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Introduction 

The findings in this article are based on iWAM test results for more than 5200 persons administered in a 

telecom firm in Belgium, out of which we have used several subsamples for this paper.  The organization 

has been using the iWAM as a strategic tool for its sales related functions since 2009, which provided us 

with 3 years of data for this study.   

The name “iWAM” is an abbreviation for “Inventory for Work Attitude and Motivation”.  The 

questionnaire is a forced ranking survey which measures people’s preferences for 48 meta-program 

patterns in the work context.  The name of the questionnaire was chosen based on the observation that 

people’s preferences in terms of meta-program patterns in the work context learn us a lot about their 

work attitude and motivation.  The purpose of this paper is to demonstrate how work attitude and 

motivation are linked to retention and performance.1 

The policy of the firm prescribes that all salespeople representing the organization need to have a 

certificate which proves they have the right attitude, skills and knowledge in order to perform well in 

their job.  Certification is both required for the existing staff as for new people coming on board.  For the 

attitude part of the certification, the firm has been using Models of Excellence based on the iWAM.   

Currently there are models of excellence for 4 different types of sales profiles, involving over 800 

people, ranging from shop sales representatives over salespeople specialized in working with the SOHO 

market, to senior sales profiles specialized in serving large or corporate accounts.   

For the existing staff the goal is to upgrade the attitude, skills and knowledge using a combination of 

training and coaching.  For this purpose, the coaches were trained in the specifics of using the iWAM 

(helping to detect on which patterns the salespersons don’t fit the model, check the consequences and 

set up action plans to help to develop coping strategies).   

When recruiting new salespeople, the aim is to check whether a candidate is close enough to the 

predicted model in terms of attitude and motivation and whether the organization expects that they can 

further improve this fit through coaching.  The use of iWAM is also made available to recruiting partners 

as well as to agents who employ salespeople who resell the telecom operator’s products. In this context, 

we have been teaching sales team managers how to use the models for recruiting (recognize to what 

extent a candidate fits the model). 
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The research issues 

The following questions are asked as a way to raise the awareness of future recruiters during the 

training.  They also provide a good framework for the evaluation of the effectiveness of your 

recruitment, coaching and management approaches:  

1. How many candidates did you interview over the past year? 

2. How many people did you hire? 

3. How many of those persons are still with your organization? 

4. How many of those who are still there are really productive? 

5. How many combine this productivity with a service orientation? 

 
Each of these questions points out potential problems with the HR and managerial processes: 

1. Were the right people invited for an interview?  If not, the process to decide which candidates 

should be invited is flawed.  

2. Were the right people hired?  Did they have the right attitude and motivation?  Did they have 

skills which were close enough to the model so that they could get up the learning curve quick 

enough, and “survive” in the job?  If these questions can’t be answered, the recruiting process 

needs to be audited. 

3. Were they coached & managed in the right way?  If they don’t fit the profile they should be 

gone, but if they were a fit, management may be at cause when people leave the organization 

very quickly. 

4. If they have the right profile, both in terms of attitude and skills, they should be productive.  If 

they are not, they questions is: “what is the problem?” 

5. If the right service orientation is missing, the question is again: “what is the cause?” 

Do people lack skills, knowledge or resources?  Don’t they have the right attitude?  Is 

management stressing sales rather than service? 

 

Solution: Building a Model 

In order to minimize these potential problems as far as they can be attributed to work attitude and 

motivation, an approach of building Models of Excellence based on the iWAM was proposed 

[Merlevede, 2011].  A model of excellence indicates which patterns are relevant and where the area of 

excellence can be found on the pattern.  For this area the metaphor of a traffic light is used.  When a 

person is in the green, they are in the area of excellence.  When they are in the red, they are too far 

from the model (it’s like running a red light).  If a person burns too many traffic lights, they should lose 

their driver’s license (or should not be hired).  In between the green and red, we usually will find a 

orange zone, indication that the person’s score on the pattern is not perfect, but that the danger of 

things going wrong remains within manageable limits (probably without requiring extensive attention 

during coaching). 

