
W
HETHER ON THE PLAYING FIELD OR
in the sales arena, the objective is always the
same: to win. But do the similarities betwe e n
s p o rts and selling end there? He r b
Greenberg doesn’t think so. As president and

CEO of Caliper Human Strategies, Inc., a  manage-
ment consulting firm, Greenberg has compiled the
w o r l d’s largest database of business      professionals and
athletes relating personality to job        perf o r m a n c e .

In the past 34 years Caliper has tested almost
1,000,000 individuals for more than 20,000 compa-
nies worldwide, and more than 4,000 athletes for eight
p rofessional sports  franchises including
Ho u s t o n’s Rockets and  Or l a n d o’s Ma g i c .
From these tests Caliper  builds a profile on
each individual, rating their re l a t i ve stre n g t h s
and weaknesses. The profiles  help Caliper
advise clients on whether an individual will
p e rform well in a certain job. After studying

thousands of results, Greenberg  believes that many of
the same  attributes predict success in  both sales and
s p o rt s .

C O M P E T I T I V E N E S S “ In athletes, we look for a
s t rong competitiveness,” Greenberg  explains. “T h a t
relates to, but  is not the same as, ego-drive (the need
to get to “ye s”) in salespeople.  Defined briefly, com-
p e t i t i veness is that burning need to win with eve ry
m ove you make.  It’s not just the desire to win the
game, which eve ry athlete has, it’s that instinct to com-
pete with eve ry move you make on the field or the
c o u rt. In other words, if someone comes dribbling the

ball dow n c o u rt, you want to block him, stop
him, get the ball out of his hands – whateve r
you need to do to win at that moment
in time. 

“ Now in the case of the salesperson, that
d e s i re to win is ve ry specific: It’s the desire to
get to yes. It is not a matter of making a lot of
m o n e y. Making money to a salesperson is like
winning the game is to the athlete. Su re yo u
want to make a lot of money, but the key to
the successfully competitive salesperson is
that need to get it done now. He or she wants
to get that yes immediately. ”
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: Hiring the right people is as
i m p o rtant to a sales organization as the college draft
is to a professional sports franchise. Fo l l ow the pro
guidelines to build your all-star selling team.
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A S S E RT I V E N E S S Greenberg says that while
c o m p e t i t i veness  is essential to success in athletics, he
b e l i e ves that another quality, assert i veness, is only
i m p o rtant for certain positions.

“A s s e rt i veness is the ability to lead stro n g l y, ”
Greenberg explains, “yet without having to push or
b u l l y. In other words, the ability to lead so others
b e l i e ve they are accomplishing on their ow n .
A s s e rt i veness is only important in sports in either
coaching or in certain team positions requiring lead-
e r s h i p, such as the point guard in basketball, quart e r-
back in football, or catcher in baseball. For these
positions, when we help a team make a decision
about drafting a playe r, we look to see whether that
p l a yer has the necessary leadership for the position.
On a number of occasions we’ve said to a general
m a n a g e r, ‘If you want to draft that playe r, fine, but
not as a catcher. Ne ver mind his talent, he just does-
n’t have the leadership to be a catcher.’

“ In sales, assert i veness is critical in sales manage-
ment. In straight sales, depending on what yo u’re sell-
ing, it may be less critical, but in sales management
i t’s absolutely essential.”

AGGRESSIVENESS Greenberg is quick to point
out that assert i veness and aggre s s i veness are not the
same thing. Each has its place in the athletic arena, he

says,  but too much aggre s s i veness often stands in the
way of a salesperson’s success.

“A g g re s s i veness is more a physical or  psyc h o l o g i-
cal need to just push things out of the way,” he
explains. “It can be either negative or, if under con-
t rol, a positive attribute. 

A g g re s s i veness means creating your own opport u-
nities, rather than waiting for opportunities to
a p p e a r. Some people have described the differe n c e
this way: Say you have an assert i ve person and an
a g g re s s i ve person in a tunnel and they come upon a
barrier blocking their way. The assert i ve person will
get beyond the barrier by climbing it or going aro u n d
it; the aggre s s i ve person is going to drive through it
and knock it ove r.

“ In football, for example, you want a defensive
end to be aggre s s i ve because his job is to knock ove r
e ve rything in his way to get to the quarterback. At
the same time, in basketball you can tell a player  who
has a lot of aggre s s i veness because he probably fouls
out too much of the time.  T h a t’s a situation where
unbridled aggre s s i veness doesn’t help his efforts. And
the  same thing can be true in sales. Un t e m p e re d
a g g re s s i veness is often seen as bullying. The customer
says, ‘He doesn’t care about me; he just wants to
make the deal.’  Traditional high-pre s s u re sales tactics

TH E TR A I T S O F A  WI N N E R
The burning need to win. Ego-drive –the inner

desire to get to “yes.”

