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I n t r o d u c ti  o n

	 The Sales Skills Index (SSI) is an objective analysis of an individual’s understanding of their  
	 strategies to sell successfully. It essentially answers the question, “Does this person understand  
	 relationship selling?”  Like any profession, selling has a body of knowledge related to its successful  
	 execution.  It is this knowledge that the SSI measures.

	 Knowledge of the sales process and successful strategy is only one component that leads to  
	 sales success.  Sales behavior, attitude, personal interests, product knowledge and more are  
	 all part of the picture.  With the information provided by the SSI, an organization can internally  
	 validate how a solid understanding of the sales process can lead to success.

D e v e l o p m e n t  H ist  o ry

	 The Sales Strategy Index, now the Sales Skills Index, was developed and formed over a two-year  
	 period.  The first phase of development was to identify current sales situations that would  
	 provide a basis for measuring sales knowledge in each segment of the sales process.  Initially 64  
	 situations were identified and tested with over 600 salespeople.  The results from the initial 
	 study eliminated any inferior questions and led to the development of the final version which 
	 has 54 questions.   The final 54 questions were then validated and normed with over 
	 2,000 salespeople. 

	E ach of the 54 questions has four correct answers.  The answers vary only on the degree of  
	 correctness.  Many times there is a fine line between the most effective strategy and the second  
	 most effective strategy. 

	 The final 54 questions were submitted to sales managers and sales trainers for their final  
	 evaluation.  No objections were raised by either group.  In fact, sales trainers from England, 
	 Scotland, Germany, France, Spain, Sweden and Finland all acknowledged the application for their  
	 respective countries.

	 In 2007, the assessment was updated with new questions and changes that deal with new  
	 technology in the sales process, such as cell phones and e-mail.  A similar validation process  
	 assures that the best answers are those that truly work best in the marketplace.

	 The SSI was developed for outside, or professional salespeople, where knowledge of the sales  
	 process is critical to sales success.  The SSI can be used with all types of salespeople, but may 
	 not be cost-effective for hourly salespeople.
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	 Salespeople in the following industries were used to validate and norm the final version of  
	 the SSI: office machines, medical supplies, life insurance, health insurance, real estate, automotive,  
	 trucks and other miscellaneous products that are sold by professional salespeople.

	 The SSI identifies sales knowledge in the following categories:

	 	 •	 	 Prospecting: The first step of any sales system.   It is the phase of the sale where 
	 	 	 	 prospects are identified, detailed background information is gathered, the physical activity 
				    of traditional prospecting is coordinated and an overall strategy for face-to-face selling 
				    is developed.

	 	 •		  First Impressions/Greeting: The first face-to-face interaction between a prospect and 
				    the salesperson.  This step is designed to enable the salesperson to display his or her 
				    sincere interest in the prospect, and to gain positive acceptance and to develop a sense of 
	 	 	 	 mutual respect and rapport.  It is the first phase of face-to-face trust building and sets the 
				    selling process in motion.

	 	 •		  Qualifying/Questions: The questioning and detailed needs analysis phase of the 
				    face-to-face sale.  This step of selling enables the salesperson to discover what the 
				    prospect will buy, when they will buy and under what conditions they will buy.  It is 
	 	 	 	 allowing the prospect to identify and verbalize their level of interest and specific detailed  
				    needs in the product or service the salesperson is offering.

	 	 •		  Demonstration: In this step, the salesperson should present his or her product in such a 
	 	 	 	 way that it fulfills the stated or implied needs or intentions of the prospect as identified and 
	 	 	 	 verbalized in the Qualification step.

	 	 •	 	 Influence: What people believe enough, they act upon.  This step is designed to enable 
				    the salesperson to build value and overcome the tendency that many prospects have 
				    of placing little belief or trust in what is told to them.  It is this phase of the sale that 
	 	 	 	 solidifies the prospect’s belief in the supplier, product or service and salesperson.

	 	 •		  Close: The final phase of any selling system.  This step encompasses asking the prospect 
				    to buy, dealing with objections, handling any necessary negotiation and completing the  
				    transaction to mutual satisfaction.

