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Introduction: Why a Sales Academy? 

Imagine this: you’re grabbing a bite to eat at midday, and ahead of you at the lunch 

counter you recognize one of the sales professionals from your company. You get to 

talking, and the salesperson tells you they have a call later that afternoon with a customer 

looking to make a large investment in the products or services your company offers. How 

confident are you that this sales professional possesses the knowledge, skills, and abilities 

to close the sale? How confident are you that the sales training provided by your company 

has addressed the knowledge or skill gaps this individual may have had when they were 

hired? 

Research has shown that contemporary sales training comes in a range of styles, to serve 

a variety of competencies necessary for sales roles.1 When a company knows what its sales 

professionals need for success, though, what’s the best way to roll that out across the 

entire sales force? Increasingly, organizations are turning to sales academies to answer 

that question. 

A sales academy is a structured system put in place by a company for developing its sales 

team. Such systems consist of numerous training programs, which together form a single 

competency framework for driving the performance of sales professionals over time. 

However, this doesn’t mean that a sales academy is “one size fits all” – on the contrary, it 

can and should address the different curriculum needs for the range of sales roles that 

exist in a complex commercial selling organization from Business Development 

Professionals up through Global Account Managers. A sales academy also offers 

benchmarking tools to monitor progress and consistency in best practices for sales. A 

sales academy delivers learning content through a variety of avenues such as written 

material, classroom training, digital learning tools, and coaching. 

The success of a sales academy rests on the engagement of sales professionals with 

training and the subsequent application of learning content in their jobs. But do sales 

professionals see themselves as engaged? To find out, Training Industry, Inc. and 

Richardson conducted a study to explore how sales professionals view the utility and 

usefulness of the training programs provided to them. The goal of the research was to 

reveal insights about what sales professionals find effective (or ineffective) in the structure 

of a sales academy. 

  

                                                           
1 Training Industry, Inc. (2016). Aligning Sales Competencies in L&D. Available at: 

https://trainingindustry.com/research/sales/aligning-sales-competencies-in-ld/  
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The Strategic Impact of Sales Training 
First, we asked sales professionals about the effectiveness of the sales training their 

company provides. As shown in Figure 1, we found that 38 percent of sales professionals 

say their companies have consistently effective sales training, compared to 32 percent 

who say their companies have ineffective sales training.  

In other words, roughly a third of sales professionals feel their training is of a consistently 

high caliber. The takeaway is that for the other two-thirds, there are improvements that 

can be made to the overall value of sales training. 

Figure 1 Ratings of Sales Training Effectiveness 

 

While some sales training might not be as effective as it could, does that mean it has no 

job impact? In our pool of respondents, 46 percent said the sales training at their company 

largely supports their job performance. More importantly, only 16 percent indicated that 

training doesn’t impact their sales performance. 

Figure 2 Training Support of Sales Performance 
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So, how are the companies represented in our data structuring their sales training 

programs, given the results above? To explore this, we asked sales professionals a series 

of questions on a 0 to 100 scale about the nature of the training offered to them and how 

they progress through learning objectives.  

As seen in Figure 3, most companies use a mixed approach to sales training curricula 

when it comes to whether the company or the salesperson decides what training to take. 

In general, this mixture leans toward companies having more control over curricula than 

the salesperson or his/her manager, though at companies with effective sales training 

programs it's more likely to be an even share. 

Figure 3 Company Approach to Sales Training Curricula 

 

Most companies use both structured learning paths and on-demand training in equal 

measure, as shown in Figure 4. This represents an equilibrium between sales professionals 

following a structured path, where the progression through training content is 

predetermined, in contrast with on-demand training, which typically lacks a coherent 

sequence of content in favor of ad hoc, short-term learning.  

Figure 4 Organization of Sales Training Programs 
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An important takeaway from this particular data point is the difference between 

companies with effective versus ineffective sales training, as rated by sales professionals 

and reported in Figure 1. As can be seen below in Figure 5, for companies with ineffective 

sales training programs there is slightly more reliance on on-demand training. Companies 

with effective training, on the other hand, appear to maintain a more balanced approach 

in how they organize sales training. 

Figure 5 Organization of Sales Training Programs, by Training Effectiveness Ratings 

 

The sales training programs at the majority of companies emphasize both short- and 

long-term objectives, as illustrated in the results of Figure 6. In general, although training 

serves both types of goals there is a slight preference for companies to favor growing the 

knowledge and skills of sales professionals over time. 

Figure 6 Intended Impact of Sales Training Programs 

 

Again, the contrast in intended impact between companies with effective versus 

ineffective sales training is notable, particularly for the margin of the observed difference. 

