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Patience Is a Virtue
The Tennant Company proves SFA is harder than

You think, takes longer than you want, costs more than

You budget--and pays off when you stay the course.
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In February 1995, my partner and I were invited to attend a managers' meeting held by Tennant Company. One topic on the agenda was sales force automation and the planned rollout of Tennant's SFA project.
The company had spent more than $1.4 million on Brock Control Systems software and Zenith laptops. The initial SFA project (Brock 1.0) had been launched the year prior; updated functionality (Version 2.0) and the national rollout were being announced at the regional meetings beginning with this one in Anaheim, California.

Issues of sales force acceptance, computer liter​acy, IS concerns (like synchronization and compatibility schemes) were discussed, with a particular focus on sales process. As it turned out, there were other forces at work that defined the environment into which we were introduced.

Tennant Company is a 127-year-old manufacturing business, headquartered in Minneapolis, which was named this year as one of Fortune's Top 100 Companies to Work For. It produces nonresidential floor-cleaning and -scrubbing equipment as well as floor coatings. The company boasts a hybrid of direct sales force and distributor channels and is a quality-oriented organization with global operations. Total revenues were $325 million, $344 million, and $372 million in 1995, 1996, and 1997, respectively.

A direct sales force of approximately 150 sales reps domestically and an equivalent number outside the U.S., principally in Europe, realized these revenues.

Field Implementation

In 1995 Tennant had 14 divisions in the United States. The Northwest Division was considered typical‑tenure and experience, mix of industries, relative success, and so on. Specifically, NWD was in eighth place among 14 divisions. Paul Gee, division manager, had been with Tennant 12 years and was managing a dozen people.

In June 1995, TVI conducted a two-day work-shop with NWD personnel to develop its sales 
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process map and to ensure buy-in. (For more detailed information on TVI's process format, see "Do You Believe In Magic?" September '97 SFFA.) Following the mapping session, we ran a paper​based system for approximately three months. This approach limited what could reasonably be measured. We agreed that the mapping process would be applied only to "key factors," namely the three higher-end models seen as key to making quota targets.

Reps completed a form that tracked specific opportunities, capturing the steps they completed and the date they accomplished this. Based on these reports, Paul inspected four critical areas: movement, closes, fallouts, and new and total number of projects.

Difficulties Getting Started

Despite enthusiasm expressed during the mapping session, reporting was less than regular. Some experienced reps felt it was a waste of time. Even many junior reps proved unreliable in submitting reports.

Even with sporadic reporting, however, one problem became glaringly apparent: There were not enough qualified oppor​tunities in the pipeline. Paul best summed up the situation by saying, "It doesn't mat​ter how well you manage the process, if you don't have enough deals to manage, you won't get there."

In September 1995, the Western regional sales reps received new com-puters, including TVI's prototype OMS system, Naviguide. The planned one-day training was reduced to a half-day and, in the end, wound up being less than three hours. This was a mistake, as almost every SFA vendor, trainer, or consultant will tell you.

A second difficulty was that as a pro-totype, IS could not provide the same level of support for Naviguide as for its standard suite of commercial-grade applications. Further compounding the difficulty was the broad spectrum of computer skills, from very skilled to none (at least one senior rep didn't type).

No description of this time would be complete without introducing Russ Schantz. If any one person was a hero during this early period, that person was Russ. A 22-year field sales veteran who struggled to get up to speed with his own computer skills, Russ applied himself, technology, and the process through sheer force of will. He reported regularly, offered his insights, and supported this project in every way he could. He proved the ideas workable, even if developing computer skills took an ungodly amount of work.

"it doesn't matter 

how well you manage 

the process, if you 

don't have enough 

deals to manage you 

won't get there."

Despite all these well-intentioned efforts and too few opportunities in the pipe, Q4 was business as usual. As Paul describes it, his efforts largely focused on a "Let's make a deal!" approach. That was the bad news. The good news was, even with all these difficulties, NWD remained eighth of 14.

