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    If You Don’t Know Where You’re


    Going … Any Bus Will Get You There!
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    How to Build an
 Effective Sales


    Strategy




    A common sense approach to building an effective sales strategy – but the thing about common sense is … that it’s not all that common!




    By David Bailey




    Former BBC Dragon’s Den entrepreneur and Chairman of Mercuri International UK Ltd and Global Franchise Director for MI Group


  




  

    Foreword: 10 Business Facts of Life




    1. The main aim of most businesses is usually to make a net profit; which considers all aspects of the business and ends up with a figure indicating the financial stability and reliability of the company. Any single year can be an anomaly, so it is best to take a view over a period of three to five previous years’ trading.




    2. Despite what accountants will tell you, profit is a simple calculation! A good accountant can make your business figures look like anything you want them to be, but in real terms the following calculation is the most complex you will ever need:
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    Figure 1. Revenue is sometimes referred to as ‘income’, but the formula is WHAT COMES IN minus WHAT GOES OUT




    3. Having now established and clarified the complexities of accounting, it can be the starting point for a company strategy to be constructed upon.




    MAXIMISE REVENUE whilst keeping COSTS to a minimum. Costs should only be reduced if that cost is impairing your ability or does not contribute towards generating and maintaining revenue. It is advisable not to cut costs if that element of the business is a contributor to the revenue.




    4. Revenue can only come from a combination of four directions:
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    Figure 2.




    5. Therefore, there are only FOUR things a business owner needs to do to have a successful business:




    

      	Find good customers




      	Develop them and keep them




      	Find good employees




      	Develop them and keep them


    




    6. Some of the biggest fixed costs in a business are the people who you employ, so they, and their departments, really need to be contributing efficiently and effectively towards the previous four things. If you have people employed that do not contribute towards these factors, you must deal with them as soon as possible.




    7. Business owners should think carefully about increasing fixed costs, especially during rapid expansion strategies as this can often be a real company breaker and seriously impact upon cash flow. It is better to focus investment on generating business and then look for suitable premises rather than invest in fantastic premises then look for suitable business to pay for this!




    8. Most businesses fail to succeed because of their inability to constantly assess the state of their business input base and make the necessary adjustments ahead of the game.




    9. Most businesses spend most of their time looking at their results. Whilst this is an important facet of forward planning, there is absolutely nothing you can do about a result because it is HISTORY, and no one has ever been able to change history! Focussing on results only is like driving a car looking through the rear-view mirror. You will crash into something quite quickly.




    10. The more important aspect of historic results is the understanding of HOW that result was produced as this will lead to a clearer picture of what needs to be done (differently) to achieve a new or better result in the future.




    As we journey through this book, we will never lose focus on the above facts and will endeavour to dig deep into our resources to leverage the best and most effective and efficient ways to grow and sustain your business. We accept that it may involve some difficult decisions for you and require some effort to get that position, but these principles should be the drivers behind all your decisions.




    You will find it useful at every bus stop in this book, to go back to this page and read the 10 business facts of life again. It will put the chapter that you are reading back into context for you.




    There are points for you to personally reflect on each chapter in the book and these are signalled by:
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    You will also notice a blank page after each bus stop so please take the opportunity to write down all the issues identified in the chapter in relation to your own company.




    In this way you will not only read the ‘how to do’ but you will begin to build the ‘what to do’.


  




  

    Chapter One – Creating the Dream




    Market Information and Policy Decisions
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    The crucial starting point for an organisation to be successful is that the owners or directors must have a clear idea of what they want to be.




    After all, they are the driver of the bus!




    At this stage it may not be a distinctly defined or precisely articulated spreadsheet with numbers and facts, but it should be a vivid and colourful picture of what you could see the company being … in your head! Give yourself time, several weeks, if necessary, to keep testing your thoughts and visions and build up the mental picture of what it is that you would like the company or venture to be. Write it down, read it out loud, record it, play it back and listen to the words. Does it make sense? Will others understand the idea?




