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Disclaimer Notice


Please note the information contained within this document is based on my experience and is for educational and information purposes only. It may serve as a reference document to help anyone tasked with improving or setting up an international scaleup for business or considering a career choice to move into international sales. The examples are drawn from my experiences in Africa, but most are applicable and transferable into any geographic territory, including “emerging markets” elsewhere. All possible effort has been made to present the reader with correct, up-to-date, dependable, and complete information. Some of the content is my personal viewpoint and understanding derived from my experience. Changes in legislation after authoring this book may have implications for what I have recorded based on my experiences before such changes. The reader should assess the suitability of the content for the markets under consideration.


No warranties of any kind are declared or implied. Readers acknowledge that the author is not engaging in rendering legal, financial, medical, or professional advice. Please take proper professional advice before trying any models or techniques outlined in this book.


By reading this document, the reader agrees that under no circumstances is the author or publisher responsible for any losses, direct or indirect, which may be incurred because of the use of the information contained in this document, including, but not limited to, errors, omissions or inaccuracies or changes in legislation that may have been implemented after this book went to publication.
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About the Author


Amit Vaidya is a life science graduate with a B.Sc. Biological Sciences whilst also holding joint honours in Biochemistry and Microbiology. He is a United Kingdom citizen, having been born outside the UK in India, but he has lived in the UK from a young age. 


He has enjoyed a corporate life in the pharmaceutical industry for over forty years, which led to a huge accumulation of expertise and experience in the UK, Europe, and International Markets as well as global manufacturing. 


He joined the British Pharmaceutical giant ICI Pharmaceuticals as a salesperson during a period where new product launches would trigger planned growth. ICI Pharmaceuticals was de-merged from ICI’s diverse businesses to create a focused pharmaceutical business named Zeneca in 1993. Zeneca was then merged with Astra AB of Sweden in 1999 to create a global Premier League Pharmaceutical company called AstraZeneca.


His abilities, demonstrated through consistent and sustained results-delivery, meant that he progressed quickly through roles of increasing responsibility. These involved such varied roles as sales training, sales management, business development, international change manager in the supply chain and logistics function within manufacturing operations as well as being the Programme Manager implementing a major business change project sponsored by the company’s Chief Financial Officer (CFO) across fifteen European affiliates of AstraZeneca. These affiliates collectively made up one-third of global sales revenues for the company and required the change project to be managed to time, quality and budget. With such a broad base of coalface experience and exposure to senior stakeholders, for his last seven years at AstraZeneca, he was appointed as Territory Director Africa in the Europe Middle East Africa (EMEA) Region based out of the UK.


The role was a General Management (GM) role that carried full Profit & Loss (P&L) accountability for 18 markets in Africa where he reshaped and redesigned these ‘distributor markets’ to exceed sales and profit targets. Each year, he consistently saw results that were above budget and he grew the business at high double-digit figures, exceeding the budget year-on-year.


He set up Samkoman Consulting Ltd in 2009, drawing on his pan-African experience to help global top 20 pharmaceutical companies with their issues and pain points in Africa. 


At the time of authoring this book, his experience with distributor models or partnership markets spans over twenty years of working with senior executives on their international scale-up challenges.


Seniors had remarked openly that they found this geographic region to be a complex set of markets that eluded many of them in regard to the delivery of results. Many showed a poor grasp and understanding of ‘distributor models’ for scaleup and success factors. They shared how difficult it was to find strong, talented staff that had a good grasp of distributor commercial models that could demonstrate their competence and abilities through sustained results delivery.


Thus, a gap in know-how, referring to how you could succeed through using distributor models and finding talent, was identified. 


After more than a decade of consulting with these clients, he decided to capture his experience and expertise in this book to help others meet the challenge of international scaleup and expansion.


How should we view that challenge? Well, in reality, it’s a simple one.


The challenge is “how to deliver and achieve a critical mass within five or ten years” instead of the typical results experienced by so many companies with country clusters of small value businesses that barely make any impression on the market opportunities that attracted the expansion investment in the first place.


Seniors desired a magic elixir that could transform their results and deliver to expectations against the size of those opportunities. Such an ‘elixir’ was the collective cognitive bandwidth gained from analyses, recommendations, and outcomes derived from helping clients with their pain points whilst noting the remarkable similarities in those clients’ issues that are distilled into this book.


What clients paid in fees and the learnings that he shared with them are captured in this book at a mere fraction of those fees. The content is entirely based on experience and real life rather than textbook theories. This makes this book rather unique in its offering and content.


He currently works as a boardroom advisor advising senior executives on international scaleup and expansion. He draws on his corporate and consulting career to guide, challenge and advise seniors on their strategies and their plans; after all, he retains a strong interest in helping clients address the issues they face in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA).




	



This book is dedicated to


All the many friends and colleagues I have had in the International Departments of AstraZeneca, having worked with them as Territory Director for Africa in the Europe Middle East Africa Region. There are simply too many to list individually, but I am grateful for the help, support, and expertise they have shared with me that enabled me to develop professionally with distributor or partnership markets through working with such talented colleagues. 


It is often said that “As iron sharpens iron, so one talented person sharpens another.”


This is stated in the Holy Bible in Proverbs 27:17.


My iron was sharpened by working with and through others with talent. As was their iron sharpened by working with me.


The book is also dedicated to the many and various clients who have allowed me to engage with them to help address their international businesses, and to all staff who find themselves in a role that involves developing international business in poorly understood markets that often require a new commercial model working with and through external distributor partners. Such markets are often described as “distributor markets” or “partnership markets.”


The book is also dedicated to supporting and developing Business School students who will form the next generation of international scale-up experts in areas that are likely poorly (if at all) covered in the curriculum of a Business Management qualification for Undergraduate, Post-Graduate and MBA students.


I want to thank the close inner circle of contacts who have inspired me to author this book and gave me praise and motivation to share my experience for the benefit of others. 


