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I’ve been a salesman all my life, and I’ve been hiring sales reps for nearly as long. So I think I 

know a thing or two about sales. I am often asked to identify the traits of a sales superstar. 

Here’s my recipe: 

 

• Hungry fighter. If I had to name only three traits that make a great sales representative, they 

would be: hungry fighter, hungry fighter and hungry fighter—that’s how much I think of this 

trait.  

 

Every good salesperson I’ve ever encountered is driven. They have a strong work ethic and a 

high energy level. They work harder and longer than their peers. When the economy is poor, 

they are still out there pounding the pavement, making calls. 

 

• High integrity. I’ve always believed that telling the truth is the best policy. In business, 

especially today, it’s a must. A few years back, the Forum Corporation in Boston studied 341 

salespeople from 11 different companies in five different industries. Their purpose was to 

determine what separated the top producers from the average producers. When the study was 

finished, the results were startling. It was not skill, knowledge or charisma that divided the 

pack. The difference came down to one trait: honesty. When customers trust salespeople, they 

buy from them. 

 

• Positive attitude. Your attitude, not your aptitude, will determine your altitude. Success is 90 

percent mental. You can alter your life by altering your mind. In tough economies, it may not be 

your fault for being down, but it is certainly your fault for not getting up. You have to be a 

believer to be an achiever. 

 

• Authoritative. Strong sales reps know their products backward and forward. They also know 

their competitors’ products and are prepared to point out the differences. 

 

• Prepared. I still remember the old Boy Scout motto, “Be prepared.” Well, it’s true. It takes a 

lot of unspectacular preparation to produce spectacular results. 

 

• Reputation. You can’t buy a good reputation—you must earn it. If you don’t have a positive 

reputation, it will be difficult to be successful in whatever you do. 

 

• Likability. I have never known anyone to buy from someone they don’t like. Are you genuine? 

Pleasant? Easy to talk with?  

 

• Good first impression. You never get a second chance to make a good first impression. Are 

you neat and well groomed? Underdressed or overdressed?  

 



• Goalsetter: measurable, identifiable, obtainable, specific and in writing. Winners set goals; 

losers make excuses. Goals give you more than a reason to get up in the morning; they are an 

incentive to keep you going all day. 

 

• Service mentality. I’ve often said the sale begins when the customer says yes. Good 

salespeople make sure the job gets done on time—and done right. There’s one thing no 

business has enough of: customers. Take care of the customers you’ve got, and they’ll take care 

of you. You must have a fanatical attention to detail. 

 

• Great listener. You can’t learn anything with your mouth open. For too many people, good 

listening means, “I talk, you listen.” Listening is a two-way process. Yes, you need to be heard, 

but you also need to hear others’ ideas, questions and objections. If you talk at people instead 

of with them, they’re not buying in—they’re caving in. Believe it or not, being a good listener is 

more important in sales than being a good talker. 

 

• Sense of humor. It is impossible to underrate the importance of a sense of humor. When 

there are inevitable setbacks along the way, learn to laugh about them. 

 

• Thirst for self-improvement. You don’t go to school once for a lifetime; you are in school all 

your life. Good salespeople are constantly working to become better. They take courses, read 

books, listen to audiotapes and inhale everything they can to improve. We live in the 

information age, so it’s easy to take every opportunity to learn and grow at any hour of the day. 

 

 

Harvey Mackay is founder and chairman of the $100 million MackayMitchell Envelope 

Company. He has written six New York Times bestselling books, including the blockbuster Swim 

with the Sharks Without Being Eaten Alive, and is a nationally syndicated weekly business 

columnist. His newest book, The Mackay MBA of Selling In The Real World goes on sale 

November 1, 2011. 

 

 

Excerpted from The Mackay MBA of Selling in the Real World by Harvey Mackay by 

arrangement with Portfolio Penguin, a member of Penguin Group (USA), Inc., Copyright © 2011 

by Harvey Mackay. 

 

Hear more tips from Harvey Mackay in an audio interview here.  

http://video.success.com/from-the-magazine/harvey-mackay-networking/ 
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