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Hiring the right person for a job  
has always been challenging. 
In a recent HR Dive Brand Studio and MHS Talent Development survey, 
50% of respondents said they had difficulty with some aspect of hiring 
talent. It doesn’t get easier once a new hire comes on board: 65% of 
the survey respondents said they had trouble retaining employees.

It’s a critical time for businesses. They are in the middle of a sea of 
change. Many were already in the midst of or were contemplating a 
digital transformation. As a result of the current global health, social, 
and economic crises, companies are reexamining their business 
models to ensure their survival.

Employees play a critical role in that outcome, and while some 
industries may be hiring for open positions, budgets are tight. Hiring the 
wrong person for the job can be costly. HR Dive reports that turnover 
costs employers $15,000 per employee.1 That figure doesn’t count 
the opportunity cost of having an unmotivated or underperforming 
employee in the job — or that person’s effect on others.

And yet, companies can’t operate without employees. The key is finding 
the right employees for the job. This challenge is especially concerning 
when it comes to finding employees for sales or customer service roles. 
Businesses must identify reliable ways to interview, hire and develop 
people in these essential positions.
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The Challenging Landscape for Hiring Sales 
and Customer Service Employees
The landscape for hiring sales and customer service employees 
has traditionally been rocky. In 2019, for example, Manpower’s 
Talent Shortage Survey found that, in the U.S., for the second 
year in a row, the job of a sales rep was the third most difficult to 
fill (behind skilled trade and IT).2

Although customer service positions weren’t on that list, those 
positions have frequent turnover, which necessitates constant 
recruiting and hiring. McKinsey estimates that attrition in contact 
centers alone costs companies $10,000 to $20,000 to replace 
each contact center agent.3 

Even with many looking for jobs in this year’s evolving economy, 
finding and hiring the best candidates for available positions 
can still be difficult. When retail storefronts and restaurants 
shut down because of COVID-19, many employees lost their 
jobs. However, some businesses had an immediate need for 
new hires, said Elnaz Rezania, a research scientist for MHS, a 
leading developer of scientifically validated career assessments 
and analytics. 

“Some critical jobs, such as customer service roles, are 
experiencing a rise during this pandemic. Cashiers or retail 
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clerks who are working for essential businesses like grocery 
and drugstores, or call center reps are really in demand right 
now,” she said. But it’s not just companies with essential 
workers who should take note of this need, Rezania added. 
Any company that wants to stand out from the competition 
must create a customer-centric culture by empowering their 
employees with the right customer service skills.

There is also the potential for job growth in sales, said 
Michael Vodianoi, a research scientist at MHS. “Sales 
roles, particularly those based remotely, have seen 
a significant increase in demand, based on LinkedIn 
job posting data.4 Over 90% of B2B businesses have 
transitioned to virtual sales models during the pandemic.”

In response, many sales positions also transitioned to 
digital channels, and virtual work is becoming not just a  
short-term solution but a long-term reality, he said. But 
a smooth transition to “virtual sales” isn’t a given. “The 
perceived effectiveness of digital sales is somewhat 
mixed. As a salesperson, being agile and adopting new 
technologies will be critical for success, as will the ability to 
be resilient and patient as customers slowly recover their 
spending dollars.”

Over 90% of B2B 
businesses have 
transitioned to virtual 
sales models during 
the pandemic.”
Michael Vodianoi 
RESEARCH SCIENTIST AT MHS
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The sales function is the lifeblood of a business, and 
customer service is the key differentiator,5 determining if a 
sale is simply a one off purchase or results in a long-term 
partnership with repeat business. Given the importance of 
these functions, companies must hire and keep the right 
people in the jobs.

Unfortunately, that doesn’t happen often enough. Turnover 
rates in these two functions tell the story. The average 
turnover for B2B sales is 35%,6 compared with the 
average turnover in other industries of 13%.7 That figure 
is even more distressing in retail, where the average 
employee turnover was 60% in 2018.8 Customer service 
turnover is also high. The annual turnover for employees 
at U.S. contact centers ranges between 30% and 45%.9

Turnover is a strong indicator of a mismatch between the 
person and the job. Even if a company can fill a position, 
if the right person isn’t hired, time, talent, money and other 
resources are wasted, and opportunities are lost.
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Hiring the Right Sales or  
Customer Service Person is Complex
It would seem easy to hire for sales or customer service. Post 
an ad with the job requirements, conduct an interview, do a 
background check and make a decision. But that straightforward 
process doesn’t provide all the information needed to make a 
confident hire.

It can be harder to get information in a remote interview. 
Many companies that used to interview in person now conduct 
remote interviews. Those companies may hire new employees, 
sight unseen except via the laptop screen. It can be trickier to 
build a rapport in an online interview, ask the tough questions or 
glean clues from body language. 

