happens until 
somebody sells something.”

Who are these top sales producers and people of influence and what 
do they do that produces results so far superior to the rest of us? How did 
they make the quantum leap from average or superior sales performance 
to their new status as a top sales producer? 

In this book you’ll learn what these top sales producers have in common 
and how you can emulate their successful behavior to get more of what 
you want from life. You’ll learn how to sell your ideas in the most 
persuasive way possible.

For sales organizations, replicating the best practices of top sales 
producers is crucial to their survival. In many sales organizations 5% of 
the sales force contribute virtually all of the company’s profit contribution 
from sales.

Analysis of sales data from a great variety of sales organizations 
demonstrates that very few sales organizations are good at hiring 
salespeople who can sell or at optimizing salesperson potential. As a result, 
they incur a huge opportunity cost in lost sales and earnings. 

 Not everyone can become a top sales producer, but even a 25% increase 
in sales productivity by the average salespeople on a sales team can have 
a dramatic effect on company earnings. 

The huge loss in income resulting from the wide gap in sales production 
between top and average sales producers is further compounded by the 
enormous expense associated with three-year turnover rates in sales that 
exceed 70% for most sales positions and often exceed 300% in retail sales. 

U.S. companies and their employees spend billions of dollars on sales 
training, but much of this training is done by inexperienced trainers within 
a salesperson’s own sales department or by online training modules that 
haven’t yet been proven effective in changing social behavior. Despite 
these expenditures, about 80% of sales organizations say they don’t have 
a well-defined preferred way of selling, or they aren’t following the one 
they have.

As executives push for more sales from fewer employees they often 
mistakenly try to buy gains in productivity by hiring only “experienced” 
salespeople, by overpaying on sales incentives, or by asking sales 
personnel to handle multiple selling roles, despite the fact that each role 
requires different competencies.

Our sales research at Schneider Sales Management, Inc. demonstrates 
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that length of experience in a sales position is generally not a good predictor 
of success in selling, and that the idea of the born salesperson who can sell 
anything is pure myth.

 The central theme of this book is that sustained motivation and 
practiced social behavior, not genetic predisposition or years of 
selling experience, are what separate top sales producers from other 
salespeople. A second theme is that you can learn what top sales 
producers have learned and make a quantum leap in your own sales 
production of 50%, or more, if you’re willing to make the effort to 
master relatively simple changes in your behavior. 

 THE ELEVEN GAME-CHANGING  
BEHAVIORS OF TOP SALES PRODUCERS

Salespeople throughout the world are always looking for the magical 
“preferred way,” the one, repeatable sales process that works best for 
everyone in producing sales. Our research has actually found this search to 
be counterproductive. Adapting one way of selling to all selling roles and 
to all personalities just doesn’t work in the real world of selling.

Instead, we found that what really separates top sales producers from 
other salespeople is their consistent use of the specific behavior most 
crucial to success in their type of selling. 

Like all salespeople, top producers have weaknesses in their selling 
that could be improved. What separates them from other salespeople is 
how well they capitalize on their strengths.

Our research clearly demonstrates that different types of selling require 
different competencies, a fact largely ignored by most sales organizations 
and by most of the popular sales gurus who typically espouse one way of 
selling.

Top sales producers choose a selling role that fits their strengths, and 
they learn the skills and adopt the mindset most important to success in 
that role. 

Their superior skill mastery is a function of the time they invest in 
learning critical social skills and the disciplined way they go about getting 
better by practicing and by seeking honest feedback on their progress.

While there are substantial differences in the behavior most important to 
success in various selling roles, there are also eleven observable behaviors 
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common to all selling roles that seem to set top sales producers apart from 
other salespeople. Instructions on how to build the habit of using these 
best practices are woven throughout the chapters of this book so you can 
apply them immediately in your own selling.

Big ideas: The eleven simple 
behaviors that will give you 

the Feel of Success® in selling

First, top sales producers focus their thinking outward on how they 
can help their customer and on their customer’s responses rather 
than inward on their presentation or on their anxiety about their 
performance.

They observe closely each customer’s responses to their selling, 
enabling them to notice shifts in a customer’s thinking as they emerge, to 
make needed adjustments, and to recall and repeat the behavior that works 
best for them.

Second, top sales producers define a Preferred Way of Selling® that 
works best for them, and they follow that set of best practices and 
routines consistently.

They adopt and follow religiously a repeatable sales process or sales 
routine that fits their selling role, their strengths and their target prospects, 
including a mental framework for planning their sales approach for 
specific sales conversations. This gives their selling consistency and a 
behavioral standard, or best practices rubric, that enables them to easily 
coach themselves back to effective selling when their results get off track. 