	 	 •		  General: This area represents an overall understanding of the sales process. 
				    Knowledge of the process can lead to a positive attitude toward sales and a commitment 
				    to the individual sales steps.
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R e s e a r c h  R e v e als    V e ry  I m p o rta n t  F a c ts

	 The first thing that jumped out of the research was that top performing salespeople 
	 ($50,000 and up) have higher overall scores than salespeople making under $20,000.

	 Another significant observation was that knowledge of prospecting was directly related to  
	 income.  Top performers had a much better understanding of the prospecting process than 
	 those whose performance (based on income) was in the lower income brackets. 
	 Conclusion: Spending too much time with unqualified prospects is directly related to income  
	 potential for salespeople whose compensation is even partially production based.

	 Do They Walk Their Walk?
	 Having knowledge but not using it can lead to poor performance.  Sales managers cannot be 
	 on every sales call.  Consequently, there is a clear need to discuss each incorrectly answered  
	 question with the individual salespeople and to gain their commitment to practice good 
	 sales strategies.

	 Self-Evaluation
	R esearch indicates most salespeople want to know how they compare against the best. 
	 The SSI provides this information and provides insights on what to do if you need improvement 
	 in any area.

	 Test Administration
	 For best results follow these simple rules:
	 	 •		P  rovide quiet, well lit area to complete the SSI
	 	 •		  Take the complete SSI at one sitting
	 	 •		  Allow 30-40 minutes to complete
	 	 •		R  ank order from best to worst on each question/situation
	 	 •		  Have the person being assessed maintain focus on how they actually would deal with each  
	 	 	 	 situation in the field
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EEOC  

	 In the historic March 8th U.S. Supreme Court decision regarding the Civil Rights Act of 1964  
	 Justice Burger stated, “Nothing in the Act precludes the use of testing or measuring 
	 procedures; obviously they are useful.”  What Congress has forbidden is giving these devices and  
	 mechanisms controlling force unless they are demonstrably a reasonable measure of job  
	 performance.  Congress has not commanded that the less qualified be preferred over the better  
	 qualified simply because of minority origins.   Far from disparaging job qualifications as such, 
	 Congress has made such qualifications the controlling factor, so that race, religion nationality  
	 and sex become irrelevant.  What Congress has commanded is that any tests used must 
	 measure the person for the job and not the person in the abstract. Testing obviously will 
	 continue, as indeed it should.

	 Validation
	V alidation for purposes of EEO law is the technical process whereby the employer defends  
	 the use of a selection device, or standard, that demonstrates a very close relationship between  
	 performance against the standard and performance on the job.

	N o company can use any selection device, or standard, that has an adverse impact on the  
	 protected group.  The protected group is usually a minority person, a female, or a person over  
	 the age of forty, but it can be anyone.

	 The EEO legislation was aimed at employers who administered tests that are not job related or  
	 discriminated against the protected group.  For example, giving a math test to keep someone  
	 from being hired as a police officer was deemed not job related and therefore illegal.

	 The Sales Skills Index is job related for salespeople.  It has been established over the years that  
	 sales training will increase sales.  The Sales Skills Index measures a person’s knowledge of sales  
	 situations and how to respond or react to the situation.

	O ver 1,100 salespeople were tested with the SSI and they showed a distinct difference in the  
	 sales knowledge of people making under $20,000 when compared to salespeople making over  
	 $50,000. (See table 1.)

	 An employer can use a tool such as the SSI in their selection process if they can clearly 
	 demonstrate that there is a strong relationship between sales knowledge and sales performance.   
	 Without this being used in the selection process their sales training expenses and failure rate 
	 would be cost prohibitive.

