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Introduction

It is no secret that small businesses today are facing greater competition at the same time that their customers are becoming more sophisticated and demanding. This paper focuses on one way to meet these challenges: adoption of a formalized sales process methodology tailored to the unique needs of small businesses.

Why Your Business Needs a Sales Process

A sales process is simply a series of customer-focused steps that enables sales professionals to substantively increase win rates, build customer retention, and increase revenue production. Each step consists of several key activities and has a predictable, measurable outcome.

Microsoft® has worked closely with Sales Performance International, a leader in sales process consulting, on a sales process methodology specifically for small businesses based on SPI’s proven Solution Selling® methodology. The implementation, adoption, and tracking of this methodology is tightly integrated with Microsoft Office Outlook® 2003 with Business Contact Manager – an add-in for Outlook 2003 that enables small businesses to easily and effectively manage customers within the familiar Outlook environment.

You may be asking, “Why does my organization need a more formalized sales process?” First of all, look at your own customers. Are they becoming more demanding? Do they have more options to choose from to meet their needs? Are they becoming more sophisticated in how they analyze these alternatives before making a decision? Is it becoming more challenging for your business to attract and retain customers? Microsoft’s research shows that for most small businesses, the answers to these questions are a resounding “Yes!”

Now look internally. Does your sales force sometimes react sluggishly when opportunities arise? Do your salespeople have trouble projecting a consistent, professional image? Do promising customer commitments too often fall through the cracks? Do negotiations go awry at the last minute, resulting in a bad deal – or no deal at all? Is your customer data out-of-date and dispersed in silos across the company? Are you tired of technological solutions that are so complicated they never get used? Microsoft research shows that the answers to these questions tend to be “Yes” as well.

A well-defined sales process is no panacea, but one that is implemented using Outlook 2003 with Business Contact Manager can help your sales force:

· Identify and qualify leads.

· Find more opportunities for repeat business among your existing customers.

· More consistently position the unique value that your company can deliver versus the competition.

· Discover your customers’ true “pain points” and map these needs to your products or services.

· Identify and deliver convincing proof that your products can meet those needs.

· Better assess the revenue potential for a given customer – and be able to view consolidated information for all customers in your sales pipeline.

· Negotiate and close more sales.

· Build stronger relationships with customers and business partners.

· Put a follow-up process in place after the sale that helps drive customer satisfaction – and generates repeat business and referrals.

What Is a Sales Process?

As mentioned above, a sales process is simply a series of steps that enable your sales force – whether that’s a single sales professional or a small team headed up by a sales manager – to close more sales and generate more repeat business.

· Every business has unique needs. We have created three versions of our sales process based on different customer buying processes:

· One for small businesses selling to medium or large companies 

· One for small businesses selling to other small businesses
· One for small businesses selling to consumers 
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· All customers go through five basic steps in the Customer Buying Process. Obviously someone who is thinking about purchasing a candy bar at the check-out stand at their local grocery moves through the steps much more rapidly than a plant manager considering upgrading his drill presses. Nevertheless, the fundamentals of each stage are very similar.

· Step 1: Identify needs. Business owners look for ways to improve revenues and market share, to lower costs, and to improve operating efficiencies. Consumers look for ways to improve their standard of living or their overall satisfaction.
· Step 2: Determine requirements. The customer’s goal in this step is to clearly identify all the aspects of the problem or opportunity they are trying to solve and to specify the requirements for a solution.
· Step 3: Evaluate options. The customer solicits proposals and seeks out proof that the potential vendors can meet the stated requirements.

· Step 4: Negotiate. The customer now has a clear understanding of the options available and begins negotiations to acquire the product or service. Price is one consideration, but negotiating considerations include the cost of change and the risk that the solution will not meet their needs.

· Step 5: Implement and evaluate success. The product or service is implemented and the customer begins the process of judging whether it truly meets the stated needs.
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Five steps define the sales process methodology. Each step is made up of several key activities with predictable, measurable outcomes. The steps help small business sales professionals succeed by:

1. Focusing on a total understanding of critical business issues faced by customers.

2. Developing potential value to be gained by customers.

3. Creating a strong desire in the customer to buy products and services supplied by your company.
Step 1: Prospecting. At this first stage of the sales process, the salesperson is generating qualified leads, finding new opportunities among the existing customer base, and differentiating his or her company versus the competition. Depending on the type of business, prospecting can take many forms including networking, seminars, marketing, trade shows, and cold calls. The purpose of this step is to identify a qualified decision maker, or an ally in the organization who can help you reach the decision maker.
Microsoft Office Small Business Edition 2003 provides your company with many tools to help you reach this goal. Are you frustrated by the time and expense of using a designer to create your marketing materials – or doing them in-house and ending up with a direct mail piece that makes your company look unprofessional? Microsoft Office Publisher 2003 enables you to create customized, professional looking marketing materials in-house to drive your prospecting efforts. Business Contact Manager then helps you manage all of your customer information within the familiar Outlook environment, so there is little or no training downtime for your sales force. And we have created more than a dozen downloadable “job aids” – such as the Business Development Prompter, three brief, targeted scripts used to stimulate interest when making cold calls – that plug right into your Office programs and help with the adoption of the sales process.