Third, top sales producers differentiate themselves by explaining 
how their ideas and performance are clearly different than others and 
by offering each customer unique insight about his circumstances.

They establish unique value for their solutions or their brand, and they 
challenge customers to think differently, using their knowledge of industry 
norms or stories of actual customer experiences to bring unique insight 
and new ideas to the table. 

Fourth, top sales producers listen and connect with customers 
emotionally to build trust before they propose specific solutions.
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They visibly display empathy for each customer’s situation and 
viewpoint, make the effort to display the energy and social courtesy that 
help customers feel important, tell stories relevant to each customer to 
connect with them, and adjust their own behavior to fit the behavior 
preferences of each customer at the moment. 

Fifth, top sales producers adapt their selling to each customer’s 
unique viewpoint.

They ask questions to learn what’s important to each customer, and 
then personalize the benefits of their ideas to each customer’s unique 
perspective and to the one unifying vision that will build consensus for 
change among various decision influencers.  

Sixth, top sales producers qualify their sales opportunities ruthlessly 
and narrow the focus of their selling to a much smaller group of target 
prospects than other salespeople.

They qualify prospects for “fit” upfront based on qualifying standards 
they’ve developed through experience. This frees their time to pursue 
intensely their best sales opportunities and enables them to know this 
smaller group of prospects well enough to personalize their selling 
effectively to each person. 

Seventh, top sales producers seek information much more than 
they give information, and they coach customers to good decisions 
with their effective use of questions.

They avoid “feature dumping” and talking too much. Instead, they 
invest time to get the information they need to help their customer, coach 
customers to new insights about their situation with their questions, and 
involve customers in discussing and calculating both the losses they’re 
incurring with their existing way of doing things and the potential impact 
of their recommended solution.

Eighth, top sales producers create a sense of urgency for customers 
to act to stop the losses they’re incurring, set clear customer action 
objectives for each sales conversation, and ask customers directly to 
take specific next step action.

They’re assertive in asking questions that help customers understand the 
urgent need to change their circumstances, in recommending appropriate 
next step action, in pressing customers to do what needs to be done to help 
themselves, and in upselling customers to maximize their benefits from 
any solution.

Ninth, top sales producers prepare game plans to achieve both their 
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sales goals and the outcomes they want from each conversation.
While top sales producers often seem totally intuitive and spontaneous, 

most are actually very organized and systematic in their sales approach. 
They typically have a well focused action plan in mind to meet their 
annual sales goals; they organize their week to do what’s important, not 
just pressing; and they have a specific objective and sales game plan in 
mind for each sales conversation. 

Tenth, top sales producers anticipate likely sales resistance, and 
they make statements to prevent or to minimize that resistance before 
it surfaces.

They encounter fewer sales objections than other salespeople because 
they analyze each customer’s point of view and likely concerns, and then 
build a counter-argument to these concerns into their remarks before the 
customer raises his concerns.

Finally, top sales producers set higher goals for themselves than 
other salespeople do, and they outwork their competitors. 

They set higher goals for both their sales production and their face-
to-face sales activity than other salespeople do, usually much higher than 
what is required, and they fanatically track their progress. They have the 
mental toughness and self-discipline to accept trade-offs in working long 
hours, to delay self-gratification for a larger purpose, and to persist in the 
face of setbacks and adversity. 

While selling at the highest level of productivity involves mastery of 
dozens of skills described in this book ranging from effective listening to 
persuasive writing and group presentation, these eleven broad behavioral 
themes seem to account for most of the difference in effectiveness between 
top sales producers and low or average performing salespeople. 

The good news in reviewing this list is that becoming a top sales 
producer isn’t the result of having a natural talent for selling or of using 
secret sales methods that only a few people know. It’s the result of building 
the right habits, and that’s something you can start doing today.

With the increasing importance of technology and social networking 
today, shouldn’t a salesperson’s ability to use technology be included as 
one of the broad themes of successful behavior on this list? 

The effective use of technology has certainly given an edge to some 
top sales producers who use it better than other salespeople. The inability 
to use technology well in selling is definitely a factor that could keep 
a salesperson from moving from low sales production to average sales 
production. Every salesperson today needs a working knowledge of how 
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to use CRM information and internet research to identify his best sales 
opportunities, of how to use social media to expand his prospect network, 
and of how to use sales software to manage his sales contacts and his time. 

The effective use of technology is certainly a major differentiator 
between top sales producers and average sales producers, but the effective 
use of the eleven behaviors described above determine the ultimate impact 
of their use of technology on their actual sales production. Too many 
salespeople rely on technology to do their selling for them.