Table 1
P F Q D I C G TOTAL

N=161 Top Performers 46 54 45 60 65 66 53 56
N=127 Under 20,000 39 45 37 53 62 60 47 49
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	 The SSI can be used as part of the selection process with the appropriate weight given to sales  
	 knowledge.  Using the SSI as 100% of the reason to hire or not hire would not be recommended.  
	 Unless the business has completed a satisfied analysis and documentation the training cost of  
	 failure rate would be cost prohibitive.  An application of 10% of the hiring decision information  
	 gained from the SSI could be defended.  If skills always led to success then all nurses, doctors,  
	CP S’s and attorneys would be successful.  The fact that all of these people are not successful  
	 indicates that knowledge or skills in a particular area doesn’t always lead to success.  A person  
	 may know everything there is to know about sales, but lack the initiative to make a sales call.   
	 Attitude, beliefs, values and behavior may be easier to validate in some sales positions.

	 Concurrent Validation
	 This is the method of comparing scores of current salespeople with their performance. 
	 If current top performing salespeople in an organization received high scores and low performers  
	 received low scores it would constitute validation.  Concurrent validation is required for any  
	 company wishing to use SSI as a part of their selection system.  The point is that other factors  
	 may be more important than skills alone.

	 Predictive Validation
	P redictive validation initially ignores SSI scores of new salespeople, but later compares those  
	 scores with performance.  This method takes time to gather the data and will not work if the  
	 salespeople are given sales training.  This method is by far too costly as we must experience  
	 failure in the marketplace to prove our point.

	 Construct Validation
	C onstruct validation is theoretical and relates various attributes to test scores through evidence,  
	 argument and judgment.  The first question is the most important.  Does the SSI measure sales  
	 skills and are the sales situations related to current sales environment?  Over 600 salespeople  
	 and sales managers were sampled to validate construct validity.  This resulted in ten questions  
	 being eliminated from the original 64 questions.  Also, the correct answers (rating) were  
	 validated from this group.  Then another 500 salespeople were evaluated to collect and validate  
	 new norms.

	 Protected Group Validation
	 The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), an agency of the federal government  
	 issued the Uniform Guidelines on Employee Selection Procedures in 1966.  These guidelines  
	 were issued to serve as a guide for applying the four-fifths rule.

	 Adverse Impact & the “Four-Fifths Rule”
	 A selection rate for any race, sex, or ethnic group which is less than four-fifths (4/5) (or eighty  
	 percent) of the rate for the group with the highest rate will generally be regarded by the Federal  
	 enforcement agencies as evidence of adverse impact while a greater than four-fifths rate will  
	 generally not be regarded by Federal enforcement agencies as evidence of adverse impact.   
	 Smaller differences in selection rate may nevertheless constitute adverse impact, where they  
	 are significant in both statistical and practical terms or where a user’s actions have discouraged  
	 applicants disproportionately on grounds of race, sex or ethnic group.  Greater differences 
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	 in selection rate may not constitute adverse impact where the differences are based on small  
	 numbers and are not statistically significant, or where special recruiting or other programs cause  
	 the pool of minority or female candidates to be atypical of the normal pool of applicants from  
	 that group.  Where the user’s evidence concerning the impact of a selection procedure indicates  
	 adverse impact, but is based upon numbers which are too small to be reliable, evidence concerning  
	 the impact of the procedure over a longer period of time and/or evidence concerning the  
	 impact which the selection procedure had when used in the same manner in similar circumstances  
	 elsewhere may be considered in determining adverse impact.  Where the user has not 
	 maintained data on adverse impact as required by the documentation section of applicable 
	 guidelines, the Federal enforcement agencies may draw an inference of adverse impact of the 
	 selection process from the failure of the user to maintain such data, if the user has an  
	 underutilization of a group in the job category, as compared to the group’s representation in the  
	 relevant labor market, or, in the case of jobs filled from within, the applicable workforce.

	C onsideration of user’s equal employment opportunity posture.  In carrying out their obligations,  
	 the Federal enforcement agencies will consider the general posture of the user with respect to  
	 equal employment opportunity for the job or group of jobs in question.  Where a user has  
	 adopted an affirmative action program, the Federal enforcement agencies will consider the  
	 provisions of that program, including the goals and timetables which the user has adopted and  
	 the progress which the user has made in carrying out that program and in meeting the goals 
	 and timetables.  While such affirmative action programs may in design and execution be race, 
	 color, sex, or ethnic conscious, selection procedures under such programs should be based 
	 upon the ability or relative ability to do the work.