    Does it conjure up a picture in other peoples’ minds or is it too technical and complicated that you would have to be an expert to understand the dream let alone the business?




    You often hear entrepreneurs say things like, ‘dare to dream’ but it is absolutely true, the more you can dream about what it could be and what it might look like and how it might work, the more the human brain engages in creative activities to make it happen.




    In human psychology it is a proven fact that if you think you can … you are probably right and if you think you can’t … you are probably right. The mind is more powerful than the body and will create explosive energy to push you through the challenges ahead provided you have a clear enough picture of where you want to be. If you get hung up on trying to define the detail on how you are going to succeed at this stage in proceedings, you probably do not have a clear enough picture in your head of what you want to be as a company.




    The HOW will follow the WHAT, once you have decided what ‘the what’ should be!




    One piece of good advice in THE DRAGON’S DEN that James Caan once gave us was, ‘don’t confuse a hobby or passion for a viable business proposition’… it usually isn’t! Another checking mechanism was, ‘don’t test your idea out with friends or family’… they are not going to tell you the honest reality of whether it’s a good plan or not! That’s where a complete and trusted stranger (like an independent consultant) can be of enormous benefit. They will tell you the truth as they see it, warts ‘n’ all.




    Any business idea or future dream is ‘your baby’, so family and friends are unlikely to want to tell you that you have an ugly baby!




    This book applies to two business scenarios but is not exclusively geared to those two spheres of operation.




    

      	The new start up concept/business.




      	The existing company that needs to grow/expand/improve.


    




    However, in both scenarios we should follow the same pattern of thinking through what you want it to look like when it’s achieved. Just because you already have a successful existing business does not mean that your new idea or plan will automatically work out for you. Some of the companies we have worked with have developed radically different approaches and business models to those that made them successful in the first place.




    Apart from a few examples of start-ups and of course the Dragon’s Den portfolio, most businesses that we encounter are already established, wanting to get better or improve, including the launching of new products and concepts as a means to fulfilling their objective.




    Whatever the scenario, new or existing; it all comes back to the same starting point: Define, then focus on the objective as your end point.




    Can you describe what this venture would look like? Where do you want to be? These may be described as:




    Market position: Market share; Brand perception; Customer perception; Competitor differentiation, Profit, Turnover, Fastest growing.




    There are many different types of objectives and as a business leader you must create the vision that others will understand and buy into, therefore you can’t afford to be vague, confusing or encapsulate so much industry jargon and abbreviations that others will not understand. You may also need to convince investors and shareholders to support your ideas and whilst these characters are highly intelligent individuals, they may not be familiar with your industry jargon. You will certainly need to convince your employees to follow your dream!




    The Vision Statement




    Start the ball rolling by trying to formulate a vision statement for your business. There are numerous examples of these kinds of statements and endless arguments over, “is it a mission or a vision statement or is it a list of your values?” To be perfectly honest these are erroneous arguments and the whole point is that a company needs to commit its aims and dreams into writing! Arguing semantics at this juncture is just a waste of valuable time.




    Your employees (and customers) must be able to visualise your dream and ambition. If they cannot see themselves in it, they are less likely to follow the path, follow you and help you get there!




    The following is an example of a poor, bland, vague statement that is not likely to stir up any emotions, either good or bad.




    ANONYMOUS Ltd – 5 Year Vision Statement draft one




    ‘In four years’, time, we want to be a lot better and bigger than now’ is not necessarily a good definition of where you want to be that others will buy in to and picture themselves in.




    By contrast, a statement like this:




    ANONYMOUS Ltd – 5 Year Vision Statement draft two




    We aim to be a company supporting a loyal customer base through the supply and installation of quality, innovative solutions that will be perceived by our customers as enhancements to their own business operations. We will shift our company perception from being a supplier to the industry into a trusted partner working to help our customers succeed. We will be the ones that the market will automatically ‘turn to’ for help.