The drive to push The drive to create
through obstacles. opportunities.

The ability to lead a sports The ability to make strong
team to the highest presentations and reach the highest

attainable level of success. possible level of sales and profits.

The motivation to practice and The motivation to work steadily
work steadily and effectively without and effectively without external

external reward and punishment. reward or punishment.

The ability to handle The ability to handle failure,
failure, loss and rejection. loss and rejection.
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that  make the customer feel ill at ease often indicate
too much aggre s s i ve n e s s . ”

E G 0 - S T R E N G T H Whether in sports or selling
e ven the top performers must learn how to face re j e c-
tion and failure if they want to succeed. Gre e n b e r g
says that the ability to  move beyond life’s inevitable
rejections will determine success much better than
talent alone.  “In baseball,” he explains, “a Hall of
Fame hitter might bat .333 over his care e r. T h a t’s the
ve ry best, the multimillion-dollar playe r. But if he
bats .333, that means that for eve ry three times he
comes up to bat, two times he doesn’t get a  hit. He
fails two out of three times.

“ Si m i l a r l y, even the best salespeople  are re j e c t e d
m o re frequently than they  are accepted.
With one of our stockbroker clients the
hope is that out of 100 cold calls a sales-
person will get three appointments and
close one sale. And that is successful. So
whether it’s in selling or in sports, the way
someone deals with failure is absolutely as
critical to their success as their talent.

“ It’s a frequent phenomenon in base-
ball – hot rookies come to camp batting
.400 or striking out eve rybody in sight,
but don’t know what to do once the
inevitable slump hits. They start changing
their swing, holding the bat differe n t l y, but nothing
w o rks  and within a few months they’re out of the
game never to be heard from again.”

Greenberg says that with two salespeople of
roughly equal ability, the difference between short -
and long-term success is often determined by self-
e s t e e m .

“ Self-esteem is one of the most critical attributes
to success,” he says, “but a lack of self-esteem is pro b-
ably the single most common thing that defeats good
athletes and good salespeople.  As with athletes, no
matter  how successful salespeople are, they are going
to hit the  slumps, get rejections, and no matter how
s t rong their ego-drive, they are not going to want to
face that next rejection. In sales, like no other pro f e s-
sion in the world, you repeatedly expose yourself to
the customer and leave yourself open to re j e c t i o n .

“To move beyond those feelings, yo u’ve got to
h a ve a sense of self, that  self-esteem that we call ego-

s t rength.  That characteristic is what enables you to
s a y, ‘OK, I know I’m going to get four turndow n s
b e f o re I get to a “ye s” .’ It basically comes down to not
taking the rejections personally and having to go for
a  3-hour lunch or do anything just to avoid facing
m o re re j e c t i o n . ”

S E L F - D I S C I P L I N E Along with competitive n e s s
and self-esteem, Greenberg also  emphasizes the
i m p o rtance of self-discipline in driving sales and ath-
letic success.

“ E s s e n t i a l l y, self-discipline is that  internal task
master that says, ‘I want to  do things in an ord e r l y,
systematic way,”  Greenberg explains. “Se l f - d i s c i-
plined  athletes say, ‘I want to practice because it  will

make me better; I don’t need a coach to
tell me to practice, I want to practice.  I
want to come into camp in condition
because if I come into camp ove rwe i g h t ,
I ’m going to be off to a late start and I’l l
h a ve a lot of extra work to do.’ Se l f - d i s-
cipline is that ability to plan and orga-
n i ze one’s work and time systematically,
t h o roughly and efficiently – all without
that external carrot or stick.

“The self-disciplined salesperson
says, ‘OK, I am going to start on the
n o rth side of town to see Jim and Sa l l y

and that  should fill my morning. Then I’m going to
make an appointment midtown with Joe for lunch,
so that I can see Sam and Harriet on the south side
in the afternoon. If I finish that appointment by
4:30, I should be able to squeeze in an extra meeting
late with Bill whose office is near mine, and I won’t
h a ve to waste a lot of time in transit.”’

For obvious reasons, salespeople who don’t need
managers to provide incentives will tend to excel. Bu t
Greenberg says that even an important trait like self-
discipline is not absolutely essential for success in sell-
ing. It all depends on the nature of that part i c u l a r
sales job.

“ Under certain management stru c t u res, you can
get  away with a lack of self-discipline. Under others
you cannot. With one recent client, we evaluated a
young woman who possessed eve ry talent in the
world. She was smart, assert i ve, aggre s s i ve, pro a c t i ve ,
had ego-drive, could make quick decisions – basical-
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ly just a terrific salesperson. Yet we still re c o m m e n d-
ed that our client not hire her.

