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OMS: A Step Beyond & Before SFA

A short history and brief glimpse at the future of Sales Force Automation

The basic difference between an Opportunity Management System  (OMS) and a Contact Management or Relationship Management System is it tracks, as the name implies, opportunities, rather than individuals.  This mirrors what sales reps sell and are paid for, what  engineering/manufacturing produces, finance bills, and service supports. The OMS focus enables users, from individual reps to top management, to assess and manage the health of their business.

According to Sales & Marketing Management's Thayer Taylor, in 1987 there were 241 sales force automation (SFA) products and 189 vendors.  By 1992, these figures had ballooned to 902 products and 517 vendors.  Clearly, the field of sfa holds enormous potential to attract this kind of land rush by vendors.  But for too many pioneering customers, the operative word remains potential.

The reasons for the elusive and often illusory productivity gains everyone wants distill down to a single word, repeated so often it's becoming the modern business mantra--process.

Early sfa products were, and are, feature rich.  However, the Gartner Group recently reported two-thirds of the features in sfa programs are never used.  I have been an ACT! user for two years and an active member of a user group.  I use probably 30% of this program's capabilities--and still find it incredibly helpful.

However, a single user on a non-networked package is a far cry from a large organization with a significant number of sales reps (field and inside), channels (direct and indirect), products and/or pricing/configuration scenarios.  In such a setting, companies need more than a contact/client database, word processor, scheduler, etc.  

Administration vs. Sales Automation
All of these functions are useful, some important, but all are administrative.  One of the main drivers in the explosive shift to equipping sales reps with computers, has been to flatten or, at a minimum, "skinny down" organizations.  Typical early automation efforts sounded something like this: "We're going to give you a computer (increasingly portable), along with a word processor, spreadsheet and contact management program.  Take it home and play with it for awhile; we don't expect you to start running your business off it until next quarter.  By the way, we're not providing any special training and, oh yeah, we're getting rid of two support positions, so you won't have an admin to do proposals for you anymore."

You can read about, or imagine, many of the problems associated with this approach.  The Salesforce Automation Association was born of these sorrows and now offers a program to help avoid a dozen or more problems inherent in the approach described above.

However, the main thrust of such programs to automate sales has, in fact, been focused on managing time and functions that support and/or track sales (ie, quotes, call activity, rolodex, expense reporting, etc).  SFA programs have not focused on improving how people sell.  Again, the Gartner Group, specifically Ken Dulaney of their Sales Leadership Strategies, labels these first through third generation SFA functions.

Disheartened sfa buyers may call them first generation, 1.1 through 1.3.  In either case, the primary focus is on administrative tracking.  Fourth generation, or next generation (depending on how you're counting), systems will actually address sales issues and improve, the individual's and company's selling processes.

Automation: Looking Back & Ahead

Just as manufacturing was aided first by the mass production oriented assembly line, then automated, and eventually reoriented toward quality (versus just quantity), so too is sales automation evolving.  First were dedicated sales forces with specialized training (pioneered by NCR), followed by equipping reps with cellular phones/faxes/computers (first generation), contact managers (second generation), then automated account managers and order entry (third generation).

The question becomes, what's next?  Again, manufacturing holds key lessons.  Simply automating specialized tasks/units, allowed mountains of things to be produced.  The overarching paradigm was absolutely, "More is Better."  So it was, the Pontiac Motor Division tuned itself to turn out as many engines as possible.  More than one management course, cited the manager who simply wrote in large chalk figures at the entrance to the factory the number of engines produced by the prior shift (hence, "the number to beat").

The Fisher Body Division built the best car bodies then thought possible given the sheer number being turned out daily.  You could special order your own car and options, a far cry from Henry Ford's "You can have any color, as long as it's black."  Delco built batteries, radios and other electrical components at their own breakneck speed.

Meanwhile, assembly plants were putting all the parts together and eventually dealers would sell whatever they could, and whatever was made available.

One day, a bright accounting type looked around and spotted a whole wad of cash tied up in engine blocks, stacked to the ceiling, waiting for cars to put them in.  Same story for bodies and radios.  Worse, toward year end, much of this inventory went from brand new to old aged, due to design changes.  Overnight, manufacturing was swept into Just in Time (JIT) procedures.  Components, ideally would arrive at the very moment they were needed to be built into the vehicle, tested and shipped out the door.