    We will do this by:




    

      	Aligning ourselves to better quality customers with potential to maximise our expertise.




      	Delivering reliable products and people to help our customers.




      	Proactively selling our services to new customers who fit our required profile.




      	Upskilling our approaches, methods, and processes to be a distinguishable, recognised part of our offer to customers.




      	Utilising our success to fuel our future stability, expansion, and development of our staff.


    




    On this journey our employees will be encouraged to contribute to our progress and in return, as a company, we will provide individual training, support and clear leadership so that our employees will grow personally as fast as the company does.




    Parts of the above (which are customer orientated) can be released to the public, for example on your website, but the whole message should be shared with all employees and be published to all departments.




    One acid test is to be able to answer the challenge, if you bumped into a stranger showing interest in your organisation, but not knowing your industry, could you paint the future company vision for them in a 20 second verbal burst? If you cannot do this instantly, so that they understand it, then you need to spend more time building the vision and work on articulating it.




    Complacency kills




    It is surprising, yet quite often seen, that a business moves along reasonably successfully having its ups and downs but overall doing well … until a major disruption arises, and things begin to get tough. Some of these tough issues cannot be predicted, managed, or prevented by your company but ‘something’ can be predicted with a fair degree of inevitability. Life as with business, has a habit of repeating themselves in cycles and it is those companies who have a clear strategy process and can adjust accordingly with a clear counterstrategy that is more likely to survive the challenges. Sadly, when things are going well, many companies fail to look forward and plan for disruptions or even set themselves up to implement counter measures because they have never followed a strategic process in the first place and simply do not know what to do. Having to think their way out of a crisis is new territory and very scary for most of these companies. These companies can enter panic thinking mode and make rash decisions which may well affect their future position.




    We have seen in the last 20 years major disruptions affecting our business lives such as:




    Change of governments




    Financial markets crash




    Wars




    SARS outbreak




    Covid 19 global virus




    Intervention of major players into local markets




    Foreign companies copying products




    Currency fluctuations




    To put this first stage of thinking into perspective and emphasise its vital importance, we would like to refer to military thinking as the basis for an explanation. In military missions it is most definitely ‘a matter of life or death’ and any SAS soldier will tell you (if you can find one) that the objective of most missions is to get in, do the job and get out, preferably undetected, and if at all, avoid conflict or engagement with the enemy.




    If engagement is unavoidable, they have prepared and planned for it and everyone in the team has a job to do and knows exactly how to do it. That is their best chance of survival … if it is a matter of life or death.




    In simple terms a ‘life or death’ military mission has a clearly defined objective and a series of forward and retreat objectives pre-planned before starting. The process begins with the final objective and is then planned … BACKWARDS … from that objective.




    Let me illustrate using a fictitious scenario. Let us assume we have hostages held in an enemy camp on the other side of a ravine of several miles width. The terrain is inhospitable and defined as impassable by humans. The mentality of the military thought process is different to the norm in business.




    To the military, ‘impassable’ means that nobody has ever done it before … yet.




    In other words, anything is possible, it is just a matter of working out how to do it. They are so focussed on IT IS POSSIBLE, that their creative and logistical resources begin to search for ways to do it. There is a big difference in mentality between those who say, ‘It can’t be done’ to those who say, ‘It can be done, but we just don’t know how to … at present’.




    In military thinking, nothing is ruled out until a way is found however long it takes, day and night. At which point, having decided the best solution, they will reconstruct the terrain and buildings as accurately as possible and train endlessly to conquer all they have to offer. In summary, they are highly trained, organised, and prepared, knowing the activities that they each need to perform, before they set off … including their rescue mission, exit strategies and contingency plans in the event of something not going to plan. Military missions do not set out with a view, ‘Let’s get cracking and see how we do!’




    Let us just be clear here by what we mean as the final objective. It is NOT to ‘rescue the hostages.’




    The final objective of the mission is ‘to return safely to base with all the hostages and all troops within four days’. The two statements are vastly different. Rescuing the hostages happens somewhere in the middle!




