
Teaching 
your foreign-based
salespeople
American-style selling
is smart, but the 
programs must be 
tailored to cultural
differences

RO G E R L I S T O N l ikes  to  tel l  a  story  about  how he  once  
got  the  attention  of  a  group  of  Korean  salespeople .

A  l ittle  more  than a  year  ago,  Liston,  director  of  sales  train-
ing  for  Seagate  Technology ,  was  in  Korea  to  head  a  training
program for  25  sa lespeople .  He  wanted  to  open  the  s ess ion  in  a
way  that  would  make  the ir  r eps  f e e l  comfortable ,  in  order  to
c lose  the  cu l ture  gap  between  h imse l f ,  an  Amer ican ,  and  the
Koreans .

He  walked  into  the  c lassroom of  sa lespeople  and  wrote  on  the
board ,  “Roger  Lee  Liston .”  Then ,  a fter  introducing  h imsel f  to
the  group ,  h e  qu i ck ly  went  back  to  the  board  and  c rossed  out
“Liston”  saying ,  “Just  cal l  me  Roger  Lee .”  A  small  gesture ,  but
someth ing  L iston  f e l t  would  he lp  the  aud ience  open  up  to  h im .
And  i t  d id .  The  t ra inees  r e f e rred  to  h im  throughout  the  two-
day  se l l ing  sk i l l s  course  as  Roger  Lee .  “Now,  whenever  anyone
from that  c lass  cal ls  my of f ice ,”  Liston says ,  “they  ask  for  Roger
Lee . ”

Seagate ,  a  Scotts  Val ley ,  Cal i fornia  maker  of  computer  disk
drives ,  se l ls  i ts  products  throughout  the  world ,  f rom Germany
to Singapore to Australia to France.  Liston’s responsibility is  to
make  sure  that  a l l  o f  the  sa lespeople  in  these  countr ies  know
how to  se l l  Seagate’s  disk  drives .  But  training  across  many cul -
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tures  isn’t  easy .  People  have  di f ferent  ways  of  learning
and  of  se l l ing .  Notions  o f  t ime ,  hand  gestures ,  and  fac ial
expressions  vary  from region  to  region .  “For  salespeople
to get  anything out  of  training,  Liston says ,  “the  classes
should  be  tai lored  to  what  they  exper ience  every  day .”

Sound  famil iar?  Wel l ,  i t  i s .  Training  fore ign-born  and
fore ign -based  sa l e speop le  o f  Amer i can  companies— while
a  daunt ing  task  b e cause  o f  the  numerous  cultural di f fer-
e n c e s — isn’t  much  di f ferent  than  training  salespeople  in
the  United  States .  Tra iners  must  know the i r  s tudents .
F ind  out  what  the i r  n e eds  are ,  how  they  s e l l ,  how  they
build  re lationships ,  what  their  c losing  and  negotiating
techniques  are .  These  are  v ital  p ieces  o f  in formation  for
trainers  o f  both  American  and  internat ional  sa lespeople .
“International  training  is  not  di f ferent ,”  says  Barbara
Nelson ,  pr inc ipal  with  Systema,  a  sa les  training  compa-
ny  in  Northbrook,  I l l inois .  “The  content  st i l l  has  to  be
relevant or  you’ll  just  be  wasting salespeople’s time— no
matter  what  country  you’re  in .”

Kev i n  Co r co ran ,  v i c e  p r e s i d en t  o f  mark e t i ng  o f
Learning  International ,  a  Stamford ,  Connect icut -based
training  company,  says ,  “Sel l ing  ski l ls  are  pretty  much
the  same across  al l  cultures .  The  abil it ies  to  l isten ,  ask
the  r ight  quest ions ,  and  probe  fo r  n e eds  a r e  n e c e s sary  to
do  business  in  any  country .”

