Understanding Your Customer’s Business Processes
The Key to Focusing Your Sales Efforts

By Sam Johnson

ffice product marketing today is
more complex and competitive than
4 at any other time in its history.
Traditional and non-traditional
companies alike are using every
conceivable marketing program and
distribution channel to compete for their
fair share. And there’s no end in sight.

Smart dealers have responded with
new and innovative marketing programs.
They have committed valuable resources
to develop and deliver valuable perfor-
mance benefits to their customer’s overall
business operations.

Why then, do many dealers find them-
selves asking: Why are these marketing
programs not increasing my sales and
profits? A close examination often reveals
that the problem is not so much with the
program’s design, but rather with how
and to whom the programs are presented.

Most of the time, sales people offer
these complex business solutions to
people with little or no interest in them.
In order to get an audience with the
person who will appreciate the true
benefits your marketing programs, sales
people should consider calling at higher
levels in a company. Unfortunately, this
is something they're not comfortable
doing. Consequently, they call on the
person they’ve always called on —
purchasing management.

To be comfortable at higher levels,
they must understand how upper
management thinks and then communi-
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cate the value of their offering appropri-
ately. This requires at least a basic
understanding of the account’s business
process as well as how their office
product usage cycle might affect the
performance of that business process.
And finally, reps should know how the
dealer’s marketing program and tools
should be applied to provide the appro-
priate benefits.

Let’s examine the basic principles of
this concept.

The Business “Pipeline”

The first step to understanding how
your marketing programs can add value
to your customer’s business is to be
aware of how upper management views
its business activities.

Choose a prospect or customer and
imagine their company as a multi-
sectioned “pipeline.” Each link in the
pipeline represents a key business func-
tion such as distribution, marketing,
admin, manufacturing, etc., that is
necessary for the company to execute
successfully its business mission and
make money.

Next, analyze how each function is
accomplished and the various tasks that
are required to execute it. For example, a
law office has a set of common functions
and supporting tasks that represent how
business is conducted in the legal industry.
A hospital will have another process;
manufacturing companies still another.

Functions and
tasks are represented
by the departmental
structures responsible
for performing the
support tasks. And of
course office products
oy enable the depart-
Supervision ments to conduct
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Figure 1: The Business Pipeline Concept (Dealer Version)

tions. Other times

one function
may require
two depart-

ments.

Although
you may slice
and dice your
own business
a hundred
ways, Figure
1 offers a simplified version of how an
outsider might view a typical office
product dealer.

Build your understanding of this
pipeline concept by establishing a model
for your own dealership. Then, apply the
same logic to your customer’s / prospect’s
business. This is the first step to under-
standing the impact of your marketing
prograims.

Sam Johnson

Who Cares About The Pipeline?

Top management in any company is
concerned with improving the flow of
business activity through the entire
pipeline. They know this results in better
company performance in the form of
profits, custorer service, image, compet-
itiveness, etc.

And since every business process can
be improved through the removal of
constrictions to work flow and/or the
elimination of waste, upper management
is continually looking for ways to address
these issues.

This is an important concept for iden-
tifying where to start your sales efforts. If
your marketing programs are presented
to purchasing and/or lower level
management, strategic benefits will
probably fall on deaf ears.

Why? Because mid management is not
concerned with the effectiveness and effi-
ciency of the entire company pipeline!
They are concerned only with their func-
tional area of responsibility. If it is not
price and service related, they typically
don’t want to hear about it.

Upper management, on the other
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SALES TRAINING, continued from page 13
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Figure 2: The Typical Office Product Usage /Procurement Process

hand, has a more comprehensive or
“horizontal” concern for total company
performance. They are concerned with
how to make the pipeline more effective,
which ultimately translates into more
profit. They will evaluate your programs
on their ability to deliver strategic level
benefits that lower management is not
aware of. Your benefits will be under-
stood at this higher level every time.

Applying the Concept

The central purpose of any customer
focused marketing program is to provide
ways to strip out inefficiencies and/or
improve the effectiveness of the account’s
business process. Most of the time this
will involve improving the proficiency of
the account’s office product usage cycle.

Figure 2 shows the basic steps associ-
ated with the buying and using of office
products. Once the account’s business
processes are understood and you have
identified management’s impression of
areas needing improvement, focus your
attention on improving the office product
procurement cycle.

