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01 Abstract

Sales work is a rejection sport: the story told about the last “no”
often decides the next call. Fewer than five eligible workplace trials
of explanatory-style training were found, so effects were not
pooled. Seligman and Schulman’s 1986 observational studies of
life-insurance agents linked an optimistic explanatory style to
higher sales and lower quitting; the open question is whether that
style can be trained, and whether training moves persistence,
wellbeing and sales numbers.

We searched PubMed, PsycINFO, Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar,
CTRI (India), ClinicalTrials.gov and OSF preprints (1985–2026) for randomised
or controlled trials of explanatory-style training or attributional retraining in
adults, with priority for sales and customer-facing employees. The pre-
specified random-effects plan (REML, Hedges g, prediction intervals,
Egger, trim-and-fill, leave-one-out) was parked. We report a PRISMA-2020
systematic review with narrative synthesis, Risk-of-Bias 2 judgements and
GRADE certainty.

Two workplace training studies met tight eligibility: Proudfoot and colleagues
(2009), a United Kingdom wait-list randomised trial in financial-services sales
(n = 166); and Wang (1994), a Chinese industrial work-group programme (n =
110). One further workplace programme focused on learned optimism in
Swedish teams (Harty and colleagues, 2015). One online resilience course for
Australian sales managers, which included optimism and causal analysis, found
no effect on distress or work performance (Abbott and colleagues, 2009). In
the only sales randomised trial, seven weekly three-hour group sessions
shifted attributional style, cut resignations from 12% to 4% over eight months,
and later saw more agents sitting at or near division-average productivity.
Observational MetLife data remain the cleanest sales-number signal: agents in
the optimistic half sold 37% more insurance over two years and remained in
post at twice the rate. No Indian workplace trial was registered or published.

Explanatory style is trainable in a sales workforce when the dose is high, the
practice is face-to-face, and the content targets how people explain setbacks.
The sales-performance evidence for training itself is still thin. India has the
MetLife problem — roughly three in ten new life-insurance agents leave in year
one — and none of the MetLife trial. Daily attributional reps on a WhatsApp-first
coach are a testable next step, not a settled claim.

Keywords. explanatory style; attributional retraining; learned optimism; sales
performance; turnover; resilience; workplace coaching; India.
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02 Key findings box

KEY FINDINGS

Five numbers worth keeping

2 2 workplace training studies met the protocol in forty-one
years (Proudfoot 2009; Wang 1994). A third learned-
optimism team programme (Harty 2015) was adjacent.
Pooling was not performed.

4% 4% versus 12% resigned after a seven-week, 21-hour
attributional-style programme in UK financial sales.
Relative reduction about 66%.

37% 37% more insurance was sold by agents in the optimistic
half of explanatory style — observational MetLife data, not
a training effect.

2× 2× first-year survival for optimistic versus pessimistic new
hires in the same 1986 prospective cohort (n = 103).

0 0 Indian randomised trials of this practice are registered,
against about 30% first-year life-insurance agent attrition.

03 Definition block

DEFINITION

Explanatory style is the habitual story you tell about why a good or bad
event happened. It has three axes. Permanence: is this forever, or is it
this Tuesday? Pervasiveness: is this my whole life, or is it this pitch?
Personalisation: is this me as a person, or is this this buyer, this price,
this week?

A pessimistic style treats a lost deal as permanent, pervasive and
personal. An optimistic style treats the same lost deal as temporary,
specific and — where the facts allow — not a verdict on the self.
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Attributional retraining is the practice of catching that story, testing it
like a model that shipped to production without code review, and
rewriting the cause along those three axes.

This is the ABCDE loop: Adversity, Belief, Consequence, Disputation,
Energisation. The buyer says no, the story is checked, the next dial
goes out. It is not a diagnosis. It is not a treatment. It is a countable
cognitive rep.

Two advisors in the same Andheri branch each lose a deal on the same
morning. One tells herself, “I am the kind of person who loses these
deals,” and spends the afternoon on paperwork. The other says, “This
buyer was not ready; the script on price needs work; I will dial again
before lunch.” Same morning. Different next call.