In order to build a model, jobEQ developed a heuristic approach of which the mathematical complexity 

can be compared to a sixth degree function [Merlevede, Vandamme, 2006].  As a first step, the 

questionnaire results of high performers are compared with results of low performers, mainly by using 

F-test and t-tests (see table 1).  The whole population (ALL) is also compared to the norm groups of the 

country (STDGRP), to determine if some patterns have cultural importance (see table 2).  E.g. in the 

example shown, we can determine that culturally speaking a high score for affective communication is 

unlikely in this given context.   



For patterns which prove significant, an in depth study is conducted to determine where to situate the 

zone of excellence, as indicated by the green zone in table 3.  In the pattern shown in this example, all 

high performers (group 2) fall in the green zone, while many of the low performers fall outside this zone.  

We can conclude that the best performers are less likely to be influenced by the non-verbal 

communication.  Based on feedback from the customer, the size of the orange zone is determined, by 

asking from where on the behavior of the counter examples starts to become problematic.  Beyond that 

point, the pattern is colored red.  In this case, a score for affective communication which is above the 

average of the population is a counter indication. 

Based on the color coding and the weight of the pattern, a score is calculated.  The combination of all 

patterns withheld for the model yields a model score, which predicts to what extend a person has the 

right attitude and motivation for the job. 

Once a model is made, it is validated by comparing the model score with the performance data.  People 

who are seen as a high performer by the organization should have a model score which is high enough 

to put them in a category where they would be immediately invited for a job interview.  People who are 

seen as counter-examples should have a model score which puts them in a category of “low chance of 

becoming good at the job – some serious counter indications”.  Statistically speaking, a good model has 

a predictive power (r²) of at least 40% (or a correlation r > 0,63), e.g. see [Harshman & Appleby, 2010].  

Unfortunately, in this particular case we have no calculation of the correlation due to lack of specific 

individual performance data. 

 

Performance Findings 

Table 1 contains the most important patterns from the perspective of comparing high performers and 

low performers. Two patterns are very significant (p <0,01).  Effective salespeople in this context score 

low on affective (relative average score for group -27%, meaning they score 1,5 Standard Deviation (SD) 

lower compared to the average of the Belgian standardgroup) and high on individual environment 

(relative average of 112% or over 1SD higher than average).  These findings mean that 2 key 

requirement a good salesperson in this context are that they won’t be influenced too much by non-

verbal communication (e.g. a customer complaining about past problems) and are able to work alone, 

without coming to the office each day. 

7 other variables are significant (p < 0,05).  Amongst others, these patterns indicate that high 

performing sales people care more about the rules (low in indifference), learn from past mistakes and 

find it important to get paid well.  At the same time, they like to take initiative, but also have some 

patience (average score on “patience”).  Too much patience, like one finds amongst low performers, 

would result in spending too much time in prospects which turns out to be a waste of time.  

Additionally, while we expect that salespeople are friendly with customers, being friends or being liked 

isn’t an important motivator for them (low score on affiliation). 

As discussed above, to this first group of patterns we need to add patterns where the whole population 

scores similarly, but where they as a group differ significantly from the cultural norms for the country.  

These cultural patterns predict whether someone has an attitude and motivation that match the overall 

demands of the job, even if they can’t predict differences between high & low performers.  To explore 

this in practice, we look at an extended sample.  To the group of high and low performers, we add an 



additional group of salespeople, including some additional people who can be seen as examples for the 

organizational culture.   

As table 2 shows, in addition to the patterns discussed in the previous paragraphs, we will find various 

patterns which prove to be highly significant (p < 0,01).  A population of salespeople is likely to be goal 

oriented and to understand that following procedures is required.  They will try to be the person the 

organization needs (high on compliance with rules).  In the context of telecom sales, we can also expect 

that most people will understand that things will evolve continuously and that they will need to keep 

improving themselves.  Learning will be pragmatic, with a focus on new products and services and how 

they need to be included in the sales-package (high on Use, low on Concept).  Unfortunately, no telecom 

provider is perfect, and a salesperson will need to deal with problems their customers have 

experienced, but a good salesperson will see this problem as a new opportunity for a future sale 

(relatively low score on problem orientation, but not too low). 

