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 Research

The next 
best thing  
to being 
there
 Tim Riesterer

New research explores how to dramatically 
improve your “virtual” sales calls.

Editor’s Note: This is the second article  
in a series about improving the impact  
of sales calls in phone or web conference 
environments. This piece covers original 
research aimed at determining the 
most effective approach for engaging 
prospects and customers in these selling 
environments.

I
n the 60s and 70s, the Bell phone system had a catchy 
commercial slogan I remember to this day: “Long distance. 
It’s the next best thing to being there.” It was all about 
promoting the virtues of connecting with faraway loved ones 

via exorbitantly priced long-distance phone calls.
It made me wonder if that jingle still rings true today 

when it comes to how inside sales reps – and increasingly field 
teams – are spending more time connecting with prospects and 
customers remotely as opposed to face-to-face.

In a recent survey conducted with InsideSales.com, we 
asked more than 300 inside and outside salespeople about their 
“virtual” sales conversations. On average, 61% of respondents 
conduct at least half of their meetings over the phone or 

web. A significant slice – 37% – conduct 75% or more of their 
conversations in non-face-to-face environments  
(Figure 1).

Whether it’s inside or outside sales reps, one thing is clear: 
virtual sales calls are a big deal. But are they “the next best 
thing to being there?” There are a lot of opinions about how to 
succeed in these environments, but little if any research – until 
now. 

In collaboration with the International Journal of Sales 
Transformation and Dr Nick Lee, Professor of Marketing at 
Warwick Business School, we conducted a research simulation 
designed to answer one pivotal question: How can you be the 
most remarkable and compelling in phone or web conference selling 
environments?

As you’ll discover, the results break with much 
conventional wisdom about selling in these environments – and 
chart a new path forward for engaging prospects and customers 
when they’re not face-to-face with you.

Today, the majority of salespeople 
conduct more than half of their sales 
calls in non-face-to-face environments. 

and encourage them to cultivate relationships with their 
customers based on transparency and honesty. They should 
inspire proactive creativity and tactful audacity but they should 
recognise that authenticity and client centricity have to be in 
place first in order that customers do not view these behaviours 
with suspicion or as arrogance. Finally, they should be aware of 
the limits when pushing the customer by recognising how much 
customers are irritated by manipulative behaviour, especially as 
it relates to pushing them on timelines and going around them 
to other stakeholders. 

Once a sales leader has a good grasp on a sales behaviour 
framework, they should plan how their own leadership 
techniques will encourage their team members to display the 
positive behaviours while avoiding the negative ones. A balance 
of transformational and transactional leadership (MacKenzie 
& Podsakoff, 2001) can be used to influence the use of the 
positive behaviours. Sales leaders should recognise that in a 
sales environment some of these leadership behaviours can 
create pressure that can lead to salespeople displaying negative 
behaviours in certain circumstances.

With transformational leadership, a sales leader 
can articulate a vision to ensure expectations are clear, to 
manage change and to inspire performance. Setting a clear 
view on ethics is a key driver of performance by increasing 
the salesperson’s commitment to delivering customer value 
and addressing customers’ desire for the moral behaviours 
of authenticity. The leader can role-model the values of client 
centricity and tactful audacity in his joint customer meetings 
with salespeople. 

In setting performance expectations, the leader should 
consider the sales control methods available to him. With 
outcome-based control, the accountability to deliver the 
result stays on the shoulders of the salesperson. Activity-
based control can be used to help the salesperson do the 
right things along the way, but the sales leader should be 
careful to ensure that accountability stays on the results and 
not just going through the right steps. Clan-based control can 
augment performance by getting the competitive juices of the 
salespeople within a team going in their effort to keep up with 
their peers.

Transactional leadership can be a double-edged sword 
to drive good and bad behaviours depending on how it is done 
and considering the situation at hand. Non-financial contingent 
rewards can have a great influence on motivating the sales 
team. According to my research, the leader can rally the team 
much like a sports coach with inspiring pre- and post-game 
talks. This is important as a positive attitude drives people to 
action (Ross, 2014, p. 308). 

