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THE EVOLUTION 
OF THE SALES MODEL
Selling in a Fast-Paced World 
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Sales is a profession practically as 
old as humanity, filled with a plethora 
of characters—and plenty of differing 
philosophies.

Sales professionals at times have been lauded and vilified in the media and movies, 

but the truth is that there’s no one “type” of salesperson. Every sales professional 

subscribes to a certain sales model, and sales models have been evolving dramatically 

over the years to keep up with changing customer demands, new technologies, and new 

challenges.

 

But are today’s sales models meeting today’s sales challenges?
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A Brief History of Sales

To answer that question, let’s first look at how sales techniques have developed over 

the years—and what remnants of outdated sales techniques can still be found in the 

popular models used today. Humans have been selling to each other for centuries, ever 

since the Romans first developed currency way back in 200 B.C. Here is a brief overview 

of prominent sales techniques that dominated certain decades since the turn of the 

century:

1900s: Pyramid Selling - John Henry Patterson developed the “pyramid 

scheme” method of selling with cash registers; he would sell a cash 

register to the person at the top of a company and then encourage that 

person to arrange sales demos of the cash register in his own territory.1

1910s–1920s: “Science of Selling” - Phrenologist Grant Nablo suggested 

that businesses tailor their selling methods to the shape of customers’ 

heads. For example, he opined that a person with a high forehead 

would be easier to sell to, because that forehead shape suggested 

an imaginative disposition. In the 1920s, the Ford Motor Company 

incorporated this phrenological approach to selling in its own sales 

manuals.2

1930s: Psychology and Relationship Selling - Starting in the early 1930s, 

salespeople began studying the basics of psychological analysis to use 

in their selling. The 1930s also saw the rise of relationship selling—still 

popular today—thanks to the publication of Dale Carnegie’s seminal book 

How to Win Friends and Influence People.3

1940s: Manipulative Selling - Taking psychological selling a step further, 

salespeople in the early 1940s adopted manipulative sales techniques, 

such as barrier selling, in which the salesperson would ask leading 

questions that always ended in a “yes”.4
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1960s: The Problem-Solving Sales Model - Salespeople used questions 

to dig into their prospects’ needs, then used the art of persuasion to 

counter their objections.6

1970s: The FAB Model - Instead of overcoming objections, sales 

professionals were being taught speak to the features or functions, 

advantages, and benefits of their products, and connect “benefits” with 

tangible value to their customers.7

1980s: Telemarketing - Pioneered by the Bell System in the late 1970s,8

telemarketing and the “cold call” dominated the 1980s and beyond.

1990s: Email Marketing and CRM - With the Internet came email 

marketing and subject lines that spoke of deals, deals, deals. Client 

relationship management (CRM) and sales automation systems also 

became popular, making selling online as easy as flipping a switch.

2000s: E-Commerce Explosion - The online sales techniques developed 

in the 1990s led to a dramatic focus on and increase in e-commerce. In 

fact, from 2002 to 2014, e-commerce sales increased by $287 billion.9

Now: Social Selling - Sales focus has shifted to the power and influence 

of social media. According to Hootsuite, 90 percent of businesses are 

using social media to raise brand awareness, and 61 percent now use 

social to increase conversions and sales. 10

1950s: The AIDA Model - You may remember this method from your 

college sales courses. “AIDA” stands for “awareness,” “interest,” “desire,” 

and “action,” representing the stages of the sales process.5
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Today’s Top Sales Models

As the art and occupation of selling has progressed, two things have remained 

constant: the need for relationship building and clear communication. The most 

successful of these historical sales models draw on these basic human connections. 

In fact, many of the selling techniques described above are still being used by sales 

professionals working today, though they’ve been combined with newer techniques and 

technologies.