I believe that authoring this book will help anyone accountable for international sales in distributor markets to avoid the errors I have had to correct, the mistakes I have seen, even within Big Pharma Corporations, and in doing so, readers will develop a strong foundation of the export and international sales skills sadly found lacking in staff by many seniors. 


There are no shortcuts to success. Especially not in ‘distributor’ or ‘partnership’ markets. as many senior executives have found out. Many found out through the painful inability to deliver their promises and their numbers to the corporate Executive Boards to whom they were ultimately accountable. Distributor or partnership markets are of varying degrees of complexity. None of them are easy markets to succeed in. What does success look like?


That is simple to answer.


Success is the ability to deliver an ambitious investment case and critical mass numbers leveraging the investments agreed within a five- or ten-year period. Such a simple statement of success. But phenomenally few seniors have or can deliver it. This is particularly the case in markets of Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA); however, it is equally applicable to many other geographies as I will explain.


The common denominator is a lack of understanding of distributor models that I have unravelled for readers in this book.




	



Foreword


By Jason Hanford (Executive Search Consultant and Talent Partner)


For more than 25 years, I have been intimately involved with recruitment and executive searches for senior and middle management positions in the Middle East and Africa, as well as other Emerging Markets regions. Throughout that time, I have seen first-hand the challenges that my clients faced on several fronts.


Firstly, one sees the scarcity of talent to find within these regions. This is something that the author, Amit Vaidya, describes as regions with “a high prevalence of candidates not having a consistent track record of delivery of results versus targets over several years supported by and demonstrated through evidence in writing of their results on company-headed letters and papers.”


Secondly, those job holders, who are ultimately responsible for international exports and international business development, struggle to understand the different options for go-to-market models with little or no appreciation of the pros and cons of those options. It is, in my opinion, little wonder then that they end up with underperformance and a continued state of flux in trying various models and routes to market.


Thirdly, many clients and companies apply models from one market to several others with no success. This then leads to successive rounds of restructuring and changes of senior crew while the business fails to move a step closer to attaining any critical mass.


Lastly, we see the inability to deliver and scale a business that can achieve a critical mass, thus highlighting to me and others that, from a purely business perspective, Africa is the promise that never quite gives. Many companies have registered products for export but failed miserably after five or more years of investment. Their Executive Boards demanded to know why the projections and forecasts on which those investment cases were based could not be delivered by those regional seniors and locals. Very few seniors could offer credible explanation for such miserable results. Executive Boards became accustomed to hearing the same set of recycled excuses each year by their staff.


I have known the author since his corporate life at AstraZeneca back in 2003 to the present day, as he exited that corporate life and set up Samkoman Consulting Ltd to focus on the international scale-up challenges in Africa. In this book, he explains all the above challenges, why they could not be met, and how to go about correcting them. 


Amit Vaidya has always impressed me in both parts of his phenomenally successful journeys – as a corporate senior Director at AstraZeneca and then as Director of his own consulting company. His record of accomplishment at AstraZeneca is exemplary. His transition into consulting was equally impressive, landing high-value consulting assignments for the global top 20 pharmaceutical companies operating out of Africa.


He has amassed a wealth of experience within the UK, Europe, and Middle East Africa regions that I have always felt should not be lost. I have been one of a few people who have beckoned him to write about his experiences for the benefit of others who struggle with international business development where the go-to-market models involve working with and through distributors. 


I have always found his style and tone very distinctive, as he says it as it is. His forthright and straight-talking manner has been appreciated by many, who label him as an ‘expert’ in international exports and scaleups. I am impressed not only by the content of his book but also by the distinctive tone and style that he uses.


Some of the content is forthright. It is for the reader to judge if they accept his remarks or reject them. But before rejection, readers would be well urged to remind themselves of the learnings he has shared – warts and all. It is through those glimpses of the problems and flaws that the readers can learn from others’ mistakes and, more importantly, how to avoid them in the future. 


That amply brings me back to the title of the book: 


THE RIGHT WAY: A practical guide to distributor models. Why some work and others don’t.


By reading this book, readers will understand the range of distributor models, how to set up, scale up and deliver critical mass alongside their numbers, all whilst avoiding the mistakes made by so many, so often. 


In short, readers will find the right way through the models that can deliver critical mass, and understand why many of the models will not work.


The author highlights that there is no magic bullet to success. As an author, he identifies the need for developing a deep understanding through a broad cognitive bandwidth, impeccable analytical and critical reasoning skills, and a razor-sharp focus on the financial side of running a business. 


He goes on to highlight the need to address both the demand-creation as well as the supply-fulfilment factors in international business and he proposes several models of how that can be effectively achieved. Further to that, he openly shares his views on the profile and skills needed in candidates he believes would be strong for consideration in regard to these roles and he explains why with his impeccably reasoned logic and detail. 


Having reviewed the book and been involved in the evolution of the chapters, I can recommend this book to readers who can and will become strong international sales professionals if they apply his learnings and experiences to their activities. If you can consider the models he has painted through his eyes and experiences, you will have a strong guiding light to illuminate a path to your success.




	



Background


Much of the literature on this subject, which I read when I did my research, proved to be generic content of little relevance to the pharmaceutical and life sciences industry. I discovered that the books and materials available largely focused on exporting left-handed widgets, hand-made jewellery, hand-woven baskets, homemade handicrafts and setting up an export business from the comfort of one’s home. Other content included topics such as sole trader versus limited company, and the equipment to buy (such as a PC and software for running an export business) without setting foot in another country! From that research, I became aware that there was a gap in the literature that required specialist ability and knowledge in regulated markets gained through experience.


There is a demand for specialists in these commercial models of business. 