Sales professionals are used to selling — even themselves. 
Hiring for sales professionals presents a unique challenge: 
“sorting real sales talent from good sellers,” Vodianoi said. 
“The key is identifying who has the talent to perform well 
on the job. Beyond just talking a good game, salespeople 
need to learn about their clients’ needs, adapt to changing 
circumstances, be optimistic and resilient in the face of 
rejection, and set and achieve high goals. These qualities 
are often hard to determine through an interview process.”
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Critical customer service skills are overlooked. 
When some companies hire for customer service, they 
assume anyone can perform the job and don’t have a list 
of important skills for the role, Rezania said. “Customer 
service employees sometimes have to deal with angry 
customers. They have to deal with complaints. If they don’t 
have the qualities, like composure or sociability, they won’t 
be successful in their performance in these roles.” 

A lack of alignment exists between the job and the culture.
Companies must make sure the job requirements and 
expectations match the culture of the company. Imagine 
an organization that prides itself on long-lasting customer 
relations, yet hires sales professionals for their win-at-all-
costs attitude. While neither side is necessarily wrong, 
both will be frustrated. “First off is figuring out what are the 
important set of characteristics and traits needed for this 
role based on the job requirements,” Rezania said.

Hiring managers don’t hire for the right characteristics. 
One of the biggest ways interviews fall short is in assessing soft 
skills, Vodianoi said. “This occurs even though 92% of talent 
professionals say soft skills matter as much or more than hard 
skills when they hire, according to LinkedIn’s 2019 Global Talent 
Trend Report.”10 As hiring and interviewing move to a more 
virtual environment, the challenge of evaluating soft skills gets 
even harder, and interviews alone are insufficient, he added. 
Alternative methods, including soft-skills assessments, are being 
used more than ever, and their increased quality and availability 
will play an essential role in good remote-hiring practices.
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There is a disconnect between what managers and 
customers think are ideal qualities in sales positions. 
LinkedIn’s State of Sales Pocketguide compared the 
characteristics sales managers wanted in their new hires 
with those their customers wanted. Interestingly, customers 
said active listening was the most important characteristic. 
In contrast, hiring managers said problem-solving was 
the most vital, with active listening coming in seventh.

The right person may have been hired — but developed  
into the wrong person. 
An employee may have been perfect for the job — until 
the job evolved or the person was promoted into a new 
position, but the skills or characteristics that initially 
brought success are no longer enough. For example, a 
customer service representative may have been superb at 
collaborating but may hesitate to take a strong leadership 
stance. Often, employees in this situation can struggle, and 
a once star performer can lack confidence and motivation.

As hiring and 
interviewing move 
to a more virtual 
environment, the 
challenge of evaluating 
soft skills gets even 
harder, and interviews 
alone are insufficient.
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Improving the  
New-Hire Interview and 
Selection Process
When companies don’t have the right person in the job, they risk the 
person’s leaving — but may risk even more if the person stays. Their 
underperformance can affect the entire team. What’s more, numerous 
studies have found a strong correlation between employee engagement 
and customer engagement, so an unhappy employee can lead to a 
dissatisfied customer.11

Companies can reduce the risk of a wrong hire and improve the quality 
of their hires through assessments of sales and customer service 
competencies. Their profile gives hiring managers a missing piece of the 
puzzle. When used in conjunction with information from the candidate’s 
resume, interview, skills testing and other background data, the 
assessment empowers hiring managers to make better hiring decisions.

The MHS Sales Aptitude Profile™ (Sales AP™) is a self-reported 
assessment that evaluates people on eight competencies that are  
critical for sales success. 
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OVERVIEW OF SCORES

75

This candidate was not paying appropriate attention to the meaning of Customer Service AP statements  
when giving responses, and is likely to have responded carelessly or in a completely random fashion.

This candidate doesn’t demonstrates a tendency toward positive self-presentation, suggesting the candidate 
was not responding to questions in a favorable manner.

Achievement Motivation 
Using one’s inner drive to apply the  
effort needed to attain strategic goals  

Assertiveness 
The open and direct expression  
of thoughts and beliefs  

Competitiveness 
The desire to perform better than others and 
surpass personal standards of performance 

Composure 
Staying calm under pressure and  
in difficult interactions  

Sociability  
Engaging with others and developing  
relationships effortlessly 

Persuasion 
Influencing others to change  
their thoughts or behaviors  

Self-Confidence 
The level of belief one has in their  
own abilities and judgments  

Selling-Related Knowledge 
The desire to understand different sales techniques 
and learn about their respective industry

Low HighMid

25 991

OVERALL REVIEW

3

John Sample

ID# 1234

R1.S1

This candidate's results suggest they are likely to influence others to accept their suggestions. In addition, they are likely to
demonstrate a good understanding of different sales processes and techniques. Their tendency to recognize the needs of
others will allow them to effectively influence customers towards a purchase. You may want to further examine this
candidate's capacity to communicate with others in a positive, friendly manner. In particular, you may want to examine how
this candidate's Sociability will affect their performance on the job.

This candidate completed the assessment in 3 minute(s) and 59 second(s)3 minute(s) and 59 second(s)3 minute(s) and 59 second(s)3 minute(s) and 59 second(s). This is a reasonable response time.
This indicates the candidate gave enough time to consider their responses when taking the assessment, and
they likely completed the assessment in one sitting.