International sales authority Neil Rackham writes, “Technology has 
played a bigger and bigger role in selling. There have also been huge 
changes to transactional selling as a result of the Internet. But all these 
have been incremental changes, often with questionable productivity 
gains, and none of them, to my way of thinking, qualifies as a bona fide 
breakthrough in how to sell differently and more effectively.” 

HOW WE IDENTIFIED THE BEST  
PRACTICES OF TOP SALES PRODUCERS

Most of the popular books on selling are based on the experiences of 
salespeople in only one type of selling, most frequently either commission-
based competitive selling or big ticket, long cycle selling to the largest 
corporations in the world. In addition, most of the research reported in 
these books is based on reporting of the opinions of salespeople rather 
than on actual observation of their behavior or is limited to analysis of one 
narrow function of selling such as presentation, closing, use of questions, 
or use of social networking.

Even some of the most important groundbreaking research of top 
producer sales behavior has undervalued factors such as connecting to a 
customer emotionally prior to seeking and giving information or tailoring 
a message to each customer’s viewpoint because these factors are difficult 
to reduce to a simple count of the times a behavior is used. 

The conclusions in this book are based on actual sales production and 
profitability numbers gathered for hundreds of sales organizations in our 
consulting practice throughout the world and in our secondary research 
of studies conducted by national trade associations, CRM vendors and 
private consulting firms across a wide variety of industries. They’re also 
based on direct observations of salesperson behavior in thousands of real 
sales conversations and thousands of customized, video taped training role 
plays in which salespeople were asked to behave as they do in real sales 
conversations. 



12

THE SALES PRODUCERS

For insight into the competencies required for success in various selling 
roles I relied on the findings of a three year study of salespeople in fifty-
four financial institutions throughout the U.S., Canada and Puerto Rico 
which was undertaken by Schneider Sales Management, Inc. and Dr. Cliff 
Young at the University of Colorado Denver Business School. The purpose 
of this research, one of the largest and most comprehensive studies of 
salesperson behavior ever undertaken, was to identify which competencies 
are predictive of superior performance. 

 The research involved salespeople completing a job preferences 
questionnaire encompassing competencies identified in prior studies 
as being highly correlated with superior, average or low performance, 
analysis of each salesperson’s sales production and performance appraisal 
ratings, a test of each salesperson’s recognition of buyer sales cues in 
video-taped sales scenarios, and, most important, supervisor evaluations 
of each salesperson’s actual sales behavior. 

We compared the behavior of top sales producers with the behavior of 
low sales producers and, more importantly, with the behavior of the large 
number of average sales producers. 

The financial services industry was selected as the focus industry for 
our research because virtually every type of selling is represented in this 
industry and because there is a large population of salespeople in this 
industry with wide geographic dispersion and great variety in corporate 
culture and size of organization. 

Additional behavioral data was compiled in the thousands of personal 
interviews we’ve conducted with salespeople and their supervisors over 
the past forty plus years in our consulting practice in which we ask 
salespeople to walk us through their sales process and to tell us how 
they handle critical selling incidents for their selling role. In particular, I 
look for the demonstrated behavior and activities that seem to cause the 
separation in the actual sales production of each top producing salesperson 
from the sales production of other salespeople. 

I developed my perspective on the motivation, tactics and obstacles 
encountered by salespeople in various selling roles and at various tiers of 
performance from my analysis of the hundreds of corporate sales culture 
employee surveys and thousands of behavioral hiring test assessments 
that we’ve conducted for our clients. In addition, I’ve had the benefit 
of observing thousands of salespeople firsthand in the customized sales 
training conferences that I’ve conducted throughout North America.

Specific ideas on best practices in selling were also drawn from my 
research in reading hundreds of sales related books, articles, research 
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studies and sales training programs on topics ranging from sales and 
leadership to neuroscience, psychology, parenting, teaching and human 
performance in sports. My personal favorite is Successful Salesmanship, 
written in 1917 by Chicago attorney William Atkinson under the pen 
name Theron Q. Dumont who demonstrated a century ago an amazing 
understanding of today’s psychology of selling. 

Finally, I’m a top producing salesperson myself with a long, successful 
track record as the owner of a small consulting business of closing 
hundreds of sales of five thousand dollars to several million dollars or 
more at good margins, often closing these sales against competitors fifty 
times larger than our firm.

