You Can Too Buck
the System

CONSIDERING THE SALES FORCE AS A SYSTEM

Nearly every sales trainer has un-
dergone the shattering experience
of developing an effective sales
training program, only to find that
the results are nil because of fac-
tors outside the training program
itself.

Typical example: The VP Sales
insists you must train your sales
personnel to sell more of Product
A. Product A is a high-profit
specialty item that requires about
three times as much seliing effort
as old-line products B and C.

The salesperson’s compensation
plan, however, is based on sales
volume — and the big, easy-to-sell
volume is all in Products B and C.

You run your training program
on Product A — and the company
is actually paying salespersons tc
ignore it. Results? Zilch.
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The sales training program is
only part of the total environment
of the field sales force. Unless all
elements of the environment
mesh, the sales fraining program
sinks without a trace.

*’Systems Approach”’

A partial soluticn to this prob-
lem is for the trainer to use the
“systems approach” in fitting his
or her program into the sales
force, and to encourage the VP
Sales tc use that same approach iz
controlling the factors other than
training.

There’s nothing very new about
saying that we have o look at the
sales force as a system:. It is indeed
a very complex communications
system with many interlocking,
interacting variables. Evervone

Porter Henry

talks about it, but few have at-
tempted to analyze the system as
it exists for their companies, their
customers and their markets.
Moreover, in most companies the
many elements in the sales force
system are managed as if they
were discrete, with each operating
independently.

There is no question of whether
or not we should make the sales
force a system; it is a system! The
question is tc recognize the ele-
ments in your sales force system
and how they interact.

A system, any system, can be
diagrammed (Figure 1) as INPUT
to a PROCESS from which we get
an OUTPUT. The OUTPUT is
MEASURED and, if unsatisfac-
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Figure 1.
Any System
Any system
input —— Process |—p Cuiput - Measurement
Feedback

tory, CORRECTIONS are issued
to the INPUT or the PROCESS
through a FEEDBACK.

A simple illustration of “‘any
system’ is the heating system in a
house. The input is the fuel. The
processing device is the furnace.
The output is heat, and the ther-
mostat is the measuring device that

onitors the amount of heat by
feeding back stop-or-go informa-
tion to the input.

Sales Force Appilication
Let’s see how this xind of dia-
gramming applies to the sales
force. The operational inputs into
the system (Figure 2) are of two

claims the credit.) More effective
measurements are: contribution to
profit, sales cost ratio, and return
on investments managed (ROAM).
These factors are largely control-
iable by the VP Sales.

When we look at the sales force
in this way we get a somewhat
different viewpoint. We can start
with the desired output and work
backwards o arrive at the kinds of
inputs that are likely to produce
that output. Instead of saying, as
in the case of Product A, “We
need some szales training,”” we ask
the question: “What inputs (train-
ing or non-tfraining) do we need to
accomplish the desired output?”

Figure 2.
The Sales Force System

The sales force system

T[aining Measurement:
input Al Contribution
- ' 1w d
Non-training » Field function Output —3» Stglzgocf:gét
input 3 ratio?
ROAM?

T Feedback

kinds: TRAINING INPUTS and
NON-TRAINING INPUTS (pro-

ducts, pricing strategies, objec-
tives, compensation and re-
sources). The process is the

FIELD SALES FUNCTION. The
OUTPUT is sales. The MEASURE-
MENTS OF SALES FORCE PRO-
DUCTIVITY may be of a number
of kinds, the least effective of
which is, in most cases, dollar sales
volume. (If sales go up, everybody

If training should e indicated, we
can go another step and determine
just what kind of training is need-
ed.

Determining Desired Output

In trying to determine the de-
sired output of a sales force there
are no generally accepted methods
of measurement and the reason is
simple. Dollar volume and profit-
ability are, of course, affected by
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the actions of the sales force, but
other elements aiso affect them
strongly. In measuring dollar vol-
ume you can’t discount the eifects
of advertising, sales promotion,

pricing, product quality, competi-

tive activity, service, and so cn.

One way to meet the problem is
to “sell” your products to the
sales force at a cost figure that
includes manufacturing costs,
manufacturing’s contribution to
profit and overhead. Then, in ef-
fect, the sales force is just like a
group of retailers; they sell the
product, deduct costs, and what-
ever is left is the sales force’s
contribution to profit.