Selling Power magazine broke the various selling models most popular today into four 

main categories: Personal Preparation Models, Presentation Models, Applications 

Models, and Value Selling Matrix Models.11

Personal Preparation Models

Personal Preparation Models of selling provide prep techniques for salespeople that 

maximize their personal strengths and personalities or help them get into the right 

“headspace” for selling. For example, a Mental Conditioning Sales Model may be 

practiced in order to head off a salesperson’s loss of enthusiasm after being told “no” 

over and over again. Mental Conditioning Models build up a salesperson’s mental and 

emotional stamina and are often much more involved and strategic than a simple self-

“pep talk” presale. These models often draw from the realm of holistic medicine, like the 

“psychological kinesiology” self-study courses that have cropped up claiming to help 

salespeople tamp down self-defeating thoughts by “balancing” the two hemispheres of 

the brain.
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Another type of Personal Preparation Model is the ever-popular Relationship Sales 

Model. In this model, the salesperson strives to create a relationship with the prospect 

through repeated contact. This model presumes that people only buy from those they 

trust and like, so building rapport with a prospect is key to eventually scoring a sale. 

The salesperson who adheres to the Relationship Sales Model must be keenly aware of 

their personality strengths and flaws and what makes them likeable—because repeated 

contact from an unlikeable salesperson will be regarded as spammy, not an attempt at 

relationship-building.

Presentation Models

While many of the Personal Preparation Models focus on the salesperson, Presentation 

Models focus on the strategies that salespeople can use in order to present their 

products and services to prospects in ways that are most likely to end in a sale. 

Different Presentation Models work best for different kinds of selling. For example, in 

the world of high-pressure sales, you’ll often come across the Closing Sales Model in 

which the salesperson focuses on overcoming objections before adeptly transitioning 

into the final sales closing sequence. The Value-Added Model, meanwhile, works to 

overcome a prospect’s price objections by presenting “add-ons” to the product that 

increase its perceived value.

 

Another Presentation Model that’s been gaining in popularity in recent years is the 

Consultative Sales Model, which is a powerful presentation technique for salespeople 

who are able to draw on their company’s library of case studies or data on product 

results. In this model, the salesperson acts as a “consultant” who shows a prospect 

how much a certain product or service can save on operating costs and/or increase 

the bottom line. This model, however, may not be of much use to newer companies, 

because they most likely do not yet have a wealth of data, results, and case studies to 

pull from.
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Applications Models

These selling models are more complex and are used in specific situations when 

a salesperson (or team) has larger resources at their disposal. An example of an 

Applications Model would be the Team Selling Model, in which a sales team closely 

interacts and integrates itself with the customer’s team, with a single salesperson 

acting as the lead point of contact for the larger team. Xerox, for example, is a pioneer 

of the Team Selling Model. In addition to salespeople, a Xerox selling team working 

with a major client will also include “subject-matter experts” from different departments 

like finance, administration, and service. The main point of contact is an “enterprise 

consultant” who liaises between the Xerox selling team and the client’s team.

Value Selling Matrix Models

In this kind of selling model, the selling is done during an in-depth interview process 

with the prospect, not through a traditional presentation. For example, the salesperson 

would ask questions specifically designed to uncover not only the prospect’s perceived 

business problems, but the challenges that the prospect might not even realize that 

they have. The model works to bypass price objections and offers selling techniques 

for newer products that don’t yet have a performance history to draw from during 

selling. This model inverts traditional sales models in that the salesperson does little 

talking and more listening in an attempt to get to the root of the prospect’s business 

challenges. The salesperson—who really takes on a more consultative role—uses 

the prospect’s own data to illustrate how the salesperson’s solution could meet the 

prospect’s business needs, this eliminates the need for proof of performance, making 

this model ideal for innovative products and services that have just hit the market.
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Today’s Selling Challenges

Many of the models described above were considered cutting-edge in the 1980s—but 

not anymore. Changing customer needs and the advent of new technologies now 

require a radically different approach to selling, yet few selling models have evolved 

enough to meet these demands. Recent research from Bain & Company illuminates 

the problem. Researchers analyzed income statements from about 200 companies in 

selected industries from 2003 to 2011. What did they find? Nearly half of the companies 

“had increasing sales and marketing expenses as a percentage of revenues over the 

period, or they failed to demonstrate the scale benefits that one would expect from their 

growing size.”12
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So what’s the culprit for increasing expenses and lackluster growth? In short, increased 

customer complexity. The Bain & Company researchers pinpointed four key factors 

contributing to the sales problem:

1. Increase in Customer Sophistication 

Customers today require highly specific solutions specially tailored to their industry — 

general products just no longer cut it.

