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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this research project is to investigate the impact of gender on sales performance and make recommendations based on the findings of the research for improvements in performance of salespeople for their benefit, that of their employers and society as a whole.
This work investigates an equal number of male and female sales staff from two separate contact centre sales operations of similar sizes based in the Swansea area, one in the centre of the City itself and one on the outskirts. The collection of data is in the form of questionnaires initially followed by extended interviews with the participants to expand upon their responses.

The questionnaires were designed to elicit those factors responsible for sales success in general and establish what motivates salespeople. They also consider what factors can both help and hinder their effectiveness or productivity in order to establish common areas of importance.

Comparisons are then made with the evidence gathered in the literature review section to establish similarities with salespeople in general and those working in contact centres in particular as a means of highlighting those factors which affect salespeople of either gender, those which affect each gender in turn and those factors specifically affecting contact centre staff.
As a result of the above recommendations are made as to potential societal, organisational and even personal improvements in order to increase sales effectiveness for the individual salesperson, their employers and consumers in society.

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

GENERAL BACKGROUND
Despite the introduction of the Sex Discrimination Act in the UK over thirty years ago and the advent of governmental posts such as the Minister for Women there is still a noticeable gender divide in the workplace.
Further moves are afoot currently to extend the remit of legislation aimed at reducing the gender pay gap and improving work-life balance for men and women alike through interventions designed to provide more family-friendly policies which offer opportunities to both pursue a meaningful career and have a productive family life.
Following the election of Tony Blair’s government in 1997 the proportion of female MPs in the United Kingdom almost doubled overnight. However women still only account for 18 percent of all MPs with the Equal Opportunities Commission estimating that it will take approximately two hundred years to achieve gender parity in parliament. Indeed we still live in an age where the recent appointment of Margaret Beckett as Foreign Secretary makes headline news because she is the first woman to do so in Britain.
On a more tragic note the recent death of RAF Flight Lieutenant Sarah-Jayne Mulvihill on active service in Iraq made headlines due to the fact that she was the first British servicewoman to be killed on active service in 20 years, despite the fact that 108 men have also perished in Iraq alone.

These items serve to highlight the double standards still at play in society whereby we desire equality for women but express surprise at their elevation to senior governmental posts and dismay at their deaths in combat, hinting that neither place is suitable for a woman.   

A proliferation of internet websites aimed at providing support for working women wanting to achieve a healthy work-life balance, to advance in the workplace, establish their own businesses – even sites aimed specifically at women in sales - suggests that these are issues of concern in the 21st Century.
Moreover the advent of gender-specific academic courses and in particular ones with a sales bias suggest a tangible need to acknowledge the very real differences between men and women in general but more specifically in the workplace. 

For example Luton Business School now offers an MBA programme specifically for women only, emphasising the benefits of personal development and increasing effectiveness whilst maintaining a good work/life balance.
Meanwhile, the College of St Catherine, Minnesota Center for Sales Innovation runs a specific course entitled ‘Leadership Development for Women in Sales’ following a $350,000 grant from American Express who saw that sales jobs in Financial Services were forecast to grow by 37 percent by the end of 2006 (identified by the Occupational Outlook Handbook and the American Council of Education Cooperative Institutional Research) and noted that women were underrepresented in the industry.
These examples indicate a commercial awareness of the benefits that following a gendered approach can bring. In essence then this study aims to discover the key gender related issues arising from current commercial and social conventions and practices which impact on sales performance, and make recommendations for the improvement of those issues and practices for the benefit of all.

AN OVERVIEW OF WALES AND THE WELSH LABOUR MARKET
Wales has a population of just over 2.9 million people (estimated in the latest figures available in July 2005) with an average age of 38, and enjoys a devolved government founded in 1997. The National Assembly for Wales has sixty members headed by First Minister Rhodri Morgan.

Employment 

The latest (March 2006) employment figures from the Office for National Statistics (ONS – See Appendix One) suggest that the employment rate, after showing increases has now levelled off with no change in the figures over a twelve month period. The unemployment situation has however shown a significant increase in that same period.

According to the ONS figures, the employment rate was 71.8 percent for the last three months of 2005 with an employment rate of 1.33 million. Most relevantly to this research the service sector, which includes sales roles, saw an increase of 3000 jobs or 0.6 percent, illustrating the shift from Wales’s manufacturing past dominated by the coal and steel industries. Despite a decade of solid growth however, GDP per head remains far below the UK average with vast regional variations.

Breaking down employment by gender, curiously the figures show a decrease in female employment of 5000 or 0.7 percent against an increase of 0.7 percent for women in the UK as a whole, whilst male levels of employment rose by 5000 or 0.7 percent for the same period. Women comprise 46 percent of the total labour market with a far greater number of women in part-time work than men (46 percent against 10 percent). Unemployment was up by 7.7 percent from the previous year to a total of 5 percent of the working population.
What the ONS figures also highlight is regional differences in employment rate, noting that for the twelve months ending in November 2005 the employment rate rose by 0.3 percent in West Wales and the Valleys but decreased by 1 percent in East Wales. 

The Manpower Employment Outlook Survey for the second quarter of 2006 shows increased confidence in Wales from the previous quarter but still represents a generally downward annual trend.

There is positive news however in that figures produced by NatWest show a thriving small business economy with 68 percent showing significant increases in sales – the best seen for almost two years. These firms are also reporting increased employment levels of around 7 percent and increased investment of over 15 percent in the last twelve months.

Significantly, according to the ONS Spring 2004 Labour Force Survey women outnumber men in the sales and customer service occupational group by 69 percent to 31 percent in Wales. However these figures require further disaggregation to arrive at direct comparisons between numbers of salespeople and customer service representatives. 

Education

Educationally, findings in the Focus on Wales report produced by the ONS show that 80 percent of Welsh people of working age have a qualification. However this again varies considerably across the Principality; the Capital city Cardiff has the highest number of people with degrees (approximately 22 percent) whereas Blaenau Gwent has the lowest with just 5 percent holding degrees.

Girls are now achieving more GCSEs than boys with the largest differential seen in the higher grade range where in the academic year 2004-04, 57 percent of girls and only 46 percent of boys achieved five or more A* - C passes.

Strong gender channelling still exists in Wales in post 16 education where at A level girls are in the majority for Welsh, English literature and French whereas boys outnumber girls in mathematics, physics and economics. This is leading to traditional socialised employment patterns whereby women grossly outnumber men in early years care and education Modern Apprenticeships for example (98 percent versus 2 percent) and where 99 percent of those taking on Modern Apprenticeships in Construction, Plumbing and Engineering are male. In full-time employment more than three quarters of administrative and secretarial workers  are female whereas over 80 percent of tradespeople and machine operators are male.

There are reports of a ‘brain drain’ in Wales; in their Regional Focus report, HSBC point out that nearly 40 percent of Welsh-born men living outside Wales held degrees compared to just 10 percent who remained in Wales. Similarly the same report states that slightly under 50 percent of Welsh-born women that no longer reside in Wales are classified as professional or managerial which is twice the figure of those remaining in the Principality.

HSBC suggest that there needs to be better provision of opportunities for those with higher qualifications in the region if their talent is to be retained as the status quo does not currently meet these needs.

Family and Flexible Working

53 percent of mothers of children below the age of five are working and two thirds of those work part-time. More worryingly in 2001 for every place available in full-time child day care such as nannies and after school clubs there were eight children aged below eight to fill them.

Aggregating the figures demonstrates the social pressures still faced by women, 57 percent of women aged 16-64 with dependent children work part-time, men in the same category do not even register in the statistics as they comprise such a small number as to be considered an unrealistic sample. By the same token 71 percent of women have some kind of flexible working arrangement (including job share and home working) against only 19 percent of men.

Income

The average earnings for women working full-time are 86 percent of their male counterparts working the same patterns and the figures worsen for part-time work (where as noted above women vastly outnumber men) where the differential rises to 32 percent.

Politics

Following gender positive initiatives the 18 percent of the MPs in the UK parliament are women, however this drops to only 10 percent in Welsh constituencies. On a positive note the Welsh Assembly has an equal amount of male and female Assembly Members (AMs) – 30 of each sex.

Culture

There are strong moves afoot to promote the cultural aspects of life in Wales, helped by exposure through the staging of major events such as Cardiff Singer of the World – a world renowned competition – and the FA Cup which has been held in the Millennium Stadium following the closure of Wembley.
AIM AND OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY
AIM
The overall aim of this study is to substantiate the assertion by Brem (2004) that women make naturally superior salespeople by discovering whether more stereotypically ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’ traits lead to higher performing (or successful) salespeople.

OBJECTIVES

1. To establish a working definition of sales success for the individual and their employing organisation
2. To determine what factors typically contribute towards that success

3. To discover what factors would tend to support the success of women in particular as sales people and those which may act as a barrier to, or a brake on, their success.
4. Having established objectives one to three above investigate whether more of the factors identified are stereotypically ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’ and thus substantiate women’s natural predisposition towards sales success

5. To establish through interviews factors common to sales success for men and women and also the differentiating factors

6. Having analysed the results in objective number five and made comparisons with the discoveries made within the literature review to make recommendations for improvements at all levels (societal, organisational and individual) that will lead to improved effectiveness for salespeople in general to the benefit of all involved (salesperson, enterprise and consumer)

STRUCTURE OF THIS STUDY

This dissertation is comprised of five chapters in accordance with the guidelines laid out in research methodology literature in general and the Swansea Institute Dissertation Handbook in particular.

Chapter one introduces the overall subject and the aims and objectives of the project, chapter two then considers the current theory relevant to this study in the form of a literature review.  The third chapter outlines the Research Methodology chosen for this study and gives the reasons for the choices made and the from that the research will take. Chapter four reports the results of that research which are then analysed in accordance with the issues raised in the literature review. The fifth and final chapter draws conclusions from the prior investigations (both research and literature review) and makes recommendations based on those findings.
A stated aim of this project is also to involve as many of the taught elements of the MBA course as are relevant in order to maximise the author’s benefit from his studies.

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

Historically the direct sales sector (as opposed to retail sales in shops) has been male dominated with Welsh Assembly figures demonstrating male employment in sales as high as 76 percent. For greater relevancy and validity however these figures would need to be broken down by sales areas (i.e. retail, direct and telesales).
Therefore Brem’s (2004) assertion that ‘Women Make the Best Salesmen’ sparks an interesting debate. Given Chonko et al’s (2005) conclusions that ‘in practical terms there is no difference’ between salesmen and saleswomen the starting point of this work is to establish what factors are most likely to lead to sales success. Having revealed these factors it is then important to establish whether more of these are stereotypically feminine or masculine, thus substantiating Brem’s (2004) claim or not.
Terminology
One of the difficulties faced is establishing the correct terminology. Academically it is felt more correct to use the term sex to differentiate between men and women rather than gender which is considered too loose a term despite its popular usage. 

To summarise Diamond (2000) sex is essentially biologically founded and generally male and female (with notable exceptions such as hermaphroditism or intersexuality), whereas gender is a social construct wherein we describe that which is feminine and that which is masculine (Legato and Tucker, 2005). These descriptions can have both positive and negative connotations such as weakness and delicacy as feminine traits against practical and strong for the masculine. Care must be taken therefore to minimise the impact of negative emotive terms and instead focus on gender positive semantics such as collaborative, empathetic and decisive to describe either sex.

Comparing both terms, sex will tend to be definite in the main (with the previous exceptions above) i.e. male or female, whereas gender has degrees of state e.g. a man in touch with his feminine side and vice versa. The relevance of this becomes more apparent when one considers the roles that culture and nature play in our definitions of men and women. Arguably a woman’s nurturing (Pehrson, 2003) and communicative style is a natural occurrence making her more suited to certain tasks or roles, however many will assert that this style is the result of cultural influences. To paraphrase Brem (2004) stereotypically feminine traits such as empathy and intuition make women more naturally predisposed towards sales success.

Sales success generally requires people to have both masculine and feminine characteristics such as intuition and decisiveness, collaboration and competition.  What is clear from research is that failure to acknowledge, adopt and adapt sales approaches that include the best traits of either gender is likely to lead to failure. Salsgiver (Kitchen, 2005) and O’Brien (2006) are at pains to point out that the sales arena provides a truly level playing field with clearly definable results where talent rules irrespective of gender.

Having just touched upon the debate, examining the terminology could prove to be a complete topic in itself, however for the purpose of simplicity and getting to the heart of the matter this work uses gender (in concurrence with the majority of articles reviewed) to distinguish between men and women in society in general and in the workplace in particular.

DEFINING SALES SUCCESS

The Oxford English Dictionary defines success as ‘the accomplishment of an aim; a favourable outcome or the attainment of wealth, fame or position’.

Sales success can be defined in a number of ways and will vary from company to company and from individual to individual. A company may be looking to increase revenue or profitability, widen market penetration or achieve greater customer satisfaction levels. A salesperson may be driven purely by income and view achievement of financial targets as success. This is the stereotype of the cynical salesperson due to what Morse (cited in Chonko et al, 2005) terms as people’s inclination to believe that ‘other people are more mercenary than they really are’. More generously we may think of salespeople driven by customer retention or acquisition and term them successful if they maintain or increase their customer base. 

