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Here are just some of the direct and indirect costs of replacing 
employees in sales related roles.

Direct Costs:

• Placement Fee

• Screening Résumés

• Advertising

• Interview Process

• Training

• Relocation

• Admin Expenses

• Assessment Training

• Background Checks

• Legal Fees

• Travel Expenses

• Sign-on Bonus

Indirect Costs:

• Lost Revenue from 
Uncovered Territory

• Consulting Fees

• Ramp-up and 
Orientation Time

• Contractor Fees

• Project Slippage or Lost 
Opportunities

• Exit Interviews

• Increase in 
Unemployment Tax

To err in hiring is human – and very expensive. Many “standard” hiring procedures are actually 
common mistakes. To choose competent sales candidates who are likely to stay with your 
company, prepare to revise your hiring methods. Learn the nine hiring errors managers often 
make, then eliminate them from your hiring practices to help you choose only the best candidates 
for your business. When you’re willing to revamp your hiring procedures, you open the door to a 
stronger sales team that can lead your company in a new and more profitable direction.

For any company, a lost employee is lost money. 
Losing a sales rep can cost you thousands or 
more when you add up the direct or indirect 
replacement costs. The total cost of turnover 
can easily be two or three times the base salary 
of the position. Furthermore, when employees 
leave your company, they take with them all of 
the skills and knowledge they acquired while 
working for you. 

As companies recognize the mounting costs of 
a bad hire, they begin to search for the most 
effective ways to hire the right employees and 
retain a valuable sales team. The purpose of 
this guide is to help you avoid many common 
mistakes in the hiring process.

Replacing your company’s most important 
assets may cost more than you think!
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Mistake 1: Hiring for a Generic Saleperson

Selling effectiveness is not a generalized trait. Sales skills are now so specialized that you need 
specialized hiring criteria as well. 

Think about a coach filling a spot on a baseball team. At the Little League level, the selection 
criteria for a player are broad – dexterity, confidence with the ball, desire to play. At the high school 
or college level, the criteria are more specialized, focusing on the four general skills required 
for success: running, hitting, throwing, and fielding. At the professional level, different playing 
positions require much more advanced and deeply specialized skills.

In sales, too, reserve broad criteria for entry-level hiring. When you need a more experienced 
salesperson, use more specialized criteria. A key to smart sales hiring is to understand the 
relevant sales tasks based upon your market and strategy and then reflecting those tasks in hiring 
criteria and a disciplined hiring process. Don’t try to hire generic salespeople – they won’t succeed, 
and your revenue will suffer. Instead, consider the type of product or service you sell, the relative 
importance of technical knowledge, and the people contacted during sales calls. Choose the right 
seller for your specific selling tasks and see your results soar. 

Mistake 2: Trying to Clone Top Performers

Duplicating success may seem like a good idea, but the reasons people succeed are not clear when 
you only focus on the characteristics of top performers. 

It’s important to identify the differences between top performers and low performers.

For example, a comprehensive study of more than 1,000 sales superstars from 70 companies 
showed that the top three characteristics shared by high achievers were:

• The belief that salesmanship required strong objection-answering skills
• Good grooming habits
• Conservative dress – especially black shoes

However, further study revealed that these same three characteristics were their most common 
traits of the weakest performers as well. The lesson: You must validate critical success skills by 
comparing large enough samples of top performers and weak performers to find the factors that 
consistently distinguish the two. Otherwise, you may end up choosing false predictors. 
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Mistake 3: Having to Many Criteria

Another common mistake is having teams brainstorm a wish list of the skills, attributes and 
experience they are looking for in their “ideal candidate.” The resulting wish list ends up having 
little to do with actual success on the job. It’s much more meaningful to use a method known 
as validation to narrow the factors that predict successful performance. Validation studies can 
dramatically improve your odds of hiring the right people by identifying critical job success factors 
and weighting each factor’s importance. Consider these two surprising and important research 
findings:

• The most critical factor for predicting success in any job is usually as important, or more 
important, than all other factors combined

• The most accurate prediction of success on the job is based on no more than six to eight factors. 
Add any more, and you risk diluting your criteria, watering down the prediction of success, and 
reducing selection accuracy

To hire winners, decide on six to eight factors that separate them from weaker performing 
individuals. Ignore factors that are not validated, or you may end up hiring nice guys who finish last.

Mistake 4: Failing to Clarify What is Meant by “Previous Selling 
Experience”

Previous experience is the most common criterion used by sales manager when screening and 
selecting candidates. In one survey, over 50% of respondents cited “selling experience within the 
industry” as their key selection criterion, and another 33% cited “selling experience in [an] other 
industry.” 