This candidate does not demonstrate a tendency toward positive self-presentation, suggesting the candidate
was likely responding to questions in an unbiased manner.

The responses to the items showed adequate consistency. The participant is not likely to have responded
carelessly or in a random fashion.

67

51

85

72

93

67

15

90

SALES APTITUDE PROFILE™ 
(SALES AP™)

1. Achievement Motivation
2. Assertiveness
3. Competitiveness
4. Composure

5. Sociability
6. Persuasion
7. Self-Confidence 
8. Selling-Related Knowledge
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“Hiring managers receive a report called the Interview Guide that helps 
them get a better understanding of the candidate’s strengths and 
weaknesses and guides them through a structured interview process,” 
Vodianoi said. The Sales AP™ also includes indicators that can help detect 
if the candidate was inattentive or faking when taking the assessment. 

Similarly, the Customer Service AP™ (CS AP™) evaluates seven 
competencies that are critical to success in customer service roles, and it 
includes an Interview Guide with insights for the manager, Rezania said. 

ASSESSMENT RESULTS

Low HighMid

25 75 991
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Why It’s Important

Customer service roles are inherently stressful. The ability 
to stay level-headed under pressure and handle customer 
complaints in a calm manner is vital for providing 
outstanding service. Handling customer complaints 
effectively often develops customer loyalty.

What Your Score Means 
 

Prioritizing your tasks and planning 
your day accordingly gives you control 
and reduces your stress level. 

• Make a list of your tasks when you 
feel overwhelmed by them. 

• Prioritize your tasks by determining 
which ones are the most important 
and should be done first.  

• Schedule a time for each task. It is 
important to be realistic about the 
amount of time you assign to each 
task and consider some buffer time 
for unpredictable events.

 

 
 

It is important to stay objective and 
not take things personally when 
dealing with angry customers. 

• Detach yourself from customers’ 
tone, words, and body language. 
Try to focus on their problem.  

• Understand that customers are not 
angry with you personally, but rather 
with the difficult situation they are 
experiencing. 

• Empathize with them and focus on 
fixing their problem.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reduce your stress by adapting a 
healthy lifestyle. 

• Take short breaks to relax and 
recharge your battery (e.g. take a 
short walk, be present, or meditate 
in a calm, quiet place). 

• Pick up a personal project/hobby. 
It gives a focus point for your mind 
to switch from work to your own 
interests when the day is done.  

• Do activities that calm your mind 
(e.g., read a good book, exercise, or 
listen to relaxing music).

Composure: Staying calm under pressure and in difficult interactions

Plan Your Day Stay Objective Practice a Healthy Lifestyle
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Your score for Composure falls in the Mid rangeMid rangeMid rangeMid range. This
indicates that you:

• May periodically lose focus when under a lot of stress
and when handling multiple requests

• May occasionally become stressed when handling
returns or complaints

• Are likely to not take it personally when dealing with
angry customers

Strategies for Developing Your Composure

CUSTOMER SERVICE 
APTITUDE PROFILE™ (CS AP™)

1. Achievement Motivation
2. Composure
3. Cooperativeness
4. Customer Orientation

5. Sociability
6. Self-Confidence
7. Upselling

If an assessment indicates that a potential hire has weaknesses but 
also has desired strengths, the hiring manager could bring the candidate 
on board and jump-start a program to get the person up to speed.

The profiles are also useful for current employees and can pinpoint 
development needs — which can be valuable in ensuring the success 
of an employee taking on new responsibilities. The Development 
report tells the employee how they scored and where they fall in the 
comparison group for each area. With each competency, the report 
outlines what the score means, why it is important for the position, 
and what it looks like in action. Next the report gives strategies that 
help the employee develop motivation for change — with ideas to 
help build awareness, actions to take and ways to track progress. 
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Conclusion
Getting the right sales or customer service employee in 
the right job is critical — especially now, as businesses 
have little margin for hiring errors. With tools that compare 
a candidate’s characteristics with those needed in the job, 
managers can make better data-driven hiring decisions. 
The alignment results in better employee performance, 
engagement and retention — and happier customers.
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MHS Talent Development provides 
data-driven solutions to drive success 
in professional settings: with advanced 
toolsets, they help clients evaluate, track 
and leverage human-centric data to realize 
potential. Their mission is to consistently 
advance their science and research 
capabilities to identify and cultivate talent, 
because progress has no limits. For more 
information, visit www.mhs.com/talent. 

LEARN MORE

http://www.mhs.com/talent
http://info.mhs.com/free-consultation-0


studioID is Industry Dive’s global content studio offering brands 
an ROI rich tool kit: Deep industry expertise, first-party audience 
insights, an editorial approach to brand storytelling, and targeted 
distribution capabilities. Our trusted in-house content marketers 
help brands power insights-fueled content programs that nurture 
prospects and customers from discovery through to purchase, 
connecting brand to demand.

LEARN MORE

http://studioid.com
https://www.studioid.com