And so it was, tens of thousands of cars were produced, while inventories shrank.  Without the critical feedback loop from the marketplace (ie, dealers), many millions of dollars were lost, not in stacks of motors piled high on their pallets, but with lots full of finished vehicles nobody wanted.  Reason: the Japanese were producing higher quality cars.

Sales: Quantity & Quality

Enter, fourth generation sfa.  Quality is woven into the very fabric of selling--not simply quantity.  If a sales rep is making ten calls a week, and doing something wrong on each of them, automating administrative tasks to free this individual to make thirty calls a week does not eliminate the fatal flaw on each call.  What is the quality of the effort?

Measuring sales quality includes close rates/capture ratios (number of orders divided by number leads to generate a sale), margins, and length of sales cycle.  In addition, the quality of the output (ie, customer relationship), defect rates and trends become visible earlier.  With this information, Sales Managers and Reps can pinpoint and work to correct possible process problems before subpar results are recorded.  The difference between these measures (cause) and typical year-to-date percent of quota figures (effect) is that they are before, rather than after, the fact.

Most companies cannot tell you their sales cycle length, because they can't tell you their sales cycle.  They know it used to take "six to eight months" and now seems to take "more like ten to twelve months'" but these are actually empirical figures based on "gut feel."  Ditto the other indicators.

An Opportunity Management System (OMS) addresses this issue.  It brings to bear a quality orientation to sales.  And while some people today debate quality versus reengineering, everybody agrees you have to begin with defining the existing processes/practices--then measuring where you are.  An early quality maxim is: Don't give me a program, give me a process.

OMS does exactly this, laying key benchmarks to measure against and to improve upon.  George Colombo, author of Sales Force Automation also suggests the first step to automating is defining your existing sales process(es)--not buying computers and software.  Many significant gains have been made and sustained by firms doing this foundational work, then automating.

So to the extent that OMS accomplishes this key task, it may be appropriately considered both 4th generation and pre-generation.  That is, before you get started automating a mess, you should define the existing process and clean it up manually.  

Mapping Your Own Sales Cycle

Below is a diagram of a typical sales cycle map.  However much cycles vary between reps, or between companies, they virtually all begin with a lead (step 1) and end with a close (step n).

As a matter of course, we always suggest adding two steps to whatever (n) number they come up with: n+1) implementation/install; n+2) customer care.  The sales cycle doesn't end with the close, it continues through implementation to ongoing customer care to create new leads/opportunities to restoke the cycle.
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Don't Climb Mt. Everest!

Next, we identify what the objective is of each step, what the seller's actions are and what the buyer's actions are at each step.  When I outlined this format to a manager who'd been in sales fifteen years, he burst out laughing.  When he settled back down, he said the mental image that came to him was "the sales rep climbing Mt. Everest and the prospect sitting on the back porch, drinking iced tea, wondering if the rep was going to make it!"

If selling is about establishing/elevating relationships and working in joint-venture, each party should be involved (ie, committed) to advancing the sale.  Clearly, as you track along the steps (in parallel), the probability of making the sale should be increasing.  The question is: is it?

One software client for whom we mapped their sales cycle has improved their forecast accuracy (by their figures), "from less than 60% to greater than 90%."  With the whole salesforce's perspective based on the common operating framework, they use same set of business rules for estimating each opportunity's revenue potential, probability to close, and close date.

Other Benefits of Mapping

Mapping also provides a consistent, rational basis for determining whether to make an investment in a demo, trial, corporate visit, etc.  Too often, the sales rep is advancing through the actions required of the seller, but the prospect's actions have remained stalled on step 3.  As manager, you have the sinking, but indefensible, feeling that doing this demo is simply throwing good dollars after bad.  All the while, your rep argues this one is different, special, his/her best hope, or extraordinary in some way.  This pattern can be identified by individual and/or across the entire sales force.

Finally and, perhaps, most significantly, mapping provides a basis for ongoing and continuous improvement of the sales process (ie, Rapid Learning).  