 
	 (Approved by the Office of Management and Budget under control number 3046-0017)
	 (Pub. L.96-511, 94 Stat. 2812 (44 U.S.C. 3501 et seq.))
	 (43 FR 38295, 38312, Aug. 25, 1978, as amended at 46 FR 63268, Dec. 31, 1981)
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	 Four-Fifths Sex Validation
	 The following chart illustrates that the SSI shows no adverse impact with regard to sex. 
	 There was only a two-point spread between the average score for males (52) and females (50). 
	 A score as low as 42 for females would still indicate the SSI will not have an adverse impact based  
	 on sex.

	 The SSI meets and exceeds the 80% rule as far as the sex requirement.  Information is being  
	 collected and compiled with regard to race and age.  Based on preliminary information there is  
	 no reason to be concerned with the SSI meeting these standards.  Our sample size is too small  
	 to report on race and age at this time because most applicants have failed to provide us with  
	 this data.  This data is only required when the SSI is to be used as a major part of the selection  
	 process.  As a training needs identification tool no EEOC validation is required.

Table 2
P F Q D I C G TOTAL

Males N=470 39 48 42 56 63 63 51 52
Females N=144 38 45 42 54 61 61 52 50
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	 Understanding the Report
	 A.	 Thirteen of the 54 questions deal with Prospecting.  In the example, the participant was able to  
	 	 	 select the most effective strategy only five times out of 13 questions (5/13).  In addition, five of  
	 	 	 13 times they identified the second most effective strategy.   Score indicates a need for  
			   improvement in this area.

	 B.	 Nine questions specifically evaluate a salesperson’s ability to create a good first impression  
	 	 	 during the first meeting.  Selecting the most effective strategy four out of nine times is fair.  
			   However, four out of nine times this person selected the second most effective strategy.  
			   Applying the most effective strategy could make a major improvement in results.

	 C.	 Seven of the questions analyze a salesperson’s ability to discover the prospect’s real needs.   
			   This person selected the most effective strategy 57% of the time (4/7).  This person has 
			   room for improvement on the skills in this area.

A.

B.

C.
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	 D.	N ine questions measure the skills associates with demonstration.  Six out of nine times, this  
			   person selected the most effective strategy, showing some room for improvement.

	 E.	 Four out of six times, this person correctly identified the most successful strategy. 
			   The remaining two times, this person selected the second most successful strategy.  With a 
			   little effort, improvement could be made. 

	 F.		 This person ranks well in closing.  Six out of ten times, this person selected the most effective  
			   area, while the remaining four times this person selected the second best option.  The ability  
	 	 	 to close is important and work on the areas previously identified will produce more results  
			   than improving his skills in the closing area.

	 G.	Certain questions did not fall into the specific skill areas.  These questions identify a general  
			   knowledge or attitude towards sales in general.  This person could improve his sales 
			   performance by gaining more knowledge about the sales profession in general.

D.

E.

F.

G.
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	 H.	The question analysis provides another way of looking at this person’s sales skills. 
			   Several times this person thought the least effective strategy to be the most effective 
			   strategy.  This can result in building barriers to the sale and could be having a major impact 
			   on this person’s results. 

			E   ight times, this person picked the third most effective as the best or most effective strategy.  
			   By looking at both the third and least lines, we see that 19% of the time, this person is hurting  
			   the chances of getting the results desired.

	 I. 	 This person needs to discuss the questions identified in this area.  The correct answer shown  
			   will give this person a chance to discover how the current strategy may be affecting 
			   sales results.

H.

I.
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	 This graph allows you to compare a person’s knowledge of the most effective strategy with  
	 other top performers.
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	 When we combine the top two answers (primary and secondary), we can see that this person is  
	 close most of the time.  With a greater understanding of the correct or best approach, this  
	 person would enhance the sales process and achieve greater results.
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	 Knowing what NOT to do can be just as significant as knowing what to do.  The information  
	 from this section can be used to build confidence and help in the overall logic of sales strategy.
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P r o s p e c ti  n g / Q u alif    y i n g

	P ossible reasons for scoring below top performers:
		  1.		 Lack of understanding who the real prospects and decision makers are.
		  2.		 Lack of understanding of the type of information needed to qualify a prospect.
		  3. 	 Tied to traditional methods of prospecting.
		  4. 	P oor time management.
		  5. 	 Telephone techniques.