Leaders must recognise the huge influence that financial 
contingent rewards have in motivating salespeople. It is 
positive in driving the team to seek the big prize it holds, 
but can also tempt salespeople to go for the money with 
bad behaviours in tough situations. It is also a factor in why 
salespeople often put up with the highly pressurised and 

stressful sales environment. 
Sales leaders can use contingent punishment to create 

urgency to action and accountability. Sales leaders need to 
be aware that punishment is a dual pathway that can have 
positive or negative effects on performance. Procedural and 
interpersonal justice accentuate the positive organisation-
referenced pathway to positively influence performance. In the 
negative self-referenced pathway, the perception of fairness 
puts responsibility for the punishment on the shoulders of 
the individual and sales leaders need to help salespeople be 
resilient to attenuate the negative pathway that can deflate 
them and lower performance (Deng & Leung, 2014).

Reflection on the project

The impact this learning will have on my own professional 
practice is profound. I have internalised leadership techniques 
for driving positive salesperson behaviours where customers 
value it most. I am cognisant of the trickle-down environment 
where my leadership behaviours can drive bad salesperson 
behaviours. 

I consciously move between outcome, behavioural and 
clan-based sales control. I ensure interpersonal-justice when 
delivering contingent punishment to strengthen the positive 
pathway and build resilience to mediate the negative pathway. 
Ultimately, I can more effectively lead my team to bridge the 
divide to co-create commercial value for my customers and my 
own company.

Editor’s note

An extensive bibliography was included with this project, which 
we have omitted for reasons of space. This is available on 
request by emailing editor@journalofsalestransformation.com.
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The research showed that a balance 
of transformational and transactional 
leadership can be used to influence the 
use of positive salesperson behaviours.
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An environmental shift

Companies are expanding inside 
sales teams and decreasing the 
number of “feet on the street,” and 
our survey results suggest that. Today, 
the majority of salespeople conduct 
more than half of their sales calls in 
non-face-to-face environments. And, 
there’s basically an even split about the 
importance of optimizing messaging 
and content for these selling situations 
(Figure 2).

What’s the best approach for 
being remarkable and compelling 
in these environments? Is it simply 
about modifying existing engagement 
techniques to a phone or web 
conference environment? Or do these 
situations call for a complete rethink in 
terms of message delivery?

There are a few schools of 
thought, which I covered in my 
previous article (see “To add “friction” 
or not to add friction – that is the 
question”, International Journal of Sales 
Transformation, June 2018, edition 4.2.) 
I’ll review those approaches here:
1.  Verbal-only – Try to “reduce friction” 

by keeping the conversation verbal 
only and not directing prospects 
and customers to web links, apps, 
or other visual storytelling aids for 
fear of reducing their willingness to 
participate.

2.  Web link with PowerPoint – Ask 
prospects and customers to go to a 
web link to show them some form of 
traditional PowerPoint presentation 
deck to help tell your story.

3.  Dynamic visual storytelling – Use 
interactive visual storytelling over 
the web, in the form of virtual 
demonstrations of your solution, 
use dynamic visual builds in 
PowerPoint, or even have the 
salesperson “hand-draw” simple 
images using a whiteboard app. 

4.  Active customer participation 
– Ask prospects and customers 
to grab a piece of paper and pen 
and hand-draw certain concepts 
described by the seller that help 
illustrate your core message, moving 
them from passive observer to active 
participant.

For all the potential cost savings and 
productivity gains, the expansion 
of inside sales teams can create 
engagement challenges due to the 
virtual barrier between seller and 
buyer. Even so, more than half of 
survey respondents think they do a 
good job tailoring their messages for 
these environments (Figure 3). 

But is this an example of 
misplaced confidence? There’s 
evidence to suggest sellers aren’t using 
the approach they think will have the 
most positive impact. Read on to learn 
about a disconnect between belief and 
action.

Least used, most effective?

Interactive or “hand-drawn” visuals 
don’t get much play in these non-face-
to-face environments. Only 12% of 
respondents use interactive visual 
storytelling techniques (Figure 4). 
The highest number of respondents, 
however, rate it as the most effective 
approach for telling their story and 
moving prospects and customers to 
action (Figure 5). What’s more, 64% 
believe using interactive storytelling 
techniques would make a material 
difference, either significantly (28%) 
or modestly (36%).