By improving this cycle, you impact
the individual tasks supporting the func-
tions within the company’s business
process. It's simply a matter of identi-
fying issues associated with the business
processes, then improving the usage
cycle to enhance the overall efficiency of
the entire process. This can lead to
tremendous benefits that upper manage-
ment will acknowledge and willingly
support.

This approach allows the sales person

Classified Ads: Regular line classified: $45 for up to 50 words; 70 cents per additional word. Display (all
ads with borders): $65 per column inch — 17 minimum. All ads are payable in advance and are non-
commissionable. Telephone: 800-542-6672; Fax: 703-683-7552.

INCREASE YOUR RETAIL SALES AT
LEAST 27% — Guaranteed! Attention
ALL retail O/P Dealers: not only that,
we’ll also increase your GP by 4% and
reduce your on-hand inventory by a
third! How can we do all of this and
guarantee it? Give us a call, toll-free, for
information, brochure, references, etc. ...
It’s time we talked! Since 1981, 100% of
EVERY client we have worked with is
still in business TODAY! Special pricing
for ALL BPIA and Buying Group
Members. Don Larson & Associates,
Orlando, toll-free (888) 594-8111, email
DILWrldwide@aol.com “The ‘Real” Office
products people — Worldwide.”

File Bars for SC 800/900 Series lateral
files and for Allsteel lateral files. One-
year warranty with customer satisfaction
guarantee. Quality USA made. Powder
coated black, in stock now. 30" file bar:
$4.15 ea. 36" file bar: $4.45 ea. 42" file
bar: $5.25 ea. FOB factory. Complete
catalog available. Terms of sale, purchase
order or payment to: Problem Solver, 76
Mercury Ave., E. Patchogue, NY 11772,
Ph: 212-687-4185; Fax: 516-286-6442.

| PYIC '\ J
PERSONALIZED HOT STAMPING—

Offer your customers “Something Special”
— personalized hot stamping in gold,
silver, and many attractive colors. Binders,
books, calendars, wedding albums, you
name it. We do one or 100, names, initials,
logos, single or multiple line text. Classic
Imprinting — providing high quality
hot stamping to New England businesses
for more than 100 years. Call us for a
consultation or quote. Phone (617) 559-
0230, x14; fax (617) 559-0231; email
mitial@iimpress.com; Internet
www.iimpress.com

EUROPEAN SALES & MARKETING.
Howard Poll, until recently Managing
Director of Quartet Manufacturing (UK)
and European General Manager for
Quartet-GBC, is seeking an opportunity
to help US manufacturers interested in
developing their UK and pan-European
sales and operations. Whilst at Quartet,
Howard doubled sales revenue and
transformed the loss-making concern
into a healthy growing and profitable
organization poised for greater success.
His contact numbers are: Tel: 0044 7788
144317 or e-mail: poll@globalnet.co.uk

to formulate a solution based on
strategic benefits that are important to
upper management. It focuses on the
sale or strategic benefits instead of the
pricing and service issues upon which
middle and lower purchasing manage-
ment fixate.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Sam Johnson is a partner
in the Graytrout Group, Dahlonega, GA,

a consulting firm that specializes in sales,
negotiation, customer service / call center
and management process consulting and
training. A leading authority on strategic
selling and negotiation management and
author of Value Based Selling, Strategic
Account Management, and Negotiation
Strategy, he may be contacted at the
Graytrout Group, Ph: 706-864-0804; }

fax: 706-864-0807; E-mail: gtrout@hemc.net;
Internet: www.graytrout.com.

PERFORMANCE GAP, continued from page 14

discussed above is whether the person in
question is basically and fundamentally
suited to his or her position. The key is
to understand whether the individual’s
marginal performance is the result of the
job itself or due, instead, to his or her
personality attributes. This knowledge
can go a long way towards helping a
manager redeem a dead-end situation,
and bring a marginal performer back
into the mainstream.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Paul Gorrell is vice presi-
dent of Caliper, BPIA's endorsed human
resources assessment and consulting firm. For
nearly four decades, Caliper has helped more
than 23,000 organizations uncover individual
potential, develop effective teams and improve

overall performance. For more information,
call Gorrell at (609) 683-8974.
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