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"Managers Have

Needs Too, Ya Know"
Sales managers must know who is doing what, when and 

how.  Now, technology can providethis informantion -- and 

make it more meaningful
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series, I will take a closer look at these issues and certain questions that naturally follow, such as: (1) Does this apply to you and/or your sales managers? And (2) Can automation systems provide answers to any of these pressing issues? I hope to help you find an answer to the first question. As for the second, the quick answer is yes, systems and tools can now provide unprecedented levels of sales manager support. Here's how.

Span of Control

Managing people provides new opportunities for sharing and learning.  Unfortunately, these opportunities are often lost because everybody is “doing their own thing.” Many SFA systems try to overcome this by enforcing lock-step regimentation—first this step, then this step, etc.  Since this does not reflect most sales situations or sales reps’ experiences, the approach is quickly rejected.

In our process work the past eight years, we have presented the value of process (i.e. the ability to share information and increase learning cycles), while recognizing the process itself isn’t correct/perfect.  The process provides a standard by which we can all measure and keep track.  With no common standard, everyone is measuring in their own separate units (e.g., feet, meters, arm lengths, whatever), so we can’t compare information. 
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However, if we all use the same yardstick and we all come up short, even though that yardstick may not be 36 inches long, we can still learn something.  What a process does is provide sales reps something to measure with and something to measure against. Enter SFA and process management. The system should not only accommodate your selling—and their buying—processes, it should also enable sales reps to easily and quickly record those actions they’ve completed and the location of opportunities in the pipeline. 

With the system tracking these opportunities, management can begin to see where things are even if this covers a wide geography. In addition, by analyzing and comparing the deal movements, managers begin to see what is/isn’t happening in the form of patterns, trends or gaps. Finally, system rules look for these things and alert the manager when upper and/or lower limits are exceeded.

Managing from afar

Operating intelligence is central to most of the issues outlined earlier. Central to this intelligence is leading rather than lagging indicators. When the only consistent and objective measures a sales manager has are sales and quota attainment, it is difficult to more than congratulate (“Way to go!”) or chastise reps (“I told you you didn’t have enough deals that were going to close.”). 

Geography, time zones, differing priorities and agendas, lack of infra-structure all contribute to a manager’s “not knowing.” And human nature is inclined to fill in the blanks with our worst fears. Hence, managers often feel they’re in the dark about deal specifics and reps can feel micro-managed. 

In the following scenario, a sales mana-ger must deal with Bob, a remote rep, whose sales are way behind every-one else’s. The manager could gauge Bob’s performance by looking at a “snapshot” table of sales numbers com-paring Bob to other sales reps in his region (Table 1), but that doesn’t provide the big picture analysis the manager needs. There is more in-depth way of looking at the same data specifically comparing Bob’ numbers with the regional average.

Compared with the snapshot approach, this graph (Metric 1) is a veritable movie. We see that Bob is running below the regional average for number of deals. It may also be that Bob’s average deal size is three times the regional average [image: image4.emf]can we talk?
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and/or that he has twice as high a close rate. So while one graph does not tell the entire story, it does tell us a couple things. First, Bob is consistently running a lower number of opportunities. Second, the number of opportunities the region is pursuing is consistently increasing. If Bob’s deals are not considerably larger, he stands a good chance of falling further behind.

This notion of movies versus snapshots is an important distinction. Today, with everyone doing their own thing the sales team is operating informally. The control chart depicted shows normal variance for the region (the space between the two dashed lines); if the performance metric falls within this range, the group is said to be operating “in control.” The difference between informal and in-control has ever-thing to do with increasing predicta-bility—the next topic of discussion. 
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Forecast Accuracy

Consider the following comparison of two companies' revenues versus plan.  For the purposes of this discussion, assume Company A and Company B are in the same industry and, therefore, have the same seasonal variations, inventory requirements, etc. Also assume the plans for both companies are three years in duration. 

