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Selling Effectiveness: The Role of Interpersonal Mentalizing 
Subhra Chakrabarty, DBA, Robert E. Widing II, PhD and Gene Brown, PhD 
The effectiveness of salespeople depends on how 
they interact with customers. Sales organizations 
recruit and train salespeople so that they can 
identify and satisfy customer needs in the long-
run. Highly customer-oriented salespeople put the 
customers’ interests first and avoid behaviors that 
might dissatisfy customers (Saxe and Weitz 
1982). Highly adaptive salespeople take 
advantage of the unique nature of personal selling 
by tailoring their sales presentations to the unique nature of each selling situation (Spiro and 
Weitz 1990). In general, customer-oriented selling and adaptive selling improves sales 
performance. 

While customer orientation and adaptive selling can be learned, salespeople may have some 
natural abilities that may enhance the effectiveness of their learned behaviors. For example, 
salespeople may naturally place themselves in customers’ minds to see and feel the buying 
situation from the customers’ perspective. This ability to attribute mental states of customers and 
understand their beliefs, desires, and knowledge is known as interpersonal mentalizing (Dietvorst 
et al. 2009). To be productive, salespeople need to form accurate impressions of their customers. 
Salespeople with strong interpersonal mentalizing skills are good at rapport building, detecting 
nonverbal cues, taking a bird’s-eye view, and shaping the interaction by creating a positive 
ambience.  

In our 2014 research published in the Journal of Personal Selling and Sales Management, we 
examined the manner in which abilities, such as interpersonal mentalizing interact with learned 
selling behaviors, such as customer-oriented selling and adaptive selling to shape sales 
performance. This is an important consideration for real estate professionals since they can build 
rapport with customers to read customers’ nonverbal cues, which might be useful in positively 
moving the client toward a final decision. Thus, the question is: How does interpersonal 
mentalizing interact with learned selling behaviors to affect sales performance?   

Our Study 

A random sample of independent insurance agents was selected from a database of the National 
Alliance for Insurance Education and Research in the US. Email surveys were sent out in several 
waves and a total of 324 responses were received. The average size of agencies ranged from 
three to four million dollars in annual revenues. The majority (60.8%) of respondents were 
college graduates and 66% were male. On average, respondents were 48 years old and had 19.4 
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years of insurance selling experience. The respondents rated their interpersonal mentalizing 
abilities (rapport building, detecting nonverbal cues, taking a bird’s-eye view, and shaping the 
interaction by creating a positive ambience), customer orientation, adaptive selling, and sales 
performance.  

The results indicated that customer-oriented selling and adaptive selling helped salespeople build 
rapport with customers and improved sales performance. These selling behaviors also improved 
sales performance indirectly by helping salespeople shape the customer-salesperson interaction 
by creating a positive ambience. Rapport building with customers improved sales performance 
only when salespeople were able to detect customers’ nonverbal cues. Finally, as salespeople’s 
interpersonal mentalizing ability of taking a bird’s-eye view increased, the positive relationship 
between customer-oriented selling and sales performance became stronger. Therefore, 
salespeople’s interpersonal mentalizing abilities strengthened the relationship between selling 
behaviors and sales outcomes.	   

What This Means for Real Estate Professionals 

These findings have important implications for real estate 
professionals. While selling real estate, agents should be 
customer-oriented by identifying home buyers’ needs, 
collaboratively handling buyers’ objections, considering 
buyers’ interests first, and using informative closing 
techniques (Homburg, Müller, and Klarmann 2011). Real 
estate professionals should also adapt to the selling situation 
by being flexible in their sales approach to different home 
buyers. To enhance the effectiveness of customer-oriented 
selling and adaptive selling, these guidelines can be followed: 

• Visualize the mental states of customers in an effort to understand their beliefs, desires, and 
knowledge. 

• Create a positive environment by making the home buyer comfortable during the sales 
conversation, and connect your visualization to the conversation. 

• Take the home buyers’ perspective by summarizing the sales conversation according to his/her 
words and ideas. 

• Read home buyers’ body language even when engaging in small talk. 

Conclusion 

Real estate professionals can use their interpersonal mentalizing abilities to make inferences 
about what home buyers may be thinking or feeling and predict their actions accordingly. 
Specifically, taking a broad perspective of the selling situation and using customer-oriented 
selling and adaptive selling to create a positive sales atmosphere should result in more sales. Real 
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estate professionals who learn to read the body language of home buyers are more successful 
with rapport-building sales conversations.  

Sales training programs for real estate professionals should emphasize interpersonal mentalizing 
skills through role-playing and/or observational learning. In addition, since interpersonal 
mentalizing skills develop at an early age and facilitate social interaction throughout an 
individual’s adult life, the SToM (Dietvorst et al. 2009) scale may be useful to identify real estate 
sales agents who naturally possess interpersonal mentalizing capabilities.  
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