A New Year: 1996

Because the reports were now automated, they were compiled on a regular basis, but from the update fields it became clear only a portion of the reps used the system on any consistent basis. The accuracy and completeness of project data, and therefore pipeline measures, remained suspect throughout Q1 '96.

Yet, the group was making progress. Paul had come to the realization that for things to change, he needed to change his management style. If the division was going to avoid the Let's Make a Deal approach to Q4, things would have to change before year's end. Additionally, Russ Schantz continued to use the system and build a solid territory pipeline. In his use of the tool, Russ was proving that process and automation were con​tributing to his success, not impeding it.

Tennant held its National Sales Olympiad in Atlanta at the end of Q1 '96. All reps brought their laptops to the meet-ing, and IS had a station set up to update their hardware and software. IS also arranged demonstrations of various pro-grams to heighten rep awareness of the tools available to them. Among the exhibits was Russ demo-ing away, answer-ing questions and showing how process and automation were key to his success.

The second pivotal event was the introduction of Sales Mastery, which introduced the concept of a sales career path and showed how automation was key to pursuing it. Even a longtime skeptic of the pilot program got up before the audience and spoke about how he was now better able to manage his business.

These realizations and actions created some buzz for the program that helped lift it from "a good idea" to "something we're doing."

June brought another turning point. IS began looking for a replacement for the Brock system. It investigated the many SEA vendors that had sprung up since its initial system purchase. However, at that time, the opportunity management system component of even the best-known systems still did not include detailed process functionality.

IS decided to develop its own sales automation system and include and sup​port Naviguide functionality, as well as metrics. This transfer of responsibility and integrated functionality made the program much more user friendly.

And because of Paul's realization ear-lier in the year, his division had a much-improved pipeline, had moved farther up the ranks, and was doing much less deal- ing at year's end. NWD finished fifth.

Yet Another New Year: 1997

1997 offered promise and plenty of its own challenges. First, Russ accepted a promotion that took him out of NWD and the pilot. Other personnel changes racked up a 40 percent turnover for NWD in the first half of the year. Yet there were bright spots. The reps coming on board found they could get up to speed much more quickly given the information captured in the system.

In addition, with the improvement of NWD from eighth place (mid‑'95) to fifth (end of '96), process was introduced nationally in 1997, and metrics were introduced in NWD.

For more detailed information on sales metrics see "Driving By the Seat of Their Pants" (April '98 SFFA).
Moving Beyond Beta

In October'97 the SFA pilot formally concluded. There is still work to do, but the results are encouraging. NWD finished first in the world in 1997. And Tennant Company had a record year. One measure is the Industrial Productivity Index, against which Tennant has benchmarked itself the past 20 years. For years TCO has run exactly even with the IPI. In 1997 the company outpaced the index by a factor of three (IPI growth: 6 percent, TCO growth: 18 percent). Everyone agrees: Process and automation are paying real dividends at Tennant Company.
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In 1998 metrics are being introduced nationally and process rolled out glob​ally. The entire effort took longer than expected, but a process for continuous improvement and a system to support it 
are now in place.

Conclusions

Don't let SEA be an IS initiative. Each of my interviews, including Tennant's CIO, Keith Payden, stressed the need to have sales involved early. If this is seen as an IS project, it will be uphill all the way.

When people talk

about senior 

management com-

mitment, know this:

No matter how on 

board our execu-

tives are. SFA will 

test their resolve.

Do process early. Sales process was being implemented even before the pilot 

group got computers. In a survey of hundreds of companies, the No. 1 To-Do is to focus on getting your process straight.

Tennant has gone on to build all training in the context of its sales process. Managers coach to process, and the system now gives feedback on process execution.

The single thing the Tennant folks all thought they did well was stick with it. 
When people talk about senior manage​ment commitment, know this: No matter how on board your executives are, SEA will test their resolve. Stay the course, measure progress, and change what's not working.

Two significant items are the impor​tance of having a sales hero (Russ) and the coming of age of a first‑line man​ager (Paul). In the end, SEA is not wait​ing on technology but rather on people's ability to adapt and take advantage of technology. 

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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