But  salespeople  in  some  countries  aren’t  used  to  doing
business  this  way .  An  old  way of  se l l ing— without  any
planning  or  prospect ing— is  the  norm in  many  countr i e s ,
so  the  sa lespeople  need  to  be  taught  bas ics .  The  not ion  o f
cal l ing  on  prospects  and  creating  long-term partnerships
with  them is  rare ly  understood  by  many  internat ional
bus ines speop l e— the  quick-hit  sale  to  a  f r iend  or  re ferral
prevails .  But  most  companies  with  sophisticated global
sales  processes  are  us ing  local  salespeople  in  interna-
tional  markets— and  t each ing  them  an  Amer i can  way  o f
se l l ing .  “Companies  began  to  real ize  in  the  e ighties  that
they  need  local  salespeople  to  se l l  their  products ,”  says
Eddie  Wel l s ,  pres ident  o f  Van  Kesse l  &  Partners ,  a  sa l es
training  company  in  Hol land .  “People  expect  to  buy  from
sales  r eps  they  can  r e late  to  and  who  understand  the i r
l anguage  and  c u l t u r e .  Th ey’ r e  o f t e n  c o l d  t oward s
Americans  trying  to  se l l  them products .”

As  companies  today  face  c los ing  domest ic  markets ,
they  are  looking  to  f ind  new customers  international ly .
The  result?  Global  competit ion ,  the  l ikes  o f  which  has
neve r  b e en  s e en  b e fo r e ,  and  an  i n c r eas ing ly  c rowded
marketp lace .  Sa l espeople  in  th i s  env ironment  need  to  be
prepared .  They  need  to  know the  products  they’re  s e l l ing
and  how  best  to  s e l l  them.  In  a  word ,  they  need  t ra in ing .

Teaching the Basics
Liston  has  a  speci f ic  goal  when  he  f irst  trains  foreign
salespeople:  get  them up  to  speed  on  the  l itt le  things  that
h e l p  c l o s e  a  d ea l .  S u ch  s t ra t eg i e s  a s  bu i l d i ng  a  
rapport  with  a  c l ient ,  f inding  their  needs ,  providing  solu-
tions  instead of  just  products ,  and negotiating a  good
deal  are  built  into  his  program.  “We constantly  hear
about  these  ideas  in  America ,”  Liston says ,  “but  they’re
not  always  being  re inforced  to  salespeople  of  other  coun-
tries .”

At  a  sa l e s  t ra in ing  s e s s ion  last  year  in  Sydney ,
Australia ,  Liston made  a  point  to  cover  some basics
be fore  moving  into  new-product  educat ion .  The  20  sa l es -
people  of  A-Gate ,  Seagate’s  Australian  subsidiary ,  were
Liston’s  for  two-and-a-hal f  days .  He  wanted  to  make
sure  that  they weren’t  defaulting to  a  commodity sel l—
where  products  are  sold  primari ly  on  the  basis  o f  pr ice ,
not  value— a  prob l em he  s e e s  f r equent ly  with  interna -
t i ona l  s a l e sp eop l e .  “ I f  p eop l e  don’t  know  how  
to  provide  value ,  how to  show customers  that  they
shouldn’t  be  buying just  on  price ,  then  they’ll  ultimately
be  sel l ing  a  commodity,”  Liston says .  “But  i f  you give
salespeople  the  necessary  in formation  to  se l l  value ,  then
they’ll do it.”

Before  Liston  begins  instruct ing  salespeople  f rom
another  country ,  h e  spends  some  t ime  with  them— in
the ir  cu lture .  He  r esearches  how they  se l l ,  the  l ength  o f
the  sales  cycle ,  what  kind  of  customer  re lationships  they
have ,  and  how  the  bus iness  cu l ture  a f f e c t s  sa l e s .  He
spent  a  week  in  Austral ia  be fore  the  training  and  not iced
the  culture  to  be  extremely  la id  back— and that  sales-
peop le  were  approach ing  customers  in  the  same  r e laxed
way.  They  were  creating  great  re lationships ,  but  not  c los -
ing  many deals  on  sales  cal ls .