When training is effective, there is much more focus on long-term development; when 

training is ineffective, it tends to cater more to short-term needs. This trend is displayed 
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in Figure 7, clearly showing the magnitude of the different approaches to the impact of 

sales training programs.  

Figure 7 Intended Impact of Sales Training Programs, by Training Effectiveness Ratings 

 

To summarize, these findings show that from the perspective of sales professionals: 

 Sales training is not likely to be as effective as it could be in the majority of 

companies, though it is generally seen as supporting sales performance 

 In general, companies strike a balance between mandating a structured sales path 

and allowing individuals to choose training paths to meet current needs, at the 

service of both long- and short-term business goals 

 Importantly, companies with more effective sales training were more likely to 

follow a structured learning path for their sales professionals and focus on the 

growth of long-term competencies 

From our results, it seems that companies are familiar with the idea of using a structure 

similar to a sales academy. Further, effective sales training programs are already focused 

on building performance over a sales professional’s career rather than merely focusing on 

the next fiscal quarter. These results suggest that a sales academy could be adopted by 

most companies with few disruptions, to the overall benefit of their sales professionals 

and their desired performance outcomes. 

In the next section, we’ll explore the ways that sales professionals are receiving training 

and what methods they feel are most impactful. 
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The Learner Experience of Sales Training 
In a sales academy, a variety of different delivery methods are used in order to best match 

the content and the ease with which a sales professional learns the material. So, what are 

the most common delivery methods encountered by sales professionals, and how 

valuable do they find them to be in practice? 

To begin to answer this question, we asked our respondents to indicate the modalities 

that they used at least once per month. As shown in Figure 8, classroom-based training 

was the most frequent means of training, regardless of whether the classroom experience 

was in-person, virtual, or some combination thereof (i.e., blended). Although on-the-job 

learning and coaching were also used relatively frequently, the multiple forms of digital 

learning should not be overlooked because they are presented here in isolation; 

cumulatively, knowledge bases, e-learning and videos were used by at least two-thirds of 

sales professionals. These digital modalities play a crucial part in the full suite of delivery 

methods used in a sales academy. 

Figure 8 Use of Training Delivery Modalities 

 

In regard to what sales professionals prefer for the amount of time spent in a learning 

activity, is there a sweet spot? Starting with classroom experiences, we wanted to know 

what duration of classroom training sales professionals see as the most effective. As seen 

in Figure 9, three quarters of sales professionals prefer a classroom experience that lasts 

at least a full day, with fewer responses indicating a preference for multi-day training 

sessions. This shows that in sales training, shorter is better when it comes to time spent 

in a classroom setting. 
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Figure 9 Preferred Duration for Instructor-Led Classroom Training 

 

The same preference for shorter experiences does not necessarily apply, however, to 

digital learning. Half of sales professionals prefer to engage with digital learning content 

for 15-30 minutes, as shown in Figure 10. In other words, there is a “Goldilocks zone” for 

the length of digital learning, such that it is possible for a module to be too short – whereas 

it’s much easier to run afoul of a module being too long. 

Figure 10 Preferred Digital Learning Module Duration 

 

The learning experience of sales professionals, however, is not limited to a company’s 

formal offerings. Since material about sales effectiveness is widely available online, we 

were interested in the ways that sales professionals access informal sources of learning 

that aren’t directly sponsored by their companies. With that in mind, we sought to capture 

all the informal means through which sales professionals are supplementing their 

learning. 
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As shown in Figure 11, many sales professionals go outside their companies’ training 

curricula. They are most likely to read written materials related to sales and use Internet 

search to find helpful articles and other content.  

Figure 11 Use of Informal Training Modalities 

 

Notably, all of the informal methods described in the above figure were used by more 

than a quarter of respondents, suggesting that it is not uncommon (though certainly not 

universal) that a sales professional seeks outside sources of learning. Examining the data 

further, a third of respondents indicated they used one of these informal modalities, 

another third used two, and the remaining third used three or more. In other words, when 

it is likely that a sales professional augments the company curriculum with third-party 

content, it is likely that he or she does so through multiple means. 

From these results, we can conclude that in sales training: 

 About half of sales professionals prefer an ILT/classroom experience that lasts a 

half-day, and about half of sales professionals prefer a digital learning experience 

that lasts 15-30 minutes 

 For informal learning, over half of sales professionals are accessing written 

materials, and over a third search for resources on the Internet 

Now that we’ve covered how sales professionals are typically learning, we will turn to what 

is the ultimate end goal of a sales academy – building the skills that comprise sales jobs. 
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Relevance of Sales Training Skills 
The focus of a sales academy is on nurturing sales competencies. To do this, companies 

need to understand what the critical skills are for sales performance. Accordingly, we 

asked respondents to rate the extent to which a range of sales skills is relevant to their 

day-to-day experience.  