Seniors gave me feedback during consulting assignments that there was a lack of understanding of scaleup models and distributors, an understanding that I had clearly demonstrated in my assignments with them. They highlighted a need for me to publish information to help the present and future generations undergoing study in a Business Management or MBA discipline to learn my craft of international sales and business development.


Seniors in the pharma industry shared how difficult it was to find international sales executives who could understand and put into practice these specialist models. They confirmed a strong need for a book based on my specific experience of setting up and running an international pharmaceutical business, drawing on my successful career at AstraZeneca and the knowledge gained from over a decade of consulting to global top 20 pharmaceutical companies, seeing their mistakes and proposing recommendations to correct those mistakes.


These seniors went on to state that the contents of the book must be relevant across different sectors and various geographical locations and should present broad applications concerning common challenges.


Selling pharmaceuticals is a tightly regulated industry that current books on developing an export business do not recognise. The global top 50 pharmaceutical companies are reliant on international sales outside of their country of origin or country of legal status. The same applies to many companies beyond the pharmaceutical sector.


Given that there is such a huge reliance on developing international sales, there is a remarkable absence of any books on this subject that are either specific to the pharmaceutical industry on starting up or scaling up a pharmaceutical business in new countries or that have applications across different industries.


I have filled this gap by drawing on my personal, real-life, direct experience, in contrast with other textbooks that have only generic content. This book is probably unique in its specificity, but at the same time it still offers general applicability beyond pharmaceuticals too.




	



Introduction


First, a big welcome to you, the reader, and thank you for buying this book. If you have been working in International Pharmaceutical Sales and Business Development, this book will strengthen your understanding and open the doors to how you can drive an enhanced sales and Profit & Loss (P&L) account that will impress seniors.


If you are already a senior director, this book will help you to drive confidence with the Executive Board as to why you should invest in international scaleup and expansion, and how you will avoid the mistakes of the past.


If you are a student or an employee who is new to or considering a move into international sales, this book will be the first step you take towards understanding what is involved and how to go about actually doing it. You will be better prepared to succeed from the outset and avoid the mistakes I have seen so often, made by so many.


This book is unique in so many ways.


Everything in this book is based on my real-life experience gained in over twenty years of international business development as Territory Director Africa for AstraZeneca and as Director of my own consulting company focused on clients’ international business scaleup and delivery of their numbers.


For over a decade of consulting to global top 20 players, I was focused at one end of a scale, helping them expand and set up new businesses in new markets. At the other end of the scale, I worked with their established businesses where I helped them address their painful issues and disappointing sales performance in existing markets. I drew upon my corporate experience in the Europe Middle East Africa (EMEA) Region, with examples drawn from my time focused on Africa. 


The lessons from Africa are highly relevant to so many international sales and export business challenges, both within the pharmaceutical and life science sector and the broader areas of devices and diagnostics and in sectors outside of them.


This content will be relevant anywhere and, in any market, where the commercial model involves designing, selecting, negotiating, and operating through distributor models. You could be working in the Latin American and Central American markets, the Caribbean Islands, Eastern Europe, the Middle East, or the Southeast Asia markets where the models involve distributor partners. The real-life examples and lessons from my time in Africa are largely transferable to all these regions, where I know similar mistakes and disappointments occur.


My suggestion is that you consider my examples from Africa and assume that they apply to your markets until you prove otherwise. This is the safest approach. If you assume they do not apply when they may do, you could be making a serious mistake that will ultimately reveal itself to you and your seniors.


Those readers involved with Africa may particularly benefit from the experience that I share. It may give a view of why they felt frustrated at not delivering the expected business results for their seniors while citing the same set of recycled excuses for failure many times over with the results never getting better, year after year. Or it may unlock the puzzle that frustrates seniors involved with Africa and can be a precursor to a career derailment move.


Some senior executives have quietly confided in me that “Africa was a geography they never mastered.” They would go on to cite how they suffered much frustration at not being able to ‘sort out Africa’. They often said that if they lived their life again as P&L account holders for Africa, it would be a territory that they would want to take on and win.


But the ‘how to win’ always eluded them in the past and they were never confident that they could unlock that magic box of ‘how to win’. In this book, I will unravel piece by piece why they could not ‘win’, what they needed to consider, and what they needed to do to succeed. 


My oft-quoted mantra resonated with senior executives responsible for Africa, including recruiters, senior HR and ‘Talent Acquisition’ partners who saw my words come to life repeatedly in their failed attempts to succeed without my involvement:


“The plains of Sub-Saharan Africa are littered with the corpses of corporate heroes who bravely went in declaring them to be lands of opportunity. They were excited to meet the challenges set by them, only to find that they needed to beat a hasty retreat within two years, admitting defeat with a career that was quickly derailing and leading towards an enforced exit from the company.”


Recruiters and Head-hunters, HR, as well as Talent Succession Partners, wanted to know how to pick a candidate that could succeed in (a) export/international sales and (b) in the African geographies. This book will help them. See the chapter dedicated to how to pick winners for international business and the profile of a person who can succeed in International Sales and Scaleup, not just in Africa, but anywhere where the business go-to-market model involves finding, selecting, and negotiating commercial agreements with third-party partners that are typically described as “distributor or partner models”.


This book is intended for all those working in export and international sales development roles and any seniors who have responsibility for export sales development either directly or through staff working for them. This latter group will particularly find the contents appealing as they will understand why their sales and Profit & Loss (P&L) account results do not deliver the expected figures and why export sales do not reach any sizeable critical mass despite year-on-year investment.


What is remarkable is that senior executives at the Corporate Main Board throw money year after year into a broken model in Africa, keeping staff that cannot deliver in Africa for far too long. Even more remarkable is the reluctance of seniors and Executive Boards to bring in external expertise. Instead, they want to rely on the same staff that, year in and year out, failed, and disappointed them with an inability to produce solutions. Often these senior executives do more of the same and expect a different set of results! Truly bizarre! Einstein once remarked:


“Insanity is doing more of the same thing over and over and expecting different results”. 