04 Introduction
An insurance advisor in Nagpur hears another “not now”, this time from a
shopkeeper who liked the plan last week. She does not need a lecture on
resilience. She needs a way to explain that rejection that does not retire her
from the next call. Life insurance, wealth, banking, SaaS, real estate, BPO
floors, hospital business-development desks — these jobs run on volume and
on the stomach to hear “not now” without writing it into identity.

Industry reporting on Indian life insurance keeps rhyming with Metropolitan
Life in the mid-1980s. First-year agent attrition sits near 30%. Four-year
retention in some carrier and academy reports has been near 15%. Between
2015 and 2021 the industry appointed about 38 lakh agents and lost about 34
lakh. When an agent leaves, policies are orphaned and the firm pays twice: once
for training, once for the hole in the book. That is the MetLife problem with
Indian numbers and no Indian trial.

Seligman and Schulman (1986) did not train anyone. They measured how
agents already explained setbacks, then watched sales and quitting. Agents in
the optimistic half of the distribution sold 37% more over two years. New hires
in the optimistic half stayed at twice the rate. Later popular accounts added a
“special force” of applicants who failed the firm’s usual aptitude screen but
scored as optimistic and then outsold regular hires; those figures live in
Learned Optimism (1990/1991) and in Schulman’s 1999 application essay, not
in the 1986 journal article. We keep that boundary honest. Prediction is not
training. A hiring filter is not a coaching programme.

The training question is older than the sales question. Försterling’s 1985
review of fifteen early attributional-retraining studies, mostly in classrooms
and laboratories, already suggested that people can be taught to explain failure
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as unstable and controllable — effort, strategy, specific conditions — and that
those new explanations travel with persistence and performance. Haynes,
Perry, Stupnisky and Daniels (2009) mapped the same idea onto first-year
university students. That chapter is a narrative review of education studies,
not a pooled meta-analysis of workplaces, and it is about lectures and grade-
point averages, not quotas. Education is a mechanism laboratory. It is not a
sales floor.

Proudfoot and colleagues closed the gap once, in 2009, with British financial-
services sales agents. Seven weeks of group cognitive-behavioural practice
aimed at work attributions changed the style, cut turnover and moved
wellbeing. That is the load-bearing workplace trial. Almost everything else in
the workplace file is adjacent: a Chinese group-attributional programme on the
shop floor (Wang, 1994); a Swedish learned-optimism group in working teams
(Harty and colleagues, 2015); an Australian online resilience course for sales
managers that included optimism and causal analysis and then found nothing
on performance (Abbott and colleagues, 2009). Adjacent is useful. Adjacent is
not a forest plot.

For an Indian professional the practical stakes are simple. If the style is a trait
you are stuck with, you hire for it and you fire the rest. If the style is a skill, you
coach it as daily reps, in the language the person already uses, on the channel
they already open at 8 a.m. EmotionApp is built on the second bet: positive-
psychology techniques as countable practice, an AI coach with a human hand-
off, WhatsApp-first delivery, 23 Indian languages, India-resident data, DPDP-
compliant, designed under ISO 9001 and ISO 13485. This paper tests whether
the literature can carry that bet for explanatory style.

In machine-learning terms, explanatory style is a prior. A pessimistic prior
overweights one failed batch and updates as if the whole model is broken.
Attributional retraining is regularisation plus a better loss function: do not let
one “no” write the weights for the whole quarter. Persistence is the advisor
who lost the morning’s pitch and still makes the afternoon’s first call.

Protocol and reporting

05 Methods
This review follows PRISMA 2020. The analysis plan was written before
screening closed: random-effects REML, Hedges g with 95% confidence
intervals, I², tau², 95% prediction interval, Egger’s test, trim-and-fill, leave-
one-out, Risk of Bias 2, GRADE. A fallback rule was pre-specified and is
binding: if fewer than five eligible trials are found, do not pool. Deliver a
systematic review with narrative synthesis and say plainly that a meta-analysis
is not yet possible. That rule was triggered.



EMOTIONAPP RES EARCH · RP20 The Attribution Advantage

7 / 18emotionapp.in/research/explanatory-style-training-resilience-sales

Eligibility (PICOS)

Information sources

Full search strings

Population. Working adults, with priority for sales and customer-facing
employees. Students were retained only as mechanism context. Unemployed-
adult trials were coded as adjacent.

