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Due to the dynamic and interpersonal nature of selling, 
understanding affective and cognitive relationships and their 
influence on performance has gained the attention of sales 
scholars. Moreover, recent literature has created opportunities 
to study the impact of cognitions, such as salesperson theory-
of-mind, on sales performance. This research develops a model 
involving salesperson interpersonal mentalizing skills (i.e. 
rapport building, detecting non-verbal cues, taking a bird’s-
eye view, shaping the interactions), subjective happiness, 
attachment anxiety, and sales performance. Although salesforce 
optimization is critical in any economy, emerging economies 
are the growth frontiers for many global companies. Using 
three samples from Brazil, we investigate the telecom, banking, 
and retail industries, providing generalizable results from one 
such emerging economy. We find that, in general, it is the 
influence of attachment anxiety and subjective happiness on 
interpersonal mentalizing skills that ultimately impacts sales 
performance. Based on these findings, we discuss several 
theoretical and managerial implications.
Agnihotri R et al, Journal of Personal Selling & Sales Management, 
2016, 1-16.

Linking thinking styles to sales performance: The importance 
of creativity and subjective knowledge
The paper examines how thinking styles and knowledge 
affect creative selling. Judicial thinking style indirectly 
enhances performance through creative selling. Knowledge 
of one’s industry enhances the effectiveness of creative 
selling. Sales training should enhance salespeople’s 
industry and customer knowledge. This study examines the 
roles of thinking styles, role ambiguity, and knowledge in 
predicting salesperson creative selling behaviours. It also 
examines the importance of salesperson industry knowledge 
(i.e., an understanding of the industry’s regulatory 
environment) and salesperson organizational knowledge 
(i.e., an understanding of customers’ internal political 
environment) in the creative selling-sales performance 
relationship. Survey data come from 262 business-to-
business benefits broker salespeople to test the conceptual 
model. The results of the structural equations modelling 
confirm that a judicial thinking style has a positive effect on 
creative selling and that role ambiguity and organizational 
knowledge are also important antecedents of creative 
selling. Importantly, the analysis confirms that industry and 
organizational knowledge moderate the creative selling-

sales performance relationship.
Groza M D, Locander D A and Howlett C H, Journal of Business 
Research, 2016.

Systems and processes

Customer portfolio management (CPM) for improved 
customer relationship management (CRM): are your 
customers platinum, gold, silver, or bronze?
This study introduces a conceptual framework of Customer 
Portfolio Management (CPM) matrix. CPM focuses on two 
issues: cost to serve and value of the customer to the company. 
Using this framework, a firm can segment its customer 
base into four portfolios: platinum, gold, silver, and bronze. 
Moreover, then a firm can apply different strategies on these 
portfolios accordingly. This article uses the customer portfolio 
management (CPM) approach to examine how a company can 
define the value of customers and segment these customers 
into portfolios. By segmenting customers into portfolios, an 
organization can better understand the relative importance 
of each customer to the company’s total profit. Such an 
understanding will help companies retain valuable customers 
and create additional value with these customers through 
relationship development. From this framework, a firm can 
segment its customer base into four portfolios: platinum, gold, 
silver, and bronze, and deliver services accordingly.
Thakur R and Workman L, Journal of Business Research, 2016.

Articles featured in the research review are not available from 
the editorial staff or the International Journal of Sales Transformation. 
Readers wishing to find out more about a particular paper 
can use a simple search online using the author and paper 
title to find out more details on the paper. The copyright of the 
articles is acknowledged to the publishers and authors. Any 
correspondence regarding the “Research Review”, including 
recommendations of articles for future issues should be sent to 
the section editor: Jeremy.Noad@port.ac.uk.

Research review Sales excellence  

The Art of Discovery
 Whitton & Roy

Dr Roy Whitten and Scott Roy 
discuss what to do before the 
pitch and how to do it.

T
he biggest problem my salespeople have is that they 
just don’t listen well enough!” The speaker was vice-
president and director of sales for a division of one of 
the world’s largest telecoms companies.   

He continued: “Or, if they do listen, they only listen 
long enough to hear what they want to hear, and then they 
stop listening and start talking. How do I get them to behave 
differently in those initial conversations with clients, when so 
much is on the line in terms of building trust and discovering 
needs?”.

This man – Mark is his first name, who became a client and 
then a colleague and friend – was asking the right questions. 
He instinctively knew there were limitations to the way his team 
was selling: developing and then pitching value propositions to 
customers.

We helped him build upon his instincts by teaching his 
people the “art of discovery”, arguably the single most critical 
component of the selling process. We addressed three key 
questions with his sales team: 
1. What are you trying to discover?
2. Who needs to do the discovering? and
3. How do you actually do it?

What are you trying to discover?

In practice, your answer to this question will depend on the 
purpose of your sales conversation. Usually, the purpose is 
to convince the customer to buy. Salespeople sometimes 
camouflage this purpose with talk about “discovering needs and 
pain points”. Yet, when push comes to shove, their behaviour 
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demonstrates their true motivation: to make the sale. That’s 
when discovery stops and pitching begins.

We suggest a different purpose for the sales conversation: 
raising your customer’s “DQ”: their “decision quotient” or “decision 
intelligence”. When people practice what we call DQ Sales, their 
full focus is on helping the customer make the best-possible 
decision for their business.

When this becomes the purpose of the sales conversation, 
it becomes clear that there are fundamentally two things the 
salesperson needs to lead the customer to discover: 
1. What is the problem you’re really trying to solve? 
2. What is the solution I am offering that will fix that problem?