Failure to achieve a ‘critical mass’ despite years of investment is still the Achilles heel of so many senior executives accountable for delivering the P&L for Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) and many other distributor markets. One of the reasons why corporate seniors at the Board level cannot achieve a critical mass is because of how they came to be investing in Africa and other emerging markets, which I will briefly elaborate on here.


In some instances, their investment is the result of a ‘deep dive’ commissioned through large consulting practices or following-the-herd investments made by peer and competitor companies with hugely different portfolios and segments. Where Africa and other emerging markets are involved, these investments may be based on often flawed deep-dive exercises sold for huge fees by big consulting practices and third-party partners. 


Such recommendations of sales and profit projections are rarely (if ever) realisable from the outset! I can say that because I know where the method is flawed, and why.


But those presentations by big consulting practices are hugely impressive. If I did not know the markets better and deeper than those consultants, I would fail to spot the flaws. 


That leads me to share my other mantra that resonates with seniors across Africa:


“They do not know what they do not know.”


Is it any wonder that they believe that everything is the way it is presented? 


They are unable to challenge or question the content when they do not know what to challenge or how to challenge the presenters with those fancy graphs and charts. They do not know what is missing or what is relevant to their business. They do not recognise that, quite probably, the data is irrelevant to their segment of the market.


Believe me, it happens.


Clients see impressive figures and link them with their portfolios. Those consulting practices with their impressive graphs and charts want you, the client, to make those subliminal associations. You have persuaded yourself those figures and projections are doable! You are well and truly hooked!


But so often, the figures are not relevant to the portfolio or the segment in which they are working! So, in this book, I will share with you along the way how the smoke and mirrors of big consulting firms, distributors and logistics partners are presented and how to spot them.


Another consequence when seniors do not know what they do not know is that they do not diagnose issues. So, the solutions are usually inappropriate and ill-defined. The solution must evolve out of a process of creating clarity on the issue. 


A key weakness is that so many clients cannot define the issue. Implementing any solution because “we think this might work,” in the absence of understanding and defining the root cause, is merely shooting in the dark. 


Shooting in the dark does not work. You can end up shooting yourself in the foot. Many do just that. I am always tempted to ask client staff in such instances: 


“Do you know what you are doing? Do you really know your business?” 


Believe me, many do not know what they are doing, and their senior Executive Boards do not know either.


That is why, in my consulting assignments, I focus on defining the real issue before looking at solutions. I use a questioning technique that my seniors used with me in my corporate life that clients have always found extremely useful. Without really defining the issues, clients just do anything in the mistaken belief it might work. That is why I focus so intensely on defining and understanding the issues through skilful questioning and sprinklings of playing Devil’s Advocate. I use the same techniques and processes my seniors used on me that developed my diagnostic skills. I have concluded that many clients lack diagnostic skills, and my technique can fill a skills gap.


The classic sign to me as an outsider of a company that does not know what it is doing and cannot diagnose the issue accurately is a combination of two or more of the following:


• Failure to deliver budgets for the sales and Profit & Loss account (P&L) for two or more consecutive years. Anyone can be forgiven for missing the budget for one year. But two consecutive years? It means repeatedly being a failure, unable to keep your promises, which is an undesirable habit.


• Constant meddling and dabbling with structures.


• Meddling with and changing reporting lines. 


• Increasing staff for one year only to then lay them off within two years.


• Swinging from one distributor to another – swapping from the current partner to another distributor they know even less well than the current distributor!


• Swinging the model from one distributor to multiple distributors every two or three years (sometimes even more often!).


• Relinquishing staff to be put under the management of the distributor partner and achieving no improvement in the results. Consider for a moment how short-sighted this really is. If with your focus on your brands, with your insights and your experience of your brands, you still cannot deliver budgets and attain a critical mass, then tell me how an organisation outside of your boundary will do any better. They know even less than you about your brands and lack the collective skills of your organisation. In addition, they have many interests across different clients’ products, resulting in even less focus on your brands than you can dedicate. So, considering all of that, tell me how a distributor will deliver the numbers with even less knowhow of your brands and their marketing and go on to attain and deliver a critical mass for you? I have seen this manoeuvre several times across different clients. It never ceases to amaze me the lack of cognitive bandwidth among such seniors.


• High staff churn within short tenures (typically less than three years in these senior roles).


When I see these signs as a consultant, I know that the seniors in that business have little or next to no idea what they are doing. And seniors like this are in greater abundance than you might imagine. Their job titles may be fancy, but that offers no guarantee in regard to their abilities in distributor markets.


Dabbling and meddling (for want of better words) are often the case in so many companies in Africa. They just make mistake after mistake, blunder after blunder. Yet their seniors in the corporate head offices are remarkably tolerant of successive years of underperformance and failure to deliver agreed budget numbers and still keep them in their jobs to continue to underperform year in, year out. 


And, to crown it all, they will not take on outside expertise. Instead, they will rely on the same internal staff that created the mess to produce solutions. Of course, they have shown repeatedly they are unable to do so, as I highlighted earlier.


Bizarre as it sounds, it is true. And it is more prevalent at the Corporate Executive Board level than you might think. Some simply attempt to bury the bad performance and sweep it under the rug in the Boardroom. Some Boardroom rugs must be hiding a lot of mess.


The mistakes I have seen and witnessed have been put on paper in this book in an attempt to fill a gap; much-needed information and advice has simply not been available in any textbook that I have seen or read. To these examples, I have added my experience as an international sales leader from a “been there, done that and got the scars to prove it” viewpoint. 


The mistakes cover the following broad but not exclusive areas:


1. Wrong model


2. Wrong partner


3. Wrong person in the role


This book should be a standard curriculum item for business studies students and MBAs as well as for export professionals and those aspiring to move into a senior export sales role. It is not intended for an export clerk whose focus is on making the shipment compliant with legal frameworks. That is an admin role, and this book is not for administrators, but it is for people with sales and P&L accountability for international business. From middle managers right through to corporate Executive Boards, including their CEO and direct reports.