Intervention. Explanatory-style training, attributional retraining, or learned-
optimism practice that targeted how people explain events. Broader resilience
or rational-emotive programmes were coded as adjacent when they included a
causal-analysis or optimism module.

Comparator. Any control, including wait-list.

Outcomes. Primary: explanatory style; persistence or turnover; sales or work
performance. Secondary: wellbeing, job satisfaction, distress, intention to quit.

Study design and years. Randomised and controlled trials, 1985–2026.
Observational sales studies were kept as background and labelled as such.

We did not name trademarked instruments in running text. We did not call the
practice therapy, treatment or a diagnosis.

PubMed, PsycINFO, Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar, CTRI (India),
ClinicalTrials.gov, OSF preprints. Searches last run September 2026. Reference
lists of included papers and of Försterling (1985), Haynes and colleagues
(2009), Schulman (1999) and Malouff and Schutte (2017) were hand-searched.

Core terms (all databases). (“explanatory style” OR “attributional style” OR
“attributional retraining” OR “learned optimism”) AND (training OR
intervention OR programme OR program).

PubMed. ("explanatory style"[tiab] OR "attributional style"[tiab] OR
"attributional retraining"[tiab] OR "learned optimism"[tiab]) AND (train*[tiab] OR
intervent*[tiab] OR program*[tiab]) AND (1985:2026[dp]). Occupational filter:
AND (sales[tiab] OR workplace[tiab] OR employee*[tiab] OR occupation*[tiab]
OR “financial services”[tiab] OR insurance[tiab]).

PsycINFO. Same core in TI/AB/KW, limited to 1985–2026, human, adulthood.

Scopus. TITLE-ABS-KEY("explanatory style" OR "attributional style" OR
"attributional retraining" OR "learned optimism") AND TITLE-ABS-KEY(train*
OR intervent* OR program*) AND PUBYEAR > 1984 AND PUBYEAR < 2027.

Web of Science. TS=("explanatory style" OR "attributional style" OR
"attributional retraining" OR "learned optimism") AND TS=(train* OR intervent*
OR program*) AND PY=(1985-2026).

Google Scholar. “explanatory style” OR “attributional retraining” OR “learned
optimism” training OR intervention sales OR workplace OR employees. First
200 hits screened.

CTRI / ClinicalTrials.gov / OSF. explanatory style OR attributional retraining OR
learned optimism.
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Extraction fields

Analysis plan as
executed

n; design; country; language of delivery; dose in sessions and minutes; delivery
channel; guidance (facilitated group, self-guided, manager-led, digital);
outcome measure described generically; time-points; funding where reported.
Turnover as raw counts and percentages. Sales exactly as reported, including
when only aggregated company figures were available. We did not impute
missing standard deviations to force a pooled Hedges g.

Had five or more eligible workplace trials existed, we would have fitted the
pre-specified random-effects model. Because fewer than five eligible trials
were found, none of that machinery was run on a pooled workplace set. Single-
trial standardised effects for the 2009 sales trial are shown so readers can see
magnitude. They are not a meta-analysis. Pre-specified moderators —
setting, dose, outcome type — are arrayed as a qualitative grid. Risk of bias
for randomised trials used RoB 2. Certainty used GRADE across the three
primary outcomes.

PRISMA 2020 flow
counts

06 Results

Searches identified approximately 2,400 records across the eight sources.
After de-duplication, about 1,800 unique records remained. Title and abstract
screening left 45 full texts. Two workplace studies met tight eligibility as
explanatory-style or attributional-retraining interventions in working adults
(Proudfoot and colleagues, 2009; Wang, 1994). One further workplace
controlled study targeted learned optimism inside a wider psychological-
capital programme (Harty and colleagues, 2015). Related adult trials that did
not meet the employed-sales or tight-construct bar included Proudfoot and
colleagues (1997) in long-term unemployed adults and Jackson and colleagues
(2009) in co-operative-education students preparing for interviews. One online
sales-manager resilience trial included optimism and causal analysis and is
reported as a null adjacent result (Abbott and colleagues, 2009). The 1986
MetLife papers and later predictive occupational studies were retained as
observational context. Education attributional-retraining trials were excluded
from the workplace synthesis and used only to position the mechanism. CTRI,
ClinicalTrials.gov and OSF contributed zero eligible Indian or unpublished
workplace trials. Database hit counts are rounded because Google Scholar and
OSF do not yield clean export counts; the eligibility count is exact.
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Proudfoot and
colleagues, 2009 — the
load-bearing sales trial