In the example above, there are eight steps from lead through close and two steps post-close.  Dividing the cycle into roughly thirds (ie, suspects, prospects, probables), you can then look at what percentage of deals fall out at each stage, what percentage moves forward (ie, yield).  Tracking these percentages over time, provides a systematic basis for both factoring an individual's projected revenues and coaching the individual's performance.

In addition, managing the sales cycle length (note the time periods to get through each stage), will have a dramatic ongoing effect on overall productivity/capacity.  This is a far cry from simply cajoling a rep to "bring it in sooner."

Mapping and managing your sales cycle(s) (they can be different for different products, channels) will enable you to improve the three variables impacting overall sales productivity: activity, quality and time to close.  In addition, this approach is completely consistent with current management philosophy of empowering vs. controlling and aligned with the focus of both quality and re-engineering programs.

OMS: Link to Last Generation/Gateway to Next Generation SFA

Once this critical work is done, an OMS can help you automatically capture data and, more importantly, manipulate it to create fact-based information.  

Comparative Analysis of Features/Functions typically available on 

Opportunity Management Systems (OMS)

vs. 

Contact Management Systems (CMS) 


OMS
CMS

Account Name
yes
yes

Rep Name
yes 
yes

Product
yes


Estimated Close Date
yes


Revenue Potential
yes


Phone Directory/Dialer
no
yes

Address Directory
no
yes

Notes/Word Processor
no
yes

Scheduler/Calendar
no
yes

Number of sales calls made
yes 
yes

Provide analysis, not just accumulate data
yes
no

Assess effectiveness of sales calls made
yes
no

Forecasts/roll ups/drill downs based on real metrics per rep
yes†
no

Provide "What if" and "Most probable" queries
yes†
no

Identify Sales Cycle Bottlenecks
yes†
no

Provide individual Sales Rep performance feedback
yes†
no

Reinforce previous training
yes†


Pipeline management (input rates, oppty quality, flow)
yes†
no

Pipeline maintenance (continuity of pipeline %full)
yes†
no

  User defined fields may allow this entry/option, but cannot provide intelligence and/or analysis about this data.

†  Indicates a feature available on TVI's Sales Naviguide, but may/may not be available with other OMS products.

This information in turn can be used to identify bottlenecks, pinpoint specific skills deficiencies, share best practices and redefine top performers on a myriad of scales--not just total revenues (ie, "how many motors produced on this shift").

The beauty is, ninety percent of the information required of an OMS is already being keyed into all, but the most elementary, SFA programs.  The issue is capturing and manipulating this data to produce "real close to real time" information.  Such timely information guides sales people, and their managers, to improve their effectiveness at executing a continuously improving process.

In fact, real time information is where this is all heading.  Hard on the heels of OMS is what Gartner labels Marketing Encyclopedias, integrating and sharing sales, marketing, customer, support, manufacturing, shipping and other functional data into a stream of information (a true Executive Information System).  Beyond this, come logical leaps to other integrated sales efforts, first throughout the enterprise, then to what has been called the extended enterprise (see, Paradigm Shift, the New Promise of Information Technology).

For now, however, plenty of basic work remains to be done.  SFA packages continue to proliferate without standards; in-house IT managers wisely opt for open systems, but fail to sift sales functionality from techno possibility.  And last, but by no means least, your company's customer acquisition and retention process cuts across all vertical departments (of which Sales is only one).

4th generation measures bring into sharp focus, cross-functional bottlenecks and disconnects that hold your team back from greater sales productivity, increased market share and profits.  Parochialism and territorial imperatives continue to exist in a (business) world where shared purpose and synchronized effort are both the order of the day--and the future.

OMS systems bring this future a step closer and provide a concrete step upon which to design, build and/or enhance a successful sfa program.

TRAILER VAVRICKA, INC. consults with clients to define, document and sustainably improve their sales process.  TVI also provides managers coaching to improve performance, and is currently working with several leading SFA software companies to incorporate its Naviguide( advanced OMS design for sales process and operating performance metrics.  In addition to consulting services, TVI writes on the subject of Sales Operating Fitness/Performance Improvement, Forecast Predictability, and Sales Mastery.  For a complete outline of TVI services, please contact: Joe Vavricka 319 Shoemaker Lane, Solana Beach, CA 92075, Ph. 858-755-1994, E-Mail: joevav@alumni.princeton.edu, Website: www.raisesales.com .
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