Any of the company definitions can lead to financial success for their salespeople provided that their compensation plans are structured correctly. Problems arise however when there is a disparity between corporate strategy and the sales activities being followed in the field.

For the purpose of this research success is regarded from a corporate stance as achieving strategic aims and from the individual salesperson’s viewpoint as the achievement of personal goals whatever they may be.

SALES SUCCESS FACTORS

Chonko et al’s (2005) work involved nearly 30,000 salespeople (9,292 women and 20,029 men) over ten countries considering six factors likely to lead to sales success, namely:

1. Positive Attitude or Optimism

2. Prospecting

3. Natural Markets

4. Price

5. Advertising

6. Product Knowledge

They established that the single most important sales success factor in the opinion of the salespeople themselves was having a positive mental attitude or outlook (44.1 percent for saleswomen and 44 percent for salesmen). Mullins (2004), Brem (2004) and Thornton (2006) acknowledge the critical importance of this factor and further qualify it to include resilience or persistence especially in the face of adversity. One obvious observation at this early stage is that maintaining a positive attitude is gender neutral – i.e. is neither a stereotypically feminine or masculine trait

Prospecting or seeking out new business came second (37 percent of all salespeople) and considering that neither gender displayed any more reluctance than the other to initiate contact this further supports a lack of gendered propensity towards sales success.

Given that the remaining categories have no particular predisposition towards either gender (with the possible exception of natural markets, more of which later) it would indeed appear that statistically sales success is gender neutral.

Chonko et al (2005) express surprise at the lack of any significant gender difference given that previous studies had shown differences in terms of preferred location and job characteristics, but instead hypothesise that a relationship may exist between a salesperson’s motivation and their perception of success factors. This brings us to natural markets; Chonko et al (2005) suggest that mercenary salespeople may be more concerned with prospecting than  salespeople motivated by a desire to help people and may therefore be more drawn towards forming relationships in natural markets.

This latter description touches upon the notion that women may be more likely to have had a desire to help (Campbell, 2005; Frankel, 2004) - or as Mullins (2004) terms it the ‘disease to please’ - instilled as a cultural norm and may therefore give them an advantage in natural markets. This is a tentative link however based on an exploratory hypothesis and can not therefore lend support to the notion of any significant gender advantage as a result. Moreover, Lichtenberg (2005) contends that this behaviour may be highly counterproductive in some sales situations.

Choice of Factors

The choice of factors offered to respondents may be significant and it would be interesting to question the same group of salespeople asking them to choose from different success factors. Notable omissions from the list include selling skills such as listening, empathy and communicating (Brem, 2004; Fortin, 2003; Joy, 1994) and it could be argued that even the most optimistic, determined salesperson who prospects well will fail miserably if they have poor selling skills. Marterella (2006) includes negotiation skills and answering objections in the mix, arguably linked to overall communication skills at which women arguably excel (Pehrson, 2003). 

It is these so-called ‘soft’ skills areas where stereotypically feminine traits come to the fore in the modern sales arena where relationship building and a consultative selling style is regarded as essential to success (Fisher, 2004; Owen, 2004). 

Owen (2004) further states that a clear career path for salespeople in general acts as a major motivator and is therefore critical to success and yet as will be revealed later it can be argued that the lack of such a clearly defined path for women specifically can act as a brake on performance and ultimately leads to less effective salespeople.

Another area critical to success posited by Owen (2004) is the development of an organisational culture that supports a consultative selling process and collaboration (Stephenson, 2005), what Helgesen (Mullins, 2004) terms inclusion. This again would appear to provide an advantage to women who have arguably learned to collaborate more than men (Campbell, 2005) who are expected to ‘go it alone’.

Success in sales can also depend on the ability to multitask as the diagram below illustrates, however the myth that women are naturally better at multitasking (Pehrson, 2003) appears to be just that. Shellenbarger (2003), Legato and Tucker (2005) and Fish (2004) debunk the notion that women have any superiority in this area, citing air traffic controllers as the ultimate multitaskers of whose ranks only 20 percent worldwide are women. Indeed recent research (Legato and Tucker, 2005; Pehrson, 2003) has shown early evidence that multitasking may actually be a less efficient way of working. Again no clear gender bias can thus be supported.

[image: image1.emf]
More relevantly to this research, Larson and Larson (2005) recently presented a paper that named (i) belief in the ‘emotional value and benefits of [a] product’; (ii) the importance of establishing trust and (iii) understanding the needs of buyers as three out of five critical sales success factors. Their work stems from the belief that the selling process is an emotional one, that no matter how clinically one may approach a sale the final decision is often swayed by our instinct.  Let us look at these elements in turn:

Emotion

Using the purchase of a car as an example performance figures may well be similar amongst models from different manufacturers as may prices but consumers will choose one model over another based on their personal preferences despite logic dictating that another car is more fuel efficient or environmentally friendly.

Trust

Establishing a relationship, however brief, is an essential building block for sales success in the 21st Century (Brem, 2004; Larson and Larson, 2005; Mullins, 2004; Pehrson, 2003 and Swartz, 1998). This leads to a greater likelihood of trust (Joy, 1994) on the buyer’s part and in turn a higher propensity to sell. Pehrson (2003) sounds a note of caution however claiming that women may also be guilty of investing time in relationships that are unprofitable.

Empathy

In attempting to establish the buyer’s needs empathy is critical, the ability to understand why a customer may feel a certain way towards a selling situation and therefore adopt the most likely route to success based on that understanding.

If one Accepts Larson and Larson’s (2005) premise it indeed appears that 80 percent of sales success could be attributed to factors that are generally accepted as more feminine in nature. However as stated earlier this does not automatically give women superiority as salespeople as many men do indeed display feminine traits, it does however hint at a more natural inclination to succeed.

In summary the stated factors for sales success vary from study to study however in order to provide a meaningful framework for this work it was decided that a combination loosely based on Chonko et al’s (2005) factors and Larson and Larson’s (2005) would prove worthwhile. 

The chosen factors were developed from a well established sales process model that itself was based on Saint Elmo Lewis’s ‘Hierarchy of Effects Theory’ back in 1898 which was developed by Lavidge and Steiner in 1961 and finally codified in 1966 with Palda’s ‘AIDA: Hierarchy of Effects Model’ (Ray, 2004). This is simplified in Bettger’s (1997) seminal work on selling as follows:

1. Attention – due to an overload of marketing information being thrust at prospects it is increasingly important to be able to attract their attention.

2. Interest – having gained their attention a salesperson must obtain the prospect’s interest.

3. Desire – interest alone is not sufficient, the prospect must actively want what the salesperson has to offer. In other words their emotions must be appealed to.

4. Action – the previous steps are not enough to achieve a sale, prospects will rarely offer to buy - they must be asked.

Based on these elements of the sale the factors for sales success, for the purpose of this work are deemed to be:

1. Positive Attitude and High Self-Esteem – Thornton (2006) describes self-esteem as the critical factor in sales success, and it can be argued that it goes hand in hand with a positive outlook or at least the ability to manage one’s state positively. A salesperson with high self-esteem is more likely to make a favourable first impression and gain the prospect’s attention.
2. Rapport / Relationship Building – in order to gain the prospect’s interest and trust it is important to show an interest in them and also ask questions in order to establish their needs (or ‘qualify’) (Larson and Larson, 2005). Having established the prospect’s basic needs it is then easier to build desire.
3. Product Knowledge – an increasingly well informed consumer is unlikely to be swayed by an emotional argument alone, however well founded, there is no substitute for strong product knowledge (Brem, 2004; Dixon, 2002; Lichtenberg, 2005; Mullins, 2004; Swartz, 1998).
4. Sales Skills – a vast ‘catch-all’ factor that includes listening effectively, questioning, negotiating, knowing when to ask for the business, emotional intelligence (EQ) – amongst many others. The most motivated, well informed and active salesperson will not be as effective as their skilled counterpart (Brem, 2004). 
5. Ability to Take Action –a salesperson must actively ask for a prospect’s business. Reluctance to ‘close’ the deal can sound the death knell for a salesperson (Lichtenberg, 2005; Mullins, 2004)
6. Belief – to be successful a salesperson must believe in their product and its ability to meet the needs of their customers otherwise trust can be hard to establish. More importantly this belief must be at a fundamental emotional level (Larson and Larson, 2005) if maximum benefit is to be derived.
7. Activity – lead generation or prospecting, i.e. the ability to find qualified buyers (Larson and Larson, 2005), is essential to success. A sales industry adage neatly illustrates this point: “without prospects I have no prospects”.
GENERAL FACTORS THAT AID WOMEN’S SUCCESS 

Stanley noted from a study of 1,165 self-made female millionaires that their success was due to ‘tenacity, perseverance, greater goal-orientation, being more fastidious budgeters and more frugal’ (Fisher, 2004)

Miller (Kapos, 2005) contends that the increased availability of articles on successful women and exposure on television has empowered women, dubbing this effect the ‘Oprah Factor’. 

Diversity Legislation

In the US there are government backed ‘diversity contracts’  following the Federal Acquisition Streamlining Act aimed at promoting women in business and setting a target of 5 percent government procurement level from women-owned businesses, and yet early feedback suggests that these have proved ineffectual (Fisher, 2004).
Technological Advances

As a relatively new industry the internet generally avoids strict gender divides (Box, 2005) ideas and ability are paramount to success, the only stricture may be the socialisation noted above whereby women have not traditionally followed technical lines of employment.

More homeworking is now possible (Kapos, 2005) as a result of technological advances, indeed Gardner (2005) claims the Internet provides flexibility sought by women however he illustrates sexism when he describes the internet in terms of easing family pressures by allowing women to work from home – helping with child care needs and covering the burdens of school holidays and children’s illness. 

Also, Lichtenberg (2005) posits that the growth of the internet and the concomitant growth in importance placed on communication plays to women’s inherent communicative strengths.

WOMEN’S POTENTIAL ADVANTAGES IN A SALES ENVIRONMENT

Communication

Yogarajah (2001) asserts that women are more effective in their use of body language in many subtle ways. Studies have shown that they smile more than men which breeds enthusiasm, move less which lessens distractions during the sales process and decode messages in facial expressions better. 

Negotiation

Women are arguably better negotiators because they tend to approach negotiations as win-win situations whereas men view them as situations where the salesperson has to beat the customer due to their socialisation to compare and compete (Gorman, 2005; Warner 2001). 

Salsgiver (Kitchen, 2006) actually attributes women’s advancement in the workplace to Title IX of the 1972 Education Amendments which equalised opportunities for both sexes in school sports, positing that girls can begin to ‘understand winning and losing’ which in turn gives them ‘confidence and grit and tenacity to win’ which they can transfer to commerce. 

Brem (2004) however maintains that women can be weaker in negotiation because this is the stage that places most strain on the relationship aspect of the sale.

BARRIERS TO SUCCESS

According to Lichtenberg (2005) there are three main barriers to success for a woman, namely:
1. Not acknowledging distinctions between male and female brain chemistry

2. Stereotypes about women

3. Negative self-beliefs

Having established what success means and what factors are most likely to lead to sales success this section considers the many barriers and disincentives that women face in the workplace in general that can undermine their chances of success. Two of the most recurrent themes are the gender pay gap and the ‘glass ceiling’ from which other themes emerge, other themes concur broadly with Lichtenberg’s (2005) assertions regarding gender differences.

GENDER PAY GAP

To quote the UK Office of National Statistics ‘the gender pay gap is defined as the percentage difference in hourly earnings between median women's and men's earnings.’ In the most recent figures the gap for full-time workers is 13 percent (in men’s favour) and the gap between part-time women workers and full-time male workers is 41 percent. The US General Accounting Office states that 20 percent of the gender pay gap is attributable to discrimination, and it is especially pronounced in sales and marketing where women earn on average 62 percent of men’s wages in the same field (Bowler, 1999; Hungerford, 2006). Figures such as these have the potential to act as a significant disincentive to perform in the workplace, or even enter it in the first place.

Given that women represent a greater proportion of sales jobs (Fuchs, 2005) this has implications within the economy as a whole and could prove to be a significant deterrent for a woman to engage in a sales career specifically. Further investigation is required however – Stumberg (Norman and Harris, 2005) contends that the lack of women in high earning direct sales skews the figures which include retail positions not typically attracting high remuneration.

Uneven distribution of compensation at board level can be a deterrent to advancement and in turn to success (Paton, 2005) a shift of attitude is required therefore which acknowledges that ‘talent and hard work have to be paid for regardless of gender’ (Rozenberg, 2005).

However closer analysis of the headline figures reveals that salaries in larger, typically male-dominated, companies are skewing the results. Farrell (2005) further posits that women may choose not to enter the rat race of The City choosing instead to populate the boards of smaller companies away from larger cities.