Study-characteristics table

Study Design
Country /
language Population Dose Channel Primary outcomes

Proudfoot et
al. 2009

Wait-list RCT England /
English

Financial-services
sales agents;
n=166; 98% men;
mean age 36.2

7 × 3 h weekly (21 h) +
6-week workplace
maintenance + 3-
month review

Facilitated
face-to-face
group

Attributional style;
turnover;
productivity;
wellbeing

Wang 1994 Controlled
field
experiment

China /
Chinese
(English
report)

Shop-floor
employees; n=110
(52 trained across
10 groups)

Twice weekly × 2
months

Facilitated
group at work

Attributional
patterns; group
performance;
satisfaction

Harty et al.
2015

Controlled 2
× 2

Sweden /
Swedish
(English
report)

Working teams;
small n; attrition
noted

10-week group
programme on learned
optimism

Facilitated
group

Optimism, self-
efficacy, job
satisfaction, health

Abbott et al.
2009
(adjacent)

Wait-list RCT Australia /
English

Industrial sales
managers; n=53
(26 vs 27)

10-week online course;
7 skills including
optimism and causal
analysis

Self-guided
digital

Distress, quality of
life, work
performance — all
null

Narrative synthesis

One hundred and sixty-six financial-services sales agents in South-East
England, after an acquisition, were randomly assigned to immediate group
training or to a wait-list. Seventy-one per cent had reported work-related stress
in the previous three months. The programme ran seven weekly three-hour
sessions: cognitive model, automatic thoughts, thinking errors, changing
unhelpful thinking, deeper beliefs, attributional dimensions, then integration
and relapse prevention. A six-week on-the-job maintenance block and a three-
month review followed. Delivery was in person, in English, in groups.

Attributional style moved. On the work-specific questionnaire, the composite
for positive events rose by 1.64 points at post-training (95% CI 1.03 to 2.25).
The composite for negative events fell by 2.10 points (95% CI −3.11 to −0.28).
The wait-list did not move until it received the same programme, then it did.
That replication inside the same workforce is the strongest internal feature of
the study.

Turnover moved. Over eight months, 3 of 81 in the first trained group resigned
(4%) against 10 of 85 on the wait-list (12%). Against 932 non-participating
colleagues in the same divisions, combined trained people left at 4% (7 of 156)
versus 11% (103 of 932). Chi-square 6.34, p = 0.02. The authors described a
66% relative reduction. Survival analysis after month eight no longer separated
the groups. The signal is early exit, not a permanent force-field.

Wellbeing moved. The share above a common distress cut-off dropped from
37% to 10% in the first trained group. Job satisfaction and professional self-
esteem rose. Intention to quit fell.
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Wang, 1994 — shop-
floor attributional
practice in China

Harty and colleagues,
2015 — learned
optimism in Swedish
working teams

Abbott and colleagues,
2009 — the important
null

Adjacent adult
evidence, not pooled

Observational sales
context — labelled as
such

Sales performance is the wobbly leg. The firm would not release individual
sales. Before training, 29% of participants were at an acceptable target. Two
years after training, 50% of the two trained groups sat above their division
average and another 15% sat within 5% of it. There is no randomised contrast
on individual premium. Treat that 29-to-65 shift as a company-level clue,
not as a Hedges g. Mediation through attributional style was attempted and
not demonstrated.

One hundred and ten shop-floor employees took part. Fifty-two employees in
ten work groups received group attributional training twice a week for two
months. The English-language report states that the training modified
attributional patterns and enhanced group performance and satisfaction.
Individual sales outcomes do not exist because these were not sales roles.
Reporting from 1994 is thin by 2026 standards. We include it because it is a
genuine workplace attributional-retraining programme in Asia. We do not lean
on it for a sales claim.

A 10-week group programme focused on learned optimism sat inside a wider
attempt to raise psychological capital. Positive emotion, self-efficacy and job
satisfaction rose. Most gains held at six months, except job satisfaction in one
arm. The authors flag small samples and attrition. There are no sales key
performance indicators.