 

The need for change 

The iWAM contains a prediction of how long it will take before people need change, in order to avoid a 

“bore-out”.  In the context of this study, staff turnover is high and changes to the organization and to 

the products are frequent, but not every change will perceived as motivating.  Several factors play a role 

to determine the effect of change.  E.g. is the current team “better” than before?  Does the person think 

it’s a change for the better: does it allow earning more? Does it solve some of the perceived “problems” 

when compared to the previous way of doing things?   

When people are dissatisfied with the current situation (e.g. because the changes didn’t turn out as they 

had hoped, or because the desired change is not coming), the question is how they will react.  Some 

motivational factors may influence people to leave (such as looking for alternatives and taking initiatives 

concerning looking for another job).  Another factor is the “golden handcuffs syndrome”: if people are 

well-paid compared to what they expect to earn when looking for another job, it’s not very motivating 

to leave their current position.  In this research, the current fixed salary earned in this context is around 

the salary midpoint for this type of job, but with the additional bonuses which can be earned, it can 

become hard to find a better paying job. 

That leads to the research question which meta-programs would predict retention.  

To answer the question we compared a group (n=111) who stayed 2 years and longer with a group 

(n=51) who left very quickly (after maximum 3 months).  As shown in table 4, the most significant 

findings (t-test with p < 0,01) had to do with the people staying longer being more convinced by hearing, 

showing indifference to rules, paying less attention to external sources of reference and being more 

motivated by power. 11 other parameters proved to be significant (p < 0,05).   

The data reveals that maximizing performance and retention are not always “compatible” – e.g. table 4 

shows that people who stay longer score higher on the pattern “indifference”, while the data in table 1 

indicated that top performers score lower.  This means that high performers will care more – some 

people who stay longer and are not performing so well, do care less…  Some patterns of the group which 

stays longer also are not compatible with cultural patterns.  For instance, table 4 shows a lower focus on 

money (relative average of 45%) amongst the group of salespeople with 2 years seniority or more, 

where the organizational culture (table 2) has a relative average of 69% and the group of high 

performers (table 1) has a relative average of 109%. 



Keeping people longer who don’t perform well is clearly not in the interest of the organization.  But we 

hope that people who like doing their job and perform well will be staying reasonably long, provide that 

management can create the context where the patterns that motivate high performers are satisfied. As 

the data for “focus on money” shows, there clearly has been a problem in that area. 

 

To what extent does the performance model predict retention? 

In the remainder of this paper, several assumptions are tested concerning the use of iWAM: 
 iWAM decreases attrition because  

1. People who are leaving within short notice because they were "miscast" are no longer 
recruited 

2. People who are hired & stay will feel happier (because they better fit the job and thus 
continue to do the job) 

3. Managers could better motivate (and thus less people get "chased away") as they consider 
the iWAM 

 
These assumptions can be tested by looking for: 

 Links between the performance model & retention (# months that someone remains in channel) 

 Relationships between managers & retention 

 Relationships between managers & iWAM use 

The data we have concerning a population of 312 salespeople who have been working for Business 

Partners between early 2009 and late 2011, shows us the following figures: 

End of 2011: 123 salespeople were employed, of whom 

• 43 people (35%): seniority of 2 years or longer 

• 43 people (35%): seniority between 1-2 years 

• 37 people (30%): seniority less than 1 year 

Furthermore, 31 persons left in 2011 (20% on a total of 154). 

For the new hires, who represent 200 persons out of the sample, we find the following: 

 gone within the first year 

No iWAM 74,5%  

Completed iWAM, score NOT OK 62,3% 

Completed iWAM and score OK 53,0% 

 
Some business partners refused to use the iWAM for recruiting.  They clearly have less effective 

recruiting strategies.  Other business partners chose to ignore the iWAM results, and hired people 

against iWAM’s recommendations, often with the results one could expect... 

The sample also teaches us that of those salespeople with a seniority of 2 years or longer, 3/4 have a 

good iWAM (for 1/8 no iWAM is available.  The remaining 1/8 have a score which is considered NOT 

OK). 