To put this into perspective Farrell (2005) asks why a company would choose to hire men if they could employ women for 76 percent of the wage. In reality when exact comparisons are made (and there lies the difficulty – it is almost like comparing apples with oranges) women earn more than men on average. In fact there are 80 jobs where women earn more than men – notably sales engineering where they make 143 percent of their male counterparts pay.

By choosing to work shorter hours women are indirectly reducing their chances of earning more (people working 34 hours per week earn typically half the remuneration of those working 44 hours a week), but Farrell contends that if we can abandon the emotive focus on discrimination, and some women stop trying to use ‘victim power’ (Deutsch, 2005) women may actually discover their true earning potential.

Lukas (Lopez, 2006) plays down the gender pay gap stating that women get more satisfaction from areas of their life other than work. Similar to Farrell, she wants people in general to understand that pay and conditions differentials come as a result of the choices some women make to place fulfilment, safety and flexibility ahead of cold hard cash.

THE ‘GLASS CEILING’

The further up the corporate ladder in the UK the less likely you are to see women (Box, 2005). Devised as a barometer of diversity in UK business, the Female FTSE notes that 22 percent of the top FTSE 100 companies are still without a female director (compared to the US equivalent the Fortune 100 index which has at least one woman on the board of each company) and only 11 percent have female executive board members (Caine, 2006; Singh and Vinnicombe, 2006). The report also discovered that female directors in the FTSE 100 are more likely to be international than their male counterparts (32 percent against 7 percent), thus hinting at further pressure on women in the form of external competition.

Similarly in a Confederation of Indian Industries (CII) survey 16 percent of junior managers were women but only 4 percent at middle and senior levels (Kaushik, D., 2005). The CII claim gender bias in recruitment, gender inequality and sexual harassment in the workplace as relevant factors. 

Notable exceptions to this rule include Lloyds TSB who claim to employ women in a third of their top managerial roles (Waples, 2005) but don’t actively seek women just the best people for roles and claim ‘gender and ethnic blind[ness]’ in their recruitment activity.

Despite the above exception and rapidly increasing rates of female education and participation in the workforce worldwide most women continue to suffer from occupational segregation in the workplace and rarely break through the so-called ‘glass ceiling’ separating them from the upper tiers of organisations (Anderson, 2006; Fuchs, 2005; O’Brien, 2006; Wirth, 2001) which in turn disincentivises superior performance.

‘Glass ceiling’ is a term coined in the 1970s in the United States to describe the invisible artificial barriers, created by attitudinal and organisational prejudices, which bar women from top executive jobs, and is now extended to include ‘glass borders’ which describes women’s potential for isolation in the workplace and their exclusion from informal groups (Catalyst, 2004).
International Labour Organisation (ILO) research (Wirth, 2001) shows that gender inequality in education and training, reinforced by social attitudes, contributes to occupational segregation, channelling men and women into different trades, professions and jobs from an early age. 

So segregated are certain jobs that, for example, in both Japan and the US in 1991, nearly half of women employed in professional and technical jobs worked in only two occupations ­ nursing and teaching. In India and Hong Kong, more than 80 per cent of women professional and technical workers were either nurses or teachers. 

Even in countries with strong track records of government support for gender equality the pattern of occupational segregation prevails. In Finland, for example, only 20 per cent of women work in occupations that show a balanced male/female employment ratio (i.e. where 40-60 per cent of employees are of the same sex) and these jobs represent only 7 per cent of all occupations. 

Wirth’s (2001) report asserts that recent gender-sensitive human-resource strategies developed by companies provide the best ways through the ‘glass ceiling.’ These include networking, mentoring and succession planning which pays particular attention to women’s circumstances. 

Objective and unbiased recruitment and promotion procedures are vital in attracting and retaining skilled professional women. Wirth (2001) further argues that in light of the increasing skill levels of women in the workforce, such strategies are essential: ‘Women are increasingly a key resource in the race to create new products and services and they are entrepreneurs as well. Competitive companies cannot afford to lose out on women's talent.’ 

In the interest of balance however it should be noted that a greater number of men suffer hindrances to advancement due to favouritism or which groups they belong to, Reed (2005) contends that it should not be a case of men versus women but workers collaborating against unfair practices such as favouritism.
The following study of the situation in Canada serves to highlight the issues of the gender pay gap and ‘glass ceiling’ in more detail.

Canada and the ‘Pink Ghetto’

One of the most significant social trends in Canada in the past 25 years is that women are increasingly  a part of the workforce (58 percent of over 15s in 2004 against 42 percent in 1976) (Dunfield, 2006), however average earnings are still lower than men’s (71 percent of male earnings on average by comparison with men working on a full-time, full-year basis [Greenaway, 2006]), they are more likely to work part-time and more likely to belong to a low-income population despite accounting for 50.4 percent of the population (Dunfield, 2006; Greenaway, 2006).

Work patterns are also traditional – in 2004 2/3rds of all employed women worked in teaching, nursing and related health occupations, clerical or other administrative positions and sales and service occupations – the ‘pink-ghetto’ areas (Greenaway, 2006).

There are more women in management positions too – 37 percent in 2004 up from 30 percent in 1987, however most of those gains occurred in the early 1990s and then actually fell back between 1996 and 2004 (Dunfield, 2006). In Senior Management however women dropped from 27 percent in 1996 to 22 percent in 2004 (Greenaway, 2006).
This is all despite women being better educated (15 percent of women had a university degree in 2003 compared with 3 percent in 1971) than ever, outnumbering men at universities (in academic year 2001-02, 57 percent of full-time university students were women compared with 37 percent in 1972-73) and being more literate than men (Greenaway, 2006) – in an international literacy survey in 2003 19 percent of women performed at the highest levels compared with 16 percent of men. Despite all the advances observers are struggling to discover an explanation for the disparity in income and advancement. 

THE “MATERNAL WALL”

Akin to the glass-ceiling concept many women report facing a ‘maternal wall’ (Anderson, 2006) either on the announcement of pregnancy or on return to work post partum. The gender pay gap is also relevant here due to fewer cumulative years in the workplace, a possible means of addressing which would be to create stronger links between talent and ability and placing less emphasis on time-served.

Gray (2005) cites the extreme and unexpected example of a Scottish businesswoman who refuses to employ women of childbearing age because of the disruption and cost that maternity causes, but as 39 percent of the workforce in Scotland is female (and statistically a large proportion must be of childbearing age) she is narrowing the pool of talent available. 

To reiterate Grezalowski (Kapos, 2005) this short-sighted approach could potentially actually cost the business more in the long term.  Furthermore, maternity cover can at least be planned for whereas in the main sickness is unpredictable and statistically more likely to occur in older people, specifically in this case to women over childbearing age. 

LACK OF ROLE MODELS/MENTORS

It is hard for women to find natural mentors in a male-dominated business (MacIntosh, 2005) due to insufficient women in suitable positions and men reticent to mentor women (either as discrimination or for fear of claims of inappropriate liaisons) and yet  there is also evidence of a lack of mentors for men as well (O’Brien 2006). 

The value of mentors cannot be underestimated, in a recent survey 71 percent of women with mentors were promoted within three years as opposed to only 50 percent of those with no mentor (Catalyst, 2004).

The situation is now slowly changing with evidence of more female role models now available (Kitchen, 2006) which many view as a motivating factor (McVeigh, 2005).

NETWORKING

Owen (2004) contends that workplace mentoring can have a significant impact on the development of skills and consequently success.

Men often complain when women form networks claiming unfair advantage (Reed, 2005), but rarely recognise the informal networks that have been theirs since birth such as the golf course, football matches and after work drinks (Gerard, 2006; MacIntosh 2005: O’Brien, 2006) - the ‘old boys networks’ (Farrell, 2005; Hanley, 2004).

In order to redress this imbalance many have grasped the nettle, for example the  Women’s Mentoring Agent Network (WOMAN) was formed to address the fact that only 7 percent of the US insurance sales industry is made up of women (Kennedy, 2005). 

Similarly Women in Housing and Finance was formed to address the gender imbalance in the financial services industry. Networking or personal enrichment as they also refer to it is high on their agenda not just in order to discuss matters with policymakers but as a means of becoming the policymakers themselves (Hanley 2004), and in response to feelings hinted at by Reed above (2005) they welcome men as members. 

However many younger women see the formation of all women networks as an endorsement of what MacIntosh (2005) terms ‘single-sex office dynamics.’ Lichtenberg (2005) reminds her readers however that in sales such networks are also sources of prospects as well as a means of advancement.

The fact remains however that there are less opportunities for women to network in the workplace and they tend to spend less time networking socially. This can be in part due fears of rumours of inappropriate liaisons or indeed to family commitments.

SOCIO-CULTURAL CONVENTIONS, EXPECTATIONS AND DISCRIMINATION

Despite the many advances made in the world, men are still viewed as the main breadwinner and women are globally viewed as the home maker and expected to maintain multiple roles – mother, wife, home maker, employee – it is argued that in doing this they are ‘subsidizing’ the abilities of men to advance in the workplace (Box, 2005; Hymowitz, 2005; Kapos, 2005).

As an example of cultural pressure, Asian women are generally not encouraged to pursue a sales career (Armendariz, 2005), however Wirth (2001) notes that women in developing countries tend to have access to more child care and household assistance, thanks to extended family systems and the availability of affordable domestic help. 

Due to the increasing number of women in the workplace Kapos (2005) contends that men are now more understanding of their needs as it is more likely they will have wives, sisters, mothers who work than in the past. However the following section highlights the problems associated with a lack of family-friendly policies.

LACK OF FAMILY-FRIENDLY POLICIES

Despite supposed advances in equality, prevailing (and limiting) attitudes mean that women are still expected to devote more time to the family, as evidenced in the previous section. Economic and social trends such as the increased incidence of single and divorced mothers however point to need for greater flexibility in the workplace (Armendariz, 2005).
With high levels of global unemployment some employers feel they are in a stronger position to dispense with the need for family-friendly policies, viewing them as unnecessary and potentially costly (Fisher, 2004), and yet surveys reveal the opposite to be the case. 

More enlightened companies are reaping the economic rewards of adopting family-centric human resources strategies. By providing a predominantly female workforce with on the job support, Autoliv in Australia had seen increased productivity. Staff turnover is less than 2 percent, sales have seen annual increases of 20 percent since their introduction and there is a 100 percent return rate from maternity leave (Delahunty, 2005).

Centrica (Caine, 2006) believes that its approach to flexible working is behind their attracting women, increasing productivity, and saving £8m per annum on property costs. Centrica also talk of more creative career paths that acknowledge the values and skills that a mother can bring to the workplace (Caine, 2006) even promoting them in recognition of those enhanced skills.

Grezalowski (Kapos, 2005) echoes these sentiments distinguishing between mature and immature work styles, promoting the idea that women, and mothers in particular, display a far more mature and therefore more effective attitude towards work. She further contends that women are more likely to look after themselves better because they tend to have the dual responsibility of looking after themselves and their families.

Conflicting views exist with regard to flexibility and corporation size, Hymowitz (2005) asserts that large corporations are too inflexible to provide flexibility of schedule for employees, and yet Kapos (2005) argues that it is only large corporations that can afford to make changes leaving smaller businesses (which typically have a higher proportion of women employed) unable to compete.

Evidence of the attraction of flexibility is demonstrated in the growth of the direct sales work force (of which over 80 percent are women) in the US - noted for its flexible hours and higher than average remuneration potential - which has more than doubled since 1994 (Associated Press 2005). 

WORK-LIFE BALANCE

Popular stories of opt-out high-flying women choosing to be homemakers have been exaggerated according to Coontz (2006). Statistics support the notion – well educated higher-income earning women took more breaks in the 90s than the 80s but this was partly due to the amount it was possible for them to earn and also their husband’s earning power (the top 5 percent of households saw their income rise 52 percent during the 90s whilst the income of the middle 20 percent rose by just 12 percent).  Whilst more women than men take time out when their children are younger (due to social pressures and convention noted above) many still manage to retain powerful positions and the trend is decreasing (Coontz, 2006) also where women do leave work to look after children they return sooner than their predecessors. 

Gray (2005) and Yabroff (2006) contend that having a satisfying career is becoming more of a forbidden pleasure for women. Yet some female high achievers view staying at home to raise children as financially unviable let alone not being as stimulating or rewarding as a career thus many propose working more imaginatively as a means of survival (Box, 2005). Fuller (Yabroff, 2006) however acknowledges that many women set themselves impossibly high standards that set them up for a fall and counterproductive periods of guilt.

Few women choose to opt-out, rather they are kept away from the workplace by family-unfriendly policies (Coontz, 2006) and research has shown that in countries where inadequate attention is paid to family friendly policies (Japan, Singapore and Italy notably) women are increasingly turning away from marriage and motherhood altogether. Many women feel pushed into a choice between children and career whereas they would like a mechanism that allows for both (Box, 2005; O’Brien, 2006). Advocates of family-friendly policy suggest legislation that makes it easier for both men and women to take care of the family but such a wide social change is unlikely to happen overnight. 