The problem is that all experience is not equal. Because selling effectiveness depends upon a 
company’s sales tasks, “experience” is an inherently multi-dimensional attribute. The relevance of 
each type varies with your sales tasks. Before hiring based on previous experience, require the 
people doing sales hiring to clarify what they mean by relevant experience.

Are you looking for . . .

• Experience selling products or complex, customizable solutions?

• Experience building business in a new territory or responding to leads in a territory where your 
company has an established reputation?

• Experience in a two or three-call close environment or a year-long sales cycle?

• Experience selling to sophisticated buyers or to buyers with little knowledge of your solution? 
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Mistake 5: “Personality” Instead of Job Skills

Certain personality traits – high energy, honesty, a solid work ethic – seem to guarantee success, 
yet science doesn’t back that up. Many consultants and distributors of pre-employment tests 
maintain that certain personality factors help ensure management or sales success and offer 
psychological theories to support that belief. However, solid statistical research from many 
objective sources shows little correlation between any personality factor and any specific job. 
Producers of competent and reputable “personality type” tests admit their tests are useful for 
self-awareness and training but not for hiring. Only tests of job skills or knowledge are proven 
to predict job success consistently. You might enjoy knowing your sales candidates have self-
confidence and energy but knowing whether they can answer objections and close sales is 
definitely more important.

Mistake 6: Relying Only on Interviews to Evaluate a Candidate

A study conducted by the International Personnel Management Association analyzed how well 
job interviews accurately predict success on the job. The surprising finding was that the typical 
interview increases your chances of choosing the best candidate by less than two percent. In other 
words, flipping a coin to choose between two candidates would be only two percent less reliable 
than basing your decision on an interview.

Experts offer three reasons why interviews, while the most common selection tool, are such poor 
predictors of sales success:

• Most managers don’t structure their interviews in advance

• Even when they plan their questions, few hiring teams determine the ideal answers to 
questions (known as developing a scoring weight)

• Candidates do much more interviewing than most managers and are often skillful at 
presenting themselves in a good light

Improve the quality of your hiring decisions by using a combination of screening and 
selection tools such structured interviews, simulations, and assessments.



© Chally Assessment, LLC. 6

Mistake 7: Using Yourself as an Example

Your own sales success might lead you to believe you can spot candidates with potential, but don’t 
count on it. A famous lawyer once said, “The attorney who would represent himself has a fool for 
a client” – a saying that also applies to managers hiring new salespeople. Many managers who 
reached their position by virtue of their sales success believe they can instinctively recognize a 
good candidate. In actuality, they are unconsciously just using themselves as a template. When 
you use yourself as a model, your ego often gets in the way, and that bias can skew your objectivity 
in judging others – a fatal hiring flaw.

Take the time to define objective criteria for hiring rather than assuming you will know talent 
when you see it.

Mistake 8: Bypassing the Reference Check

Various recruiting and placement agencies report a high percentage of false information presented 
in résumés and job applications. As many as 15 to 20 percent of job applicants try to hide some 
dark chapter in their lives. For some positions, one out of three résumés submitted may contain 
false information. To find out who’s pulling the wool over your eyes, make the extra effort to 
verify the information your applicants provide. An individual who twists the facts to get a job 
will probably bend the rules on the job. Checking references may seem tedious, but it beats the 
frustration and cost of hiring someone you need to fire in two weeks.

Mistake 9: Basing Hiring Decisions on What Worked in the Past

Over the past decade customer buying preferences and processes have evolved. As organizations 
confront new buying processes, the competencies required to succeed in sales roles are changing 
too. Competencies that, only a decade ago, were considered essential are now lower in priority. 
Yesterday’s sales strengths have become today’s minimum skill requirements. 

Unfortunately, too may sales managers continue to hire for sales profiles that worked in the past 
but have not been validated for the present or future. Stop and think about whether your go-to-
market strategy, sales process, or value proposition have changed or are changing. If so, take 
a time out to update your hiring profiles to ensure you find and select the sales talent you 
need to succeed today. 
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About Chally

Founded in 1973, Chally has evolved from a research firm to an industry-leading talent 
assessment software provider, offering greater flexibility to our customers while maintaining a 
scientific, data-backed approach to everything we do. For nearly five decades, companies large 
and small have relied on Chally to help them find the right talent, unlock their potential, and 
make informed, evidence-based talent management decisions.
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