So  he  taught  them some  sa l es  fundamenta ls :  f ind ing
buyers  for  the  product ,  asking  quali fying  questions ,  d i f -
ferentiating products  from competitors’,  and closing at
the  appropriate  t ime.  “It  was  good for  our  salespeople  to
be  reminded  o f  these  th ings ,”  says  Hugh  Evans ,  general
manager  o f  A -Gate .  “They  somet imes  get  too  caught  up  
in  just  se l l ing  products ,  rather  than  how you  get  to  
the  sale .”

L i s ton  s ay s  h i s  Au s t ra l i an  t ra i n i ng  s e s s i on  was  
success ful  because  o f  a  good  mixture  o f  important  con-
t e n t  a nd  f un .  “ I n t e r na t i ona l  a ud i e n c e s — espec ia l ly
Austral ian— want  to  have  fun  in  training ,”  he  says .  “I f
the  information  is  important  to  their  jobs  and  del ivered
in  a  somewhat  fun  way ,  then  everybody  wil l  get  some -
thing out of  it .”



Building Relationships
Gett ing  c lose  to  customers ,  understanding  the i r  needs ,
and  creating  long-term partnerships  with  c l ients— these
concepts  are  f r equent ly  d i s cussed  in  Amer ica .  But  in
international  markets ,  they’re  even  more  important .
“Overseas  customers  make  bus iness  de c i s ions  on  a  very
emot iona l  bas i s , ”  says  Kev in  Da l ey ,  p r e s ident  o f
Communispond ,  a  New  York -based  t ra in ing  company
that  conducts  sa les  seminars  in  more  than  100  countr ies .
“Before  they  buy ,  they  want  to  be  complete ly  sure  that
they  l ike  and  trust  the  people  they’re  doing  bus iness
with .”

In  Lat in  Amer ican  countr i es ,  th i s  emotional  buying
process  i s  exaggerated— nobody  buys  anyth ing
until  they’re  comfortable  with  the  salesper-
son  i n  f r on t  o f  t h em .  A s  a  r e su l t ,  when -
e v e r  s a l e s p e op l e  f o r  ADD  La t i n
Amer i ca  ( a  s ub s i d i a ry  o f  t h e
Abbott  Laboratories  in  Abbott
Park ,  I l l i no i s )  a r e  t ra ined ,
they’re  constant ly  r eminded
abou t  t e c hn i qu e s  t o  b u i l d  
and  improve  r e l a t ionsh ip s .
“People aren’t as emotional in
the  United  States  as  they  are
in  Latin  America ,”  says  David
Cha r n e r  o f  t h e  E n g l i s h
R e s o u r c e  C e n t e r  i n  C a r a c a s ,
Venezue la ,  wh i ch  runs  t ra in ing
programs  f o r  ADD .  “Her e  we  have
to  focus  our  training  on  searching  for
fee l ings ,  f inding  the  h idden  motivator
that  determines  a  buying  dec is ion .”

ADD Lat in  Amer ica  sa lespeople  meet  at  l east  once  a
year  for  formal  sales  ski l ls  training .  They  also  receive
per iodic  product  train ing  when  pharmaceut icals  are
in t roduced .  But  th e r e’s  always  a  portion  of  each  session
set  as ide  for  understanding  the  importance  o f  a  good
c l i ent - sa l e spe r son  r e la t ionsh ip .  And  the  sa l e speop l e
a lways  we lcome  the  in formation .  Unl ike  in  Amer ica ,
Charner  says ,  Lat in  Amer i can  r eps  a r e  hungry  for  t ra in -
ing .  “Americans  are  more  skept ical  and  upt ight  about
being in  a  training session ,  but  they  look forward to  it
here .”  The  reason?  Increas ing  compet it ion  in  Lat in
Amer i ca  and  sa l e speop l e  who  we l come  anyth ing  that
they  th ink  wi l l  he lp  them get  ahead .

At  the  beg inning  o f  th i s  year ,  ADD had  a  day- long
tra in ing  s e ss ion  where  a  new  product  l ine  was  s chedu led
to  be  i n t roduced .  But  much  o f  the  morn ing  was  spent  on
something  ent ire ly  d i f f erent :  l i stening .  Salespeople  were

surprised at  how vital  l istening actually  is  to  building
relationships .

