Applying Lean to the Sales & Marketing Functions

In all typical lean implementations there comes a time when the focus (and the pressure to change) moves to the Sales and Marketing functions.  This is particularly the case in today’s economic environment.  Lean efforts in operations and support areas will result in a freeing up of capacity, as waste is eliminated and processes streamlined.  Invariably the question that must be answered is “what to do with the available capacity?”  All efforts must be made to resist the path of headcount reductions.  Employees will no longer support the key concept of lean – continuous improvement – if they are concerned with job security.  Of course, attrition is acceptable, but there must be more.  An organization must leverage the available capacity in ways that create more value.  To achieve this objective, Sales and Marketing personnel must identify opportunities within existing and new markets.  This should be accomplished by utilizing existing sales and marketing resources in “smarter” ways – in other words, by application of Lean Thinking.  However, there has been strong resistance to the application of these common sense principles to Sales and Marketing.  This article will explore the most common arguments, and provide a framework to apply Lean Thinking to these important functions.  
Background

The most common arguments involve the variable nature of, in particular, the Sales process.  Sales professionals often take pride in the fact that “no customer is the same”, “no sales situation is alike”, etc.  They often view the selling activity as “creative”, and of course, “lean does not apply to creative processes”.  The independent nature of most people involved in selling is another challenge.  In many cases, sales personnel are always “on the road”, returning to the office only for periodic meetings.  The result sometimes is the loss of a sense of belonging with co-workers, as well as a very real “disconnect” from important business processes in which they are involved.  Many sales personnel take pleasure and pride in the independent nature of their position.  This creates additional obstacles to overcome in the application of Lean.
Similar arguments are made about marketing processes, but to a much lesser extent.  After all marketing is highly “creative”.  However, most marketing professionals recognize that the activities that they most often engage in are indeed processes to identify: information needs; the sources of information; the means to analyze the information.  What is often missing is the true ongoing management of the marketing process, as there tends to be a “project focus” to this function with marketing “campaigns” that by definition have a beginning and an end.  
Side Bar: Standardizing “Creative Work”

At a company that creates marketing campaigns for consumer products, the argument being made was that standard work, and Lean in general, does not apply due to the creative nature of the process.  However, the company realized during a value stream mapping exercise that up to 90% of what they do is really a process – and a process that they very consistently follow, but failed to recognize.  Market research, which is very process oriented and lends itself well to standardization, identifies the potential buyers of the products (e.g. males ages 18-49), as well as what media they frequent (e.g. radio, magazines).  The only truly creative portion was the development of the radio spot which accounted for approximately 15% of the total process time, and 10% of the total lead time for the overall process.  Once the company recognized this fact, they went forward in earnest to apply standard work to all of the non-creative processes and realized an overall lead time reduction of 40% and a process time reduction of 25%.  The freed up capacity and improved customer service allowed them to be more responsive to ever changing needs of the customers with regard to marketing efforts.

The general lack of process focus must be overcome if an organization is to successfully apply lean concepts to the Sales and Marketing functions.  The fact of the matter is you do not apply lean to functions, but rather to the activities that those functions perform.  So, the necessary first step is to identify the activities that are regularly performed in these functions. 
General Approach


In general, there are four basic steps: Stabilize, Standardize, Visualize, Improve (continuously).  How you approach the application of lean depends on the “starting point”.  If a process is highly “unstable”- it has a very inconsistent and often unacceptable output – one must start to achieve some amount of stability.  “Standardize” refers to the development of practices consistently followed by all people who perform the process and/or the activities within.  Attempts to standardize an unstable process will in all likelihood provide undesirable results.  However, if the process is stable, the focus can begin here – to identify and agree on the best way to perform each activity or process.  Once standardization has been achieved, providing “Visibility” to the process becomes the next focus.  Of course, the ultimate goal is to “Improve” all processes on a continuous basis.
Stabilize

Instability is often caused by a complete lack of process definition.  For example, Sales personnel are often left on their own to determine a process that works best for them in their regions of responsibility.  However, this often has consequences such as inconsistent order related information across regions, extended “learning curves” for people assuming responsibility for a region, etc.  Defining the process is often the key first step.