There were three general categories of skills that sales professionals were asked about, 

based on Richardson’s critical selling capabilities framework: finding and engaging with 

buyers, winning sales deals, and growing existing customer relationships. Figure 12 shows 

the proportion of respondents who indicated each skill as being important to their job to 

a large extent; the top skills in each category are highlighted. 

Figure 12 Job Relevance of Sales Skills  

 

As seen in the figure, the key skills for a sales academy to contain as part of a curriculum 

include knowing the market, how to target buyers, understanding the needs of those 

buyers, presenting effectively in sales interactions, establishing rapport and relationships 

with buyers who have become customers, and being seen as a “trusted advisor” by those 
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customers. We don’t want to imply, however, that the remaining skills in the figure are 

unimportant to the job performance of sales professionals. With only a handful of 

exceptions, each of the skills in the figure was relevant to sales roles to a large extent for 

greater than 50 percent of respondents. In addition, these skills were seen as equally 

important by sales professionals from companies with effective or ineffective training in 

nearly all instances. What does this mean for developing a sales academy? At a minimum, 

the competencies identified in Figure 12 need to be covered, as our data shows they are 

widely relevant to all types of sales roles.  

While competencies are important to individual development, an important part of sales 

academies is the presence of friendly competition in the form of peer benchmarks. 

Benchmarks for performance not only allow sales managers to identify performance 

issues and work with slumping sales professionals, but more importantly helps the sales 

force as a whole achieve greater consistency in their practices. Having a benchmark directs 

the attention of sales professionals to the outcomes that matter to the organization – in 

other words, if a company wants to move the needle, a benchmark defines how far it 

needs to move to declare success. 

According to the results displayed in Figure 13, 54 percent of sales professionals see peer 

benchmarks for performance as extremely/very important. 

Figure 13 Importance Ratings of Peer Benchmarking for Sales Skills 

 

In summary, a variety of skills were identified by sales professionals as relevant to their 

day-to-day experience: 

 The most relevant skills related to engaging buyers were knowing the market (71% 

rated to a very large/large extent) and targeting buyers (75%) 
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 The most relevant skills related to winning sales deals were understanding buyer 

needs (76%) and presenting effectively (73%) 

 The most relevant skills related to growing opportunities were establishing 

relationships (73%) and becoming a trusted advisor (67%) 

 The ability to benchmark performance against peers was rated as being at least 

moderately important for 79% of sales professionals 
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Building a Sales Academy 
As we said in the introduction, a sales academy is a structured system put in place by a 

company for developing its sales team, which implements an enterprise-wide sales 

competency framework through a variety of means. In this section, we’ll talk about the 

insights from this research that can help organizations seeking to build a sales academy 

for their sales professionals. 

How are companies currently structuring their sales training? 

▬ Our data shows that most companies rely on a mix of learner-controlled and 

company-mandated training. Similarly, most companies rely on a mix of 

structured learning paths and on-demand training. The goals of sales training 

typically address a mix of short- and long-term objectives. This research 

indicates that a focus on structured, long-term focused learning paths is the 

more effective approach to a sales academy. 

When building a sales academy, the overarching focus is on fostering competencies over 

time. But what are these competencies? The best way to determine this is to look at both 

what the company is mandating and what learners are self-selecting. Core competencies 

in sales are nothing new and typically defined by company leadership, but metrics on 

learner activity can reveal places where an existing competency framework is 

underemphasized or imbalanced. Clearly, metrics should reflect what is going on with 

sales professionals, in addition to what should be going on with them. Metrics on sales 

competencies help define and target aspirational goals, while also providing a roadmap 

of what’s going on “now” and where a company is falling short of its aspirations. Similarly, 

learning paths should reflect the existing competency framework with the continued 

ability for learners to take on-demand training, which will inform future revisions. On this 

foundation, a sales academy can provide the backbone to sales performance, with the 

agility to include new competencies or skills to meet the shifting needs of the market. 

What modalities are being used by sales learners? 

▬ Our research found that the most often-used as well as most effective 

modalities were found to be on-the-job learning and coaching sessions. 

Learners most often augment their formal training with written materials and 

internet resources.  

A cornerstone of any sales academy is the ability to match content with different delivery 

modalities, both to maximize learning outcomes as well as to offer learners options for 

how to engage with training material. Depending on the topic, it may be beneficial to 
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have classroom training paired with follow-up coaching sessions and e-learning modules. 