Reps  were  asked  to  th ink  about  the  last  dea l  they
lost .  Did  they  know why?  What  was  the  customer’s
reason  for  buy ing  e l s ewhere?  Did  they  know exact ly
what  the  customer  was  looking  for?  Many  o f  the
salespeople  were  stumped ,  because  they  hadn’t  l i s -
t ened  we l l  enough  to  the i r  customers .  “The  exerc i se
made  them rea l i z e  that  they  were  ask ing  quest ions ,
but  not  really  l istening to  the  customer ,”  says  Chela
Jiminez ,  manager  o f  training  and  organizat ional
deve lopment  for  ADD Lain  Amer i ca .  “Here ,  sa l e s -
p e o p l e  h a v e  t o  b e  h u m b l e  a n d  r e a d y  

to  l isten .  A  customer  wil l  very  often  buy
f r o m  s o m e o n e  

e lse  i f  he  gets  the  impress ion
that a salesperson isn’t lis-

ten ing  to  h im.”  J iminez
adds  that  Lat in

Amer i can  sa l e speop l e
who  truly  l i sten  to
t h e  c u s t ome r  a r e
the  ones  who  get
ahead .  “We  stress
t h e  l i s t e n i ng
a s p e c t  o f  
r e lat ionsh ip  bu i ld -

i n g  b e c a u s e  c u s -
tomers  are  impressed

by  sa l e speop le  who  do
it.”

And  in  internat ional  mar -
kets ,  l i stening  can  often  be  the

di f f erence  between  c los ing  a  sa le  and
being  shut  out .  “People  f rom other  countr ies  do  bus i -
ness  s imply  because  o f  how they  f e e l  about  other  peo -
ple ,”  says  Dean Foster  of  Berl itz  Cross  Cultural  in
New York .  “Everything  i s  done  based  on  personal
relationships ,  and  this  starts  with  the  salesperson  l is -
tening  intently  to  what  the  customer  is  saying .”

Adapting a Program
While  the  sa les  sk i l l s  taught  in  America  can  be  trans-
lated  to  other  countr ies ,  there  are  d i f f erences  across
cultures  that  need  to  be  accounted  for  in  tra in ing .
Notions  of  t ime  di f fer  from country  to  country—
some people  don’t  pay attention to  a  c lock  and will
a lways  be  late  for  meet ings— as well  as  protocols  and
formalit ies .  A lso ,  the  way  people  l earn  can  change
f rom cu lture  to  cu l ture .  For  example ,  Amer icans  t end



to  f o cus  on  the  end  r e su l t  when  l earn ing ,  whereas
the  French  use  deduct ive  log i c ,  emphas i z ing  the
process  o f  how to  get  to  an  end .  “Sales  t ra in ing
needs  to  be  tai lored  to  di f ferent  cultures ,”  Foster
says .  “Salespeople  should  be  al lowed to  learn  in
an  environment  they’re  used  to .”

For  th i s  r ea son ,  Wyeth -Ayer s t International ,  a
p ha rmac e u t i c a l  c ompany  b a s e d  i n  Radno r ,
Pennsylvania  has  des ignated  tra in ing  managers
throughout  the  wor ld .  The  company  se l l s  in  more
than  100  countries  and  views  about  55  of  them as
major  markets .  With  50  international  training
managers ,  most  cu ltural  d i f f erences  are  taken
into  account  when  t each ing  sa l espeople .  “We
make  sure  that  a l l  o f  the  countr ies  have  a  say
when  we  dev i s e  t ra in ing  p lans ,”  says  V ince
Peters ,  worldwide  training manager .  “As  far  as
sk i l l s  go ,  we  keep  the  programs  cons i s t ent
throughout  the  wor ld ,  but  they  o f ten  need  to  be
adapted  to  f it  the  cultural  di f ferences  of  certain
countries .”