 I’ve sold to companies ranging from small local businesses to worldwide 
brands such as Kraft-General Foods, Compass Bank BVVA, and RSM 
McGladrey and to financial institutions and international trade associations 
in markets ranging from small towns such as Hills, Iowa to major cities 
such as New York, Los Angeles and Chicago. Outside the U.S., I’ve sold 
to businesses in cultures ranging from those in Egypt, Canada, Turkey, 
Columbia, France, Greece, New Zealand, Mexico, Bahrain, England and 
Jamaica to those in Singapore, South Korea and Japan. Through all of this, 
I’ve had a front row seat to high performance selling.

One of the recurring themes of this book is that you have a good 
opportunity to become a top sales producer in the type of selling 
that best fits your strengths if you’re willing to invest the hours of 
disciplined practice required to develop your social skills. Most 
influential people like Dale Carnegie, the Rev. Billy Graham, President 
Donald Trump, the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., and former Presidents 
Bill Clinton and Ronald Reagan who achieved their influence largely 
through their skills of persuasion, first began developing those skills early 
in life with experiences that involved selling their ideas. 

My wife Tien grew up in a bargaining third world culture in Vietnam 
during the Vietnam War and had to learn as a teenager how to negotiate 
her way out of sometimes life-threatening situations. That experience has 
made her one of the best business negotiators I’ve ever known, always 
finding options that satisfy our clients yet that also meet our business 
needs. 

In my case, I had the opportunity to be exposed to some of the nation’s 
best sales and presentation training at two of the world’s eight largest banks 
early in my career and to sell and to conduct sales training to experienced 
salespeople frequently before the age of thirty. However, selling skills 
don’t have to be developed in a business environment. There are hundreds 
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of experiences that can teach you what to say, when to say it, and how to 
say it for maximum effect.

 I regard the experiences I had campaigning, speaking and fundraising 
in high school and college as the activities that did the most to help me 
practice and develop my social influence skills. These experiences included 
roles as class president, student council president, and city-wide student 
council president in high school and roles as class president and campus 
sales representative for United Air Lines in college.

My guess is that you’ve been practicing your social skills and selling 
skills in dozens of ways that you’ve never considered as being related 
to sales. In this book I’m going to show you how to accelerate the skill 
mastery you get from these experiences.

TOP SALES PRODUCERS  
EMBRACE THEIR SELLING ROLE 

Salespeople are often portrayed as manipulative con men who are 
willing to hurt people in the process of persuading them, and there certainly 
are salespeople like the fraudulent investment guru Bernie Madoff who fit 
that description. Very few of them are top sales producers, and, if they are, 
their success is seldom sustainable.

The purpose of a salesperson is to create and keep customers at a 
profit by influencing people to change in ways that benefit them. When 
salespeople collaborate with customers the overall size of the pie almost 
always expands so each party gets more than he could get alone. 

In my research I’ve been impressed by the almost fanatical commitment 
of top sales producers to help customers prevent losses or to gain something 
they want. After all, if a salesperson isn’t helpful in adding value to a 
customer’s life he won’t have the repeat sales and referrals he would have 
as a trusted advisor, the lifeblood of a successful sales career. 

Entertainment mogul Oprah Winphrey writes, “…we are programmed 
for kindness, and we can use our social intelligence to make the world a 
better place.” Observing top sales producers, you can see the behavior 
that brings this intent to life.

While selling to business is considered the big leagues of selling, a much 
larger number of salespeople sell to consumers and their families. Millions 
more people who don’t want to think of themselves as salespeople really 
are. Parents, teachers, politicians, doctors, priests, scientists, lawyers, 
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coaches, and engineers all have to persuade people to do what they advise 
them to do in order to really help them. 

One of my favorite consulting assignments was training flavorists, 
psychologists and product managers at Kraft-General Foods to sell their 
services internally to other departments within Kraft-General Foods. Most 
participants came to the training believing that their flavors, services or 
ideas sold themselves as works of art or as logical solutions and that selling 
made them less of a professional. They left excited that more people would 
actually use their services if they adopted a mindset of having to sell their 
ideas. 

In the end, this is a how-to book for everyone anywhere in the world 
who wants to help others. In my travels I’ve seen the best practices of 
top sales producers at work in the closing and negotiating tactics of rug 
merchants in Turkey, in the trust building tactics of jewelry merchants 
in Thailand, in the analytical sales planning of commercial bankers in 
England and New York, and in the positive spin put to their competitive 
disadvantages by candidates for the presidency of the United States. 

Millions of people worldwide make their living as salespeople. In 
the U.S., more college graduates take their first job after college as a 
salesperson than take a job in any other profession. Millions more people 
worldwide rely on their selling skills to gain acceptance for their ideas and 
to get done what they have to get done each day. 

