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Wihite Paper: #12
Initiative and the Human
Edge in Sales.

Why Proactive People Still Decide Who
Wins — How to Find & Develop Them

Executive Summary

o Inan era of automation, Al, and advanced analytics, the human element —
initiative, judgment, and relational skill — remains the single greatest differentiator
in sales outcomes. McKinsey & Company

o Organisations that surface, select, and then deliberately reinforce proactive
behaviours gain measurable advantages in revenue predictability, customer
retention, innovation, and operating efficiency. ScienceDirect

o The first strategic step is selection: use validated assessments to identify individuals
with the behavioural DNA for initiative and proactivity. The second is reinforcement:


https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/growth-marketing-and-sales/our-insights/future-of-b2b-sales-building-the-right-team
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0191308501230056
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micro-practice and scenario learning that turn capability into habit. Research
supports both selection validity and the effectiveness of spaced, scenario-based
practice.

1. Why “Initiative” Matters More Now
Than Ever

The Broader Context

Technology is shifting where value is created in sales. Automation can handle routine
touchpoints and data tasks; analytics can prioritise leads; self-service channels move some
buying stages online. But buyers repeatedly report they still require human judgement,
creative problem solving, and trust — all human attributes that machines cannot (yet)
replicate reliably. McKinsey’s research on the future of B2B sales highlights that talent and
human judgment remain central to growth strategies.

Evidence that Proactive Behaviour Drives
Results

Academic research on personal initiative (Pl) — a robust construct developed and
synthesised by Frese & Fay — shows that people who are self-starting, future-oriented, and
persistent consistently produce superior outcomes across roles and contexts. Pl predicts
innovation, task performance, and career advancement.

Meta-analyses and longitudinal studies show proactive behaviours link to improved job
performance, job crafting, and organisational innovation — yet these behaviours can come
with costs (burnout risk, role-misalignment) if unsupported. That’'s why selection, role
clarity, and reinforcement matter.

2. The Human SKkills Behind Initiative
(What to Look For)

Research and practice point to a cluster of interpersonal and intrapersonal skills that
underpin initiative:

o Self-starting orientation — acts without external prompting.

o Future orientation / anticipation — scans for problems and opportunities.

o Persistence & resilience — follows through despite obstacles.
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https://emilkirkegaard.dk/en/wp-content/uploads/Schmidt-and-Hunter-1998-Validity-and-Utility-Psychological-Bulletin.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/growth-marketing-and-sales/our-insights/future-of-b2b-sales-building-the-right-team
https://studylib.net/doc/8157700/personal-initiative--an-active-performance-concept
https://www.mentorcoach.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Rudolph-Katz-Lavigne-Zacher-2017-job-crafting-meta-analysis-due-by-week-5.pdf
https://studylib.net/doc/8157700/personal-initiative--an-active-performance-concept
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0191308501230056
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0191308501230056
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o Emotional intelligence & customer orientation — manage relationships, read
signals, and adapt. Recent studies show El predicts sales performance, well-being,
and customer outcomes.

o Judgement under uncertainty — pragmatic risk-taking and good close-planning.
(Supported by negotiation and decision science research; see negotiation
literatures such as Voss and HBR summaries.)

These are not “soft” extras — they are measurable, predict outcomes, and can be factored
into selection and development programes.

3. Selection: the decisive first step
Why Start with Selection?

Decades of industrial/organisational psychology demonstrate that valid selection tools
predict job performance and reduce downstream cost of poor hires. The classic meta-
analytic work (Schmidt & Hunter and follow-ups) shows structured selection — cognitive
ability tests, structured interviews, work samples — produce high validity for future
performance. Organisations that select for the right traits reduce turnover, speed ramp
time, and improve team performance.

What to Assess for Initiative

Selection instruments should include measures for: general mental ability (when relevant),
behavioural tendencies (initiative, proactivity), situational judgement (how people respond
to realistic sales scenarios), and role-specific competencies (customer orientation,
negotiation skill).

Validity Group’s Selection Assessments are explicitly designed to capture potential — the
behavioural propensities and situational responses that signal a candidate’s likelihood to
show initiative in sales roles. Using a combined approach (cognitive + behavioural +
scenario-based measures) aligns with best practice evidence and yields higher prediction
accuracy than single-method approaches.