There exist numerous sales “models”.  All involve some variation of the following:

1. Identify new opportunities (typically through marketing efforts)

2. Follow-up on new opportunities and establish relationship (e.g.  initial contact)
3. Identify customer needs (e.g. problems they are trying to solve) and buying parameters (e.g. budget, timing)
4. Identify customer decision making process (e.g. who, how, when)

5. Obtain Order

6. Post Sale follow-up

Each step represents a process that can be further defined, standardized, managed (even visually), and improved upon.  Each organization should have a process that they can readily describe, and to which all Sales personnel can reference and commit. 


In practice, most sales personnel are following something similar to this process, or at least particular steps, though they may not have thought of it in these terms.  People will often overlook important steps simply due to a lack of process clarity, distractions, and other reasons.  For example, many sales people overlook the “post sale” step, thereby missing out on the chance to identify future selling opportunities.

Very often it is simply a matter of putting on paper existing, poorly defined process steps, agreeing on terms and definitions, etc.  The importance of this will be evident as we move on to “Standardize” and “Visualize”.  Once a selling process is in place, much needed stability can be achieved.
Standardize

It might help to think of the sales process previously described as “what to do” – the steps that each salesperson will follow.  Standardizing refers to the “how” – the manner in which the steps will be performed.  Standard work is a foundation concept of lean.  It includes the “key points” which define the “how” and the “why” to perform particular steps.  Key points typically involve quality, efficiency, and time and timing.  For example, a step must be performed in a particular way so as to insure an acceptable quality result.  Sales personnel must fully complete order forms so that an order can be processes accurately.  Order forms must be submitted at particular times so that they can be processed in a timely manner.  

Defining the “how” and the “why” will better insure that sales personnel perform their activities in a way that meets the needs of “internal” customers (e.g. in-house order processors, scheduling personnel, shipping).  Sales personnel often overlook these needs in the rush to bring in orders.  This just causes more non-value added processing waste even for the sales person who has to provide additional information at a later point.  It is always better to do it right the first time.  Selling is no different.


A distinction between standard work and “style” must be made here.  Sales personnel often resist the concept of standard work because they confuse the two.  The establishment of standard work does not mean that each sales person must practice the same style.  Different styles can be exhibited while following standard processes.  One sales person may establish rapport to build relationships by discussing subjects of personal interest, while another may choose a different approach.  Both can be effective, and both can still follow a standard selling process.  

Further, standard work can be adjusted based on true customer needs.  At one company the process time to be spent on a telephone call taking new orders was intentionally varied based on cultural differences of customers from the United States versus Europe.  Customer surveys clearly identified that the customer’s from Europe preferred more time on the telephone, while customers from the United States less.  This was identified in standard work documentation.  Order processors – even newly hired ones - following the established standard work could better insure a positive experience over time for customers from different regions of the world.  
Side bar: Tailoring Standard Work

One company did a lot of business with school districts in the United States.  Different standard work had to be developed for several categories of school districts.  For example, there were very real differences when dealing with school districts in the state of New Jersey where there are approximately 1,000 districts, and the state of Florida which has approximately 4.

Standard work needs to be applied to all of the “secondary” activities in which sales personnel are involved.  Often overlooked is that the development of standard work, if done correctly, results in the streamlining of a process by identifying the most efficient and effective way to perform it.  Travel planning, expense reporting, generating sales reports, etc. all of these activities need to be examined.  Here lies tremendous opportunity to reduce non-value added processing waste.  On average 10-15% of a sales person’s time can be freed up by streamlining “secondary” activities.  Valuable time can be gained that can be leveraged into proactive sales generation activities.  Companies have realized a proportional 12-15% growth in sales from the previous year.  These gains were not easy to obtain.  It required a series of “cubicle level” kaizen events to: identify the secondary activities, prioritize them, study them in detail, and determine ways to streamline.

Once there is agreement and commitment to defined standard work, the focus moves to “Visibility”.