Another measurement is retur
on assets managed (ROAM), a
somewhat newer concept. The
sales force “manages” certain capi-
tal assets: company cars, accounts
receivable, goods in warehouses,
goods in transit, and so on. Sub-
tract current expenses — salary,
commissions, travel-and-entertain-
ment — from sales volume; the
balance is the return on those
assets.
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Still a third way of measuring is  that is, sven if sales volume re-
sales cost ratio. If vou can sell the wmains the same, if a greater pic-
same amount of goods with less portion of that sezles volume is in
cost, or for the same cost sell the more profitable product lines,
more goods, then obviously you then productivity has increased.
have some proof of increased pro- 3. He or she can lower the sales
ductivity of the sales force. cost ratic — even if volume ana
That word mofiu rivity is the product mix remain the same, the
key to measursment. We're inter- salespursoﬁ is more productn
ested in improved results brought he or she can Euyl”al. thi :
about by im}rr“‘et, oroductivity total sales ¢ Vosf {“sales cost” in its
of the sales force. By looking at broadest sense: not just trevel and
the force as a system we can more entertainment cost, but aﬁc ’
inteHigently decide on the kinds much free service he or
of inputs that can provide the give to the customer,
esired output. erous he or she iz on hardhlg
In the process of t hz sking about complaints and acuustmsmg i
the sales force as a system (Figure much he or she has fo shave fix

3), there arc eai}y conly three price to get the order, and so omn).

ways the salesperson can improve In most programs for sales force
contribution to profit, sales cost productivity imoprovement it is
ratzu,br ROAM: likely that some combination of

{. He ot she can increase sales all of these elements will be in-
volume — if everything else stays cluded. It becomes plain as ws
the way it is, and the salesperson look at the system that alrea é
can get 10 per czat more volume can begin to shape the sales
across the poaré, then obviously ing program. A program i

productivity has increased. trying to get the sales force to sell

7. He or she can improve the the more profitable Product AW‘E

profitability of the product mix — be totally different from 2 pro-
Figure 3.

Interactions Within the Sales Force System

Decide what kind
of these

v
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inputs

Non-training
inputs
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gram whose objective is simply to
improve sales across the board.
Although a training program
might be designed to touch on all
three clements, one of these ele-
ments should be stressed if it’s the
one element that is most likely to
bring about the greatest productiv-
ity improvement for your busi-
ness.

Improving Productivity

To improve productivity in any
one or combination of the three
ways, there are only three things
the sales representative can do (if
there are more we’d like to hear
about them). He or she can make
more calls, make better calls, or
make better allocation of his or
her time and effort.

Let’s look at these one at a
time:

1. More calls: If salespersons
make more calls (each as good as
the ones they have been making),
they undoubtedly will improve
their saies volume. But each com-
pany would have to analyze the
situation carefully before it starts
playing the numbers game with its
sales people. For example, if more
calls (and greater dollar volume) is
achieved at the expense of a poor-
er, less profitable product mix,
then it’s not desirable. Or if more
calls resuit in greater travel ex-
pense, the additional profit of
more sales might be wiped out.

2. Better calls: Mzking better
calls wiil undoubtedly have a plus
effect on sales volume, but it can
have an even more dramatic effect
on product mix. Better quality of
calls will enable the sales force to
seli the more profitable products
more often; it will also reduce sales
costs because each salesperson will
get more sales per mile of travel or
per dollar of expense.

3. Better allocation of time and
effort: For many companies this is
the one variable that can most
casily be improved and can have
the greatest and most immediate

effect on the productivity of the
sales force. Is the salesperson
spending too much or too little
time prospecting? Is he or she
spending too much time with the
little customers and too little with
the big customers? Is he or she
inefficient in the way he or she
handles time and travel?

As we lonk at these three things
salespersons can do to improve
their productivity, again we can
see how the fraining program can
be shaped. Do we primarily want
our sales force to make more calls,
or make better calls, or allocate
their efforts better? All these
could be handled in a single train-
ing program, but as trainers we
know that training time is limited,
and we all know how easy it isto
fall intc that trap of trying to
cover too much in a single meet-
ing. Sc, by looking at these three
areas for imprcvement, you can
pick out the one that will have the
highest pay-off function for your
company, and your sales force, at
this particular time.