4. Reinforcement — Turning Potential
Into Consistent Performance

Selection identifies the likely high-performers. Reinforcement ensures sustained
performance.
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0019850125000136
https://hbr.org/2019/08/how-to-make-your-sales-forecasts-more-accurate
https://emilkirkegaard.dk/en/wp-content/uploads/Schmidt-and-Hunter-1998-Validity-and-Utility-Psychological-Bulletin.pdf
https://emilkirkegaard.dk/en/wp-content/uploads/Schmidt-and-Hunter-1998-Validity-and-Utility-Psychological-Bulletin.pdf
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Evidence-Based Reinforcement Methods

o Spaced retrieval & microlearning increase retention and transfer. The spaced-
practice research in medical education and corporate learning shows repeated,
short, scenario-based practice produces durable behaviour change. Qstream’s
founder led seminal clinical trials in spaced learning; outcomes show improved
retention and behaviour over time. Qstream

o Scenario-based practice & feedback translate assessment signals intfo workplace
habits. Role-play and simulated decision practice increase the probability that
employees will use initiative appropriately — especially when coupled with fimely
feedback and reflection. Meta-analyses on job crafting and proactive behaviours
support active practice as a pathway to consistent behaviour. MentorCoach

Practical Reinforcement Levers

o Micro-scenarios delivered in cadence (daily/weekly nudges) to embed Pause-
Reflect—Act habits. Qstream

o Manager coaching frameworks that shift leaders from “fixer” to “enabler” —
providing safe boundaries and structured autonomy. Research on psychological
safety and managerial support shows a multiplier effect on proactive behaviours.

SpringerlLink

Validity Group’s Qstream content is purpose-built to operationalise this approach: short,
scenario-based Qstreams that prompt reflection, test decision pathways, and give the
spaced practice necessary for behavioural change. Integrating Qstream microlearning
after selection significantly shortens the time from potential to reliable performance.

2. Risks, Trade-Offs, and the Role of
Structure

Proactivity is not an unalloyed good. Research shows important caveats:

o Role misalignment risk: Initiative taken outside organisational priorities can create
friction or wasted effort. Clear boundaries and manager calibration are essential.
ScienceDirect

o Resource & burnout risk: Highly proactive workers can overextend if organisations
fail to recognise and resource their activity. Monitoring wellbeing and workload is a
management imperative. ScienceDirect

Therefore, organisations must combine selection (who is likely to be proactive) with
structure (where initiative is encouraged and where it must be coordinated) and
reinforcement (practice, feedback, manager coaching).
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https://qstream.com/blog/what-is-microlearning-why-it-matters-how-its-making-waves-in-ld/
https://www.mentorcoach.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Rudolph-Katz-Lavigne-Zacher-2017-job-crafting-meta-analysis-due-by-week-5.pdf
https://qstream.com/library/the-science-behind-microlearning-innovative-modern-applications-in-ld/
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s11301-025-00532-6.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0001879117300064
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0001879117300064
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6. Business Outcomes: How Initiative
Scales Value

When selection and reinforcement align, the business outcomes are measurable:

o Higher conversion & win rates — proactive sellers anticipate objections and secure
stakeholder alignment earlier. (Practitioner and academic literature link proactive
selling behaviours to outcomes.)

o Faster time-to-value — proactive reps remove barriers sooner, accelerating
implementations and revenue recognition.

o Better forecasting & fewer surprises — proactive communication about risks and
schedule slippages improves forecast reliability (tying to earlier white paper
themes).

o Improved customer lifetime value & retention — initiative often manifests as better
service, problem ownership, and creative solutions — traits that improve retention
metrics.

7. Recommended Approach for Leaders
(Practical Roadmap)

1. Start with selection

o Use validated assessments that measure initiative/proactivity, situational
judgement, and role-relevant competencies. (Schmidt & Hunter-style
evidence supports combined-method approaches.)

2. Map roles to initiative needs

o Not every role needs identical levels of Pl. Define the expected degree of
initiative for each role and hire accordingly. Use job analysis and
competency profiles.

3. Deploy reinforcement at scale

o Roll out (e.g., Qstream-style) aligned to the
behaviours identified in selection. Space practice to boost retention.

4. Train managers as enablers

o Coach managers to provide autonomy within guardrails and to give
constructive feedback on initiative attempts.
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https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/growth-marketing-and-sales/our-insights/next-gen-b2b-sales-how-three-game-changers-grabbed-the-opportunity
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/growth-marketing-and-sales/our-insights/next-gen-b2b-sales-how-three-game-changers-grabbed-the-opportunity
https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbesbusinesscouncil/2025/02/13/forecasting-accuracy-overcoming-a-major-sales-industry-hurdle/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0019850125000136
https://emilkirkegaard.dk/en/wp-content/uploads/Schmidt-and-Hunter-1998-Validity-and-Utility-Psychological-Bulletin.pdf
https://validity.group/microlearning/
https://qstream.com/blog/what-is-microlearning-why-it-matters-how-its-making-waves-in-ld/
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5. Measure & iterate

o Track: frequency of initiative behaviours, conversion rates, time-to-close,
forecast accuracy, and wellbeing. Use these metrics to refine selection
cutoffs and reinforcement content.

