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CASE —3 Enhancing the Credibility of the Training Function: Involving Line
Managersin Sales Training

“Rakesh let memakeit clear toyou that | can’t allocate any more money for
training. | can under stand why you want to conduct a training program on coaching
skillsfor theline managers, but | can’t help you in thisregard. Not for another year
at thevery least. In fact, | may haveto curtail your training budget for next year as
we are going through a lean phase,” said Sanjay Shah (Shah), the CEO of Dirc2U, a
direct sales company that dealt in arange of consumer appliances. From histone, it
was clear that he would not entertain any further discussion on thistopic.

Rakesh Sharma (Sharma) had been working asthetraining manager (TM) in
Dirc2U for the past three years. During this period he had single-handedly taken
careof all thetraining and development (T& D) activities of the company. Of late, he



felt that despite a contemporary training program, the sales force was unable to
internalizethe training dueto lack of support from theline managersin thefield.
Sharma, who had ample experience in sales and sales for ce management before
getting into the training function, under stood the significance of therole of line
managersin reinforcing the class room training. Hisrepeated proposalsto conduct
atraining program on coaching for the line managershad fallen on deaf ears. But
Sharma knew that he could not let the situation drift any longer. The company had
failed to achieveitsrevenuetargetsin the previousyear. Thisyear too, it was
struggling to reach 75 percent of the projections. Sinceit was difficult to measure
thereturn on investment (ROI) of training, the training budget tended to get the
chop during tough times. I n such a situation, Sharma could expect some cutsin his
budget for the next year. Yet he knew that in tough timesthere was a greater need
for T&D interventions. He also knew that if things got even tougher, and the
company decided to cut costs even more, thejob of the TM would be one of thefirst
to go.

Sharma was almost certain that he would convince Shah regarding the importance
of this specific T& D plan for the line managers. But no amount of persuasion could
budge Shah. Sharma’s hope of involving the line managersin making salestraining
mor e effective seemed unlikely, at least in the short term. Now he had to find dome
other way to makethe salestraining mor e effective. He also decided to look at ways
to project theimportance of training to the top management.

Beforejoining asthe TM in Dirc2U, Sharma had worked in another direct sales
company for ten yearsin various capacities — salesrepresentative (SR), area
manager (AM), and then regional manager (RM). During histenurethere, he had
developed an interest in T& D. Three year s ago, when he saw the advertisement for
the post of training manager in Dirc2U, heimmediately applied for the post. Though
he did not have any formal qualificationsfor thejob, histen years of experiencein
the sales function saw him through the interview process. Sharma wasin the habit
of regularly updating himself on issuesrelated to thisjob and his other interests. In
addition to hisexperience of providing on-the-job training (OJT), theinterview
panel headed by Shah wasimpressed by his understanding of different issues
related to the training function.

A lot had changed since then. Sharma had conducted about 50 training programsin
three years. He had conducted basic salestraining cour sesfor new entrants as well
asrefresher coursesfor all sales people on an annual basis. Hislong stint in the



industry helped him to design very contemporary and, at times, innovating training
cour ses. During implementation of the training programs, Sharma generally
avoided the over-used lecture method as much as he could. Histraining programs
had lots of scope for interaction, experience-sharing, feedback and practice. He
facilitated under standing of key issuesthrough the use of real life stories and
anecdotes. Thismade his sessionsinformative aswell asinteresting. Many of the
trainees wer e attracted towar ds his per sonality due to his cheerful countenance and
as hewas very approachable. He used a lot of role-playsto reinforce thelearning
points and skills, and assessthe transfer of learning/skills. He also made it a point to
visit key customerswith the SRswhenever therewere notraining programs. This
helped him to under stand important operational issues and bein sync with the
changing requirements of theindustry, and uncover training needs. Sharma
believed that the training programs wer e quite contemporary and the quality was
better than theindustry average. But despite this, Sharma was left with the feeling
that the organization was not getting the best results out of the training programs.

During hisfield visits with some of the SRs he had trained, Shar ma observed that
the SRswere not practicing what they wer e taught in the classroom. One of the SRs
who had done very well in the training program explained, “ The training was very
informativeand | learnt alot from the program. However, real world situation
require usto adapt our knowledge according to the situation. My boss told me that
we haveto be morepractical in our dealingswith the customers.”

