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SALES OPERATIONS 

Supply Chain Has an Operations Strategy 

– Does your Sales Organization? 
By Alejandro Erasso and Matthias Linnenkamp 

Companies typically apply operations strategy to the Supply Chain, establishing clear principles 

and processes for operating and, directed at specific goals such as reducing costs and speeding 

up delivery times. The leaders of consulting firm Sales Economics, Inc., explain that applying 

the same kind of strategy to the Sales Organization can help the company make best use of 

resources and increase company competitiveness and profitability. 

 

everal authors 1  have made the point 

that a Sales Organization should be 

built around sales processes. 

Furthermore, the operation can be 

understood from a perspective similar to a 

factory lane where a collection of inputs is 

transformed into a finished product, be it an 

offer or a customer, depending on your 

philosophical preference. This is actually a 

very practical way of addressing problems 

in sales that have analogies (and solutions) 

in other fields or disciplines. What seems to 

be missing is the logical conclusion that as 

in any other area of business, operations 

strategy also plays a role in successfully 

executing any given business strategy. 

This note offers a new perspective: if you 

want to make your Sales Organization work 

effectively you must have an underlying 

                                           
1 See for example Keith Eades, “The New 

Solution Selling” – McGraw-Hill, 2004; Michael J. 
Webb, “Sales and Marketing The Six Sigma 

Way” - Kaplan Publishing, 2006; Erin Anderson 
and Vincent Onyemah, “How Right Should the 

Customer Be?” – HBR, July-August 2006. 

operations strategy. There are many things 

a Sales Organization does not control, such 

as the final buying decision by its 

customers, but there are many others it 

does, and one of them, a critical one, is the 

development and execution of its operations 

strategy. 

What is Operations Strategy in 

the Context of Sales 

Management? 

Let’s start with the basics. Generically, an 

operations strategy is a high-level 

integrated plan to make best use of 

resources and effectively execute a business 

strategy. 

Very often companies confuse operational 

efficiency with operations strategy. The 

former refers to how well tasks are 

performed whereas the latter focuses on 

identifying the right tasks necessary to 

compete in the market place. For example, 

producing more proposals or quotes with 

the same number of sales people is in itself 
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Operations strategy makes best 

use of resources to effectively 

execute a business strategy 

not a strategy but a sign of efficiency. 

Choosing which types of processes, systems 

and policies are required to effectively go 

after business opportunities is part of 

operations strategy. 

Another common misunderstanding is the 

interdependency between operations 

strategy and business strategy. Operations 

strategy should be developed after the 

business strategy since it is from the 

business that operations get their reasons 

for being. Changing markets mean that 

business strategies must evolve thus forcing 

operations strategies to evolve too. 

However, there is a dependency loop given 

that operations determine the constraints 

and the available means through which 

business strategy (and business models) 

can be executed. If for example a brick and 

mortar retailer wants to expand or protect 

its market, its adoption of an e-commerce 

operations strategy and related 

technologies generates both the means and 

the constraints to execute it. This has been 

evident in the bookstore industry with 

traditional chains such as Barnes & Noble 

and Borders playing catch up with 

Amazon.com’s pure e-commerce play and 

smaller companies being driven out of 

business2 . 

A final point with regard to the generic 

operations strategy is that it should focus 

on specific organizational capabilities or 

competencies that provide the organization 

with a competitive edge. The characteristics 

                                           
2 See Goldmanis, Maris, Hortacsu, Ali, Syverson, 

Chad and Emre, Önsel, E-Commerce and the 
Market Structure of Retail Industries (August 3, 

2009). The Economic Journal, Vol. 120, Issue 
545, pp. 651-682, June 2010. 

of a company’s operation determine the 

products it can offer, the markets it can 

address, and its competitive strength. These 

capabilities or competencies manifest as an 

ability to 

quickly 

introduce 

new 

offerings, 

produce or 

serve with 

better quality, manufacture or deliver at a 

lower cost, respond more quickly and 

effectively to changing market conditions, 

provide more convenient ways to interact 

with customers and offer a wider variety of 

products and services, among others. 

If we now draw our attention to the sales 

process -- in which ultimately offers and 

proposals are made and orders secured -- 

and all its associated functions, an 

operations strategy for sales management 

(OSSM) is the area of operations strategy 

that sets clear goals and operating 

principles for the sales process in support of 

the company’s market share, revenue, profit 

and customer satisfaction goals. 