What can we say about Company A vs. Company B?  Observations might include Company B has a better handle on its sales process, is more profitable, experi-ences less turnover, is less stressful, etc.  In fact, Company B will be way more profitable because it can better anticipate what business volumes are coming when.  This ability translates into better resource utilization (e.g., less overtime, less rush shipping, smoother demand on resources, etc).  Company B is also seen as being more predictable.  As a result, if this were a publicly held company it could have three to four times the market cap on the exact same revenue due to its ability to forecast accurately. Even as a private company, demonstrating this ability would give Company B greater access to capital at more favorable rates, under better terms.
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In addition, senior management has three top priorities: 1) increasing produc-tivity; 2) increasing predictability; and 3) increasing shareholder value.  The ability to forecast accurately plays directly into all of these. So coming up with more accurate sales forecasts is not just a nice idea—it is becoming an increasingly neces-sary business advantage. Conversely, the inability to forecast sales accurately not only hurts the sales department’s credibility (which it does), but also disempowers the rest of the company. The inability to count on sales and invest more heavily, or to anticipate softness and throttle down expenditures results in lost opportunities.

Today’s SFA/CRM systems are taking too simplistic an approach to forecasting sales. Applying sales reps’ probabilities, overriding these with managers’ hunches and/or applying fixed percentages based on step in the process are typical approaches. The net effect is using spreadsheets and fancy packaging to hide the fact that the forecast is still being put together by managers on the back of an envelope or in an Excel spreadsheet somewhere. Furthermore, these ap-proaches give snapshots but no mechan-ism for improving forecast accuracy, or to spot trends. In turn, this inability to see the movie precludes continuous process improvement and reinforces behaviors/ methods that lead to quarter and year-end spikes.

Today’s technology enables the tracking of quality indicators, such as input and process quality, and allows comparison between the variation in these and other criteria over time and forecast/actual results. These types of correlation are impossible to realize with manual systems. At the same time, the convergence of people, process and technology powerfully combine to provide management insights into how the salesforce is actually operating.

Increased Competition

Building An Advantage

Things have been changing like crazy in sales over the past few decades. Now management in sales needs to do the same. Seat-of-the-pants and gut-feel approaches can't keep up with the pace and lack the specifics needed to succeed in today's fast-moving business climate. Similarly, managers' old fallback position, "If I don't make my numbers, you can fire me," will provide little solace to the companies being outmaneuvered by their competition. 

To compete effectively companies need to build a sustainable competitive advantage. In early-stage companies such an advantage may come in the form of breakthrough technology, but you’ll hear over and over that windows of product exclusivity (i.e., competitive superiority) are shrinking. Another strategy companies depend on is “Our people are our only sustainable competitive advantage.” But what happens when people leave, taking customer and corporate knowledge with them?

Open territories, aggressive recruiting of your personnel by competitors and poor coordination among marketing and sales all serve to put you at a competitive disadvantage. But there is a way out of these dark woods: tracking opportunities throughout a synchronized enterprise, which has linked the front office with the back office through the pipeline. 
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Process Execution

After defining your sales process, the first step is to track every opportunity against the synchronized model. Are your reps making the most of each opportunity? In account reviews with clients, a surpris-ing number of high-payoff tactics are identified simply by rigorously inspecting current deals and determining which actions have or have not been accomplished. The cumulative effect of these actions—what moves to close, what falls out (lost to competition or no decision) and what is still in the pipeline—become measures of operation. 

As clear patterns and “hit percen-tages” emerge, managers will be able to forecast sales more accurately (a compet-itive weapon in itself) and to determine whether enough new opportunities are being identified. A general observation is that most sales reps do not have enough good opportunities in their pipelines to take action on. This continuing problem creates a further competitive disadvan-tage, because reps will continue to pursue and expend resources on marginal and even undesirable business. Because they are coming from scarcity, these sales reps will be far less selective and ruthless in their process execution.
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Successful tracking and pursuit of client references is also a key component of competitiveness. How hard is it for your sales force to sign up new customers when they can’t count on existing customers for outstanding references? (Answer: very hard.) There is also the risk of over using one or two positive, high-profile referen-ces. To proactively address this situation over time, look at whether sales is pro-viding customer service/support (CS/S) with order detail of sufficient quality and completeness. Similarly, is CS/S providing marketing with an ongoing supply of highly referenceable accounts? And final-ly, is marketing providing sales with a similarly robust stream of quality leads? (Please see “Garbage In, Garbage…Well, You Know” SFFA, January ’99.)