Visibility


Visual management is another key concept of lean.  Visual communication has proven to be the most effective and efficient.  After all nobody has much time to spare.  Therefore, making key aspects of the process visible is self serving.  Consider the benefits to the organization of making the following aspects of the sales process visible over time, perhaps in near real-time:
· The activities that a sales person should be engaged in (e.g. prospecting, following up on new opportunities, following up on existing customers)
· Non-standard conditions (e.g. not completing required activities when they were required, information quality issues that arise, spending more or less time than a sales associate should on a particular activity)
· Performance (e.g. not meeting personal or team goals, not processing new opportunities within a desired timeframe)
· Queues of work (e.g. opportunities not being attended to by particular sales associates, quotes and orders not being processed in a timely manner)

If the entire sales organization had visibility to such conditions in the work environment, better decisions can be made, and better actions taken.  Too often sales organizations wait until the end of fiscal period when sales reports are generated to identify that problems arose with regard to performance.  A lean enterprise has a very short “management timeframe” – performance is frequently reviewed.  However, it must be done in such a way that does not require a lot of non-value added effort such as generating time consuming reports.  Providing visibility of the process is critical.

Today, many computer based sales systems provide work flow capability which can provide much needed visibility.  The queue of sales opportunities at various stages of the process can be tracked by such tools.  However, simpler methods can also be utilized.  For example, developing standard work for the sales associate role defining the activities he or she is to perform, the time and/or timing of the activities (e.g. 2:00-3:00 each day), the number to be completed (e.g. five cold calls per day), and some visible evidence that the activity was complete will suffice.  Office personnel can manual track information quality issues.  All of this can often be accomplished via a simple dry erase board or boards in the sales office.  Of course with the involvement of “outside” sales, electronic techniques tend to work better.  Nonetheless, the use of simple, visible and worker managed techniques should not be overlooked.

Once processes have been standardized and made visible, the focus moves to continuous improvement.  

Improvement


The role of the Sales Manager (and managers in general) must involve a significant portion of time (30-40%) directed to the improvement of the sales process and performance.  Unfortunately, most sales managers today are involved in too many non-value added activities that take time away from this important.  Based on the visual cues, the sales manager can identify opportunities for improvement, of overall processes or of individual performance.  

For example, if a sales associate is following established standard work and still not meeting performance expectations, this may become a focus of attention of the sales manager.  The key here is that he or she is working already with standard conditions.  Therefore, it should not take as much time to determine root causes for the problem.  Another example might involve the “quality” of a particular sales associate.  Perhaps he or she consistently submits incomplete or inaccurate information.  This will become visible in a short time in a sales organization that is employing lean concepts.  The sales manager can work with this person to correct the performance issue.  


Yet another example involves the “mix” of activities that sales associates are expected to perform.  Most people will put off particular activities which they do not care to perform.  A sales associate may avoid making cold calls because it is unpleasant for them.  After all it is much easier to call existing customers with whom a relationship already exists.  However, important opportunities may be lost.  The sales manager can work to address personal issues of this type in a timely manner with use of the visual techniques previously mentioned.
Side bar: Improving performance of the sales team:
A company previously had what could be described as a “sales funnel” where pre-qualified sales opportunities were placed in queue to be followed up upon at a later time.  These opportunities were identified by geographical region – in reality there were multiple “sales funnels”.  As part of a lean office effort, the organization made these queues visible.  They also established goals with regard to the lead time in which they wanted to follow-up on these sales opportunities.  Once this visibility was provided it became apparent that particular regions were not able to get to their opportunities in a timely manner.  The sales performance measurement system was changed to be team based rather than individual.  Sales management would monitor the regional queues and re-direct particular opportunities that were approaching the established lead time goal to sales associates who had available capacity.  In other words, sales resources were “pulled” from other regions to meet demand in another region.  This was a major contributor to the 12% one-year increase in revenue.

Summary

The application of lean concepts to the sales function, in particular standard work and visual management, can provide important benefits to the organization.  By eliminating waste from the various sales related activities, valuable capacity can be freed up. This capacity can then be used to perform proactive sales generation activities.  This increases the value that an organization delivers to its markets – the true goal of every lean enterprise.

However, this does not happen by chance.  It is well thought out, with the involvement of the sales associates themselves throughout the application process.  Therein is the biggest challenge for management – to dedicate the necessary sales resources to kaizen activities for sufficient time to realize the important gains.  This challenge is no different than that faced by all managers when implementing lean.  Employee involvement in the improvement process is critical to success.  The modest investment of time on the part of particular sales associates will be far exceeded by the benefits for the overall sales team.
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