OSSM requires decisions in two major 

categories: 

 Process Design: Decisions related to the 

design of the sales process, including in-

house vs. outsourced sales force, 

channel structure, standard and ad-hoc 

sales activities (including those on-line 

and off-line), sales force deployment 

plans, selection of sales force automation 

technology, and catalogue and proposal-

creation workflow and capacity, among 

others. (This is called structure in 

traditional operations strategy). 
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 Operations Planning and Control: 

Decisions related to the planning and 

control systems of the sales operation 

such as organization of the sales and 

support functions, compensation plans, 

channel partner agreements, skills and 

training of sales force, pricing setting, 

sales funnel management, business 

development efforts and sales process 

metrics. (This is called infrastructure in 

traditional operations strategy). 

What are the requirements for 

defining an Operations 

Strategy for Sales 

Management (OSSM)? 

Defining OSSM is not a one-time effort. As 

market challenges and business strategies 

evolve, so do the supporting sales 

capabilities. These efforts rely on a 

governance process and levels of 

agreement across functions and layers of 

management, as well as on alignment of 

goals and operational objectives. 

All executive stakeholders through their 

management reports should agree on the 

following elements: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

a) A clear definition of the different 

types of sales and their unique 

operational requirements, as defined 

from the perspective of the customer. 

Customer-driven requirements may include 

such concerns as channel, response times, 

compliance with specific customer 

requirements, presentation form and type 

of quote, pricing methodology, etc. 

Operational requirements may consider 

internal compliance with revenue 

recognition rules, internal cost for producing 

a quote, need for pricing or proposal 

specialist support, etc. 
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(a) Types of Sale (b) Operational Performance Goals

(c) Go-To-Market Model Delivery Components

(d) Decision 
Making Roles & 

Organization

(e) Channel 
Design

(f) Sales Cycle 
Management

(g) Resources (Capacity)
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b) Operational performance goals, 

objectives and indicators for each type 

of sale that provide a clear linkage to 

overall business goals. For example if the 

business goal is to increase share in a 

particular customer segment the quote 

conversion rate may be the operational 

metric watched. Setting goals requires first 

the development of a shared understanding 

of how operational performance impacts 

business outcomes.  

c) Delivery components of the Go-

To-Market Model. Starting with the 

definition of the Go-to-Market model -- 

articulated by Marketing, and based on 

customer needs, company’s offering, and 

potential channels -- these components 

include the sales processes, and channels 

and pricing mechanisms that will best 

enable the delivery of products and services 

for different sales types. From the 

description and alignment of these 

processes and mechanisms it should be 

clear why they are best suited to support a 

specific type of sale. For example, given the 

volume of transactions but the relatively low 

average order value, standard prices 

complemented with promotional pre-

configured bundles may be the most cost-

effective way to address this type of sale 

through resellers and distributors.  

In order to enact the decisions made 

around sales types, operational 

performance and pricing mechanisms, 

channels and processes, the following areas 

must be properly aligned: 

 d) A decision making and 

organizational framework that describes 

in general which functions and regional 

entities will be involved in sales policy 

setting, account selection, account 

investments, channel compensation and 

programs, price setting, discount 

authorization, terms and conditions 

modifications, portfolio decisions, etc. This 

framework also covers the role and 

incentives of all these functions and entities, 

thereby specifying how the decision making 

framework supports the operational 

imperatives. 

e) An outline (or design) of how 

channels will be aligned with respect 

to one another. How much decision 

making autonomy will be given to them? 

What operational processes will be needed 

to support the pricing process to make sure 

it operates effectively? This includes critical 

upstream integration, which addresses the 

processes, rules of engagement, etc. that 

are put in place to ensure that sales 

processes can be adapted in a timely way to 

support new product launches, new 

business models or new market 

developments. 

f) A set of guidelines about what 

activities (e.g. opportunity qualification, 

end customer needs assessment, pricing, 

product positioning) should be performed 

at which stage of the sales cycle. 

Especially in a complex sale, it is critical to 

“minimize waste” of activities and manage 

the response to the customer carefully. 

Aligning these activities with the sales cycle 

is one of the most effective levers for 

optimizing resource allocation.  

g) Based on “who does what to whom 

when” (Who does what = decision making 

and organizational framework, to whom = 

channel chain, when = sales cycle 

management), a “capacity plan” that 
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articulates what types of resources, 

skills and systems will be needed and 

where to execute the chosen sales 

processes. The capacity plan should also 

determine what level of automation will be 

desired, as well as how the organization will 

adapt to demand fluctuations or to the 

launch of new business models, new 

markets, products and services. The 

capacity plan will enable the organization to 

achieve the operational performance 

objectives 

Agreement and alignment are not 

established in a vacuum. A (h) governance 

model is necessary to evaluate progress 

against operational objectives, ensure the 

alignment of all functions and timely drive 

changes to the operations strategy as new 

products, markets or business models are 

addressed.  

The following is a hypothetical example of 

the requirements necessary to define an 

OSSM for a manufacturer and support 

services provider for educational software: 

 

 

Why is an operations strategy 

for sales management so 

important?  