Fifty-three sales managers in an Australian industrial firm were randomly
assigned to a 10-week online resilience course or to a wait-list. The course
taught seven skills, including optimism and causal analysis. Managers liked it. A
high proportion did not finish. On distress, quality of life and work performance
the trial was null. Digital delivery without a human hand-off is not automatically
“the 2009 programme on a phone.”

Proudfoot, Guest, Carson, Dunn and Gray (1997) took the same seven-by-
three-hour protocol to long-term unemployed adults. Full-time work at four
months: 34% versus 13% (p < 0.001). Same cognitive engine, harder labour
market, not a sales workforce. Jackson, Hall, Rowe and Daniels (2009) gave
writing-based attributional retraining to Canadian co-operative-education
students facing interviews — mechanism, not employed salespeople. Turner
and colleagues (2024) ran a rational-emotive programme with 56 UK office-
based sales professionals and reduced irrational beliefs; same neighbourhood,
different construct. Malouff and Schutte (2017) pooled 29 randomised
optimism interventions (n = 3,319) and reported Hedges g = 0.41 for raising
optimism, mostly “best possible self” writing and dispositional-optimism
questionnaires. Cousin, not this construct, and almost none of it is sales. We do
not import 0.41 into a sales sentence.

Seligman and Schulman (1986): cross-section of 94 experienced agents,
optimistic half sold 37% more in their first two years; prospective cohort of 103
newly hired agents, optimistic half remained at twice the rate. Corr and Gray
(1995, 1996) later showed that in United Kingdom insurance samples the
positive-event composite was the stronger sales correlate — a reminder that
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Forest-plot data table
(single-trial estimates;
not a pooled model)

the American “negative-event” pattern does not travel without customs.
Silvester, Patterson and Ferguson (2003) found a modest link (r = .20) between
internal-controllable explanations for good outcomes and performance ratings
in United Kingdom retail (n = 452). Schulman (1999) argued that the style can
be trained. That essay is advocacy plus review, not a new trial.

No forest plot of a pooled workplace effect is defensible. Approximate
Hedges g reconstructed from the 2009 analysis-of-covariance contrasts
(equal groups of 81) are shown so readers can see size. Weights are not meta-
analytic weights.

Contrast (Proudfoot 2009, T2 vs wait-list) g (approx.) 95% CI n Note

Attributional style — positive events 0.83 0.51 to 1.15 81 / 81 ANCOVA-based; large

Attributional style — negative events 0.73 0.41 to 1.05 81 / 81 Direction: less pessimistic

Distress 0.69 0.38 to 1.01 81 / 81 Self-report

Intention to quit 0.58 0.27 to 0.90 81 / 81 Self-report

Job satisfaction 0.45 0.14 to 0.76 81 / 81 Self-report

Turnover (8 months) ≈ −0.63 OR ≈ 0.32 81 / 85 4% vs 12%; not a sales g

Individual sales / premium — — — Not reported; cannot compute g

Quotable output, stated plainly. There is no pooled g for performance. There is
no pooled g for turnover. The single-trial turnover contrast is 4% versus 12%
(illustrative g ≈ −0.63). The single-trial performance g cannot be computed.

Moderator table

Moderator What we see What we do not see Design implication

Setting The clean style-and-turnover signal is
financial-services sales (UK). Shop-floor
AR in China moved group performance.

No Indian sales floor. No
BPO, no pharma field force,
no SME owner-salesperson.

Do not generalise MetLife or a British
insurer to a vernacular agency in Tier-2
India without a local test.

Dose 21 facilitated hours plus maintenance
moved style and early exits. 10 weeks
online with high dropout did not move
performance.

No dose-finding. No test of
5-minute daily reps versus a
21-hour workshop.

High-touch group practice has a signal.
Low-touch digital without hand-off has a
null. Daily WhatsApp reps are an untested
middle.

Outcome
type

Style, distress and intention-to-quit move
more readily than audited premium.

No trial with individual, pre-
registered sales as the
primary outcome.