Sharma was awar e that most line manager s had this attitude. He knew how
important line managerswerefor reinforcing initial training, but it was often these
people who could also unknowingly do a lot of harm. It was not uncommon for aline
manager to comment, “ Congratulation! You have done exceptionally well in the
training program. Now, let me show you how thingsaredonein thereal world.”
Commentslikethis could prevent the trainees from obtaining the optimal benefits
from thetraining program. Sharma made a mental noteto discusstheissue with
Shah.

“I get your point. Such things happen in every organization. But, you haveto find
out the best way to solve your problem,” said Shah.

Sharma had come prepared for the meeting. For the last six months, he had been
working on a project to prepare some training modulesfor the line managers. The



cour se was on coaching skillsfor line managers. Shar ma contended that though
coaching was a vital part of aline manager’sresponsibility, many of them didn’t
actually know how to doit. He argued that if a formal coaching system was put in
place, the line manager s could reinfor ce the classroom training; thiswould lead to
the overall development of the salesfor ce. After Sharma’s presentation of the
detailed training proposal, Shah said, “I am impressed. But to tell you thetruth, we
won'’t be ableto implement such a program for another oneor two years. We have
toreally ramp up our presencein the market and | can’t afford to bring the
manager s out of the market for a training program at thisjuncture. Moreover, we
arein the process of cutting coststo meet the profit budget, aswe are struggling to
meet the revenue budget. We have to wait till things get better before we can do
this.”

“But all our expenditureon training is being wasted, without the support of theline
manager. What so you suggest we do about that in the mean time?” Shar ma asked.

Shah retorted, “Well, you arethe training manager. You have to make the most of
the resour ces you have. Speak to the line managers, per suade them to see things
your way.”

“Don’t you think they should bethe onesto approach mewith their problems?’
asked Sharma.

Shah replied, “ If they are not doing so, you should give them a reason to approach
you. Just because you are a training manager does not mean that they will approach
you. They haveto seethat you are a useful resour ce for them. They haveto see
results.”

“We arenot getting the optimum results out of our training programsdueto the
non-involvement of the managers. You are saying they have to seeresults before
getting involved...it’s a chicken-and-egg story...let usinitiate some thing from our
side...thistraining program could bethefirst step,” said Sharma.

Shah replied, “ You can forget about thistraining program for thetime being...If you



ask me, the answer would beto conduct fewer training programs and focus mor e on
ensuring that the programs ar e effectivein increasing the sales...and believe me,
therewill be fewer training programsnow, asthetraining budget isgoingto be
cut.”

Sharma was very disappointed. He said, “ Sir, | under stand we are going through a
lean phase. But, don’t you think thereisagreater need for training in such a
situation?”

“I will be happy to allocate you the money. Show me someresults. | should know
what isthe ROI from training,” said Shah. Sharma could detect a hint of sarcasm in
Shah’swords. Both the men knew how hard it wasto ascertain the ROl from
training.

The discussion went on for a few more minutes, but no amount of persuasion could
change Shah’s position.

From thetime hejoined Dirc2U, Sharma had dreamed of puttingatraining
organization in place about five years, with ateam of at least three moretraining
manager s. The meeting with Shah had made him realize that the very credibility of
the training function in the company was at stake now. With hisjob on theline,
Sharma, personally, had even more at stake.

Sharma now had to figure out how to get the line managers moreinvolved in sales
training. He also had to work towar ds ear ning mor e credibility for thetraining
function in the eyes of the various stakeholders.

Sharma understood that getting the involvement of the line manager s was easier
said than done. There wee many conflicts of interest. Herecalled that theline
manager s had not been very responsive to the overtures made by him on earlier
occasions. Many did not feel that training was helpful to them. He had even heard
some line manager s complaining about how man-days wer e lost due to training.
They felt that their team memberswere better off in the field doing some work
rather than attending a training program on a “vacation paid for by the company.”



Some manager s even felt that a per son who was not born with the skillsto be a
salesman could not betrained to become one. Line managerswer e also heard saying
that on-the-job training (OJT) was the best form of training a person can get. In

fact, during thelunch break at an earlier training program, a newly appointed AM
had told Sharma, “My take on training is ‘push them off the cliff, and they will

learn how to fly’. | fedl that classroom training is a waste of time and money...on-the-
job training is sufficient.”

Sharma wouldn’t have had any issue with such an attitude if the line managers
wer e indeed concer ned about training their team members. In hisearlier company,
he had trained many SRsin thefield as he perceived that the quality of formal
classroom training was poor. But often, OJT was mer ely teaching the SRs some
thumb rules and shortcutsthat did more harm than good in thelong run.