 An operations strategy provides a 

common interpretation of how the 

business strategy must be supported 

through the sales and pricing processes. 

It establishes execution priorities and 

organizing principles, which decision 

makers and process designers can use to 

evaluate and improve performance. 

Given that sales activities actually cut 

across many different functions, 

organizational alignment is crucial to 

execution. The operations strategy as a 

shared framework is a critical mechanism 

for alignment. 

 An operations strategy that is 

communicated and shared across 

functions will significantly cut down on 

ad hoc alignment discussions and speed 

up obtaining sponsorship and budgets for 

improvement projects. In addition, it will 
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sales, service renewals 

x% lead conversion, y% returns, 
customer satisfaction z level 

Call centers, websites, kiosks and direct sales force
Retailers

Sales  force by  line 
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Quasi-vertical 
integration of 

marketing channels

Opportunity 
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pricing, proposals

Sales force type and coverage, kiosk footprint
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Operations strategy provides a 

common interpretation of how 

the business strategy must be 

supported through the sales    

and pricing processes 

cut down on ramp-up time for such 

projects. All this leads to a shorter time 

to market if the project is required to 

successfully launch new products or 

services or to develop a new market or 

business model. 

 As the operations strategy is developed, 

it may become apparent that the 

company is currently not able to 

effectively serve certain customer 

segments. This creates an opportunity 

for increasing sales by mere changes to 

internal operations. Operations strategy 

lays out clearly what must be done in 

order to support management’s goals3. 

 Alternatively, a poorly understood or 

weak OSSM manifests itself in silo 

behavior across organizations, multiple 

(and hidden) sales process bottlenecks, 

and “uncontrollable” business processes, 

whose main symptom is poor financial 

and operational results. 

What should be done to 

leverage operations strategy 

in sales management? 

                                           
3 Similar claims are made for Sales and 
Operations Planning (S&OP). S&OP is a process 

that derives from the same operations strategy 

as OSSM’s. S&OP is an integrated business 
management process through which the 

executive or leadership team continually 
achieves focus, alignment and synchronization 

among all functions of the organization. The 
S&OP plan includes an updated sales plan, 

production plan, inventory plan, customer lead 

time (backlog) plan, new product development 
plan, strategic initiative plan and resulting 

financial plan. S&OP is a well established 
concept in Supply Chain and Manufacturing. 

Companies willing to build a lasting and 

effective OSSM should complete a high-level 

assessment of the current state of their 

operations strategy and compare it against 

the operational requirements of the 

business 

strategy it 

is 

supposed 

to 

support. 

These 

efforts 

must be performed by senior level 

personnel with executive guidance from 

Sales, Finance, Marketing and Operations 

functions (even though they all intersect in 

the Sales Operations realm).  

Thus the first step is to identify the right 

individual to drive the assessment. This 

person will assess all relevant areas and 

provide a balanced view of the sales 

process inside the company, having in mind 

that down the road the organization will 

have to coordinate a structured period of 

transition from the old operations strategy 

to a new, sales-aligned, version of it. 

The second step, staffing the team in 

charge of executing the overall effort, 

follows the principle of bringing holistic 

experience, domain expertise and 

perspective. 

 Search for internal expertise. 

Often key expertise is found in functional 

areas not associated with the major 

function in charge of sales or in general 

corporate (business) strategy. Cast a 

wide net following the current sales 

process, in particular around customer 

facing personnel, to ensure holistic 
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recruitment. OSSM is a multidisciplinary 

plan that relies on inputs and decisions 

from many corners. For example, how 

contracts are negotiated and managed 

are important pieces of the sales 

operation that involve people in customer 

support, legal and channel operations, 

among other areas. In any case, ensure 

adequate representation but don’t 

sacrifice quality of participants for their 

quantity. 

If this first alternative is not successful or 

feasible then try the next one. 

 Complement internal resources and 

expertise with external support. 

Bring in external expertise to 

complement your team. Look for a 

proven track record solving cross-

functional problems, from strategy to 

operational improvements and analysis, 

not just formulating recommendations. 

Even though individual expertise may be 

highly specialized, and you could 

assemble a team of experts in different 

areas (one strategist, one operations 

person, one operations expert, etc.) it is 

indispensable that the team leader and 

most of its participants have dual skills in 

“thinking” and “doing” across disciplines. 

Use this criterion to select specific 

external talent. 

In summary 

Traditionally operations strategy has been 

overlooked in the context of sales 

management. It is, however, a critical 

element in achieving a business strategy’s 

sales goals and objectives. Understanding 

the current underlying operations strategy 

(e.g., its internal coherence, cross-

functional alignment and strategic fit) allows 

executives and managers to identify and 

assess opportunities to improve sales 

execution. 
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