GENDER STEREOTYPES - PROBLEMS OF PERCEPTION

Glaser (2006) asserts that women are often passed over for promotion – the problem is that women have been socialised to believe that bragging or self-promotion is not ladylike – and yet getting promotion or more relevantly landing a sale often relies on doing just that (Frankel, 2004; Lichtenberg, 2005; Waples, 2005). Visibility is vital and men find it comes easily whereas to many women self-interest is immoral. Self-esteem is a related issue, Hymowitz (2005) contends that women take longer to build sufficient self-belief to seek powerful positions by which time it may be too late to demonstrate the necessary track record. A new paradigm is required whereby women see self-promotion as merely letting people know you exist (O’Brien, 2006)

Women can feel discouraged because they face criticism for adopting attitudes and behaviours traditionally associated with men. Maddock (1999) talks of long-standing social practices which ‘pressure women to be subservient, less competent and domestic’. In other words what could be deemed commendable drive and ambition in a man may be regarded as confrontational and aggressive in a woman (O’Brien, 2006) or as Phillips and Pugh (2005) state ‘men who argue are regarded as rational whereas women are regarded as disagreeable’.

On a positive note, Locksley et al (Yogarajah, 2001) discovered that gender stereotypes only affect the judgement of others in the absence of any meaningful information about them which supports the need for relevant focused self-promotion for men and women alike.

REPRESENTATION IN SOCIETY

It is hard to convince women that they can succeed in a world where women are routinely objectified and frequently ignored by the media and entertainment industries and don’t have a full voice in politics and business (Marshall, 2006). 

The Global Media Monitoring Project found that women were grossly underrepresented and often ignored as both subjects and sources of news – 10 percent of stories were about women and even where they are they are not seen as authority figures. To counter this the ‘See Jane’ program has been developed by Hollywood actress Geena Davis to promote the increase of gender-positive female characters in film (Marshall, 2006).
USING SEX TO SELL

Many people, feminist or not, declare their displeasure at women ‘flaunting’ themselves to win sales (Gerard, 2006) believing that a product or service should be bought based on its merits. However Gordon (2003) recounts an example of a company whose saleswomen were actively told to use suggestive remarks to sell to a mainly male customer base and send suggestive calendars as marketing material. Even the training manual specifically praised the value of ‘Female Magic’, not surprisingly the saleswomen successfully sued their employer for discrimination.

Pharmaceutical companies have been accused of using feminine charms to woo (mainly male) doctors by recruiting cheerleaders in the US. One female representative was driven to take legal action against her employer for being asked to capitalise on her relationship with a doctor to increase sales (Ayers, 2006).

And yet the companies claim that cheerleaders are picked for their skills – exaggerated smiles, exaggerated enthusiasm and attractive looks. - leading to one recruitment agency, Spirited Sale Leaders, being set up purely to represent former cheerleaders. The strange thing is that US law bans discrimination based on race and gender for example but not on appearance although the pharmaceutical companies maintain that it is personality that counts (Saul, 2005).

THE QUANDARY OF TAKING LEGAL ACTION

Women often find themselves in a no-win situation if they decide to take legal action for discrimination, harassment or prejudice in the workplace. Even if they win the battle they face losing the war and are often discriminated against upon return to work or upon winning a case – what Reed (2005) terms ‘collateral damage’ as evidenced in recent cases at Dresdner Kleinwort Wasserstein and Merrill Lynch (Anderson, 2006; Reed, S. 2005). 
Reed (2005) argues that lobbying colleagues can be more fruitful, but sounds a note of caution in that taking such action is often viewed by companies as being driven by self-interest and not for commercial benefit.  This places women in a Catch-22 situation – sue and win a pyrrhic victory or keep quiet and suffer in silence. It also makes things more difficult for other women seeking entry to companies, many of which fear tribunals ‘just for saying the wrong thing to a woman’ for example (Gerard, 2006)

LEGAL STRICTURES

Unbelievably as recently as 1988 US banks could legally refuse to lend money to female entrepreneurs unless they had a male co-signatory to a loan agreement (Fisher, 2004).
In certain countries (notably Muslim in faith) there are legal – as well as social and religious - requirements for certain jobs to be done by women, lingerie sales for example, but despite this and an availability of highly educated women applying for the jobs, businessmen are reluctant to recruit them because of the requirement to hide saleswomen from public view. They believe the alterations to premises are too high a cost to bear (Akeel, 2006).
On a positive note, whilst it is often viewed as a restrictive law, China’s one-child policy (Aiyar, 2005) is arguably emancipating as it allows families to focus on that one child and frees women to pursue careers not imagined by their ancestors

ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE 

Sexual Politics in the Workplace 

In the 21st Century there are still perceived problems with men taking female colleagues out for a drink, suggestions of inappropriate liaisons arise but would not be an issue if the colleague were male. Similarly a woman chasing her boss for a decision or promotion is may often be termed ‘flirtatious’ or ‘aggressive’ (O’Brien, 2006). 

Indeed Prince (Jones, 2006) contends that many women working in ‘gendered occupations’ are sensitive to these potential criticisms and are thus determined not to use their femininity to secure any advantage. The result very often is that the reverse occurs and such women adopt an overly masculine style, increasing aggression and repressing their emotional side. This appears to be counterproductive as the evidence is from other sections in this research suggests that it is precisely these styles that hamper progress in the workplace.

Long Hours Culture

Women are leaving firms with entrenched long hour cultures to set up their own businesses or to work at companies with more flexible schedules (MacIntosh, 2005; Reuters, 2005). This demonstrates again the importance of flexibility in staff retention but also underlines the argument surrounding the gender pay gap.

‘Locker Room’ Attitudes

Lewd behaviour, harassment and overt sexism in the workplace often means women are treated as second class citizens (Anderson, 2006; MacIntosh 2005 ; Poletti, 2005). It is men’s ‘locker room’ attitudes or what MacIntosh (2005) terms ‘hyper-masculine’ culture that actively deters women from even applying to work in certain sectors, notably and relevantly sales. Poletti (2005) talks of bosses openly referring to the ‘token bimbo’ in an age when disparaging racial remarks would involve legal action.

Notwithstanding the above factors, Marketing is a discipline that has the potential to make a significant difference to the lives of women working in a sales environment and merits in depth investigation.

MARKETING AND WOMEN

Relationship Marketing

In the 1930s the Copenhagen School’s ‘parameter theory’ was the forerunner of what we now call ’relationship marketing’. This theory investigated the differences between the Germanic-Alpine interpretation of capitalism in Europe versus the Anglo-Saxon view espoused by the UK and US. 

According to Dussart (Cited by Baker, 1996) the Germanic-Alpine model leads to superior economic performance due to a long term view of the organisation looking for development rather than profit, coupled with an emphasis on long-term relationship building and strong social involvement – this could almost be describing a feminine or ‘pink’ (Lichtenberg, 2005) approach to business.

Current marketing practices weren’t properly developed until it became patently obvious that the key to business success lay in the provision of customer satisfaction (high on Brem’s (2004) list of reasons why women make better salespeople) – the market oriented approach.

Data supporting this approach abounds. Narver & Slater (cited by Jobber and Fahy, 2003) contend a strong link between market orientation and profitability and speak of ‘the superiority of a market orientation.’

If market orientation is high, job satisfaction and commitment are also significantly high (Siguaw et al, 1994; Selnes, 1996; Piercy et al, 2002 all cited by Hooley et al, 2004) creating a motivated customer-oriented workforce with an emphasis on improving marketing assets (Aaker, 1991 cited by Hooley et al, 2004) innovation (Slater and Narver, 1995; Han et al, 1998 both cited by Hooley et al, 2004) and development of CRM skills (Gummesson, 1999).
This is not the whole picture though as Peppers and Rogers (cited by Hill & O’Sullivan, 2004) recommend a shift from ‘market-share thinking’ to ‘share–of–customers thinking’ arguing that well attended customers are more likely to provide repeat business and less likely to defect to the competition, bringing us back to the Copenhagen School’s ‘relationship management’ approach. From a competitive advantage point of view it is harder for others to copy long won relationships, and it is up to six times more expensive to attract new customers than to retain existing ones (1983 Journal of Consumer Marketing as cited by Jobber and Fahy, 2003). 

Christopher and McDonald (cited by Hill & O’Sullivan, 2004) extended this notion to encompass the building of relationships with people other than the consumer who have an effect on the company’s ability to serve its customers effectively (e.g. employees and suppliers) – the internal marketing concept, a view backed up by Kotler when he coined the term ‘megamarketing’ in 1986.  

Doyle (cited by Hooley et al, 2004) claims that few firms have moved beyond the old short-termist – arguably masculine or ‘blue’ (Lichtenberg, 2005) - Anglo-Saxon model to what he calls ‘Robust Marketing Strategies’ that create superior long-term customer value and relationships and in turn produce long-term performance and enduring shareholder value.

Marketing to Women

Research undertaken by the Centre for Economics and Business Research (CEBR) in the UK suggests that women are on course to own 60 per cent of the nation’s wealth by 2025 due to a combination of factors including performing better educationally than men, single women having higher levels of home ownership than single men and having a longer life expectancy. The research was carried out on behalf of a major life insurer seeking marketing insight and has been used by many financial companies since to help shape future marketing initiatives. Similar results are forecast in the US (Dewhurst, 2003; Nycz-Conner, 2005) spawning a raft of services aimed specifically at women.

According to Brem (2004) women make or greatly influence 80 per cent of all buying decisions and she further makes the assertion that unless salespeople gear themselves towards selling to women they are unlikely to be successful. Quinlan (Fortier, 2004) Stephenson (2005) and Thompson (2006) claim 85 per cent  is nearer the true figure and yet bemoan the fact that marketing aimed at women specifically fails to meet their needs or ‘connect with them on an emotional level’ concurring with the importance of acknowledging emotion in the selling process (Joy, 1994; Larson and Larson, 2005).  This is borne out by a study conducted by Frank About Women Inc. (Stephenson, 2005; Thompson, 2006) which concluded that 91 per cent of women do not believe that marketers understand them, citing amongst many objections the stereotyping of women in marketing communications.

To this end, Quinlan has set up a marketing company aimed at improving marketing efforts towards women – www.justaskawoman.com – and places great emphasis on relationship building (Pehrson, 2003) and trust as cornerstones to success. Warner (Thompson, 2006) suggests a shift away from companies viewing women as a market segment and instead accepting that women are their biggest customers.

Dewhurst (2003) goes further to suggest the use of a process he has termed ‘Branding Chemistry’ that bases its success on the notion that women  are ‘uniquely hardwired’ (in concurrence with Lichtenberg [2005]) in such a way as to incline them more towards some products than others, although his work is still in an exploratory stage and deemed controversial.

Having seen the theoretical arguments that would tend to support the benefits of improving marketing towards women, we shall now look at such initiatives in practice.
Practical Initiatives – an International Perspective

Marketing approaches adopted worldwide recently have included Hero Honda in India launching their ‘Just4her’ showrooms (Kaushik, N., 2006) aimed at satisfying the increasing demand by women for scooters in India (a market segment that accounts for 1 million units of which women comprise 60 percent). These showrooms include female service supervisors as well as saleswomen together with additional features such as an emergency pick up service not provided for men, meanwhile in Japan major manufacturers (Toyota, Volkswagen and BMW amongst others) are providing showrooms redesigned to appeal to female customers (Kato, 2006). At the other end of the motorcycling scale, Harley-Davidson attribute in part their recent growth in profits and the potential for long-term growth (Associated Press, 2006) to an attention to the female market with an increase of more than 11 percent in 2005 with female-centric marketing events and programmes.

In Germany, Frauenbank was formed in 2005 as a woman-friendly financial institution in an attempt to provide less patronising more female specific advice (Connolly, 2005). The founder, Astrid Hastreiter, believes that women will benefit from different investment strategies based on their income and working patterns – a notion pioneered by the HESTA fund in Australia which includes a ‘7 step super woman workout’ (www.hesta.com.au).

In Japan Aoyama Trading Company, a men’s outfitters, tested an all-female branch in Sapporo (Kato, 2005) reasoning that many men’s partners came with them to aid the decision-making process (Mullins, 2004) and would respond better to a saleswoman. The results albeit too small and too soon to be of major significance speak for themselves – sales increased by 39.8 percent in September of 2005 compared with the previous year whereas performance had been fairly static prior to the change in strategy, similar results have been seen at Sumitomo Life Insurance who have a predominantly female salesforce (Asahi Shimbun, 2005). 
Barhat, a petrol station in Delhi is run exclusively by female staff and has seen sales increase by 300 percent as a result (Anon, 2005c) with the company contending that trust (Dixon, 2002) is a major factor in the operation’s success.

Cornerstone in Dubai (Stensgaard, 2005) have realised the importance of having women-only events believing that a ‘customized approach’ will reap dividends.

Reactions to such initiatives are divided. Many women feel the notion is patronising and merely a cynical marketing ploy devised by companies chasing increased profits, others claim discrimination via the back door. Positive responses welcome any opportunity to increase empowerment for women and claim that men have had their own institutions for too long. The real proof will come when the accounts of these organisations are compared with similar organisations not including a gender perspective, and early results as seen above would tend to support this approach.

