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Driving By the
Seat of Their Pants
It's not enough to know sales measures ---

you have to understand the context to win the race.

Ever run out of gas in your car? Maybe it was inconve-nient, maybe it was a real hassle. But what if you were racing at Monaco and running out of gas on the final lap cost you $1 million? This is the third of a three-part

series on metrics. In the first segment we presented the need for clear and consistent sales operating performance measurement,, to support predictable, sustainable, and continuously improving business results. Last month we discussed in some detail the issue of forecasting. In this segment, we'll look at how to look at metrics. 
The underlying premise is knowing how to man-age your sales projects and pipelines to provide actionable information, as opposed to historic results that tell you how you've done. The latter is
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helpful in keeping score and doing longer‑term planning and strategy setting, But it's the details of how a system is actually operating right now, and how this compares to normal, that allows you to make midcourse corrections. 

For instance, there are probably two or three gauges that really matter on your car's dashboard: 1) fuel, 2) speed, and 3) temp. Let's take the tem-perature gauge as an example. If the gauge reports the engine temperature is 312 degrees, that tells you something. Yet most car temperature gauges don't even have numbers‑they show cold, hot, and a normal range. Knowing the exact temperature is less helpful than knowing everything's normal. 

A gas gauge tells you other kinds of information, like you're full, empty, or somewhere in between. And if you have a rough idea of your car's mileage and tank capacity, you can do some quick math to decide whether you can make it to your destina​tion without stopping. 

And the speedometer provides you yet another bit of information‑in this case, with specific numbers attached. All three are important, and their priority of importance can change based on your circumstances, but it's worth noting the character of the item being measured determines how it's reported. 

Temp varies very little over extended periods of time‑just alert me if that changes. Fuel is con​stantly changing, but not very quickly‑remind me if you think I've forgotten to look at it (passively with a red zone painted on the gauge, proactively with a little gas pump symbol that lights up, aggres​sively with a chime and flashing warning). Speed is constantly changing, and the variances may be large or small‑report it all the time, and I'll keep track of minimums and maximums to adjust. 

All of these gauges evaluate specific situations and provide you feedback: timely (you don't want 

[image: image3.png]e

-1z

Pauls Terrtary

ady-p)

sepne

Average Terrtory.

e

ez

@l

@t

-1z

vs. Paul's Territory

wer-z

Region's Average Territory

sz

£

sone2z]

sonz]

Pipeline 1

wo-iz

E
E
2
p
15
10

s

o






to know the engine's too hot 10 minutes after it's overheated), objective (degrees Fahrenheit or Celsius), consistent (plus or minus 10 degrees), relevant (tempera​ture now, not last trip), and individualized (this car, this time, this driver, and so on).

Sales has similar variables to measure and monitor once you've defined a stan-dard against which to measure (read: process) and have an ongoing and con-sistent method of gathering and evalu-ating data (automation). And like the different gauges, you probably want their reporting to be consistent with how quickly these factors can change, how significant the impact is or can be, and knowing what way things are trending.

Various sales metrics include overall sales cycle length, individual step times, close rates, pipeline fullness (both in terms of number of opportunities and potential revenue value in the pipe), fall‑out, and prospect quality, to name just a few.

    Trends become 

increasingly important, 

like the "normal range" on the temp gauge 

and the "red zone"

 on the fuel gauge. 
SFA applications today are beginning to incorporate more advanced capabili​ties, though most I've seen as of this writ​ing still need to improve. For example, most packages that claim metrics capa​bility today will give you "snapshots" of your data. The sales equivalent of a temperature gauge giving you the temp only (for instance, 3 12 degrees) is a system that tells you "your pipeline currently contains 150 percent of plan requirements."

That's great. Sounds good. But if the bulk of that is at the front of the pipeline and we're at the end of the year, maybe not so good. If the increase came right after a tradeshow or advertising cam-paign, but has not been qualified beyond initial screening, the excess loading of opportunities may represent a burden, rather than real potential.

Trends become increasingly important, like the "normal range" on the temp gauge and the "red zones" on the fuel gauge and tach. To look at trends a helpful tool is a control chart. Figure 1 shows a control chart for Metric 1. What this chart depicts is the mean performance and "normal variance" for a given metric.

Let's say this metric is tracking the number of deals in Paul's pipeline each week for the past six or seven months. What we see is Paul runs on average about 19 deals, plus or minus four (15 to 23). We now can see Paul's normal range and see that he's running normally‑for Paul.

Now look at Figure 2, which contrasts Paul's activity level with the rest of the region. With this added information, you can immediately see that he's well below average. The regional average is 27 or 28 (plus or minus a couple).

We can also see that while the region was operating "in control," over the past five weeks the average territory has bro​ken above the 30 barrier, even as Paul's number of opportunities working has fallen off, Somebody knows something that someone else doesn't. Perhaps the region isn't qualifying as rigorously as Paul; perhaps Paul is interviewing out​side the company. Maybe marketing has been neglecting Paul's region or industry.
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There are many possibilities and one chart doesn't tell the whole story, but like the gauges on your car and the experience with which you interpret them, having this kind of information over time tells a lot.

Also, being above or below average isn't necessarily good or bad. It depends on what you're measuring. If the metric in this case was not number of opportu​nities in the pipeline, but total sales cycle time, then it appears Paul has figured something out even as the rest of the region goes out of bounds (outside nor​mal variance) the other way.

If Paul's customers are just as happy as anyone else's, then it would be worth exploring whether he's learned something unique that could he spread to everyone else.

We've been working with clients and are now dealing with some of the SEA vendors to define a half‑dozen basic metrics that reflect Level I information. The Gartner Group is now calling such functionality Advanced OMS (opportu​nity management systems)

At a meeting a couple months ago, the CEO of a European company was describing attending the Monaco Gran Prix. He had the further good fortune to be in possession of a pit pass and was therefore able to walk down pit row an hour before the race.

What he found incredible was that the gearboxes were still out of the cars, wheels were not yet put on, final body 
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adjustments were still being made‑and each car had two or three laptop com-puters connected to it testing its systems.

Sure, you can drive your car without any of the gauges we  described, and conceivably a well-tuned engine and a talented driver can still win races without all the support of a high-tech team. But in a highly competitive, highly pro-fessional, high-payoff environment, it's incremental improvements that win more often than not. And running out of gas on the final lap is really bad news.

Are you and your sales force still dri-ving by the seat of the pants? 

Trailer Vavricka, Inc. consults with clients to define, document, and sustain-ably improve their sales process. TVI also provides managers coaching and rapid learning/improvement approaches to improve your sales operating perform-ance level, and is currently working with several leading SFA software companies to incorporate its Naviguide advanced OMS design for sales process and operating performance metrics. Contact Joe Vavricka at (858) 755-1994 or email joevav@alumni.princeton.edu or see the website: www.raisesales.com.
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