As before, using SFA technology to track these leading indicators is key to managing them. Instead of generally learning of diminishing quality when op-portunities fail to close after months of effort, consider using existing SFA tech-nology to track lead quality on an ongoing basis.
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As soon as you recognize the down-ward trend in the quality of pursued leads (see Prospect Quality Recent Input—All Criteria graph above), corrective actions can be initiated, rather than stanching the wound several months later when sales fail to materialize. Similarly, what are we learning from the opportunities that are lost (see Revenue Fall-Out by Sales Cycle Step graph to right)? Are we becoming smarter, tougher competitors as a result of these learning experiences? What I often ask clients is, “You’ve paid the tuition, have you learned the lessons?”  Too often the answer is no.

Attracting and Retaining Great People

"How successful can I be?  How can I be successful?"

I believe these are, and increasingly will be, the two questions sales reps will ask their employers. Yes, money matters and having money is better than not having money. But great people move beyond basic money issues pretty quickly. Having a competitive compensation program and product/service offering will be basic requirements for attracting and retaining great people. However, more than one company has lamented the loss of a star sales rep that was making plenty of money.

In addition to earnings potential, top performers are interested in growth potential and the availability of support—technological and human—to help them reach their potential. More and more often, sales reps are asking about support systems, infrastructure and the like. Laptops, cell phones and e-mail are basic issue today. Beyond these basics, some productivity, collaboration, communica-tion and coaching tools are expected. Does your SFA/CRM system provide these? How are leads distributed, how frequent-ly, how quickly? Are these leads pre-qualified by telemarketing or an inside sales counterpart? And what of the quantity/quality of leads?
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One of the things that make an environment great for sales reps is having a consistent flow of good leads. In the November ’97 SFFA issue I wrote: “Sales reps will sign up for higher productivity and higher quotas if at the same time they’re offloaded the responsibility of generating all their own leads.” This statement is more pertinent than ever. Take, for example, the Tennant Company in Minneapolis, which has been a client for a few years. It views lead generation/ demand creation as a corporate responsi-bility. While its sales strategy is much more complicated than this, it is a reflec-tion of its corporate culture. Not surpris-ingly, in 1998, the Tennant Company was again ranked one of the Fortune Top 100 Companies to Work For.

Steve Jobs had a great philosophy about attracting top talent. He’s credited with saying: “'A’ players recruit ‘A’ players. ‘B’ players recruit ‘C’ players.” If you’re unable to attract/retain great reps, look 


at your systems of defining, supporting, coaching and compensating successful performance.

Ramping Up New Hires

Finally, now that you’ve brought a new sales rep on board, what is available to get this person up to speed? You might examine your organization to see if the following sales-support elements are in place: (1) a clear, field-proven sales process to act as a roadmap for your newbie; (2) an easily accessible know-ledge base of best practices and time-ly/relevant tactical alerts; (3) a fertile territory seeded with several promising opportunities and consistently irrigated with a steady flow of high quality marketing drips; and (4) an SFA/CRM system to support all of the above.

If your reaction to this list is, “Anyone could sell in that environment. You’re dreamin’!” then the following may sound more typical—and realistic. We hire experienced people and expect them to bring talent, ability and territory equity (read: connections) to the party. We pay for performance and the good ones make it. We offer a competitive pay package and provide two weeks’ company/product training (read: take a drink from this fire hose, before we parachute you into your 


territory).

This approach suggests a standing start—hardly the fastest way to get a new hire up to speed. For a running start, having several of the components listed above is a huge advantage for both the rep and the rep's manager. This is increasingly important as managers have 

less time because they are spread across more sales reps and/or geography.

The Last Word

In part one of this series I wrote about the convergence of  “people, process and technology." So where do we look to find this convergence? Look for best-of-breed tools and add ons that beef up reporting and knowledge sharing. The key point, though, is to look at the big picture and try to determine if your SFA/CRM system not only gathers the right kind of data, but interprets it to provide sales managers with actionable information.

Finally, my prediction for the future: Over the next two years the sales manager’s role will shift dramatically away from chasing the numbers and toward growing their organizations. Measurable improvements in key metrics will be the order of the day, and while quota/revenue attainment will continue to be key, it will no longer be the only standard by which success is defined. Hav-ing strategies and SFA/CRM technologies in place to support this evolution and address the six issues discussed in this series will be essential. ”

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 .

Trends in Prospect Quality ratings of new opportunities entering the pipeline each week
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In last month's column, I introduced six issues that sale managers face every day.  Among these were an increased span of control, managing reps from afar, and the need for forecast accuracy. This month, in part two of this three-part 





Opportunities that have been lost or deactivated from the active pipeline per sales process step
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