In an individual case study, 
my company had seen evidence 
with certain clients that a more 
participatory, interactive, and visual 
approach to “virtual” calls could make a 
positive difference. While the examples 
were promising, we weren’t going to be 
sold until the approaches were tested 
against one another in a more rigorous 
research setting to see how they hold 
up in actual B2B decision-making 
scenarios. That simulation is covered 
below. Here’s how we set the study up.

  Figure 3: How well is messaging tailored for phone or web? 

  Figure 4: 12% use interactive visual storytelling techniques.  

  Figure 5: The highest percentage say visual storytelling most effective.  

Nearly half of survey respondents say their core messaging 
and value proposition is well tailored for non-face-to-face 
selling environments. But, in the course of the survey, that 
question appeared before the question that introduced the 
more interactive, visual, participatory approaches that 
many respondents had perhaps not considered. These 
more participatory approaches, in other words, were an 
“unconsidered need”. 

As soon as the survey proposed a different engagement 
framework, respondents seemed to rethink what they thought 
was most effective. Confidence in their approach appeared to 
flag. This was evidenced by the fact that the highest number of 
respondents rated the interactive visual approach as the most 
effective one for telling their story and moving prospects and 

customers to action, and by the fact that 64% believe using 
interactive storytelling techniques would make a materially 
positive difference. 

Howver, since only 12% of respondents use an interactive 
visual approach, despite believing it to be the most 
effective, this exposed a disconnect between the approach 
respondents are using versus the approach they deem best. 
Most significantly, the results demonstrate the power that 
unexpected, surprising information can have on people. That’s 
one reason why identifying and introducing “unconsidered 
needs” is the foundation of an effective “Why change?” story, 
which you need to tell when you’re the outsider and trying to 
topple an incumbent vendor.  

  Figure 2: Importance of optimizing messaging during virtual calls. 

  Figure 1: Sales calls – virtual versus face to face.
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The research simulation

For the study, Corporate Visions once 
again teamed up with Dr Nick Lee, 
Professor of Marketing at the Warwick 
Business School in Coventry, UK. Dr 
Lee has spent nearly 20 years drawing 
from social psychology, cognitive 
neuroscience, economics, and 
philosophy to develop insights into 
salespeople and selling. 

The test simulation put four 
messaging conditions to the test in a 
non-face-to-face selling environment. At 
a basic level, they could be described as:

• Listen only
• Listen and watch only
• Listen, watch, and take notes
• Listen and draw as directed

Participants – 800 in total – 
were divided randomly into the four 
conditions and instructed to imagine 
themselves as executives at a food-
processing company. The intent of 
the message in all conditions was to 
set up a face-to-face meeting with 
the participants and their fellow 
executives to discuss the purchase of 
an organic processing system to help 
them capitalise on growing demand for 
organic foods by making the shift from 
large-batch to small-batch production, 
which requires more flexible processing 
techniques and lower labour and 
material costs. 

The message followed the “Why 
Change?” story model – a message 
framework designed to break through 
status quo bias, create urgency, and 
make a compelling case for change 
(Figure 6). While the message was 
conveyed in different ways across 
the conditions, the substance of the 
message was the same in all of them.

For participants not in the “Listen 
only” condition, the visual story that 
developed relied on simple, concrete 
images that emphasized the decline of 
large batch processing and the growth 
potential of small batch processing. 
Per Figure 7, which was used in the 
three participatory conditions, negative 
factors such as higher costs and 
excessive changes were drawn in red, 
while positive outcomes associated with 
the organic processing system, such as 
increased market share, revenues, and 
profit margin, were rendered in blue.

Results: attitude/disposition 
measures

Participants in each condition answered 
a series of numerically valued questions 
that were then combined to create 

a composite index for each area assessed. The first area we 
wanted to focus on was attitude and disposition measures, 
to measure the effect on critical factors such as uniqueness, 
trusted advisor status, how compelling the call was, and how 
likely it was to produce a meeting. Across these areas, the 

  Figure 6: How to break through status quo bias.  