We can conclude that having an iWAM with a score which is “OK” considerably increases the retention 

rate.  Unfortunately, the data doesn’t allow distinguishing between people with an “average” and a 

“good” score.  Secondly, even with an iWAM which is “OK”, retention of new hires remains an issue and 



feedback from exit interviews learns that some of it is due to lack of management training (e.g. teaching 

sales team managers how to give feedback). 

We can deduce that: 

 When using iWAM, some miscasts are avoided  

 No iWAM or bad iWAM -> serious additional risk 

 The “ancients” have a good iWAM  

The Challenge for the organization is to convince business partners that recruitment only leads to 

retention if you a) choose the right person and b) coach/manage that person well. 

 

Conclusion 

An approach based on modeling the work attitude and motivation linked to excellence can help to 

predict which people will be top performers as well as improve retention.  Hiring the right people in 

terms of performance tends to lead to better retention data.  However, other factors play a role as well, 

and must be managed in order to optimize performance and retention rates.  Furthermore, attitudes 

and motivations linked to retention are not always compatible with those that predict performance.  

Thus, it’s not enough to hire for attitude, coaching will be needed to obtain better performance, and 

better management is needed to get to good retention rates. 



Appendices 

Table 1: Key Performance Patterns 

 
Group 2: high performers (n=8) | Group 3: low performers (n=15) 

 

Table 2: Cultural Patterns 

 
Extended sample (n=44) including group 2 & 3 of the contrastive analysis for the Key Performance Patterns, being 

compared to the Belgian Standardgroup 2007 (n=2186) 



Table 3: In Detail: Affective Communication 

The table indicates the scores of the sample for one of the patterns measured by the iWAM.  The first 

grid or subgroup 1 (n=21) contains the people not seen as high performers, nor counter-examples.  They 

are good examples of the organizational culture.  The black line on top of the grid indicates the cultural 

norm group for the country (in this case Belgium).  The green, orange & red line indicates the scoring 

used for the model of excellence.  The line at the bottom indicates the standardgroup for the sample, 

going from average – 1 standard deviation, to the average + 1 standard deviation.   

In a similar way, the second grid shows the scores of the 8 top performers while the third grid shows the 

low performers (n=15).    

 



Table 4: Retention patterns 

 
Group 1: salespeople > 2 year’s seniority (n=111) | Group 2: people leaving within less than 3 months (n=51) 

 



Abstract 
This paper details the findings from an exploratory, mixed-method study on the motivation and work 
attitude of salespeople who perform well and have a higher retention rate. 

This research focuses on detecting the effect that meta-programs have on job performance and 
retention. In this longitudinal study, various teams of salespeople working for a large organization have 
been followed from April 2009 till the end of 2011.  The sample was homogenous, in the sense that all 
312 salespersons involved were selling the same range of products to B2B customers and everyone was 
given the same training in terms of product knowledge and sales skills.   

The salespersons were asked to complete a forced ranking survey which measures preferences on 48 
meta-program patterns in the work context.  Subgroups of people were selected based on performance 
data and retention data, and compared to the meta-programs data.  As a result, several models were 
built to predict performance and retention. 

A first research question was which meta-programs could predict job performance.  A subset of the top 
8 performers was compared with the 15 of the low performers.  The most significant findings (t-test 
with p < 0,01) had to do high performers being more able to work individually (without other people 
around) and paying less attention to affective communication.  7 other parameters proved to be 
significant (p < 0,05).  Based on these findings a model was built to predict job performance.  

A second research question was which meta-programs would predict retention.  To answer the question 
we compared a group (n=111) who stayed 2 years and longer with a group (n=51) who left very quickly 
(after maximum 3 months).  The most significant findings (t-test with p < 0,01) had to do with the people 
staying longer being more convinced by hearing, showing indifference to rules, paying less attention to 
external sources of reference and being more motivated by power.  11 other parameters proved to be 
significant (p < 0,05).   

Apart from explaining the research methodology used, which combines methods from statistics and 
psychological testing with principles from NLP modeling, this paper will discuss the implications of these 
findings for the organization in terms of recruiting, coaching, training and management of the sales 
people. 
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