This book should be essential reading for anyone working in export markets through distributors. It is a Masterclass. I would like it to be adopted as The Bible for this area of specialist business. But you, the reader, can only make that adoption after reading it.




	



Why Should You Read My Book and Rely on My Experience?


You may be wondering to yourself: “Why would I want to listen to his experience?” You may be wondering what credentials I have that would inspire you to sit up and listen. 


Let me illustrate this for you.


I inherited Africa as an export territory that had failed to deliver for three successive years after the merger of Astra with Zeneca. The merger demanded greater velocity of operational success, an ambition that had to be delivered across business units and their functions. The business was no longer tolerant of “we try to do what we can in Africa”, which was a synonym for underperformance and inability to deliver the numbers.


The brief was to assess this distributor business across 18 markets of Anglophone (English-speaking) Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) and recommend what needed to be done, to invest for growth given that the Board passionately believed there were opportunities that we were not leveraging. I was given six months to make those recommendations.


Not surprisingly, after visiting all my key markets and spending a week in each one, my recommendation was to invest for growth.


Why?


Because what I saw were largely situations that I had the influence and power to change, namely:


• The choice and terms of commercial agreements were poorly negotiated. 


• Marketing was anorexic.


• New products had failed to make an impact and their launches and post-launch activities were poor with poor sales results after significant investments. 


• There was too much reliance on the business being in the hands of distributors (a bad mistake).


• The distributors had had it too good for too long. 


• Distributors had no accountability for delivery.


• Distributors would continually cite that our prices were too high. Or they would say the competitors had been stronger influencers on prescribers with greater marketing spend and they had more reps, demanding that I should spend even more money on a business that was not meeting budgets!


• Distributors blamed the poor results on the company, never on the distributor.


• Performance management and accountability were absent.


• Perversely, staff received year-on-year pay raises and bonus payments for not delivering budgets!


Does this resonate with you? 


Well, take consolation. You are not alone. There are more companies in this situation than you can imagine. But very few have turned it around. I am going to show you in this book how you can do that and turn it around.


Looking at the portfolio of products registered in my markets, the product mix was poor. There was too much business in old mature products. This exposed a major weakness. These mature brands were declining in worldwide volumes. This meant their cost-of-goods (COGs) – what it costs to make them – was rising year-on-year while global volumes were decreasing, which overshadowed any growth in Africa’s volumes for these mature brands. This had driven the margins lower and lower. Compensatory price rises were out of the question when the prices were already considered too high for most patients. The business was suffering from a downward pressure on gross margins.


In any R&D innovator company, the pricing of the products, reflecting the development costs and risks, meant that the prices were only affordable to a narrow group of patients. In my case, this meant no more than 10% of the population in each country, and for some therapy areas, such as cancer and oncology, probably 3-5% of the population. I found that the business had been positioned as trying to be all things to all people. By this, I mean distributors wanted to operate in the high-volume low-margin segment at the base-of-the-pyramid population (the poor and vulnerable populations) as well as the wealthy middle classes who could pay more and wanted to pay more for reliable European-manufactured brands to avoid the risk of fakes and counterfeits that are prevalent across distributor and emerging markets and African countries.


Penetration into the base of the pyramid population was ridiculously small.


My personal belief is that no company can straddle two stools like this – being positioned for the poor people who drive low prices for access and simultaneously positioned as a premium price company for the wealthier middle classes.


Indeed, some company seniors straddle these two stools as corporate policy in Africa. I am unconvinced by the rationale of such seniors. It will only be a matter of time (in my view) before a change in senior leadership will bring a profound change of model to become either access-driven with low prices, as a philanthropic not-for-profit model, or a model based on premium pricing for optimising profit through a much smaller, wealthier segment of the population. 


As if these situations were not enough to raise the hairs on the back of my neck, there was also an absence of any sound control mechanisms and business processes.


When I visualised what I saw in those visits to each of my major markets, the analogy appeared of a pilot getting into a plane with a throttle and stick but no gauges or dials or instruments! Some of the windows were blacked out, obscuring the pilot’s vision from the cockpit!


The pilot was flying by sight at an altitude where this was simply not possible as if he were flying the aeroplane blind from several thousand miles away from a glorious office block. 


For so many companies, this is how they run Africa – at arm’s length from a comfortable office chair in the UK or Dubai or Turkey or South Africa, and some are even based in Singapore!


I assessed that the business I had inherited had been on its deathbed for the previous three years. However, the sickness was not terminal, but recoverable. A dramatic recovery and turn-around strategy would be required, and it needed to focus not on one area but several areas simultaneously. 


These areas of focus included:


• New commercial deals.


• Repositioning the business to focus on the wealthy middle classes who can afford premium high-quality European manufactured products instead of pricing them down to an incredibly low base-of-pyramid population price. I honestly believe that you cannot ride two horses in this business. You need to be clear and focused. Either go for the wealthy population or go for the cheap pricing for the poor populace model. But you cannot target both. Having a foot in two camps is not a strategy. It is indecision. And indecision claims seniors’ lives in this game – the lives of the very folk who many argue are paid to make good decisions! 


I describe such seniors as: 


“They used to be indecisive, but now they are not so sure!”


• Tighter controls and adoption of sound prospective business planning processes.


• Training in skills. This is a vital investment so long as it is done well. Otherwise, it is an absolute waste of money. I had been a Sales Training Manager at Zeneca UK before the merger with Astra, so I knew I could design the best, most productive training and development interventions that could create a step-change in productivity and results. I knew behavioural-based training very well over the often ‘death by PowerPoint®’ training provided by providers across Africa that did nothing to change behaviours and change the skill levels of the audience.