Having seen the theoretical reasons that may support Brem’s (2004) assertion, and the marketing conditions that may aid saleswomen, we shall now look at practical examples of women in sales.

Traditionally Male Dominated Industries

According to Lichtenberg (2005) women stand out in male-dominated businesses and therefore have the novelty factor which could provide the winning edge. Wood (2006) talks of ‘gender-biased...compartmental thinking’ that leads to employers missing out on potentially good female candidates in non-typical roles. 

The traditionally male dominated Do-It-Yourself industry for example bemoans a lack of qualified employees but would not historically have thought of targeting women. 

One company however has bucked the trend – Home Comfort allude to  their policy of actively seeking female salespeople as one of their ‘best kept secrets’ citing less buyer resistance in the presence of a saleswoman, and that saleswomen are generally ‘more enthusiastic, more aggressive and more fired-up’ (Wood, 2006). 

Dixon (2002) asserts that many industries have a blinkered approach to recruitment feeling that their realms of operation are not suitable for women (long hours, moving heavy items, etc.) and in turn may be missing out on top performing salespeople as a result. He cites the example of an outstanding salesperson in janitorial supplies, ‘Nancy’ who had an organised, focused approach to sales that led to her success. ‘Nancy’ herself denies any benefit or disadvantage to being a woman and contends that desire and ambition are key success factors not gender.

Another predominantly male industry waking up to the idea that women can provide the winning edge in sales is the automotive trade having realised that women are seriously underrepresented in the sales side of the business (4.2 percent of new car sales professionals and 2.1 percent of used car sales professional against 60 percent of car dealership administrative workers (Le Beau, 2003) and approximately 50 percent in the US retail industry as a whole [Saranow, 2006]). This disparity comes despite the fact that women represent 49.9 percent of all American drivers (U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, Highway Statistics 2003), buy 63 percent of all new cars and influence 95 percent of all car purchases (Anon. 2006b; Kato, 2006; Mullins, 2004;  Saranow, 2006). In the face of such overwhelming evidence the industry ignores these statistics at its peril.

This presupposes that a woman is going to be better selling to a woman however statistical proof supporting this notion comes from a survey by CNW Marketing Research (June 2002 cited in Anon., 2006b; Saranow, 2006) showing that where people stated a preference 39 percent of women would prefer to deal with a saleswoman and just 10 percent of men would prefer to deal with a salesman. Multinational corporation Nissan has now pledged to double its female workforce as a result of similar findings in Japan (Greimel, 2005; Kato, 2006; Kitagawa, 2005), closer to home Honda in South Wales is now actively seeking female sales recruits (Simpson, 2005) for the same reasons. 

Many of the saleswomen interviewed in current literature however deny any advantage afforded merely by virtue of gender citing hard work, sales skills and organisation as more important to their success (Anon., 2006b; Simpson, 2005).  Some will attest to women’s better rapport building skills and an inherent trustworthiness not generally attributed to men in the car trade. More importantly women potentially bring a fresh perspective to an industry where they have not featured prominently historically.

Highly successful saleswoman (and subsequent owner of at one time the most successful Subaru dealership in America) Kitty Van Bortel is more outspoken about the virtues of saleswomen stating that ‘the reason we become so successful is we’re interested in treating women right when they come in… women have so much more empathy for customers’ (Le Beau, 2003). Carlos Ghosn, Chief Executive of Nissan Motor Company, echoes these sentiments stating that his market research reveals a better consumer response to a female’s innate empathetic skills and their ability to connect and understand customer needs more effectively (Greimel, 2005; Lawson cited in Mahar, 2001). 

Brian Morgan of Cardiff Business School disagrees (Simpson, 2005) contending that companies simply need good salespeople that can do the job irrespective of gender with the need to focus on the customer more which is achievable without necessarily increasing the numbers of women in the industry. Dixon (2002) endorses this viewpoint stating that employers need to be concerned foremostly with talent acquisition irrespective of gender.

Other reasons for actively seeking saleswomen include staff and customer retention (one dealership with a higher than average level of saleswomen reports a staff turnover rate of 22 percent against an industry average of 55 percent [Miller, 2006]) and a lesser likelihood of ignoring female customers or assuming that a male partner will be aiding the purchase financially (Mullins, 2004; Saranow, 2006; Simpson, 2005; Swartz, 1998). The figures also endorse a female centred approach, despite owning just 8 percent of US car dealerships those businesses owned by women outperformed their male owned counterparts by an average of 4.2 percent (Saranow, 2006) prompting General Motors in 2001 to offer the first dealer development programme aimed specifically at women (Le Beau, 2003).

Miller (2006) contends that her dealership’s drive to recruit more women is a strategy designed to offer more variety to customers rather than being a ‘battle of the sexes’ and indeed states that sales performance is indistinguishable between salesmen and saleswomen.

Some may be concerned that specifically targeting women contravenes sex discrimination laws but legal experts contend that provided that men are not excluded from recruitment drives or have set quotas on their numbers the practice is not illegal.

Problems remain concerning the male dominated industry from the ‘locker-room mentality’ still in evidence in the 21st Century (Miller, 2006) to extremes of overt sexism designed to intimidate female colleagues (Mahar, 2001). One firm has introduced behavioural and anti-harassment training as a counter measure but the existence of such a policy or programme highlights the need to address this form of discrimination or aggravation at a fundamental societal level.

LITERATURE REVIEW CONCLUSIONS
It is hard to draw definitive conclusions based on a mere review of the literature, in fact the exercise probably results in the discovery of more questions than answers.

It would appear at a fundamental level that with a shift in marketing thrust and increased availability of product comparisons both globally and at a local level there is an increased emphasis on a relationship-based approach to selling which acknowledges the emotional dimension of the selling process.

This would hint at a potential advantage for women, but in doing so fails to recognise the ability of successful salespeople of either gender to adopt such an approach. Indeed as many of the salespeople in the review attested success is not as a result of gender but of talent, determination, positivity and sheer hard work.

What cannot be denied is that adapting a ‘pink’ style (Lichtenberg, 2005) can pay dividends in selling. This highlights the move away from aggressive, stereotypically male, sales approaches merely designed to wear down a prospect where the emphasis is placed on ‘closing’ – i.e. ‘going for the kill’ – towards a more consultative, consensual, stereotypically feminine approach based on building a relationship that aims at long-term returns.

To adapt Brem’s (2004) assertion, women have the potential to make better salespeople if they acknowledge the benefits of a more feminine approach to sales rather than merely attempt to mimic their male counterparts. However by the same token men can be equally successful if they are prepared to adapt a more feminine approach. 

CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to highlight the approach taken, explain the reasoning behind the choice of approach and illustrate the scope of the research project, both its aims and its limitations. 

The aim of the research is to elicit information from salespeople working within the contact centre industry in Swansea to establish whether the broad findings from the literature review are echoed on a local scale. In order to achieve this aim appropriate methods for data collection have to be established.

Methodological Paradigm

Given the variety of methodologies available it is difficult for the novice researcher to choose the most appropriate to their chosen field of study. Due to the nature of the research it is intended that the broad approach will be qualitative based on the phenomenological paradigm (Collis and Hussey, 2003) this paradigmatic approach is considered more germane because it tends to look at matters from a humanistic point of view (Gomm et al, 2002) rather than merely measuring observations. A drawback however is that the questions being posed do not have specific definite answers and are therefore subject to interpretation and variation between subjects, which can lead to problems relating to replication (see below).
By comparison a positivistic approach necessarily tends to involve statistical testing such as cross-sectional studies (Collis and Hussey, 2003) or experiments which look for reactions to set criteria which are modified to test a hypothesis. As this study is more exploratory in nature however there is no hypothesis to test, and so a more phenomenologically based approach is deemed to be more appropriate.

Case Study

More suited to an exploratory approach also is case study whereby an individual setting (whether workplace or informal group) is investigated in depth (Bouma and Atkinson, 1995; Eisenhardt, 1989 cited in Collis and Hussey, 2003; Jankowicz, 2005; McGivern, 2005).  The units of analysis (Collis and Hussey, 2003; Jankowicz, 2005) in this study are the two companies whose workers were questioned, and in particular the individual salespeople.

Yin (2002) further asserts that case study research involves more than mere investigation, and should actually involve a greater understanding of the phenomena present within the context of the study aims. It is the aim of this (limited) research to seek to understand why (indeed if) gender has any relevance or influence upon sales success and in particular within the contact centre industry.

The approach to the case study followed the stages cited by Bennet (1986, cited Jankowicz, 2005) namely:

1. Establishing the status quo
2. Conduct general preliminary investigations into the background

3. Collect more detailed data to establish the key factors that affect the status quo
4. Make recommendations based on the findings

In terms of the preliminary investigations or drift (Bonoma, 1985 cited in Collis and Hussey, 2003) the researcher has spent time in various, mainly sales oriented, contact centre operations within different market sectors and there is therefore a possibility of bias (both positive and negative) based on that experience. However it has provided access to actual performance statistics which has supported many of the findings of more in depth research.

Weaknesses of the case study approach include access to the organisations or units of analysis that one would aim to include. Typically the larger multinational corporations do not willingly allow access to strangers and certainly do not provide access to sensitive data, however they provide possibly more meaningful data in terms of sheer volume of subjects. The smaller company may be more willing but have a lesser cross-section of suitable candidates. The organisations included in this study therefore were chosen on the basis of access to staff, a suitable mix of employees and turnover.  The potential findings and recommendations of this study were also offered as an incentive for the organisations to participate as was a guarantee of confidentiality of potentially sensitive commercial data (sales results, tactics and data sources for example). From an ethical standpoint it was also agreed that the names of respondents to questionnaires would be removed from the study to avoid any potential conflict between employee and employer (Dingwall, 1980 cited in Gill and Johnson, 2002).
Ethnographic Study

The research also involved an element of ethnographic study (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000; Collis and Hussey, 2003) as the researcher joined the company for a week to both partake in induction training and also observe fellow workers prior to returning with the main questionnaire – Lupton’s (1963, cited Gill and Johnson, 2002) ‘open participation observation’. The weakness of this approach was the amount of time available – typically such an approach should involve a longer study period to garner richer information. However due to the fast-paced nature of the business concerned it is the researcher’s belief that a week which included one day of induction training and four days of hands-on experience was sufficient to gain an appreciation of the work from the salesperson’s perspective. Another weakness could stem from the familiarity of the subjects of the case study with the researcher at the case study stage, and indeed the fact that they were aware that they were being studied (the Hawthorne Effect [McGivern, 2005]) which could have led to answers being provided on the basis of what subjects felt should be reported rather than their true feelings. The study also allowed an insight into the organisational culture from an insider’s viewpoint prior to conducting observation at a later stage.

By utilising existing secondary data with questionnaire and ethnographic findings it is hoped that an element of methodological triangulation (Collis and Hussey, 2003; Jankowicz, 2005) will emerge and strengthen the overall findings. This will provide a richer overview rather than relying on one source of data from which to interpret a meaningful result. This approach can be problematic when it comes to replication (see below) but can give rise to findings that may be missed with a single approach.
Structure

In order to try and develop a grounded theory (Glasser and Strauss, 1967 cited Gill and Johnson, 2002) in an attempt to explain any variations observed an analytical inductive approach was used as a basic framework. The structure was loosely based on the first five stages suggested by Cressey (cited in Gill and Johnson, 2002) namely:

1. Formulate a basic definition of the phenomenon to be explained

2. Develop an hypothetical explanation for that phenomenon

3. Examine a case to substantiate the hypothesis against observations

4. If the hypothesis is not substantiated revise either the hypothesis or the phenomenon definition

5. Continue the process until hypothesis, phenomenon and observations show a distinct relationship

Due to the constraints of the research, the researcher’s lack of experience and in concurrence with Hammersley (1989, cited in Gill and Johnson, 2002) the sixth stage was omitted, namely the examination of cases that fall outside the definition obtained in stages one to four in an attempt to eliminate explanations for the phenomenon that can be ascribed to other conditions. In other words in order to establish whether there is gender bias (either positive or negative) in sales within the contact centre industry ideally one would have the time to look at other sales organisations and also non-sales organisations to establish what factors may influence such biases.

The main drawback of this approach is a lack of a significant number of cases to hone the findings, however it was felt that the general approach was sufficiently helpful as to merit its application.

Reliability

Of concern is the size of the study which raises the question of reliability (Collis and Hussey, 2003) – validity is also a concern and is covered below. Due to the phenomenological nature of the approach there could be an element of subjectivity in the interpretation of data, especially given the researcher’s familiarity with a number of the subjects and the field of study. Also the study looks at worker from only two companies in a field that has many thousands of workers locally. However it is hopeful that with replication (Jankowicz, 2005) on a larger scale across a greater number of sectors within the contact centre industry that similar results would be obtained.

Validity

Due to the researcher’s lack of practical experience – in interviewing, design and interpretation - the validity (Collis and Hussey, 2003) of the study must be questioned. Again sample size is a major issue however the subjects of the study were chosen as a result of the researcher’s extensive experience in the field as representing a good cross-section of experience and ability and it is hoped therefore that generalisability (Vogt, 2005; Hensen and Barlow, 1976, cited in Gill and Johnson, 2002) or external validity (McGivern, 2005) would be high. Indeed in concurrence with Gummesson (1999) the sample is indicative of patterns throughout the industry in the South Wales area.