    Let us go into a little more detail. For example, if they have worked out that it will be an eight-man mission over four days, that means that they must achieve their rescue and exit plan by the end of day two to get out and back to safety, otherwise they will fail in their overall mission. Food and equipment are prepared for a four-day mission and each stage of the journey has a time-line associated with it, planned backwards from the objective. They always know where they need to be at any one time and whether they are on course to succeed. In this way, if they encounter problems in the early stages, they can adjust activities, by safely aborting the mission, if necessary, without loss of life. If they encounter problems in the latter stages, they can execute contingencies to get back on plan.




    In conclusion if you know where you are going and have set interim targets backwards from those objectives, you will always know your exact position and chances of success. Furthermore, if you are behind or ahead of schedule you can modify your activity accordingly, while you still have time and are still alive to do it!




    In marine or aviation navigation these interim targets are called ‘waypoints’ and form the basis of creating any navigational route. This book will examine the building of an effective sales strategy as a navigational process with clearly defined waypoints.




    The following illustrates a simplified basis of the military thinking behind the hostage rescue scenario:




    Illustration




    DAY 4




    08.50 Hrs Arrive back at base




    07.15 Hrs Pick up by helicopter




    07.00 Hrs Main group and hostages arrive at pick up point




    06.00 Hrs advance party at rendezvous checking situation




    05.00 Hrs leave camp 4 heading for pick up point




    04.30 Hrs discard and destroy all unnecessary equipment and food




    DAY 3




    16.00 Hrs set up camp 4, two miles from pick up point (review plan)




    15.00 Hrs leave camp 3 for a 20-mile trek to spot near pick up point (review hourly)




    11.00 Hrs Set up camp 3 on safe side of ravine (review plan)




    05.00 Hrs Enter ravine with hostages (review position hourly)




    DAY 2




    24.00 Hrs Set up camp 2 on enemy side of ravine for early crossing (review plan)




    23.01 Hrs Destroy local footbridge over river




    23.00 Hrs Cross local footbridge and make way to camp 2 position (review plan)




    22.00 Hrs extract hostages from held position and make way to footbridge




    21.58 Hrs create diversion and confusion that cannot be pinpointed




    21.45 Hrs diversion team in place




    21.45 Hrs extraction team in place




    09.00 Hrs – 20.30 hrs Lie low until darkness. 1 mile from objective (review plan)




    09.00 Hrs Approach enemy camp (review plan)




    05.00 Hrs Leave camp 1




    DAY 1




    19.45 Hrs Camp 1 enemy side (review plan)




    14.35 Hrs – 19.00 hrs leave rendezvous point cross ravine by night fall




    14.35 Hrs Abseil from helicopter




    13.00 Hrs Leave base




    By contrast, in industry, we frequently see many of the following:




    

      	Vague objectives that are not understood by all employees especially those responsible for executing the plan.




      	No contingency plans for recovering ‘off plan’ results until it’s a fatal crisis.




      	Poor continuous analysis and data providing position in relation to where we should be.




      	No interim targets (waypoints) or measures to judge against.




      	Daily management and other activities following a different path to the strategy.




      	Companies falling short or failing to reach objectives and it is too late to do anything about it.




      	Inadequate training.




      	Training ‘on the job’ as we go along (if we can!).




      	Remedial training installed after we have failed to achieve the required result.


    




    These are all common issues, (along with many others), too frequently observed in organisations of all sizes because it is not viewed in the same clinical way that a military mission is. People say that sales is not an ‘exact science’ and although that it is true, one could argue that neither is war, however not many of us would like to come second in a war! Therefore, the military thinks differently to businesses because it MUST.




    As we progress through the book, we will begin to realise that sales can become a science or at least adopt a scientific approach.




    Key Roles




    The top executives in an organisation are responsible for painting the pictures, creating the dream, and continually reinforcing the message in daily behaviours and communications. Often seen as the role of a CEO, or at least, it should be!