• Restructuring the sales teams and field forces on product mix and customer segments. The focus on the portfolio was ill-thought-out and needed dramatic restructuring and realignment.


• Creating a laser-sharp focus on planning and preparing the markets for launching new higher-margin (more profitable) products. We needed to change the shape of the portfolio and increase the percentage of business coming from the newer (high-margin) brands.


• Implementing financial and activity targets on a monthly and quarterly basis underpinned by high accountability through rigorous target setting and the necessary business review processes. 


The investment paid off. Sales were transformed. 


I delivered stretching P&L targets year-on-year for seven tough demanding years for an equally tough and demanding senior executive boss with high double-digit growth ahead of budget year-on-year!!


Allow me to share some figures which demonstrate why I am qualified to author this book and why readers should take heed and learn from me.


My 5-year Compound Annual Growth Rate (CAGR) at Constant Exchange Rates (CER) for sales was 18% per annum versus a Budget of 11%. At that time European markets for the pharmaceutical industry were growing at low single-digit rates as was North American (2-4%). Japan had negative growth. The MDs of many pharmaceutical companies in Japan could grow volume by low double digits but show only low single-digit value growth!


My Profit CAGR growth was 35% per annum versus a budget of 17%. 


My Sales CAGR growth was 18% per annum versus a budget of 11%.


My Cost CAGR growth was 3% per annum versus a budget of 7%. 


I was growing sales and profit faster than costs! Because the growth in values was at CER, this meant value growth was created through volume growth, not currency exchange rate fluctuations. In other words, for a prescription-based pharmaceuticals business, I was finding new patients for my brands. That is the only way to create volume growth, by gaining more patients for more brands. But achieving this eludes many, and my clients were testimony to this. This is ‘demand creation’ in action.


I got a lot of things right and demonstrated that I knew what I was doing. Cost-of-sales fell from 46% of sales at my start in the role to 18% at my exit seven years later. This means I was spending 18 cents to generate one dollar of sales whereas my predecessor handed me a business on his exit from the company that was having to spend 46 cents to generate one dollar with downward pressure on margins!


Many a senior executive would give his right hand for such metrics and performance!


I set up Samkoman Consulting back in 2009 when I took that tremendous set of lessons and achievements at AstraZeneca and combined it with my experience in other roles in that company in sales, marketing, training, business development and commercial excellence. The vital knowledge I gained in supply chain and logistics in manufacturing operations, when added to this (demand side) experience enabled a rich cocktail of solutions for the global top twenty pharmaceutical companies. That supply chain and logistics experience was a strong factor in my success in restructuring the distributor models across Africa.


Quite simply, I could work seamlessly across the demand-creation through to the supply-fulfilment axis, where other consultants could only work at one or the other end of that axis, which limited the value they could bring to their clients. Working at one end of that axis and ignoring the other end is a recipe for failure from the outset. It means a disjointed approach. Clients needed a joined-up approach they had hitherto not received from any consultants before my approach to them. It felt like a revelation to these clients when I knocked on their doors to offer my help.


I was truly an ambidextrous consultant! I could use either my left or my right hand with equal dexterity.


I came to be seen by my clients as a human equivalent in international sales of the Swiss Army Knife: versatile, well-adapted, a walking toolkit for every business issue, with intellectual capital of various shapes and sizes and able to use my cognitive bandwidth to switch between issues to be addressed. This rich blend of skills meant I was uniquely placed among the plethora of consultants out there vying for the same work as me. They were either supply-focused or demand-focused, but they were unable to ‘join the dots’ across the supply/demand axis in the way I was.


I could look at a client’s business and whereas others might see disparate and unconnected issues, I could see a constellation of stars that gave me a picture that senior executives and their prior consultants could not. Much like gazing at the night sky, I would see the stars that made up Orion, or the Great Bear or the Plough and if a star were missing or misplaced in the constellation, it was clear to me. It stood out for me – a glaring omission or oversight by the senior executive team!


To succeed in international export sales, you must understand and address BOTH the supply AND the demand side of the equation. A serious mistake made by so many, so often, came from just looking at one or the other, but not both.


I never looked back after I left AstraZeneca and set up my own consulting company.


From speaking at global conferences on emerging markets and being invited into organisations that had issues and were inspired by my rich experience, I worked to help them – and I won repeat business. I also prospected new clients and landed fee-paying consulting assignments from those activities. I chose which work to take on and which not to get involved in. I saw businesses that had been sold inappropriate supply and go-to-market models that were never going to drive their success or address the issues they were supposed to solve.


Instead, those models lined the pockets of the third-party providers who sold them, often at great costs that would have been largely avoidable if they had considered my solutions. I highlight why they could never succeed with those models in this book.




	



How to Get the Most from this Book


Clients had learnt with my engagements that “they had not known at the time what they should have known” before accepting whatever any third-party providers and consultants say and recommend.


In this book, I share the details of what I did, how I did it, what I learned, and the mistakes I and my clients made that I urge any reader not to make when running an international sales business with ambitious scaleup aspirations set by seniors.


I share the mistakes I have seen in client organisations (appropriately and without names for confidentiality).


Read this book. Keep it as a handy reference on any international business trip or meeting with distributors. Make notes from it before a meeting with a distributor to help you prepare for negotiations and discussions.


I recommend reading this book with a notepad beside you to list actions that you need to consider. Do not worry, it might become a big list. But I will try to help you in the narrative to set some priorities in regard to what to tackle and in what order.


The best thing you the reader should take away is a call to action to take steps to change what you do and how you work. Translate my shared experience into tangible actions and commit to doing them. Ideas and my experiences in a book will not give you a distinct set of results. Your actions from reading my book will change your results. Commit yourself to action to change the results. Learn from this masterclass. As I have stated earlier, Einstein once remarked:


“Doing more of the same and expecting a different set of results was the first sign of lunacy!”