Pitching is part of answering the second question. The art 
of discovery addresses the first question. It’s problem first, and 
solution second. (That is why starting with value propositions 
and pitching is such a poor way to sell. Customers resist it, 
and they don’t trust it, because instinctively they know it’s an 
uninformed way for them to buy!)

Who needs to do the discovering? 

Again, this depends on the purpose of the sales conversation. 
In a normal sales conversation, it’s the salesperson who’s doing 
the discovering. He or she is looking for felt needs, pain points, 
objects of interest, and/or motivations to purchase. 

DQ sellers have another purpose and they exhibit different 
behaviour. They accept the fact that they will figure out the 
problem to be solved before the customer does. And they 
recognize that their job is to lead the customer to understand the 
problem. They appreciate that this process requires a particular 
kind of listening, and they get very good at it. 

How do you actually do it? 

Selling in this way requires patience, self-discipline, objectivity, 
and above all the capacity to listen well, provide continuous 
feedback, and follow the customer’s line of thought before taking 
over control of the conversation

We help salespeople do this by teaching a specific skill we 
call “precision Listening”. We’re happy to share it with you in a 

moment – perhaps walking you through the process will enable 
you to pick it up and put it to work.

Use precision listening over and over again as you engage 
with customers. Before explaining the technique, we would 
like to remember that building a customer’s DQ requires two 
fundamental discoveries: 
1. Customers must discover the problem(s) they are trying 
to solve before you offer any solutions – this will save you a lot 
of time, energy, and looking like every other salesperson out 
there. 
2. Customers must discover their own thinking before they 
hear yours – this develops their trust in you and helps you offer 
something that will genuinely meet their needs. 

Is this easy to do? Not really. It requires practice, patience, 
and a growing ability on your part to stay in the present 
moment. Make use of our “split attention” instructional video.

Valuable benefits

Is it worth doing? Absolutely. Whether you have single sales 
conversations lasting 30 minutes or multiple conversations 
over months, getting better at the “art of discovery” will bring a 
number of valuable benefits:

•  Your sales will get larger, because your customers will 
discover more of what they need and want.

•  Your sales will go faster, because the higher your customers’ 
DQ, the fewer objections they have when it comes time to 
make a decision to buy.

•  Your closing percentage will go up, because the solutions 
you offer will better fit the problems your customers want to 
solve.

•  You will have more follow-up sales, because your customers 
will trust you more, feel less manipulated, and bring you 
repeat business and/or referrals for further opportunities. 

Note: DQ Sales® is a registered trademark and Precision 
Listening is the copyrighted material of W Roy Whitten, PhD 
and Scott A Roy.

 
About the authors
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Case study: Altius
Altius is a software engineering business that specialises 
in data management solutions deployed in the cloud. 
The company provide two unique services for its clients: 
ensuring clients are able to surface and have access 
to the right information, to track the key areas of their 
business; and creating formats and systems for presenting 
this information within the client’s business in a way that 
allows them to act upon the information in order to drive 
continuous improvement. 

CEO Simon Goldsmith had experienced Whitten & Roy 
Partnership’s training in his previous role as SVP for another 
company, and he approached the partnership with a clear 
idea of the sales programme he wanted for his staff. Since 
he had been trained in Whitten & Roy Partnership’s model, 
he also knew that we had to start with the question: “What 
are the problems I am trying to solve?” 

Goldsmith took responsibility for Altius as part of a new 
investment in the business in 2013 and needed to identify 
why the business hadn’t been growing. Using precision 
listening – over several conversations spanning several 
weeks – we coached him to discover how these problems 
had developed, which revealed issues that we needed to 
address.

Once all the issues were identified, we were able to 
work collaboratively on the fundamental problem that drove 
many of the others: the organisation required our support to 
help the team to learn and master the complex sale.

This problem was giving rise to many of the issues, 
such as:
•  Chasing whatever selling approach seemed to be 

succeeding in the moment.
•  Defaulting to the standard selling behaviour of developing 

value propositions and pitching them to potential buyers.
•  Defaulting to pitching in customer conversations because 

no other options seemed to exist.
•  Settling for speaking only to technical people instead of 

other key stakeholders because they couldn’t see how to 
gain access to the C-suite.

•  Retreating to comfort-zone selling, where salespeople 
only do what they feel confident about.

•  Repeating the same ineffectual behaviours, hoping for a 
different result.

•  Expending significant managerial energy and time 
attempting to keep up with what salespeople were doing 
or not doing and trying to figure out how to help.

This discovery required several hours of discussion, 
but with it came a solution that really worked. Together, we 
developed a selling framework that every salesperson could 
use, according to their own personality. We made it fully 
customer-centric, so that the Altius selling process involved 
leading their customers through a buying process that 
resulted in the customers making the best possible decision 
for their business.

We trained their sales and service staff in the process, 
combining face-to-face experiential training with several 
months of real-time embedding. In 12 months, Altius had 
transformed the effectiveness of its sales force and nearly 
doubled their sales.

Altius mastered the new selling framework and 
is now recognized by clients as a trusted partner that 
doesn’t seek to force a solution. The company is known 
for understanding its clients’ problems and building a cost 
model before exploring the right implementation.

Sales director Bradley Malloy concludes: “At least 
two-thirds of the revenue we generate is a consequence of 
our ability to engage focusing on the problems of our clients 
and engaging with senior stakeholders.”