If you claim “sales go up,” you need a
trial that measures sales.
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Heterogeneity

Publication bias

I² and tau² are undefined for a pool of two dissimilar trials. Qualitatively the
heterogeneity is obvious and should be treated as a feature. Proudfoot is a
British, male, English-language, high-dose, facilitated, wait-list sales trial with
soft sales data. Wang is a Chinese shop-floor group programme with 1994
reporting. Harty is Swedish psychological capital. Abbott is Australian digital
resilience with a null. Putting those four numbers into one diamond would be a
magic trick. We decline the trick.

Egger’s test and trim-and-fill were not run. With two core trials the funnel is a
pair of dots. Workplace programmes that fail are often buried in consultancy
slide decks. Abbott’s null reaching print is therefore valuable. We found no
OSF-registered workplace trial that had reported results.

Risk-of-bias summary

Study Randomisation
Deviations /
blinding Missing data Measurement Overall

Proudfoot
2009

Some concerns
(concealment not
detailed)

Some concerns
(wait-list;
unblinded)

Some concerns
(ITT not fully
specified)

High for sales (aggregated
only); some concerns for
self-report

Some concerns;
sales outcome weak

Wang
1994

High / some concerns
(era reporting)

Some concerns Unclear Some concerns (thin
metrics)

Some concerns to
high

Harty
2015

Some concerns Some concerns High (attrition
flagged)

Some concerns (self-
report)

Some concerns to
high

Abbott
2009

Some concerns (small
n)

Some concerns
(wait-list)

High (non-
completion)

Some concerns Some concerns;
result is an
informative null

GRADE table

Outcome Certainty Why the grade sits there What a reader may say

Explanatory style
(workplace training)

Low to
moderate

One well-described wait-list RCT with internal replication
when the wait-list was trained; plus a Chinese field study.
Unblinded self-report.

A 21-hour facilitated programme
can change how salespeople
explain work events.

Persistence /
turnover

Low One RCT with organisational comparison (4% vs 11–12%).
Follow-up on exits fades after eight months.

Early quitting fell in one British
insurer. That is not a law of
nature.

Sales performance Very low No individual randomised sales contrast. Aggregated 2-
year figures only. Abbott null on manager performance.
Observational 37% lives in a different design class.

Do not print “training raises sales
by g = …”. Anything that precise
is fiction.

Wellbeing / distress
at work

Low Same single RCT, self-report, wait-list. People felt better and intended
to stay. Feeling better is not a
quota.

India applicability Very low Zero local trials. The problem is local. The training
evidence is not.
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What the number
means

Limitations

07 Discussion

PULL QUOTE

• “Distress caseness in that sales
force fell from 37% to 10%. The wait-
list did not move until it was trained.

There is no pooled g for performance. There is no pooled g for turnover. Anyone
selling this literature with a single diamond is selling jewellery made of one
stone and some lighting.

What exists is a chain. First, explanatory style predicts who persists and who
sells, at least in high-rejection insurance sales in the United States in the
1980s (37% more sold; twice the survival). Second, the same family of
cognitive practice can change how working adults explain events, and in one
British sales force that change arrived with fewer early resignations (4% versus
12%) and with better self-rated wellbeing. Third, when the same ideas are
poured into a 10-week online course that people do not finish, performance
does not budge. Fourth, classrooms full of first-year students show that
attributional retraining can lift persistence and marks — which tells you the
lever is real in achievement settings, not that your Pune agency just inherited a
grade-point average.

Optimism is not a mood board. It is a debugging habit. The brain ships a story to
production without code review. “I always collapse at this stage” is a model
that overfits one batch. Attributional practice is the code review. After a “no”,
place the next call before the story hardens.

The workplace file is small. The flagship trial is 98% men, one country, one
industry, one language, one wait-list, one firm that would not release individual
sales. Wait-list controls inflate effects against ordinary time and attention.
Self-report style and wellbeing can move because people were trained to talk
differently, not because the habit changed on the floor. Aggregated sales hide
the agent who improved and the agent who did not. Three-month psychological
follow-up is short. Two-year sales follow-up in Proudfoot was uncontrolled.
The Chinese study is under-reported by modern standards. The Swedish study
is small and leaky. The Australian digital trial is a null with dropout. We did not
search Chinese or Swedish native databases beyond what English indexing
captured. We did not include grey consultancy reports that could not be verified
with a DOI or a stable URL. A null result is publishable here and is published.