To make hiscase that training was useful, Sharma began by collecting the pre-
training and post-training sales data of the SRs. Although he had to follow up a
number of timeswith some RM s before he received the data, once the data was
tabulated and analyzed, Sharma felt that the effort had been well worth it.

On analyzing the pre-training sales figures and comparing them with salesfigures
after three months and six months of training, some patter ns began to appear .
Sharma found that in most casesindividuals or teamswho had received training
along with their first line managerswere morelikely to have performed better than
thoseindividuals or teamswhose managersdid not attend the training program. He
also found that SRswhose manager s were mor e enthusiastic about training were
doing better than SRswhose manager s wer e skeptical. He also found that some of
the teams who wer e doing exceptionally well had line manager swho weretrue
championsof training. They used to consult him regarding salestraining-related
quiteregularly. They were also the oneswho regularly provided feedback and
suggestionsto him on how to make the training program mor e effective. The
problem was that such manager s wer e few and according to Sharma thiswas, in
part, responsible for the poor sales performance of the company.

Though thisinfor mation was significant, Sharma knew that it would not be enough



to convince Shah. He had very little data to support the conclusion he had reached
and Shah would probably dismiss hisfindings as flawed. It was difficult to attribute
the salesto training alone, asthere are so many other factorsthat impacted sales.
Moreover, hefelt that it would betoo early to go back to Shah. He decided to do
some further groundwork befor e approaching the CEO. He decided to go with these
findingsto the national sales manager (NSM), Sanjeev Rao (Rao), instead.

Rao had been heading the sales function at Dirc2U ever since theinception of the
company five yearsago. Though he was not a big champion of training, Rao
under stood the importance of training.

After going through thereport, Rao said, “Very interesting...Managersdo have a
rolein helping reinfor ce classroom training. So, how can | help you?”

“I wish we had greater involvement of the line managersin salestraining,” said
Sharma.

Rao said, “If theline manager sfeel that their objectivesarein alignment with your
obj ectives, they will definitely work with you. Why don’t you talk to them, and
show them thisreport?”

“I will do that right away. But | also expect you to speak up for thisinitiative with
your team,” said Sharma.

“You can count on me.”

It was six months since Sharma had that interaction with Rao. In addition to setting
up open lines of communication with the RMsand AMs, Sharma, had also started
involving them in designing the training programs. Trainees came to programs with
an assessment of their strengths, weaknesses, etc., from the line managers; after
training they went to the field with assessment of the training manager and
individual development plansto be followed up by line managers. That Rao
championed the cause also helped attain this breakthrough. Now, moreline



manager s have started approaching Sharma with their problems or suggestions.

“They (the line managers) are so involved because you have involved them in
training process. Most of all, asthey have understood that your objectivesare no
different from their objectives and that training helpsthem in achieving their

obj ectives. Some line manager s have witnessed a positive change in their sales
figuresthat they attributeto training. The stature of training has grown in the eyes
of theline managers,” said Rao.

“Thanksto you. Do you think we can takethis partnership to the next level with a
formal training program on coaching skillsfor the line managers?” asked Sharma.

“Suitsme,” Rao replied.

During the period, Sharma had also accumulated datato project thedirect (such as
new skillslearnt), indirect (such as before and after analyses of improvement in
closing sales calls) and long-term benefits of training (such asimproved customer
relationship). Hefelt that thisdata would be helpful in linking training to the
bottomlineresults. He had also started networ king with other T& D professionalsin
theindustry. Insights gained from such networking helped him forge better

partner shipswith the salesfor ce as well as explore waysto project the benefits of
training to the top management. With mor e line manager s appr oaching him with
their problems, it had become necessary for him to continuously upgrade his
knowledge.

Sharma believed that after another three months he would bein a position to put
forward a strong casefor atraining program for managersin front of Shah.

Questions

1. Discussthe importance of line managersin reinforcing initial classroom



training. What are theissues and challenges faced by training managersin
partnering with the line manager s? How can these be overcome? In your
opinion, how did Sharma succeed in forging a partnership with theline
manager s?

2. Training isviewed as a cost. Although experts opinethat training is needed
the most when a company is going through tough times, it isin such
situationsthat training budgets are most likely to be sashed. What are the
problemsin ascertaining the ROI of training? How can training link training
to bottom-lineresults?
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