The face validity is likely to be high due to the structure of the questionnaire, however the construct validity will be largely as a result of the researcher’s experience as an observer over many years in the industry.

Justification for Research Methodology

By its very nature the research question tends towards the subjective, for example who’s view of the ‘ideal’ salesperson’s attributes is correct and what constitutes an effective salesperson,   the answers to the latter will naturally depend on who is being asked the question (i.e. shareholder, consumer or sales director) and as a benchmark we could assume that it means someone who sells more than others pro rata in an ethical and sustainable manner. 

Presupposing certain attributes of the ‘ideal salesperson’ and including them as tick box elements in a quantitative study would have introduced an element of bias or suggestion, it was therefore deemed better to obtain people’s opinions without leading them in any way.

An advantage is that the approach may highlight bias which may prove relevant to the overall study but this is also a disadvantage as well insofar as it will be hard to overcome entrenched beliefs and get meaningful answers.
Proposed Approach

Having established that the main purpose of the research is to establish gender specific effects on sales performance, it was decided that the first stage of the process would be to provide salespeople in two similar sized outward bound call centre sales operations with a questionnaire aimed at comparing their responses with the responses gleaned through the literature review. 

There was a deliberate decision to include an equal number of male and female respondents both in the interest of balance and also to potentially highlight common beliefs, prejudices and bias between the sexes.

The second stage of the process was to analyse the responses to the questionnaire and formulate interview questions to further investigate themes that arose from those initial responses.

The penultimate stage was to conduct face-to-face interviews in order to clarify, question and explore relevant themes further. These responses were then analysed to develop the recommendations that form the basis of the final chapter of this study.

It was felt that combining the two methods would provide more meaningful information due to the time constraints and group size, rather than relying on a single method used on a larger group.

Questionnaires

Gill and Johnson (2002) contend that the questionnaire is one of the most widely used forms of data collection used in research for business study purposes, due in part to the potential it provides to examine many variables within the context of one document.

Interviews

By comparison, interviews lend themselves more readily to certain forms of research project where topics require more than a set response or a yes/no answer. Indeed Denscombe (2003) and May (2001) point to the benefits of immediacy and lack of ambiguity in a face-to-face situation.

It can be seen therefore that both questionnaires and interviews have their merits in research however there are advantages and disadvantages to both which we shall now summarise, based on the combined works of Denscombe (2003), May (2001) and Yin (2002).
Advantages

Questionnaires


· Relatively cheap to perform 

· Can be distributed by mail to wide audience 

· Administration relatively straightforward – may even provide for automation by computer

· More time efficient

· Homogeneity of approach – everyone is asked the same questions

· Confidentiality – they allow for anonymity of the respondent  

· Absence of interviewer removes likelihood of bias 

Interviews

· Provide more detailed in depth responses

· Allows for feedback and further clarification of difficult subjects

· Greater likelihood of response to request for participation if asked face-to-face (postal questionnaires are often discarded)

· Ability to interpret non-verbal information (body language, etc)

· Avoids the problems associated with unanswered questions on questionnaires

· Allow for richer responses from those with limited literacy skills

Disadvantages

The disadvantages of either method tend to be the reverse of the benefits of the alternative approach and can be summarised a follows:

Questionnaires

· Provide for limited responses in the main and do not allow for further elucidation

· There are problems associated with poor rates of response especially with postal questionnaires

· Automatically excludes people with problems such as dyslexia or poor literacy (the author’s anecdotal experience contact centres suggests that there are higher rates of poor literacy amongst the industry and may be a factor in people’s choice to enter it)

· Responses tend to be rigid as there is little space for individual expression

· The wording of meaningful questions is a skilled discipline requiring experience especially if they are to be interpreted in the same manner by all respondents, and must be aimed at the least educated members of the sample population

Interviews

· Relatively expensive especially in terms of time taken and travel to meet respondents, etc.

· Unwillingness to divulge sensitive matters due to a lack of anonymity, or mistrust of the interviewer

· Interviewer’s skill may be limited due to lack of experience or lack of familiarity with subject. Of note is the ability to ask open-ended questions where relevant and closed questions as appropriate.

· Possibility of bias entering interview and the potential to ask leading questions rather than elicit unbiased responses

· Of particular relevance to this study is the gender of the interviewer as women may prefer to provide answers to gender sensitive questions to another woman or indeed give the response that they feel the interviewer is looking for.

Implementation

Questionnaires
Having decided upon the combined approach a pilot questionnaire was given to five respondents from each company in order to gauge its effectiveness and establish that the responses given were in line with the aims for the research. 

The questions were aimed at determining whether the key issues and concerns raised in the literature review were also concerns of salespeople in Swansea and every effort was made to avoid gender bias with the exception of directly asking about the differences in salesmen and saleswomen. It was felt that directly asking ‘who make better salespeople?’ would not elicit a meaningful response.

In terms of length it was also felt that the responses would provide sufficient information on which to base further interviews without making onerous demands on the respondents, who were asked to complete the forms in their spare time in order to maintain the support of their employers.

From those initial ten questionnaires nine provided the feedback necessary to make slight alterations to the questions to make them more easily understood but equally meaningful without leading the respondent. The unusable questionnaire highlighted the importance of being aware of poor literacy skills as the respondent was unable to complete the sheet. The completed questionnaire can be viewed in the Appendices.

There was also slight concern about the anonymity of the responses as the sheets had been given out and collected by their superiors.

As a result of this respondents were given the option to complete the form anonymously and the author delivered and collected the revised questionnaire personally with assurances given that individual data would not be revealed to the senior management unless they specifically requested that to be the case.

Interviews 
The interviews commenced approximately one week after the collection of the last completed questionnaire to allow time to formulate the structure of the interview and the questions to be asked.

It is important that we consider interview structure at this juncture. Following a structured approach would merely be replicating the questionnaire, albeit allowing for more in depth responses due to a lack of space on the form. This form of interview structure tends to be more suited to a quantitative approach.

At the other end of the scale a completely unstructured approach has the potential to waste time by focusing on areas irrelevant to the research, and no matter how skilled the interviewer controlling such an interview can be difficult. This method of data collection is best suited to product development for example where new perspectives are sought.

As a result of the needs of this project a semi-structured approach was chosen to provide a framework for the discussion and narrow the topics of conversation but also to allow for a more individualised response. The base questions can be viewed in the Appendix.

Due to time constraints within a sales organisation a maximum of thirty minutes was agreed to provide sufficiently meaningful expansion on the questionnaire without impinging on the productivity of either company and their salespeople.

CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS

Introduction

In line with the structure and approach chosen in the previous chapter on research methodology this chapter will initially consider the findings from the questionnaire which formed the basis for the more in-depth interviews and then analyse the findings from the interviews themselves.

INITIAL QUESTIONNAIRE FINDINGS

An initial examination of the completed questionnaires revealed (somewhat surprisingly given the author’s experience in the milieu) that only two sheets resembled each other and had possibly been colluded upon. Upon further investigation the two respondents (coincidentally one male and one female) had discussed the form together but had completed them in isolation. Refreshingly the remainder provided some unexpected insight, confirming some areas discussed in the literature review and dismissing others. 

The questions were structured in such a way as to broadly follow the themes identified in the literature review and this analysis will attempt to synthesise the findings with the literature review in the linear progression.

Success

Just over half of the respondents (58 percent) cited the achievement of targets as a fair representation of success for them, with the men slightly outnumbering the women, concurring with the working definition agreed in the literature review.  The next most popular definition (one third of respondents) was satisfaction in general, both that of the salesperson or the customer individually and even mutual satisfaction. Deeper thinkers amongst the two sales forces asserted that success was something that was hard to define and contended that it is an attitude of mind.

Success Factors

In terms of the factors responsible for their success it should be noted that a crude weighting system was applied to the process in order to establish the more popular perceived reasons. The method was simply allocating a reducing score to each factor (because they were asked to place their factors in descending order of importance) with 5 points being awarded to a factor placed as number 1 (most important) reducing to 1 point for fifth in order of importance (least important).

Interestingly however just under half of the respondents (45 percent) stated a positive mental attitude as their first choice, with a further 17 percent making it their second choice making this by far the most popular success factor. This is broadly in line with Chonko et al’s (2005) 44 percent of salespeople (with virtual gender parity – 44.1 percent female and 44 percent male) who chose this factor, however a noticeable difference is that 80 percent of those salespeople choosing positivity as their number one factor were female. Perhaps more significantly in this study, unlike in Chonko et al’s (2005) salespeople were free to provide their own factors rather than choose from a list and therefore had greater freedom of choice.  

The next most popular factor was communication skills with 25 percent of respondents making this area their number one choice with a noticeable skew towards the male population with a ratio of two to one. Because this area can cover a number of individual skills it was felt that this merited further investigation to see exactly which elements of communication were important. By comparison with Chonko et al’s (2005) much larger study that identified prospecting or lead generation as the second most important factor it should be noted that in both the organisations involved in this study the salespeople are provided with leads (or data as they refer to it) and thus do not need to prospect in the traditional sense of the word. The direct comparison with the factors chosen for this study (as outlined in the literature review) is the sales skills and rapport/relationship building areas, however to be significant further investigation (covered in the interview section below) is required.

The next most significant factor was product knowledge - with no bias towards either gender - which features in the Chonko et al (2005) study and the proposed factors for the purpose of this research. The relevance of this is discussed in more depth in the section related to factors aiding success below.

The notable trend is a greater tendency of the women involved in the study to cite soft skills areas such as persuasion, listening skills, linguistic ability whereas the men were more likely to cite factors such as perseverance, hard work and determination. This tends to concur with Brem’s (2004) belief that women tend to ‘work smarter rather than harder’ and is a fairly gender stereotypical picture of a ‘brains versus brawn’ approach to work. Interestingly only two respondents (both male) claimed that luck played any part in their success, suggesting that most of the participants believe that they have the ability to have an impact on their own success. 

Most interestingly from a sales professional’s viewpoint apart from vague allusions to hard work a factor noticeable by its absence is activity, although by observation of both groups at work the more successful salespeople were also the most active (i.e. on the telephone more often and more of the time).  In the author’s experience a large part of success for a salesperson is their level of activity. In concurrence with Brem (2004) however activity cannot make up for a lack of skills, as she asserts skilled salespeople are more effective, but given equal levels of skill the more active salesperson is likely to be more successful. As activity is not a stereotypically masculine or feminine trait this would tend to repudiate Brem’s (2004) contention. 

Whilst we can therefore see some gender based differences in approach and acknowledge that there is a definite trend with the women choosing more stereotypically feminine factors and the men the masculine, due to the study size no definite conclusions can be drawn as to any natural gender-based sales superiority in this section (see research limitations in the final chapter). 

Aids to Success

55 percent of the respondents (by far the most popular choice) cited training as key to helping them succeed hence the inclusion of further investigation in the interview stage. The significance of this becomes apparent as the interviews reveal the nature and format of training requested and the differences between the sexes (see below).

The only other significant choice in this section was the stated ability of management to help by motivating made by 27 percent of respondents. Of utmost significance however is that all of these respondents were female and were managed in the main by a woman in a company lead by co-directors one of whom is female (and arguably the dominant personality) and the other male. This concurs with the various articles that cite the superiority of female owned or led businesses in terms of staff effectiveness and increased sales over their male counterparts, and is discussed in greater depth in the next chapter on recommendations.

Other reasons given included tangibles such as job security and incentives (in the main financial), but were so few as to not be significant in terms of eliciting any gender bias.

Barriers to Success

More significant to this research and adding weight to the findings in the previous section almost half of the respondents (45 percent) claimed that poor management prevented them from being more effective or successful. Most significantly the majority of these (80 percent) were female and worked for a male manager in a company run by two male directors. This tends to point towards the significance of culture and is possible evidence of a form of ‘glass ceiling’ in that these women may view any chance or promotion as unlikely, also that the male manager’s style may not be conducive to maximising their potential. Purely by observation however it should be pointed out that the female manager is a much older, more experienced manager than her male counterpart and this may be the key to this phenomenon.

Deeper analysis of the responses given in this section reveals the tendency of women to internalise and cite their own shortcomings as potential barriers to their own success, stating reasons such as mood or lack of ambition as being critical. Interestingly it is this acknowledgement of what Chonko et al (2005) term endogenous factors that they claim leads to a lesser occurrence of call reluctance that points to a greater propensity to making calls which is the livelihood of a contact centre worker.

Unlike the mainly attitudinal responses provided by the women the men tended to externalise blaming what Chonko et al (2005) term exogenous factors for potential failure, stating reasons such as a lack of data, poor working environment and job insecurity.

This section therefore has provided some responses that are more relevant to this study with distinct gender differences which have the potential to affect sales performance and provide some fodder for future more in-depth research.