  Figure 7: How the participatory approaches developed. 

  Figure 8: The “Listen and watch” approach was least effective.  

“Listen and draw” approach consistently performed the best. 
Interestingly, the “Listen only” approach held its own against 
the others and consistently outperformed the “Listen and 
watch” approach – which regularly finished last by a wide 
margin (Figure 8).

  Figure 9: “Listen, watch, and take notes” best for recall.  

The expansion of inside sales 
teams can create engagement 
challenges due to the virtual barrier 
between seller and buyer.



Results: recall/retell measures

The study also assessed the recall and retell-ability of the 
various conditions – both key indicators of how notable and 
memorable the call was. In this case, the “Listen, watch, and 

take notes” condition was a convincing winner across areas 
like confidence in recall, number of correct recalls (Figure 9), 
and confidence in retelling the story to colleagues (Figure 10). 
In fact, in the simulation, you see essentially the same curve 
between the confidence in recall and the actual recall, with the 
“Listen only” condition lagging far behind in both areas.
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These pages aim to keep 
readers informed of recently 
published research on sales-
related topics, by including 
abstracts of peer-reviewed 
academic research published 
in a range of journals. In this 
edition, we have grouped 
them into four broad themes: 
sales performance, customer 
management, behavioural 
studies and systems and 
tools. 

Sales performance

Top-performing salespeople 
contribute significantly to the 
success of their firm

Rewarding top performers is of strategic 
importance to the sales organisation. 
Top-performing salespeople not only 
contribute significantly to the success 
of their firm but may also motivate the 
skills development of peer salespeople. 
However, both academic research and 
anecdotal evidence suggest that top 
performer rewards can boomerang by 
damaging peer salespeople’s morale and 
productivity, although the underlying 
mechanisms and boundary conditions 
remain unclear. 

Using a sample of salespeople and 
their managers from financial investment 
firms in Taiwan, the authors uncover 
both positive and negative effects of 
top-performer rewards. Specifically, it 
is found that when behaviour control is 
employed, top-performer rewards are 
positively associated with perceived 
top-performer customer-relationship-
building competence only when overall 
organisational justice is high. By 
contrast, when organisational justice is 
low, and behaviour control is employed, 
top-performer rewards give rise to 
perceived favouritism.

Moreover, in large sales units, 
top-performer rewards are much 
less likely associated with perceived 
favouritism when organisational justice 
is high. It is through the perceived 

Conclusion

This research reveals that interactive visual stories are vital to 
engaging your audience, increasing attitudes toward your story, 
and improving recall. In other words, salespeople need to “get 
beyond passive” when it comes to engaging prospects and 
customers in these environments. Don’t get lulled into the false 
sense of security that keeping your conversations verbal only 
is the best way to reduce friction and overcome the non-face-
to-face barrier. The research shows that getting your audience 
participating in some way – whether by taking notes or drawing 
a simple, concrete visual as directed – can give you an edge 
over less experiential approaches. You should be asking what 
participatory actions your audience can take to supplement and 
reinforce the story you’re trying to tell. 

Incorporating these storytelling techniques into your 
sales calls is going to require some significant behaviour 
changes from salespeople. According to our survey, 87% of 

respondents either rarely or never engage prospects or 
customers with visuals. Essentially, the vast majority of reps 
aren’t using the engagement techniques that research proves 
to be most impactful for getting meetings and advancing your 
deals. 

One other dimension to this study is its relevance to the 
consensus, multi-party selling environment of today. Your 
ability to positively affect the attitude and recall of an individual 
prospect or customer could be a major boon to your selling 
efforts. By inspiring that individual stakeholder, you up your 
chances that he or she will champion your story inside their 
organization and get other decision-makers to rally to your 
cause. What seller wouldn’t want to have that kind of positive 
ripple effect across a buying team? Keeping the conversation 
less participatory (and less moving and memorable) decreases 
your chances of achieving that outcome. 

Research

  Figure 10: “Listen, watch, and take notes” best for retelling 
story to colleagues. 
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