8. Evidence and Further Reading
(Selected References)

Foundational theory & meta-analysis

Frese, M. & Fay, D. — Personal Initiative: An active performance concept for work in the
2Ist century (2001). — seminal conceptual work on PI.

Rudolph, Katz, Lavigne & Zacher — Job crafting meta-analysis — proactive work behaviour
and outcomes.

Selection validity
Schmidt & Hunter — Validity and Utility of Selection Methods — meta-analytic evidence on
the predictive power of selection tools (GMA, structured interviews, work samples).

Microlearning & spaced practice
Kerfoot et al. and Qstream materials — evidence for spaced learning and micropractice
improving retention and behaviour in clinical and corporate contexts.

Proactivity costs & boundary conditions
Research on when proactivity backfires or requires support (motivation/workload
moderators).

Human element in sales & talent
McKinsey — Future of B2B Sales / Building the right team (2023) — human skills and talent
strategy remain core to sales performance.

Emotional intelligence and sales outcomes
Recent empirical articles linking salesperson El to performance and wellbeing.

Forecasting / operational relevance
HBR & Forbes analyses on forecasting accuracy and organisational impact.

9. How Validity Group Supports this
Strategy

Selection Assessments — (for example, POP™/POP7.0™ and
related tools referenced in prior materials) are designed to identify potential: behavioural
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https://www.mentorcoach.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Rudolph-Katz-Lavigne-Zacher-2017-job-crafting-meta-analysis-due-by-week-5.pdf
https://studylib.net/doc/8157700/personal-initiative--an-active-performance-concept
https://www.mentorcoach.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Rudolph-Katz-Lavigne-Zacher-2017-job-crafting-meta-analysis-due-by-week-5.pdf
https://emilkirkegaard.dk/en/wp-content/uploads/Schmidt-and-Hunter-1998-Validity-and-Utility-Psychological-Bulletin.pdf
https://emilkirkegaard.dk/en/wp-content/uploads/Schmidt-and-Hunter-1998-Validity-and-Utility-Psychological-Bulletin.pdf
https://qstream.com/blog/what-is-microlearning-why-it-matters-how-its-making-waves-in-ld/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0001879117300064
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/growth-marketing-and-sales/our-insights/future-of-b2b-sales-building-the-right-team
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0019850125000136
https://hbr.org/2019/08/how-to-make-your-sales-forecasts-more-accurate
https://hbr.org/2019/08/how-to-make-your-sales-forecasts-more-accurate
https://validity.group/selection-assessments/
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tendencies, decision styles, and situational judgment that predict initiative and sales
success. Using these as a first step helps organisations hire and promote individuals more
likely to show effective initiative in role-relevant ways.

Qstream Reinforcement — The Validity Group Qstream content library translates
assessment outputs into targeted practice: scenario Qstreams simulate real seller
decisions, micro-nudges reinforce Pause—Reflect—Act habits, and manager Qstreams
provide coaching frameworks to enable initiative safely at scale.

Together, selection + reinforcement is the evidence-backed path from identifying potential
to consistently delivered performance.

10. Conclusion — a Strategic Plea to
Leaders

The accelerating automation of routine tasks makes initiative more important, not less. The
organisations that will outperform are those that:

1. Select intentionally for initiative and supporting competencies. Emil O. W.
Kirkegaard

2. Reinforce consistently with spaced, scenario-based practice that builds muscle
memory and sound judgement. Qstream

3. Create structures that reward appropriate initiative while limiting misalignment
risk. ScienceDirect

Validity Group stands ready to support organisations across this journey: from science-
based selection to scalable behavioural reinforcement via Qstream content. If you would
like, we can provide:

o A short diagnostic to identify initiative gaps in your current sales population.

o Arecommended selection + reinforcement pilot tailored to your risk profile and
sales motion.

o A measurement plan linking initiative behaviour to sales and operational outcomes.

Initiative is not a “nice to have.” It is the human edge. Find it, select for it, and make it
repeatable.
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https://validity.group/microlearning/
https://emilkirkegaard.dk/en/wp-content/uploads/Schmidt-and-Hunter-1998-Validity-and-Utility-Psychological-Bulletin.pdf
https://emilkirkegaard.dk/en/wp-content/uploads/Schmidt-and-Hunter-1998-Validity-and-Utility-Psychological-Bulletin.pdf
https://qstream.com/blog/what-is-microlearning-why-it-matters-how-its-making-waves-in-ld/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0001879117300064