Motivation

There were no surprises here with 73 percent of the participants saying that money or financial based incentives was their main motivation. Also of relevance was an exact 50/50 split between the sexes thus not supporting any gender bias.

Other responses included competition and recognition (both male) and more tellingly the importance of being self-motivated and not relying on external factors to motivate (female). This last response further reinforces the importance placed on self-reliance insofar as any reliance on external factors has the potential to be counterproductive if they are removed. It should be pointed out that this was only a single voice and no significant inference can be drawn.

Reasons for Joining the Sales Industry

Similar to the previous section 82 percent of respondents (and 100 percent of the female respondents) stated that money or financial based incentives were what attracted them to the sales industry and contact centres in particular as they have the potential locally (Swansea, South Wales) to offer greater rewards. 

Interestingly and flying in the face of conventional gender stereotypical wisdom only two people claimed that talking to others was an attraction of the contact centre industry – both male. In a similar vein a female respondent who cited ‘being argumentative’ as her third choice in sales success factors claimed that money motivated her as did the ‘satisfaction of selling products to people who don’t really need them’, which demonstrates a more aggressive and stereotypically male approach to selling.

This would therefore suggest that despite the literature claiming otherwise women are as financially motivated as men if not more so. However study size and a lack of any married respondents or ones with childcare needs may have an impact on the validity of these responses.

Differences Between Salesmen and Saleswomen

The highest level of agreement came from 45 percent of respondents who claimed that people prefer talking to a woman (especially men) hence the inclusion of this in the interview to find out more. There was an element of gender bias in this response in that men were more likely to hold this belief (by a factor of 3:2).

Equally significantly 36 percent of respondents claimed there was no difference at all with women outweighing men by a factor of 3:1, with one female respondent claiming that success was due to attitude and not gender. 

Of the other responses greater trust of women scored highly but equally some felt that customers were happier spending large amounts with a man.

This section highlights the difference in perceptions between the sexes based on their own belief systems as the sales figures in both companies do not highlight any significant gender bias towards success.

Management 

Every respondent contended that managers had the power to make a significant difference to their success as was discovered earlier on in the sections on motivation and aids and barriers to success. Only one respondent (male) tempered this with the statement that ‘successful people will always be successful’ irrespective of who manages them, and this happened to come from possibly the most successful salesperson in the two companies supporting the notion that self reliance is key to success. This broadly concurs with the chosen factor of self-esteem and its importance in sales success but does not therefore support any gender bias towards success.

INTERVIEW FINDINGS

Initial analysis of the interviews highlighted some differences between the sexes and also concurred with many findings from the literature review however possibly the most significant was the impact of management on sales success as we shall now see.

Self-Motivation

With only one exception the respondents merely appeared to accept the targets they were provided with to justify their minimum salary with any extra bonuses or commissions being down to chance rather than being planned for. This is in common with the author’s experience in the contact centre industry and suggests either a lack of self-belief - or perhaps limiting beliefs - and as there is no gender bias either way this cannot support any advantage to either sex. 

The only exception was a male respondent who has established his financial goals and linked them back to the required level of business and in turn activity required to achieve those targets. This is the same respondent that stated the importance of self-reliance in the Management section of the questionnaire as reported above. The question is whether his success was due to the planning, as a result of the execution or his high levels of self-esteem. He believes it is ‘just a matter of applying’ oneself and getting on with the job and not over analysing. However by observation he is arguably more skilled than many if not all of the other respondents (in terms of his eloquence, questioning and listening skills) but no direct gender bias can be supported just on the basis of this one participant.

Communication Skills

Further investigation of the importance of communication skills in the questionnaire revealed that the majority of the male respondents talked about objection handling and the ability to ask the right questions and similar more direct elements of communication skills. When asked why they felt these were more important the general feeling was one of a need to control the sales process according to a predetermined plan (both companies have a scripted approach constructed around the AIDA process described in the literature review) with little scope for deviation.

In contrast the women spoke of the importance of persuasion, listening and linguistic skills. The reasons cited for their importance centred around a more consensual approach that involved building a relationship with the customer and gaining their trust and commitment prior to asking for the sale which concurs with the beliefs of many of the authors cited in the literature review. As Pehrson (2003) argues women have the edge in communication skills which are potentially more important in the contact centre industry in the absence of any personal face-to-face contact.

This would therefore suggest that whilst communication skills are important and are arguably more feminine in nature many males, including the successful one mentioned in the previous section, are as capable. Thus we may contend that whilst an arguably greater facility for communication may make women more naturally predisposed to a selling role, especially a telephone based one, this alone does not automatically make them better salesmen than men.

Training

Whilst this area was not part of the original brief for the research it was mentioned by a sufficient number of respondents to merit its inclusion in the interview.  The majority of salespeople of either gender expressed fairly basic requirements however, requesting more plenary sessions based around product knowledge. A number (though not significant) suggested more hands on training on delivery of the scripts and objection handling although this was equally important to both sexes.

Alas there were no requests for better training of managers despite the comments made in the questionnaire and it was not felt appropriate to lead them along this path by asking whether they felt the need for such interventions.

Incentives

Most respondents struggled to think of any non-financial incentives although many pointed to the value of novelty prizes such as sweets and items from local ‘Pound Shops’ as a means of introducing a fun element to break up fairly monotonous and repetitive days.

Despite hints that some companies employed masseurs for example there were no sensible suggestions made whereas one may expect from the literature review that they may consider time off or a compressed working week for example as potentially motivating. 

The closest to this type of reward was the mention of more ‘target and go’ days whereby staff are allowed to leave once they have attained a predetermined sales target. On further investigation however it was found that many staff were suspicious of these moves and believed that business was held back to keep them at work and therefore for many it was counterproductive.

The lack of any desire for more flexibility could well be due to the unusual composition of both sales forces with no married members (arguably a limitation of the research but an unavoidable factor given time constraints) amongst them and a median age of just over 23 years, with no requirements for any ‘family time’.

People Prefer Talking to a Woman

This section revealed telling differences between the sexes as to the reasons for the apparent greater willingness of customers to speak to women.

The salesmen believed that it was a ‘softer speaking voice’, a lack of aggression or even an ‘attractive’ voice that gave a woman the winning edge. This points to an overt sexism on their part and probably has more to say about the way they deal with women than the public at large.

By contrast the saleswomen attributed the success of women to their more subtle approach and that the women listened more. Of course there could be an element of bias in these responses, however it was felt that the reasons provided were a genuine reflection of the group.

In the absence of any immediate research figures that would substantiate or repudiate the belief that people do indeed prefer to talk to women for whatever reason this cannot be accepted as evidence of a greater inclination for women to succeed in sales over their male counterparts.

Good Management 

Stated attributes in answer to the question as to what constituted good management showed little difference between the sexes. Attempting to describe the attributes was a little difficult at first for many who generally believed that they would ‘know good management if they saw it’, and could certainly describe what bad management entailed – comments such as aggressive, insensitive and generally unhelpful were levelled at poor managers. There was no obvious gender bias in terms of which gender made these claims, with each sex agreeing on what they believed to be poor managerial practice.

The only obvious comments, reading between the lines of people’s responses were that many of the adverse comments were quite specific or had specific references made in the company that employed the younger, less experienced male manager. The other company’s salespeople with an older female manager elicited more general responses that did not appear to be directed at their manager in particular.

As mentioned above this does not automatically suggest that women make better managers, further case study involving managers of both genders with similar levels of experience would prove more valid and useful. It does however point to the need for a less stereotypically masculine approach – i.e. the opposite of the negative attributes of aggression and lack of sensitivity which are arguably more masculine than feminine traits.

This was supported by the comments when they were finally made as to what constitutes good management – terms such as ‘good relationship building’, leadership, attentiveness and empathy, those traits that were generally established as being more feminine in nature in the literature review, abounded. Again more interestingly this was the view of both sexes with no particular bias as to important attributes.

Manager’s Gender

Interestingly no preference was overtly stated, although tellingly many of the more seasoned salespeople mentioned that they had not seen many female managers and so could not really comment. 

This raises the glass ceiling issue again insofar as aspiring female managers may not achieve their true potential due to a lack of any female role models or mentors. It is impossible to state the possible impact that a lack of female managers within the contact centre industry in the Swansea area may have or how the situation may be improved with an increase in their numbers, however the literature review identified many examples of benefits of female leadership and would suggest that attempts should be made to redress the balance.

Therefore we may hypothesise that gender may not necessarily affect the results of the individual salesperson but that the gender, or gender attributes, of their manager may be of significance and would appear to merit further investigation.

RESULTS SUMMARY

The questionnaires provided an interesting insight into sales within the contact centre industry in Swansea and provided interesting topics for further investigation. In particular there appeared to be no amazing revelations as to salesperson gender and performance, however the issues relating to management were intriguing and an unexpected development of the general gender theme.

One might contend that knowing that the interviewer was a training consultant within the industry the high level of requests for more training were merely responses designed to provide the interviewer with what he wanted to hear. However, whilst a small number (less than 10 percent) were known to him many participants were new to the industry and so no such inference could be made. It would appear therefore that there is a distinct need for greater training provision which would ideally raise the issues identified during the research and address them with suitable training interventions.

On balance and drawing on the author’s experience within the industry over the last eight years which concurs with many of the findings the responses provided are believed to be a true reflection of salespeople’s views in general.
CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

LIMITATIONS

The Researcher

This is the first research project that the author has undertaken and therefore his lack of experience will affect most of the aspects of the work. There is also the matter of familiarity with some of the subjects of the work however every attempt was made to focus on the facts of the research which had no bearing on previous encounters with the author.

Given the author’s previous involvement on a senior consultative basis in the contact centre industry locally his reputation precedes him which may have had some influence on participant’s responses despite assurances of confidentiality and anonymity

The Research Sample

The size of the research sample is a cause for concern, however given the time and financial constraints of the overall project a larger sample was not a viable option. It should be noted however that the participants of both the initial questionnaire survey and the subsequent interview phase were chosen as a representative cross section of the contact centre sales industry given the author’s familiarity with the sector. Also company size, whilst fairly typical of similar local concerns, was small (approximately 20 seat full-time equivalent [fte]) by comparison to other national organisations.

Limitations exist as to geographical location again due to time and financial concerns, however the Swansea area is host to many national and even multinational contact centre operations and therefore is at a stage of relative maturity to other regions of the UK. Given greater financial backing it may have been possible to approach businesses in other parts of the UK and even worldwide and this may prove useful for future research in this area.

The project only considered two companies operating in two sectors of the telesales industry – website domain registration and mobile phone sales – whereas the vast majority of organisations have some form of contact centre operation in the 21st Century. However given that there are numerous other operations of these kinds within the Swansea area they do represent a sizeable sector of the outbound telesales industry locally, and it should be noted that a much larger organisation involved in the same field (approximately 100 fte) declined to participate in the research.

Finally there are concerns as to the demographic composition of the sample which is certainly not typical of the population as a whole. Notably and not unusually there were no married participants and only one over the age of 30, with none having any parental responsibilities. Ideally further case studies would at least include people with commitments outside the workplace to people other than themselves as it is felt that this may impact on some of the response given.

Design of Project

Due again to the researcher’s novice status in the field the design of the project may have been improved upon by a more seasoned researcher. The project did however offer a steep and valuable learning curve and provide worthwhile results that could serve as a basis for future studies.

Data Analysis

Due to the qualitative nature of the research much of the data analysis is subject to the researcher’s interpretation which may well differ from another researcher unfamiliar with the field. Also there is the danger that the researcher may have set views given his extensive experience in the industry and merely sought data that supported his particular beliefs. This was borne in mind and every effort was made not to influence the results or to ask leading questions in order to get as honest an answer as possible to each question posed.

RESEARCH AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

Revisiting the original aim and objectives of the study we can certainly see that they have been achieved in terms of highlighting gender differences in salespeople, however as we will see in the suggestions for further research and the conclusion below there is insufficient evidence to either substantiate or repudiate Brem’s (2004) assertion conclusively.

The objectives were met insofar as we established that certain factors identified in the literature review phase were indeed supported by the research responses, however the responses also mirrored Chonko et al’s (2005) findings in that the main sales success factor was having a positive outlook. As this is not a stereotypically masculine or feminine trait we cannot use this to uphold Brem’s (2004) claim.

Unexpected responses during the research phase however provided an interesting insight and fuel for further research and overall the responses allowed for both general and specific recommendations which are explored below.

GENERAL FINDINGS

Many of the significant findings mirrored discoveries made during the literature review phase, such as the main factor that salespeople attribute to success mentioned above, and following the overall findings of the literature review it would be foolhardy to either strongly support or dismiss any gender based predisposition to selling. Of greater value were the issues that arose as a result of the search for more information, issues that may prove even more valuable in the quest for improved salesperson effectiveness for the benefit of all  

Two of the more prominent findings for example were not themes that arose during the literature review phase, namely training requirements and management influence, and these areas will be discussed in the recommendations and suggestions for future research below. In simple terms however these were an interesting aside and no significant gender differences could be established within the confines of this research

Given the qualitative nature of the research it would be easy to exaggerate findings in order to support or repudiate the claim that women make better salespeople, however it was felt that in the interest of balance the significant findings would be analysed as previously and general conclusions drawn, but in such a way as to stimulate further debate or research.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Change Management

‘Everybody thinks of changing humanity, but nobody thinks of changing himself’

Tolstoy

Much of what is being recommended involves change on a large and broad scale, i.e. on personal, organisational and societal levels, if success in all its forms is to be achieved.