“Why? Because the job was going to  take place in
a small town about 500 miles away from headquar-
ters where she would only have contact with the sales
manager about once a week on the phone. So the job
would entail not just closing sales, which she could
do extraordinarily well, but also putting together a
m a rketing plan and organizing her work  and time,
which she could not do so we l l .

“ She had no patience for going through tele-
phone books and lists to plot out a program. 

She wanted to sell, sell, sell. I told this manager, if
you could bring her into the home office and have
her work under you where you could stru c t u re her
time and expose her to a number of prospects a day,
s h e’ll be a closing machine.

“ But if you put her out there where self-start i n g
is as important as sales ability, she’ll waste most of
her time spinning her wheels.  For that position,
self-discipline was ve ry important and she just didn’t
possess it.”

PREDICTING SUCCESS Ul t i m a t e l y, this
example illustrates a greater point Greenberg high-
lights about analyzing talent and predicting future
p e rformance: that each different sales job re q u i res a
unique set of talents and stre n g t h s .

“Whether in sports or sales,” he says, “to tru l y
e valuate how a player or a salesperson will do, yo u
need to know what the individual will be asked to
d o. Me rely  saying somebody can sell or somebody is
c o m p e t i t i ve enough to play is not sufficient. It all
depends on the sales situation.

“ L e t’s say yo u’re selling $1,000 PCs over the
c o u n t e r. Yo u’d better have a lot  of ego-drive. W h y ?
Because when someone walks in, you are either
going to sell  that person right this minute or they are
going to walk out of the store fore ve r.  When yo u’re
selling retail, it’s your job to persuade customers at
the counter that  this PC will solve all their pro b l e m s .

“ Now, on the other side of the spectrum let’s say
yo u’re a salesperson who sells mainframe systems that
cost several hundred thousand dollars or even mil-
lions to business and government clients.

“You can’t expect to close a sale eve ry day,  maybe
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Y
ou think it’s tough to break  into the
ranks of the top sales  achievers?  Ju s t
t ry becoming an NBA all-star.
Ac c o rding to Caliper CEO He r b
Greenberg, who administers person-
ality profile tests to college athletes

for professional teams, the odds against a col-
lege basketball player becoming an NBA
superstar are n’t that much greater than win-
ning the lottery.

Out of approximately 20,000 college
basketbalI players in the United States each
ye a r, 400 of  the ve ry best gather for showc a s e
scrimmage games and combines around the
c o u n t ry. After carefully evaluating the play-
e r s’ comparative talents, NBA scouts, coach-
es and general managers select 54 of these
p l a yers in the NBA draft.  Maybe 10 more
a re invited to NBA camps as free agents. So
of  20,000 college players, only 2 percent go
to tryouts and just .3 percent get a shot at the
p ros.  Of those who get tryouts, the majority
either don’t make a team or hang on as the
last man on the ro s t e r. Some players do
become moderate successes who contribute
to their teams and put up respectable num-
bers. Few, howe ve r, become superstars.
Greenberg  generously estimates that of those
that do make teams, perhaps 20 put togeth-
er genuinely solid NBA careers, but on ave r-
age maybe four will become superstars. T h i s
means that each of those original 20,000
b r i g h t - e yed college hopefuls has a .02 per-
cent, or 1 in  5,000, chance of someday join-
ing  Michael Jo rdan and Shaquille  O’Neal at
the NBA all-star game.  With such long odds
it becomes apparent why they call the top
college players “lottery picks.” 



at best four or five a ye a r. But if  you have too much
e g o - d r i ve, and too much immediate desire to close
deals, you will become fru s t r a t e d .

“This frustration at the lack of closing  may eve n
cause you to push too hard, turn off potential clients,
and eventually  fail. These two examples are both
sales  jobs in the computer industry, but they
re q u i re totally different strengths from  the
s a l e s p e o p l e . ”

T R A D E - O F F S When professional sport s
franchises draft athletes, they have their pick of
the ve ry top players in the country.
Un f o rt u n a t e l y, few sales organizations share
this luxury. Mo re often than not, hiring sales-
people is an exe rcise in compro m i s e .
Greenberg acknowledges this fact, but still
b e l i e ves that managers can match cert a i n
s t rengths to create better job perf o r m a n c e .

“ Re a l l y, whether in drafting athletes or hir-
ing salespeople, there will be trade-offs,”
Greenberg says. “If  yo u’re waiting for the per-
fect applicant, yo u’re going to wait a long time
and hold unfilled positions. You have to deter-
mine what you can trade off and what you can’t .
What weakness can you live with in this position and
what weaknesses mean a fatal flaw?