2. Shift in Focus Away From Price To Value 

Customers have shifted their focus away from price to value. More than ever before, 

customers are interested in how a product will solve their business problems, and 

they’re willing to pay more for it. Price isn’t the major differentiator that it once was.

3. Increase in Knowledge and Resources Available to Customers 

Customers have more knowledge and resources at their fingertips. They can easily 

perform research on a sales team’s competitors with a few clicks on the computer. 

Another sales hurdle today involves who’s making buying choices. Now, instead of just 

one key stakeholder communicating with the salesperson, a whole web of decision-

makers is often involved in the bid process.

4. Erosion of Customer Loyalty 

Over the last few decades, customer loyalty has eroded (perhaps fueled by that easy 

access to information on competitors). Customers are wary of purchasing one product 

from a vendor for fear of being locked into investing in a suite of products solely from 

that vendor. While relationships are still important, customers today are more concerned 

with increasing ROI and making sound business decisions—and that may mean severing 

ties with longtime vendors if their products aren’t up to snuff.
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The problem, however, is that no single one of these sales techniques will work to 

cover all customer desires and overcome all customer objections. There’s no sales 

process solution. Too often, companies will focus on one or two techniques, but are 

resistant to overhauling their sales models—even if what worked in the past is clearly no 

longer working. Another common problem today is the different parts of a company’s 

sales model—like a company’s CRM and its sales team’s chosen presentation-

based strategy—operate in silos. In fact, according to a recent survey of marketing 

professionals, 70 percent of organizations report that the tools and systems used by 

reps during the sales process are only somewhat or slightly connected.13 This kind of 

disjointed, resistant-to-change sales approach is what’s keeping many companies back 

from helping their sales teams reach their full potential.

Many of today’s existing sales models, and even the models used in decades past, can 

be used to address the sales process problems uncovered by Bain & Company. For 

example, the Consultative Sales Model still works well for customers who are now more 

focused on the value and the ROI that a product provides, rather than the price of the 

product.

And with a bit of tweaking, the Relationship Sales Model still has its place in the 

vendor–customer sales game. If salespeople know that what customers now value is 

in-depth product knowledge on the highly specific solutions that they seek (the kind of 

knowledge that’s not easily found with a Google search), then they can smartly focus 

on bolstering their product and solution knowledge in order to make themselves more 

“likeable” to the customer—and build a relationship based on trust and expertise. Even 

the more complex Team Selling Model works well to combat one of the problems that 

Bain & Company described.

Struggling to Fit Changing Customer Needs
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The Sales M.B.A. Model

The good news? The major sales model problems facing companies today can 

be alleviated and even eliminated—if companies are willing to refocus their sales 

processes to center on changing, sophisticated customer needs. The Sales M.B.A. 

Model, developed by Eagle’s Flight, does this with a simple yet innovative model. The 

approach is three-pronged: 

1. Prepare  

Discover and understand a prospective customer’s needs and 

frame your product or service as the logical solution.

2. Sell  

Use the Five Gears of Selling that meet a customer’s real and 

perceived needs effectively and authentically.

3. Partner

Optimize every opportunity so that both the customer and the 

sales team can reap the relationship and trust benefits for years 

to come.

With the Sales M.B.A. Model, the customer’s real and perceived needs are at the 

forefront of the sales process. The focus is on specific requirements so that every 

customer feels like their selected solution is a custom fit.

When only 13% of customers trust vendors to understand their 
needs, this approach represents a radical—and highly effective—
departure from many current sales models in use today.14



Eagle’s Flight™ The Evolution of the Sales Model 12

CONNECT TODAY

Toll-Free North America: 1-800-567-8079     International: +1-519-767-1747     www.eaglesflight.com

Asia Pacific: +65-6805-0668     Europe: +44-0-175-353-3010     South America: +55-11-3050-2210

Since our founding in 1988, Eagle’s Flight has developed and refined a framework

for creating predictable, sustainable behavior change. We specialize in experiential

learning and provide organizations with a better outcome by truly engaging the learner.

Successful organizational development programs require ongoing work, but this can

easily get lost in the shuffle of daily tasks that feel more urgent. Partnering with a

provider that has a strong track record of helping organizations achieve long-term

measurable change will help ensure that your development goals are met.

If you would like to learn more about how Eagle’s Flight can support your

corporate culture goals, contact us today.
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