Factors Affecting Change

Having determined what kind
of training program will produce
the one most desirable behavior
change for the sales force, you
then give some thought to the
factors other than training that
can affect the change. Some might
be:

e additional sales personnel

® better sales personnel selection

e improved field supervision

e better procedures (routing, or-
dering, etc.)

ebetter motivation (including
adjustments to the compensation
plan)

The sales training manager
doesn’t have too much direct ef-
fect on some of these things.
However, if he or she analyzes the
problems of the sales force as a
system, he or she may realize that
some of these environmental fac-
tors had better be fixed before

trying to increase productivity
tkrough training alone. He or she
is now in a good position to sit
down with the boss and say some-
thing like: ““Training can tackle
part of this problem, but it seems
to me there are a couple of other
adjustments that need to be made.
In the first place . ..”

Wken it comes to the training
itself, the nature of the program
will depend on which of these
things the training manager is try-
ing to improve. Training in terri-
tory coverage and routing, for
example, can help the salesperson
make more calls without working
any harder and thus increase sales
volume and reduce the sales cost
ratio.

Call Quality

Improvement in call quality
may require improvement in any
one of three factors (Figure 4):

® Message content — what is the
salesperson trying to say about his
or her product and its application
tc the customer’s needs?

e Communications ability —
how well is he or she saying i*? Is
he or she listening?

e Interpersonal relations — how
does he or she get along with the
customer?

Many in-house training pro-
grams are heavy on the message
content. Often that’s about all the
training people can handle within
the staff time available. But by
itself it’s not enough to accom-
plish optimum improvement in
call quality.

Communications ability is so
important to call quality that
many outside, off-the-shelf sales
training programs concentrate
very heavily in this subject, often
to the neglect of equally impor-
tant subjects having to do with
allocation of effort.

The interpersonal relations as-
pects of the call have always re-
ceived some attention by trainers,
perhaps more so in recent years,
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Figure 4.

Three Factors Affecting Call Quality
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to Blake’s grid and transac-

thanks
tional analysis.
Better allocation of effort and

time czn be achiceved by teaching
the salesperson to be ais or her
own territory market planner, an-
alyzing account profitasility anc
product line prcfitability. setting
short-range and long-range objec-
tives for his or her key accounts,
setting a specific anc¢ ambitious
objective for each call, and so on.

Locking at the sales force as a
system helps the training manager
blueprint training programs, not
just for immediate objectives, but
for long-range goals as well.

Two Other Benefits

The training manager gets two
other important benefits:

e First, we’ve already mentioned
the rather universally agreed on
difficulty of measuring the results
of sales training. By looking at the
sales force as a system he or she
can set intermediate goals to be
achieved by the sales force on the
road to greater profifability for
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training and non-training variables
by asking “what if?” questions.
The computer projects the sales
productivity results likely to be
achieved by each of his or her
management and training deci-
sions. The program as designed
can operate with the data of a
hypothetical company already
rogrammed, or data on a real
company can be entered into the
computer.

Such complexity, however, isn’t
zt all necessary to reap the bene-
fits of considering the sales force
as a system. If the Jainéng man-
ager makes the effort to develop a
flow chart for his or her company,
the mere process ¢f thinking it out
will put him or her on the way 1o
more effective training!

Computer Simulation

If the trainer can make such a
chart accurate enough and com-
plex enough, he or she can actual-
ly put it intc a compuier. Porter

Henry Co., Inc. has succeeded in
programming & computer simuia-
tion that enabies a sales manager

tc experiment with the various
the company, thus getting soms
immediate short-term measures of
the effectiveness of programs.
e Second, by viewing the sales
L

force from this perspective, the

sales frainer can more clearly
identify the non-fraining activities
that need to be chan ge so that
the sales {iraining program can
ahieve its chjectives.

Every sales training director

should take the time to sit down
and make a flow chart of ths
company’s sales force. The simple
models in this arficle will serve as
a starting poini. but his or Eter

chart sheculd be mcre detaile
because of the numbers of factors
that make his or her company

different from others.
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