For a different topic, videos may introduce certain concepts, but it might take on-the-job 

learning for these concepts to affect performance. Our survey showed that sales 

professionals do not shy away from looking outside their own companies’ curricula for 

sources of learning. Identifying what these are, and what topics they cover, can help 

identify both gaps in knowledge and skills as well as the ways in which sales professionals 

might be most likely to engage with content curated by the company itself in the sales 

academy. 

What do learners want in their training? 

▬ When we asked, we found that learners want classroom experiences that last 

one day or less and digital learning modules that last 15-30 minutes. The 

majority of sales professionals also see benefits from performance benchmarks 

based on their peers. 

This might be one of the least obvious points about building a sales academy: it’s not 

simply a governance exercise that is handed down to a sales force. Sales professionals 

need to have input into the framework because they’re the ones working within that 

framework. In the results of this research, we’ve identified two major preferences of sales 

learners for the duration of classroom and digital learning experiences. This goes beyond 

the question of which modalities are used and sheds light on how they are put into 

practice. A sales academy should be built around what sales professionals are likely to 

engage with – a motivated learner is an engaged learner. If their experience is positive, if 

the length or depth of content meets their needs without falling short or erring on the 

side of overkill, the metrics will tell that story over time. Similarly, peer benchmarks help 

shore up weaknesses in performance on a sales team, but these benchmarks need to be 

focused on the metrics that both the company and sales professionals see as the most 

important. The goal of the sales academy is to balance the needs of both in a way that 

keeps both learning and performance moving in a positive direction. 

What skills do learners see as most relevant to their jobs? 

▬ According to our survey respondents, the skills important to sales jobs were 

knowing the market, targeting buyers, understanding buyer needs, presenting 

effectively, establishing relationships and becoming a trusted advisor.  

Based on our data, the list above represents a core set of skills that should be applicable 

to nearly any company’s sales training. While these skills were the ones most universally 

endorsed in our research, that doesn’t necessarily mean other skills can be disregarded 
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with impunity. Depending on the type of sales role, such as inside sales or service sales, 

different skills will naturally be emphasized in daily operations. A significant function of a 

sales academy is to bring these differences to light, upskill sales professionals 

appropriately based on the distinctive needs of their roles, and provide the metrics to 

gauge whether everything is moving in the right direction. Said another way, the purpose 

of diversifying skills in a sales academy is to get sales professionals the right training, 

using the right method or combination of methods, targeting the right skills for that 

individual’s role. We all know sales is not a one-size-fits-all type of job, and an effective 

sales academy does not try to force it to be.  

Imagine again the same scenario from the introduction of this report: you’re grabbing a 

bite to eat midday, and ahead of you at the lunch counter you recognize one of the sales 

professionals from your company. You get to talking, and the salesperson tells you they 

have a call later that afternoon with a customer looking to make a large investment in the 

products or services your company offers. Because your company has a sales academy, 

you know this particular sales professional has been exposed to training that covers what 

they need to know about your product or service, how the company wants its sales force 

to engage with customers, and how best to position the value for the customer. If he or 

she were a different sales professional from your company, you could be assured that 

they too would be able to handle the same call while drawing from the same 

competencies.  
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Study Demographics 

Figures 14 through 17 provide context on the 367 survey respondents who participated 

in this research. The figures that follow summarize the companies the respondents 

represent, the functional areas/departments supported by their roles within the 

organization and their tenure in these roles. 

Figure 14 Organizational Size Represented 

 

Figure 15 Industries Represented 
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Figure 16 Functional Areas Represented 

 

Figure 17 Job Tenure of Respondents 
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About This Research 
 

About Richardson 

Richardson is a global sales training and performance improvement company 

focused on helping you drive revenue and grow long-term customer relationships. 

Our market proven sales and coaching methodology combined with our active 

learning approach ensures your sales teams learn, master, and apply new behaviors 

when and where they matter most - in front of the buyer.  

Get to know us and learn about how we help drive the world’s most inspiring sales 

organizations to their next level of excellence. 

Please visit us at www.richardson.com and follow us on Twitter and LinkedIn for the 

latest sales performance thought leadership.  

 

 

About Training Industry 

Our focus is on helping dedicated business and training professionals get the 

information, insight, and tools needed to more effectively manage the business of 

learning. Our website, TrainingIndustry.com, spotlights the latest news, articles, case 

studies, and best practices within the training industry. 

For more information, go to www.trainingindustry.com, call 866.298.4203, or connect 

with us on Twitter and LinkedIn. 
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