Peters  has  formed  pro ject  teams  from di f f er -
ent  countr ies  to  ensure  that  everyone’s  needs
are  be ing  sat is f ied .  He  meets  with  the  training
representat ives  at  l east  once  a  year  and
makes  revis ions  to  the  sk i l l s  c lasses  whenev-
er necessary.  “It’s good to always try to stay
up - to -date , ”  says  G ianv i to  Ber ton i ,  a
Wyeth -Ayerst  sa l e s  t ra iner  in  I ta ly ,
“b e cau s e  a s  s a l e sp eop l e  d ev e l op  t h e i r
sk i l l s ,  what  th ey  n e ed  to  l ea rn  w i l l
change . ”

A  chal l enge  that  Wyeth-Ayerst  cur -
rently  faces  i s  improving  the  business

education  l eve ls  o f  i ts  worldwide
sa l e speop l e .  These  r eps  t end  to

have  med i ca l  backgrounds  and
sell  to  doctors  based on rela-

tionships ,  contacts ,  or  re fer-
ra ls .  There’s  

no  sa l e s  p lann ing  o r
p r o s p e c t i n g

f o r  c u s tomer s :  j u s t  a
call  to  a  fr iend and a

quick  sa le .  But ,  as
Peters  says ,  t imes

a r e  c hang i ng—
the  sa l e speop le

n e ed  t o  hav e
mor e  b u s i -

n e s s  s e n s e  b e c au s e  t h e  c l ima t e  i s  g e t t i n g  mor e  
competit ive  and  crowded .  Salespeople  have  formal  sa les
skil ls  training  once  a  year ,  along with  new product  intro-
ductions  and  distr ict  training  sess ions  throughout  the
year.

At  these  sess ions ,  reps  are  taught  ideas  about  sales
p lann ing  and  forecast ing .  Sa l e speop l e  now  need  to  know
how to  cal l  on  purchasers  as  wel l  as  doctors  and  need  to
plan  a  sales  cal l .  “We  teach  them how to  ask  quest ions
before  a  sa les  ca l l  and  how to  f ind  out  as  much  in forma-
tion as  possible  before  they’re  even in  a  buyer’s  off ice ,”
Bertoni  says .  “It  makes  them think  about  a  more  current
way of  sell ing.”

Berton i  and  Peters  use  t eam exerc i s es  and  case  s tud ies
in  their  international  training  sess ions .  But  not  the  tra-
ditional role-play.  “It doesn’t work with international
salespeople ,”  Peters  says .  “They  just  don’t relate to it .”

But  g iv ing  s i tuat ions  such  as  p lanning  out  a  mock
sales  cal l ,  with  precal l  quest ions  and  needs  assessment ,
i s  success fu l .  “They  get  the  sa lespeople  involved  in  an
env i ronment  they  can  understand  and  l e t  them pract i c e
the  ski l ls  they  need  to  e f fectively  sel l ,”  Bertoni  says .

And  they  appea l  to  a  European  way  o f  l earn ing ,  f ocus -
ing  on  the  process  rather  than  the  r e su l t .  These  exerc i s -
es  were  tai lored  this  way  so  they  would  be  e f fect ive  in
France  and  Italy ,  as  opposed  to  results-type  learning  and
role -plays  in  the  United  States .  “International  salespeo-
ple  are  receptive  to  the  American  way  of  se l l ing ,”  Peters
says ,  “but  the  program has  to  be  adapted  to  f it  their  cul -
tures .”

Just  as  Roger  Liston  had  to  do  when  training  Korean
sa lespeople .  Teach ing  them the  same  in formation  he
would  any  p lace  e l s e  in  the  wor ld  was  the  easy  part .
Gett ing  them to  talk  back  was  near ly  imposs ible .  He
learned  that  Asians  are  condit ioned  to  l isten  to  lectures
when  be ing  trained ,  not  part ic ipate .  “I  had  to  change  the
class  so  that  I  spoke  most  of  the  t ime ,  just  te l l ing  them
about  the  ski l ls  they  need ,”  Liston says .  “But  that’s  what
international  training is  about— taking  the  same  ideas
and  customiz ing  them to  d i f f erent  cu ltures .”

Roger Liston is founder of Liston Sales
Development Group. 
For more information, call 801-763-7999.
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