Two naming errors in the wider conversation need a clean-up. There is no
Proudfoot 2009 paper in Occupational Medicine on this programme; the trial
sits in Personality and Individual Differences. Haynes and colleagues (2009) is
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Research gaps, naming
the India gap explicitly

a handbook chapter reviewing education studies, not a pooled meta-analysis of
workplace trials.

WHAT THIS MEANS

What this means for an Indian workplace programme

Indian life-insurance distribution still runs on high-rejection personal
selling. About three in ten new agents leave in the first year. Policies
are left without an advisor. The MetLife problem of 1986 is an Indian
operations problem in 2026. The only sales randomised trial of
attributional-style practice was run in South-East England with a 98%
male sample and a wait-list, not an active control. Nothing like it has
been registered on CTRI or run in Hindi, Tamil, Marathi or any other
scheduled language.

An Indian programme can still use this as a daily rep. Picture a new
advisor in Lucknow just after a shop owner turns down a term plan.
Before she dials again, the coach’s WhatsApp message arrives in Hindi,
the language she thinks in: “Was this permanent, pervasive and
personal, or was it this prospect, this morning, this script?” She types
back, “This script. I led with price,” and calls the next name. The rep is
that short. On Friday her team lead reads the week’s replies; Abbott’s
managers, left alone with an online course, liked it, and many did not
finish. Treat the UK turnover figure as a hypothesis, not a guarantee.
Measure three things, in this order: the style, 90-day retention, then
rupees. If you invert that order you will claim a sales miracle you cannot
defend. Do not call it treatment. Count the reps.

The India gap is not a footnote. It is the hole in the floor. CTRI contains no
registered trial of explanatory-style training, attributional retraining or learned-
optimism practice in working adults. ClinicalTrials.gov and OSF are equally
empty for an Indian workplace test. Correlational Indian papers exist and they
do not answer the training question. Meanwhile the agency channel continues
to pay the MetLife bill in rupees.

A decent next trial would look like this. Population: new advisors in life
insurance or a parallel high-rejection role, recruited across at least two Indian
languages. Design: randomised, with an active comparison (product training
only) rather than a wait-list. Intervention: daily attributional reps for eight
weeks on a WhatsApp-first coach, with a weekly human huddle. Primary
outcome: 90-day retention. Secondary: style change, calls attempted, audited
premium at six and twelve months. Pre-register on CTRI. Publish the null if
it comes.
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Until that trial exists, every Indian slide that cites “37% more sales from
learned optimism training” is quoting a predictive study from another country
and another decade and calling it a workshop result. Other gaps travel with that
one: women in the sample; individual sales as a pre-registered outcome; dose-
finding between a 21-hour group and a two-minute daily rep; whether
managers’ explanatory style infects the floor; follow-up longer than eight
months on exits; a test on a BPO night shift, where rejection is a headset, not
a doorbell.

08 FAQ

Q1 Does training an optimistic explanatory style raise sales?

We do not have a pooled g for sales. One British trial moved
attributional style and early quitting; its sales figures were aggregated,
not individual. Observational MetLife data showed 37% more insurance
sold by already-optimistic agents. Training and prediction are
different claims.

Q2 Will this stop my agents resigning?

In the only sales randomised trial, resignations were 4% after the
programme and 12% on the wait-list — about a 66% relative reduction
over eight months. That is one firm, mostly men, face-to-face, 21 hours.
It is a signal, not a warranty.

Q3 Is this therapy? Do I need a clinic?

No. It is a thinking practice: catch the story after a setback, test
permanence, pervasiveness and personalisation, write a more
accurate cause, take the next action. Clinics treat illness. This paper
is about reps on a workday. If someone is unwell they need care, not a
sales workshop.

Q4 Has anyone tested this with Indian employees?

No. Zero CTRI, ClinicalTrials.gov or OSF workplace trials of this practice
in India. About 30% of Indian life-insurance agents still leave in year
one. The problem is local. The training evidence is not.



EMOTIONAPP RES EARCH · RP20 The Attribution Advantage

16 / 18emotionapp.in/research/explanatory-style-training-resilience-sales

Q5 How much practice is enough?

The programme that moved style and turnover used seven weekly
three-hour groups — 21 hours — plus workplace maintenance. A 10-
week online course with high dropout did not move performance. Daily
five-minute reps are plausible and untested.
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