If you want to change the results, do things differently. This book will highlight what you need to do differently as you read the chapters. Make a list of those actions and commit to them with a sense of the order of priorities. Then you will truly reap a better set of results; results that your seniors will be proud of.


Become a specialist through my shared experiences. The world is full of generalists. Developing international sales in pharmaceuticals calls for specialist skills. These specialist skills are lacking as more pharmaceutical companies close their centrally run export divisions and move the task to regional hubs in different continents to pick up the export activities as mere add-ons to an already heavy burden of business in that home country. They assume those hubs have export sales capabilities to a highly-specialised level.


They do not. Certainly not where Africa is concerned. Believe me, they do not! I know. I have interviewed them on client projects. I know how little and how poorly they and their staff understand the world of exports.


Their seniors blast social media with meaningless PR marketing hyperbole such as: 


“Getting close to customers.” 


“Driving a Patient-Centric Business at the Heart of Customers.”


“In Africa for Africa.”


“Sustainability is us!”


“Health-for-All Screening Programmes.”


None of this means anything. It is just some rubbish someone in Corporate Affairs made up to sound nice to people’s ears. Possibly to satisfy questions asked by financial analysts at the quarterly briefings to indicate that we are indeed human. Besides being meaningless, these initiatives rack up costs with several hangers-on creating little value but having a meal ticket for life. I have yet to see one that adds incremental sales to a business.


Take health screening initiatives. In distributor markets, screening programmes do not identify patients for your brands. This sort of investment expands the market to the advantage of generics at your expense.


The false assumption that these hubs have export sales capabilities to the highly specialised level that I possess has been a root cause of so many underperforming distributor markets. 


Become a specialist. Stand out from the herd of one-eyed men in a community of companies and recruiters clutching at the straw that regards the one-eyed man as King. There is no gender bias in this book. The term ‘male’, ‘man’ and ‘he’ is equally interchangeable with ‘female’, ‘woman’, ‘she’ and ‘her.’ Show them you are a King of Kings (or a Queen of Queens) with both your eyes at 20/20 vision and laser-focused, using the experiences I am going to share with you in this book. 


There are no textbook theories to be found. Just real, rich, life experiences and examples. You will be high in demand. You will become an expert through this masterclass. Generalists are everywhere. Specialists and experts are rare and highly sought after.


If you do not believe me, talk to a headhunter or talent acquisition partner. They will tell you just how difficult it is to find good strong results-achievement candidates that clients demand in international sales and scaleup roles. This is especially true in Africa.


Look on social media such as LinkedIn and notice how so many of these international salespeople share one thing in common. So many of them share short tenure in the role, typically 18 – 24 months from one company to another. With maybe three or more roles in five years or six roles in less than ten years. Each company seems to discover they made a poor choice at the end of year 1 and by year 2 these members of staff are out. 


It is no surprise that such folk who had many short stints over five years cannot produce any written evidence of results delivered. They talk generically about the ‘growth’ of the business. But that is meaningless. They were generalists, not specialists. What matters is what they delivered against the budget that was set. The answer is highly likely that they did not deliver the budgets that were set. Anyone who talks ‘about growth’ and not results versus budgets is a bluffer.


Do not be fooled.


Anyone with an impressive results-delivery record of achievements has a portfolio of evidence to prove their abilities through those results. They do not impress through having academic qualifications or talking gibberish about growth or boastful claims of having launched x new products. Notice that they mention nothing about how well those launches went and if they made budgets.


I have seen examples of new product launches that were disastrous! They failed to meet budgets and market share in the first year of launch and, within three years of launch, the products were not being promoted due to abysmally small sales values and poor market uptake and penetration. Cash investment was wasted preparing the market for launch and then wasted again in frantic launch activity that failed to deliver the numbers for new product launches. Imagine taking on such a person. You would be surprised at how many companies take on such a person expecting results only to then become disappointed.


Do not believe such remarks as “I cannot share the results with you, they are confidential documents” because you are not asking to keep the documents, you are sight-checking. The reality is that they cannot produce written evidence of success because they do not have the evidence to support successful results delivery sustained over time.


Specialists understand deeply and broadly. They have broad and high cognitive bandwidth. They can join the dots and see the full picture. They deliver results consistently. What do I mean by consistently? In my view, they need to show successful results delivery versus budgets, supported with results on company-headed paper for at least three years but ideally for five or more years. 


There is a rationale for this:


In year 1, a job holder can blame the predecessor. In year two he is judged on his results because he submitted and agreed the numbers to be delivered. Many of these guys drop off the edge of the cliff at the end of year 2 or early year 3. Even someone who survives into the third year may not be strong on results delivery with a disappointing set of results in year 3 meaning year 4 cannot be delivered and they are out by the end of year 3/early year 4. 


So, assuming year 1 is non-delivery blamed on the earlier guy, you need three strong years to the end of year 4. And if they have four strong years of results, they have been in the post for five years. I look for five years of solid results and documented evidence of delivery.


They are not one-year wonders. They show sustained, consistent results and delivery of the key metrics across the last three roles they have held. But such candidates are exceedingly rare! They can deliver a target to grow their business by 20% in value year-on-year for five years. It is tough. Very tough. As you grow your market share, there are fewer opportunities. But specialists and experts can deliver it.


This book will help you to become a specialist. With that qualification proven by results, you will be in high demand from other companies. Head-hunters, recruiters, and talent partners will be approaching you because word soon gets around who the strong specialists are. You will be likely asked to speak at international conferences and congresses as I was.




	



List of Abbreviations Used Throughout This Book


I am ever mindful of the need to avoid the use of abbreviations, acronyms, and jargon that may not be clear to readers on first reading. Throughout the book, I precede the first use of an abbreviation with its full word content then the abbreviation in brackets so that readers will then recognise the repeated use of the abbreviation.


