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Who's on First?
Communication conundrums make for great comedy, but are you running a business or a vaudeville act?
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A similar breakdown in communi-cation‑but without the laughs‑fre-quently occurs between participants in sales force automation projects. Sure, they use the same words when hashing out the details, but too often the words hold different meanings for each participant.

Take the term sales force automation for example. Is there a single, accepted definition? Like John Steinbeck said when asked what imagery in his stories meant, "It means whatever you think it means."

The spectrum ranges from equip​ping sales reps with laptops and Microsoft office to Total Customer Management. Yet for SFA, or at least the initial phase of it, to fully realize its promise requires unanimity about what that promise is.

Currently, the marketplace is noisy and confused about what is available, what is possible, and what is desirable. Tradeshows and publications provide a forum for discussion, but are often accompanied by busy expo halls and flashy advertising, which tend to blur the discussions into a confusion of similar and conflicting claims.

Groups like Gartner, Yankee, and Boston Consulting have helped to set the bar for what SFA could and should be. But they've also given us new terms to be confused about: contact management, opportunity and relationship 
management, marketing encyclopedias, knowledge engines. Without standards all of these terms lack any meaning: Got OMS? Yep. What's it do? Lots of stuff. Cool.

And if there's a lack of unanimity about what SFA is, then what is desirable is even more debatable. To paraphrase Steinbeck, "Whatever you think is desirable is desirable."

When considering this conundrum, part of the question becomes who the "you" is. If the you is IS, then operating systems, synchronization, support, and ease of modification are among the key specifications. If the you is salespeople, then minimal data entry, ease of use, lack of hassle, more effectively reaching customers, and doing more business with them are key. If the you is sales management, powerful and flexible reporting, drill-down and roll-up capabilities, and trend indicators are of vital interest.

It's been said that a camel is a race-horse designed by committee. Given that 
[image: image4.emf][


can we talk?




[can we talk?

we can't agree on a common language, much less on any mutual goals, it's little wonder that many contenders for the SFA Derby can be found in the Sahara.

Sales management insists it needs "up-to-date" tools for the sales force, but is vague on the specifics of what tools are needed. IS managers listen to the field force's demand for automation‑powerful, cheap, and right now‑and complain of the operational side's total ignorance of what it takes to implement a system. And corporate management too often totally abdicates any leadship role in bringing the players together.

Left to their own devices, sales reps unilaterally install copies of ACT!, GoldMine, or other off-the-shelf sales automation software. Salespeople embrace these programs because they offer unrivaled functionality for the price, IS casts a jaundiced eye on this proliferation of disconnected islands of information. And management considers it all largely irrelevant, lamenting, "I still can't get a decent forecast."

The old Abbott and Costello routine hinged on the fact that the phrase Who's on first can be either a question or an answer, depending on your point of view. The same is true of the words salesforce automation. The first step to clear communication is understanding where the other guy is coming from, who is asking the questions, and who's answering them.

It's unlikely any CEO woke up this morning and said, "Gee, I really need an opportunity management system." What executives want is timely and informed responses, accurate forecasts, and better knowledge of what is or isn't working in their businesses. Senior management's role in implementing SFA is articulating the corporate vision, establishing and directing the culture, investing in programs that promote the company's mission. Profitmaking is obviously a high priority, but a definition of how profits are created must also flow from the top.

Before companies can reengineer or automate their sales and marketing processes, they need to know what their peo-ple are actually doing now to bring in revenue and satisfy customers. Only sales, marketing, and customer service can answer these key questions.

The IS department needs to deal with putting the informa-tion system elements together‑networks that work, interfaces that do, and applications that are. The ability to share information, access resources, connect with customers all within acceptable response times, are IS' purview.

A fully collaborative effort, including sales, marketing, IS, senior management, training, and support, is the best way to get a true sense of what is desirable. This holistic approach requires leadership and accountability; most of all, it requires clear communication.

Who's on first?  A better question may be:  Who's not on first?

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.









Remember the old Abbott & Costello routine, "Who's on first?" The routine is too complicated to repeat here; suffice it to say, when the boys try to discuss a baseball team they experience a complete breakdown in communication.
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