“Also, there are some salespeople who  will need a
g reat deal of stroking, and if you as a manager can-
not satisfy that need, then you shouldn’t hire that
person. Many times we’ve said to a manager, ‘Jo e
should not work under you, because the two of yo u
will be like oil and water. But if Susan has a position
a vailable, the chemistry will be excellent and it
should work terrifically. ”

Greenberg supports his arguments with hard
data. Of the 600 basketball players Caliper has test-
ed, 168 we re drafted and signed by NBA teams, then
p l a yed at least  one ye a r. Of these, the Caliper-re c-
ommended players averaged 909 points, 320
rebounds and 1,919 minutes played per season,
c o m p a red to 376 points, 160  rebounds and 1,004
minutes for those not recommended. In baseball,
recommended players averaged 146 hits, 80 ru n s
s c o red and 69 runs batted in per season.  Those not
recommended averaged just 71 hits, 38 runs score d
and 35 runs batted in.

“ It’s important to remember that these  statistics
m e rely re p resent the players who stayed in the
league,” Greenberg emphasizes. “T h e re we re seve r a l
h u n d red whom  we did not recommend who either
d i d n’t  get drafted or performed so badly that they
we re cut before accruing any statistics. In other
w o rds, if you we re to load in all the people we did

not recommend who simply failed,
the differences would be eve n
m o re dramatic.” It should also be
noted that Caliper made these re c-
ommendations based solely on test
results, so the company could not
h a ve recommended players based
on performance on the baseball
diamond or basketball court .

Un d e r s t a n d a b l y, statistics for
business exe c u t i ves are not as re a d-
ily available as for athletes. De s p i t e
that fact, the data that does exist
suggests that Caliper’s positive
results among athletes holds for
salespeople as well. “Eve ry time we
send out a test re p o rt on an appli-

cant,” Greenberg  explains, “we also send out a form
that asks, ‘Did you hire this person or not?’  T h e n
e ve ry subsequent six months or a  year we send fol-
l ow-up forms asking how the person is perf o r m i n g .
Just as it’s  impossible to follow up on athletes who
a re not drafted, we cannot follow up on salespeople
who are not hired, so our data are just for those peo-
ple who we re hired, whether we recommended them
or not.

“ For salespeople in such high turnover industries
as life insurance, automobile, and real estate, of those
we recommended who are still on the job after 14
months, 85 percent are in the top half of their sales
f o rces. Of those hired against our re c o m m e n d a t i o n ,
the figure is much  lowe r, around 17 percent. As for
t u r n over  itself, of those recommended, only 28 per-
cent are gone after 14 months, whereas 57 percent of
those not recommended leave within the same time
f r a m e . ”

Of the hundreds of thousands of tests Caliper has
a d m i n i s t e red helping innumerable companies and
s p o rts franchises, Greenberg still derives part i c u l a r
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p l e a s u re from those cases when Caliper re c o m m e n d s
a player or salesperson against the conventional wis-
dom who then goes on to become a top perf o r m e r.
As the ideal example, Greenberg relates the  story of
a basketball player coming out of  St. Jo h n’s
Un i versity many years ago.

“This was a kid who, despite being an All-
American in college, had been labeled by the expert s
as too slow, without enough lateral movement, and
too short to play the forw a rd position in the NBA.
But our test results suggested that his intense com-

p e t i t i veness, phenomenal self-esteem and rigid self-
discipline we re so strong that he would make up for
any such physical limitations. Since that time the
p l a ye r, Chris Mullin, has become a  perennial all-star
and in 1992 even played on the Olympic Dre a m
Team that won the gold medal in Ba rcelona. And
while that’s probably the most famous case, that’s the
type of result our testing and  job matching have been
p roducing for sales organizations for 34 years.” 

For more information onC a l i p e r, c a l l ( 6 0 9 ) 9 2 4 - 3 8 0 0.

C A L I PER    

741 MT. LU C A S ROA D

P.O. BOX 2050     

PR I N C E TO N, NJ 08543-2050     

TE L. 609-924-3800     

FA X. 609-683-8560

C a l i p e r’s focus is on helping you assess the
potential of individuals and develop the

p romise of your organization.  
We can provide the professional advice yo u

re q u i re to make the most knowledgeable, informed,
o b j e c t i ve decisions – whether you are hiring for an
i m p o rtant position, promoting a key employe e ,

i m p roving the performance of a department or cre-
ating more effective management appro a c h e s .

We believe that the winners in this world are
those individuals who are fortunate enough to be in
situations that play to their strengths. Helping yo u
identify those strengths and those situations is what
Caliper is all about.  Call us at 609.924.3800.

TH E PEOP L E
WHO ME ASUR E SUC C E S S

T h e  P e o p l e  W h o  M e a s u r e  S u c c e s s

C A L I PE R