	 Suggested Solutions
	 Training, coaching or listening to the following audio sessions:

		  •		C  old Calling Skills
		  •		  Time & Territory Management Skills
		  •		  Telephone Skills
		  •		  Self-Starting Capacity
		  •		  Handling Rejection
		  •		P  ersistence

F i r st   I m p r e ssi   o n / G r e e ti  n g

	P ossible reasons for scoring below top performers:
		  1. 	 Lack skills in identifying buying style and how to approach them differently.
		  2. 	M ore concerned about their own personal agenda than potential clients.
		  3. 	 Inability to mark their style—even aggressive salespeople can.
		  4. 	 Failure to gather the right information in the prospecting stage.
		  5. 	 Failure to display sincere interest in prospect’s problems.

	 Suggested Solutions
	 Training, coaching or listening to the following audio sessions:
		  •		E  ngaging Customers
		  •		P  rojecting Rapport
		  •		  How to be Courteous and Polite
		  •		R  elating with Others
		  •		E  valuating Others
		  •		  Taking Initiative in Meeting Others
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Q u alif    y i n g / Q u e sti   o n s

	P ossible reasons for scoring below top performers:
		  1. 	 Failure to appreciate the type of probing necessary to discover what the client wants 
				    and needs.
		  2.		 Failure to ask the tough questions or making an assumption that all prospects want to hear  
				    your presentation.
		  3. 	P oor listening skills.

	 Suggested Solutions
	 Training, coaching or listening to the following audio sessions:
		  •		  Qualifying Buyers
		  •		  Questioning Strength
		  •		  Accurate Listening
		  •		U  nderstanding Needs
		  •		P  atience
		  •		M  aintaining Goal Focus

D e m o n st  r ati  o n

	P ossible reasons for scoring below top performers:
		  1. 	 Failure to listen to the “wants” described in the question stage.
	 	 2. 	 Demonstrating to fulfill their needs and not the client’s needs.
		  3. 	 Failure to appeal to the customer’s interest and desires.
		  4. 	 Thinking features rather than applications.
		  5. 	 Failure to answer “What’s in it for me?” for your prospect.

	 Suggested Solutions
	 Training, coaching or listening to the following audio sessions:
		  •		  Giving an Effective Presentation
		  •		P  ersuading Others
		  •		  Balanced Communication
		  •		C  oncrete Organization	
		  •		P  ersonal Flexibility
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I n fl  u e n c e

	P ossible reasons for scoring below top performers:
		  1. 	 Failure to understand the strategy of proving your claims.
		  2. 	 Failure to sell value and justify price.
		  3. 	 Failure to relieve the fear of buying.

	 Suggested Solutions
	 Training, coaching or listening to the following audio sessions:
		  •		  Solving Sales Problems
		  •		  Identifying Buying Signals
		  •		M  aintaining Trust
		  •		E  motional Connection
		  •		P  roving Your Claims
		  •		P  roblem Resolution

Cl  o s e

	P ossible reasons for scoring below top performers:
		  1. 	 Failure to negotiate the conditions of the sale.
		  2. 	 Failure to answer objectives and create value.
		  3. 	 Failure to take the risk to close the sale.

	 Suggested Solutions
	 Training, coaching or listening to the following audio sessions:
		  •		D  ealing with Objection
		  •		C  losing the Sale
		  •		  Identifying Objectives
		  •		C  ourage
		  •		  Self-Control
		  •		  Being Results-Oriented

G e n e r al

	P ossible reasons for scoring below top performers:
		  1. 	 Failure to appreciate the little things that lead to a successful presentation such as being  
				    prepared, using sales aids, managing time, and using call reports.
		  2.		 Lack of commitment of sales as a profession.
		  3.		P oor attitude towards selling.