Success is obviously desirable but sustainability is key - the ‘lasting changes’ of Kohnke et al (2005a) - as Conway (2005) contends, any programme implemented today without an integrated change management mechanism will soon be obsolete.

Leadership style is crucial to the successful implementation of change, with an emphasis on building strong relationships (Davidson, 2005; Maitlis, 2005), adaptability (Bushell, 2005a), collaboration and team-orientation (Bushell, 2005a; Davidson, 2005) and vision (Anglin, 2005; Baldoni, 2005; Jongwe, 2005). All these traits are arguably more feminine and therefore adopting a ‘pink’ (Lichtenberg, 2005) approach to the management of the change will pay dividends.

GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS

Family Friendly Policies and Legislation 

We have seen the tangible commercial benefits of the adoption of family friendly policies (Delahunty, 2005 and Kapos, 2005) and yet many countries are still slow to provide such facilities because of social convention (Kaushik, D., 2005). In these countries and indeed worldwide the adoption of policies such as job-sharing, telecommuting and a compressed working week will enhance worker efficiency, retention and satisfaction. 

Arguably the advent of technological advances in general and specific advances in contact centres (Voice Over Internet Protocol [VOIP] and ‘Virtual Contact Centres’) already allow for the adoption of more flexible schedules including increased home working, however the main barrier to progress appears to be employers’ mistrust of employees they cannot physically  see working. This points to the need for a major shift in attitudes in the workplace.

It should also be noted that companies need be more family-friendly rather than woman friendly, and consider those aspects which impact on family life rather than just the lives of women.

Companies leading the way include Deloitte and Touche (O’Brien 2006) who provide flexible schedules, leadership development, mentoring and sabbatical policies and  HSBC who have on-site health screening, day-care and fitness centres.

Legislative or governmental initiatives need to address issues such as improved childcare (as highlighted in the introduction there is a potential need for an eight fold increase in provision in Wales alone), taxation incentives and improved access to health care. What appears to be a backward step is the recent announcement by the UK Work and Pensions Secretary that part of the strategy aimed at halving child poverty by 2010 is getting more mothers back to work.

Moves such as Equal Pay Day (25th of April 2006) serve to highlight issues such as the gender pay gap. Two acts – the Paycheck Fairness Act and the Fair Pay Act - are under consideration in the US aimed at tying up loopholes in existing anti pay discrimination legislation. The importance of this can’t be underestimated – due to the gender pay gap US families (and we can reasonably extrapolate to the rest of the world) lose about $2 billion dollars every year, if women were paid equally poverty rates would decline across the board, but probably more importantly it’s the right thing to do (Hungerford, 2006).

On a positive note, the Equality Bill, part of which is the ‘gender equality duty’, due to be enacted in the UK by April 2007 is hailed as the most important piece of this kind of legislation since the Sex Discrimination Act in 1975 and hopefully heralds a new gender aware era.

Diversity Initiatives

Diversity has many forms – lifestyle, sexuality, marital status – beyond the topical race and gender issues. However there is  a danger of  approaching diversity for diversity sake with many companies seeing it as a winning business strategy, but as has been seen the use of positive selection for example in the last general election in Wales led to the Labour Party losing one of their largest majorities. 

Meyer (2005) describes the positive benefit of a business embracing a female perspective which transformed a tunnel-vision view of business turning a male dominated outdoors shop into a unisex profitable outlet with a tenfold increase in profits. 

Similarly Microsoft talk of building ‘sales teams which reflect our customers’ (www.microsoft.com) and Coca Cola in India believing that as more women buy their products more women should be selling them (Pande, 2005). Coca Cola are keen to be seen as equal opportunity employers who display an employee demography that reflect the customer base demography of the company. Likewise Centrica talk of the need to ‘understand, reflect and serve the diverse communities’ they serve and appreciate that it makes ‘good business sense’ (Caine, 2006).

Which brings us to the importance of a female-centric approach to marketing.

Marketing Approaches

As we have seen, marketing to women requires an emotional connection (Gorman, 2005)

Companies are looking for people who build trust and connect with customers (Massey, 2006) with a passion for the trusted relationship between customers and listening. Roberts says “Who better to talk to a business woman than another business woman?” (Coke, 2005). This all supports the need for marketing strategy to adapt a more female-friendly approach and for companies to explore the benefits of employing more saleswomen.

Improved Support Mechanisms

The concept of the ‘glass ceiling’ highlights the demonstrable lack of support systems and opportunities for advancement coupled with exclusionary practices in the workplace and points to the need for support from senior members of organisations, the business community at large and society as a whole. 

Increased opportunities for networking and mentoring programmes will add further incentives for women to have a greater say in the traditionally male-dominated sales sector, however care should be taken to ensure that such policies do not affect women’s opportunities to advance through claims of favouritism for example.
Educational Reform
Improving the quality of women's education initially depends on support from the family and community in encouraging girls, and providing them with the same educational and training opportunities as boys, particularly in the areas of science and technology. The emphasis needs to be on the removal of gender bias and stereotyping wherever possible

In terms of training and development in the workplace workers - particularly  management - need to be made aware of gender issues and policies need to be formulated that dispel myths and unrealistic expectations and also highlight the opportunities for advancement for women.

In terms of popular education it is important that there is a gendered approach to media portrayal, especially women’s success stories to provide inspiration and motivation for more women.

SPECIFIC RECOMMENDATIONS

Creative Reward Systems

Despite evidence in the literature review that money is not always the main motivator - especially for women - this study found the opposite to be the case certainly within the confines of the project. What is suggested however is that the companies involved consider more creative reward systems rather than just money to recognise the potential that different motivating factors have to increase performance, in particular given the call for more training providing facilitated workshops or interactive learning sessions may pay dividends.

Female Entrepreneurs

As we have seen with the ‘glass ceiling’, the hurdles facing women seeking success can be so formidable that they often abandon efforts to make it to the top of large firms. Such women frequently take their abilities and knowledge to smaller, more flexible companies, or set up their own businesses.

The main reasons women give for setting up their own business are:

1. Independence - control over schedule or hours 

2. Identifying a viable business opportunity 

3. Glass-ceiling

Suggestions to counteract this include managing internal female talent pipelines more efficiently. This would certainly be an avenue that could make a substantial difference for the companies involved in this study and for the typically male-dominated (certainly in the upper echelons) contact centre industry. However this would involve a considerable sea-change and may take a long time to reverse entrenched prejudices.

Generally the UK should increase the number of companies owned by women indeed the Chancellor has already announced a Task Force on Women’s Enterprise. If we had already followed the US lead and had the same rate of female owned start ups we would have approximately 750,000 more businesses which would in turn add to the balance sheet of UK PLC.

While businesses run by women are usually small, employing up to five people, their importance to the overall economy is growing. A higher percentage of UK firms with female bosses are increasing sales according to a Small Business Research Trust Quarterly Report (McVeigh, 2005) supporting government initiatives to increase entrepreneurship amongst women. Similar sales figures are being found in the US as well as increased employment resiliency (Fisher, 2004; Kelley, 2005). Concurring with the main reason cited above more women are setting up to increase flexibility or have flexibility not offered by their employers (Hymowitz, 2005; Kelley, 2005; Rozenberg, 2005) or to exert more influence not afforded in their current roles (Armendariz, 2005; Fisher, 2004). 
Many women are driven by necessity (to provide for family for example), the need to meet discrimination with sheer hard work (Aiyar, 2005; Stone, 2005) and a sense of responsibility to others. Staff loyalty and therefore productivity increases commensurately as they see commitment from female bosses rather than exploitation (Kelley, 2005).

In terms of this study we have seen evidence that may support greater encouragement of female entrepreneurship at a local level through Welsh Assembly initiatives for example. This would need further investigation however as the results shown in the part-female owned company may be atypical.

Training Provision

The findings in the survey and subsequent interview point to a definite need for increased skills and product knowledge training. Many cited the increased confidence that comes with enhanced product knowledge and the ability to handle customers more effectively.

Basic plenary sessions could act as a forerunner for more creative and participative soft skills sessions designed to enhance those communication skills (arguably more towards the feminine end of the scale) identified in the literature review phase as more likely to have a greater influence on sales success – such as listening and relationship building.

Management Development

Irrespective of the gender issues there was a clear call for better management from the majority of participants, therefore a course of management development specifically aimed at the contact centre industry should be implemented. 

A recent article published by the Wales Management Council highlights the difference that managers can make to a business and particularly smaller businesses. They maintain that if one were to compare two similar sized businesses in the same industry the company with the better managers would always be more successful.

In the author’s experience the issue generally is one of money for smaller businesses, therefore perhaps government intervention in terms of increased training support grants may prove beneficial.

Culture

As an observer the culture of both businesses is significantly different, with a much more relaxed and yet no less productive operation being run predominantly by a woman with a female manager and a more aggressive and reactive business being run by an all male management and ownership. 

In the absence of supporting data from much larger studies one could only make broad recommendations in terms of suggesting a more supportive environment at the male-dominated company with the focus on the manager providing more encouragement and positive motivation. Again the issue is one of convention and a lack of any significant female business success stories that would add weight to this recommendation. 
SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
More In-Depth Investigation into Gender Related Issues

The various programmes and initiatives mentioned during the course of this work should be viewed as merely the starting point of a move to ensure true gender parity. Recent research (Catalyst, 2004) has shown for example that almost as many men as women would like more ‘family’ time, and are as concerned about work-life balance. 

Currently it is difficult to establish the true impact of gender on various issues as the collection of data does not allow for it, recent publications (Mata-Greenwood, 1999 and UN, 2006) have therefore highlighted the need for gender disaggregated statistics in all areas and in all countries in order to provide supporting information and direction for future initiatives. 

As an extreme example recent sales related in-depth research has discovered an elevated bladder cancer risk amongst female sales workers (they have an 18 percent higher risk of developing the disease than women in other jobs) but with as yet no explanation of cause (Mannetje and Pearce, 2006).

Contact Centre Specific Studies

As has been seen from the survey responses there are some differences between salespeople in the contact centre industry and those in the sales industry as a whole.

Due to the increased use of contact centres by virtually every area of commerce worldwide and the tendency for a higher proportion of women to be employed within the sector gender based studies may well provide valuable insight as to increased efficiency.

Training Interventions

Having identified certain stereotypically feminine traits within the literature review that support women’s natural facility for selling it would be interesting to see whether designing training programmes that revolve around the softer skills would have greater impact than the current linear, plenary product biased model.

Studies could include similar sized groups within the same sector aimed at comparing the effectiveness of the traditional approach with a more ‘feminine’ approach.

Ownership, Management and Gender

Possibly the most interesting revelation from the research was the possibility that the gender of the owner and more importantly the manager of a sales organisation may have more of an impact than the gender of the salespeople themselves. 

The hypothesis may be that a more supportive, inclusive and collaborative stereotypically feminine approach to management may bring the best out of salespeople of both sexes and may influence in turn the approaches that their subordinates employ. 

Having seen statistical evidence that supports the view that female led sales organisations can be more productive than their male counterparts in depth research as to the reasons for this and the possibility for their adoption for all organisations could prove valuable.

CONCLUSION

Brem’s (2004) contention that women make better salespeople was based on three main premises:

1. Women are no longer a segment of the market ‘they are the market’ and that all things being equal customers prefer to buy from people who are most like themselves. 

2. Women are more intuitive and are more skilled at reading non-verbal signals and people are more likely to buy from people who understand them

3. Women are naturally better communicators and people are more likely to buy from someone who explains things thoroughly.

However on further investigation it would appear that there are flaws in her assertion – claiming that a woman will buy from a woman just because of her sex is a very simplistic argument, and good salesmen are perfectly capable of reading body language and explaining propositions to prospects.

What would be a more accurate statement is that women may be naturally more predisposed to selling but to benefit from these natural attributes various support mechanisms need to be in place and barriers preventing their advancement and success need to be removed. More importantly we need to move away from a battle of the sexes and see how the best feminine and masculine traits can be adopted by either gender, for the benefit of all.

Undeniably a more holistic approach that embraces a gender perspective is fruitful in discussions and implementation of essential business transformations. Maddock (1999) contends that it provides a different evaluation of current problems and offers new ways of managing in a more people-friendly way.

Arguably, just as selling is often described as an emotional process, so the feminisation of sales is likely to remain an emotive subject. The findings in the literature review tend to support radical social changes for the benefit of all, not just women, however breaking down the paternalistic, hierarchical mindset evident not just in the workplace but in society as a whole is still a long way away.

Tom Peters perhaps describes the best way forward:

‘Gone are the days of women succeeding by learning to play men’s games. Instead the time has come for men on the move to play women’s games’
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