    There are many examples of CEO’s being pulled down into the day-to-day routines and operational aspects of their business distracting them from their real purpose which is to keep the company going forwards and to keep the vision and big picture in the forefront of employees’ minds.




    Companies should have managers to do the operational ‘stuff’. They manage the implementation of the strategies. Unfortunately, there are a lot of managers who think they are ‘leaders’ and an equal number of leaders who are actually managers and some who are neither! We will examine this conflict later in the book.




    The Role of the CEO




    The role of a CEO, Chief Executive Officer, should be to have a clear three to five-year vision of where the company needs to be. This should be expressed in psychological terms, as graphically as possible. It is important to stress the outcomes and colour the pictures with details of what will be, rather than the specific detail of how it should be achieved. It is a well-known fact that if a picture is vivid enough; expressed clearly enough and repeated enough that it becomes the reality for those following in the path of the leader. CEO’s, Constantly Enlightening Others. CEOs should not detail ‘how’ it will be achieved.




    The simplest definition of a leader is, ‘someone who has followers’.




    In all successful companies, there is a strong leader who has a clear and distinct function. It is this person who sets the standards: CEO, Chief Example Officer. The behaviour and repeated messages from the CEO will shape the behaviour of the whole organisation. The prime management function of a CEO is to get the operating companies, (or the MD’s) into the picture of the future as soon as possible. Their consistency of message and personal behaviour will allow local unit MDs to see that this journey is really going to happen, it is not going away, nor is the CEO going to change their mind. The message just gets stronger and stronger and is always consistent: CEO, Consistently Exciting Orator.




    A CEO must create a top-level team that can be trusted to create the ‘How’. They must be armed with the thinking and beliefs to do the job. Often the role of a CEO demands big changes in the company. This team must have knowledge and skills and experience in these kinds of battles. Do not start a battle without being armed! Unfortunately, many management teams are constructed of individuals who say the right things, happen to be in the right place at the right time and will not rock the boat as opposed to those who can creatively build the solution, or the ‘how to’.




    The CEO does not need to have all the answers, but they need to know what the outcome should look like and then they need to manage the key central steering team. CEO, Central Engine Operator. They must also be open to ideas and criticism and not be afraid to surround themselves with people who know more than they do in specialist fields.




    We have never seen a successful company where the CEO does not play these roles well. When a company is failing and needs a big turnaround, the role of the CEO is the most critical. A turnaround cannot be achieved without the above being prime functions.




    Once a vision has been articulated and repeated consistently, it is imperative that the CEO acts on those individuals who cannot or will not join the vision. Sometimes it needs a few months of support and repeating the vision for others to see the light, but if it becomes apparent that the operating MDs will not fit, or even worse, are opposed to the vision, the CEO must take them on headfirst! CEO, Chief Execution Officer. This could mean that these individuals are just left behind in their own ‘world’ whilst the focus and energy is placed on those who want to make the transition. We will cover this again in Chapter five, ‘obstacles in the road’.




    The CEO must put themselves at the front of their organisations and interface with shareholders and customers alike. They must show, by example, their commitment to change and the generation of business success. A good CEO can also be the top salesperson for that company… selling ideas internally is just the same as selling products and services externally. The reputation of being a goal achiever, by example, is a vital part of the motivation of the senior management team and plays a big role in bringing non-supporters in line with the vision. CEO, Cash Earning Operative.




    When the vision is clear and the team is in place, the rules are simple: It is not a crime to be feared but this must be based on a successful track record and adhering to the facts and measures, not based on a bullying culture. CEO, Chief Enforcement Officer.




    What direction should we take?




    What objective or vision should we be creating? ‘Where should we be going,’ is a question that is often asked and the simple answer is, ‘wherever you want to,’ but it is reasonable to assume that it should be in a direction associated with your resource capabilities, customer or markets and products experience. That does not mean a company cannot diversify or enter new arenas but that will always be more successful if you have some associated knowledge of at least one or two of these criteria:
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