Like the character Willy Loman in Arthur Miller’s play Death of a 
Salesman, many of these people feel defeated or even humiliated after 
each rejection they experience as a salesperson. In this book you’ll learn 
why many low or average performing salespeople experience discomfort 
in their selling role, and how top sales producers overcome that distraction 
in their thinking.

Unfortunately, many salespeople aren’t really committed to the selling 
profession. In addition to the high rate of turnover among salespeople, an 
American Society of Training and Development (ASTD) study found that 
only about 20% of salespeople describe themselves as very or extremely 
satisfied at work. The likely reason is that most salespeople work in a sell-
ing role that doesn’t fit their personal strengths. 

Selling is also often a lonesome, high accountability activity. Sales-
people complain of boredom, pressure to push products and meet goals, 
and issues of life balance with many salespeople working long hours or 
frequently traveling away from home. To sustain a successful career in 
selling, you have to believe that you’re selling for a purpose larger than 
your next paycheck. 
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THE ENVIRONMENT FOR  
SELLING IS CHANGING

The principles of persuasion haven’t changed much since the times 
of Jesus, Aristotle and Socrates, but the sales process always changes as 
buying behavior changes. 

The markets you’re selling in are now global and boiling over with new 
technologies, new ways for people to relate to each other, and relentless, 
driving change. 

The driving force for change today is the information explosion. What 
once took customers weeks to know, now takes seconds. Salespeople, too, 
have instant access to more information in their selling.

Today’s customers are more informed, more connected to other 
customers through social media where they can get anecdotal information 
and reviews about companies and products, more likely to avoid 
salespeople, and more likely to shop around than ever before. They also 
have global transaction systems and artificial intelligence programs for 
buying or for comparison shopping at their fingertips. Salespeople are no 
longer the sole source of information about products. 

Organizations are also getting bigger and more complex, requiring 
solutions that integrate functions across business lines. This means more 
people are typically involved in the decision process. Many of the most 
important decisions about potential solutions are more often made in a 
collaborative manner by people with widely divergent perspectives before 
they even speak with a salesperson. 

Many retailers are trying to engineer the human being out of the sale 
entirely with technology. Using artificial intelligence, robots can instantly 
offer a range of options based on real time market information, answer 
questions and make recommendations.

In a world like this, what place is there for personal selling? Salespeople 
will always have a role in making information useful and in personalizing 
solutions based on human insight. Amazon notwithstanding, buyer 
experience research by TimeTrade found that 94% of buyers still buy more 
from a company when they have live interactions with a knowledgeable 
employee. 

While customers now have access to more information, few customers 
are willing or able to do enough research outside of their area of expertise 
to make professional-like comparisons and choices. They know more; but 
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often what they know is based on deceptively biased information or is 
difficult to relate to their own situation. 

Although the instant information that we get from new technology 
makes product information easily accessible, it also blurs distinctions 
among a much wider array of choices, minimizes brand loyalty and 
makes decisions more complicated. As a result, there are fewer traditional 
salespeople, but salespeople are now more important. 

Selling still requires a trained adviser to sort through CRM and artificial 
intelligence data and ask the right questions to help customers think through 
their options and make useful value comparisons, to provide unique insight 
about each customer’s situation and the potential consequences of their 
current way of doing things, and to help customers build consensus among 
people with competing interests for moving forward.

Ironically, technology is making social skills more valuable, not less 
valuable. In his book, Humans Are Underrated, Geoff Colvin predicts that 
skilled relationship workers will become increasingly more valuable as 
technology replaces more and more knowledge and skill based job roles 
and as many people lose their proficiency at social skills like empathy by 
spending too much screen time on their electronic devices.

A salesperson’s ability to find a niche for himself in the minds of target 
customers by finding some way to add unique value will always separate 
top sales producers from others. Increasingly, that niche is based on how 
well a salesperson becomes a trusted advisor in offering insight and in 
helping each customer think about his situation in new ways based on his 
knowledge of similar customers in similar situations.

This book is organized by specific skill categories for easy reference for 
you as issues arise in your selling. The first section of this book describes 
how top sales producers prepare themselves for optimal performance.

In chapter one, you’ll learn how the competencies and best practices 
required for becoming a top producing salesperson vary based on the 
salesperson’s functional job role. 

In chapter one, you’ll also meet four fictional characters whose 
stories represent the experiences of real top producing salespeople whom 
I’ve known, each from a different type of selling. You’ll also meet one 
character who isn’t a professional salesperson but whose success at work 
and at home is dependent on his ability to sell his ideas. From their stories, 
you’ll learn how the behaviors that separate top sales producers from other 
salespeople can be applied to the type of selling that you do every day.
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