Notwithstanding this, I have listed the abbreviations I have used in this summary for ease of reference:




	

		

		

	

	

		

	

	SSA




	

	Sub-Saharan Africa




		


		

	

	P&L




	

	Profit & Loss




		


		

	

	COGs




	

	Cost of Goods (what they cost to make)




		


		

	

	CAGR




	

	Compound Annual Growth Rate




		


		

	

	LATAM




	

	Latin America




		


		

	

	APAC




	

	Asia Pacific




		


		

	

	MEA




	

	Middle East Africa




		


		

	

	MENA




	

	Middle East North Africa




		


		

	

	EMEA




	

	Europe Middle East Africa




		


		

	

	BRICM




	

	Brazil, Russia, India, China, Mexico




		


		

	

	NCDs




	

	Non-Communicable Diseases




		


		

	

	ICC




	

	International Chamber of Commerce




		


		

	

	INCO®




	

	International Commercial Terms




		


		

	

	HCR




	

	Holder of Certificates of Registration




		


		

	

	API




	

	Active Pharmaceutical Ingredient




		


		

	

	KOL




	

	Key Opinion Leader




		


		

	

	SOV




	

	Share of Voice




		


		

	

	RFP




	

	Request for Proposal




		


		

	

	FFM




	

	Forecast for Manufacture (volume forecast)




		


		

	

	JIT




	

	Just in Time (manufacturing process)




		


		

	

	LCs




	

	Letters of Credit




		


		

	

	CAD




	

	Cash Against Documents




		


		

	

	GM 




	

	General Manager/Management




		


		

	

	GCP




	

	Good Clinical Practice




		


		

	

	CER




	

	Constant Exchange Rate




		


		

	

	FDI




	

	Foreign Direct Investments




		


		

	

	cGMP




	

	current Good Manufacturing Practice




		


		

	

	FDA




	

	Food & Drugs Administration




		


		

	

	PMPA




	

	Pharmaceutical Manufacturing Plan for Africa




		


		

	

	CFO




	

	Chief Financial Officer
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CHAPTER 1


The Focus on Export Sales


Part 1: Legal Frameworks to be Mindful Of


Before we go into details chapter by chapter, I should highlight three legislative areas that require general consideration and if necessary, you should seek specialist expert advice.


For any company listed in the US or working out of the UK, international sales executives need to be mindful of three pieces of legislation that may apply to them in their international expansion and scaleup models. Legislation advice is beyond the scope of this book. Readers must take skilled professional advice to follow any legislation including (but not limited to) the following:


The 2010 UK Bribery Act


This was introduced in 2011. For UK businesses working in the emerging and frontier markets, it had a big effect and they found themselves having to follow some of the toughest anti-corruption rules in the world. It created the following offences:


• Active bribery prohibits giving, promising, or offering a bribe.


• Passive bribery prohibits asking, agreeing to receive, or accepting a bribe.


• Bribing a foreign public official. 


• An offence committed by a commercial organisation where a person performing services on the organisation’s behalf pays a bribe to obtain or keep a business advantage for the organisation. This is commonly known as the offence of not preventing bribery.


What is a bribe? 


The Bribery Act refers to “financial or other advantages” so it does not just cover the payment of money. it can include things such as:


• Gifts and hospitality.


• Employing the relatives of public officials.


• Paying for travel expenses and accommodation costs.


• Making political or charitable donations.


• Engaging the services of a company in which a public official has an interest.


The US Foreign Corrupt Practices Act (US FCPA) Wikipedia gives a broad outline: 


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foreign_Corrupt_Practices_Act


The US Foreign Corrupt Practices Act is an all-encompassing act that according to the reference cited in Wikipedia above, applies to any individual who is a citizen, national, or resident of the U.S. and any business entity organised under the laws of the U.S. or one of its states, or having its principal place of business in the U.S.


Further details are available from the Department of Justice in the U.S.: 


https://www.trade.gov/us-foreign-corrupt-practices-act


These URL links are no substitute for a full and proper interpretation of this act and how it applies to you the reader and your business. You are strongly recommended to take skilled professional advice to ensure compliance if the Act applies to you or your business.


Finally, one other for US firms:


The Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC)


This lists sanctions imposed by the US Department of Treasury. OFAC administers and enforces economic and trade sanctions based on US foreign policy and national security goals against targeted foreign countries and regimes, terrorists, international narcotics traffickers, those engaged in activities related to the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, and other threats to the national security, foreign policy, or economy of the United States.


Reference: 


https://home.treasury.gov/policy-issues/office-of-foreign-assets-control-sanctions-programs-and-information


The lists are updated periodically based on US foreign policy and other goals.


I can give one example during the time I managed Sudan to illustrate why an awareness of the OFAC legislation is so important: 


At the time (2005) Sudan was on the OFAC list. Sudan had not been partitioned. That came later in 2014. There was a civil war in Sudan in 2005. The sanctions included a clause that prohibited any goods whose manufacture involved any stage in the US, irrespective of the release site, from being exported and sold in Sudan.


Based on new evidence, a new breast cancer drug was seen as a new gold class that would replace the current standard of care and was demanded by my distributor in Sudan to be registered.


To the unwary, this would seem like a good business opportunity and so they would jump in and request the dossier to be released for registration. The drug was made and released from a UK manufacturing site. But wait! Your company is listed on the US stock exchange on Wall Street. So, both the FCPA and the OFAC legislation apply to you – even though you are a UK citizen resident in the UK, running an international sales business for your company and your company is a UK listed company with a final release site of goods from the UK.


I was aware that Sudan was on the OFAC list. You may recall the civil war in the Darfur region that the US was opposed to and imposed sanctions on Sudan. So, being known as ‘a safe pair of hands’, I contacted the Vice President of Manufacturing Operations to confirm that no stage of the manufacturing process for this new drug involved its manufacture or transit in or through the US. 
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