Step 2: Qualifying. In this stage you and the customer are sizing each other up. You are assessing the revenue potential and costs associated with a customer opportunity to decide if it’s worth pursuing further, while the customer is assessing whether your company can meet their needs. In this stage of the process, your sales professionals need to be adept at probing to unearth the customer’s true needs, in detail. Then they need a way to clearly articulate a “buying vision” to the customer – capabilities that illustrate how your company’s products or services can uniquely meet their needs. The goal of this step is to convince the decision maker to move ahead with an in-depth evaluation of your solution.

Outlook 2003 with Business Contact Manager gives you increased insight into your business, whether you are a sales professional or a small business owner. A sales professional can quickly assess a customer opportunity by attaching pricing information to the opportunity and assigning a probability of closing the sale. The business owner can take a broader perspective and run one of the twenty customizable reports in Business Contact Manager to view the entire sales pipeline sorted by customer, product, or stage. And once again there are several downloadable “job aids” to assist with this step of the sales process, such as the Product/Service Benefit Statement, a template for your sales professionals to help their customers visualize what they can accomplish with your company’s product or service.

Step 3: Proposal. When you reach this stage the promises end and you have to demonstrate to the decision maker that your company can really deliver the goods. You can create a mutually agreed upon Product/Service Evaluation Plan that highlights key steps to prove your capabilities and ensure a win for both the customer and the salesperson. The Evaluation Plan is an important, formal lever that many salespeople overlook: once a customer agrees to the Evaluation Plan, the salesperson is in control of the sales process. In other words, the customer can only afford to go through the steps of an Evaluation Plan with one selling organization because of the time, cost, and resources to perform each step. The goal of the Proposal stage is that the value has been demonstrated – via successful completion of the Evaluation Plan – and the customer requests that the salesperson submit a proposal.

At this stage of the process the consideration set of companies narrows in the eyes of the customer, and responding rapidly – and professionally – is essential for the sales professional. Most small business owners wince at the thought of how many potential sales slip away when a commitment falls through the cracks or an e-mail goes unanswered. Outlook 2003 with Business Contact Manager consolidates all of your customer interactions – e-mails, tasks, appointments, notes, and even documents – in one place so you will always have a comprehensive, up-to-date picture of what is going on with that customer. 

Step 4: Decision. By now, you are so close to pushing this deal across the goal line that you can almost taste it. But how often has your sales force fumbled the ball in the red zone? Perhaps one of your salespeople gave too much away in the final negotiations, making the deal unprofitable. Or conversely, perhaps he or she walked away from a good sale when a low cost giveaway might have sealed the deal. Such is the delicate and tantalizing nature of the Decision step of the sales process.

The desired outcome, naturally, is a successfully negotiated deal – perhaps formalized in a signed contract – that symbolizes a win-win arrangement for your company and the customer. Downloadable templates for Office can arm your salespeople with all the right negotiating levers – and avoid unwanted surprises when the contract arrives. For example, the Give-Get List for Negotiation Trade-Offs spells out things that you are willing to trade for during negotiations (e.g., we supply 100 hours of training if the customer aggress to be a reference for my next six prospects) and those that are off the table (e.g., no pricing discounts). 

Step 5: Repeat Business. A signed contract is really just the first chapter of the story. The Repeat Business step acknowledges that it is indeed a sales process – not a moment in time when a contract is signed or a sales commission is paid out. First of all, the product or service must be delivered and implemented as promised. A sales professional focused on a long-term profitable relationship will take ownership and follow up with the customer to make sure that everything is going smoothly. And at the right time, he or she will begin the Prospecting step again, probing the customer to see if there is an ongoing need that can be serviced with a simple reorder or, if needs have changed, the opportunity to upsell or cross-sell a new product or service. Obviously the goal of this step of the sales process is repeat business – not to mention a satisfied customer willing to be a referral for you.

Staying connected with your customers is easier with Outlook 2003 with Business Contact Manager. First, you can set automatic follow-up reminders in Outlook 2003. Second, the Account View enables you to connect all contacts for a given company into one Account Record. And, finally, all of your interactions with that account are tracked within Account History. Publisher 2003 can also play a valuable role in customer retention by enabling you to quickly customize professionally designed e-mail or direct mail materials that deliver tailored messages or special offers to your customers.

The Challenges of Implementing a Sales Process

Clearly, a well-defined and measurable sales process – implemented using Outlook 2003 with Business Contact Manager – can make a difference in your organization. But there are still challenges to overcome. Change is scary, and inertia is a powerful force. People like doing things the way they always have done them. Here are some best practice guidelines to help you successfully implement a new sales process in your organization. 

The Role of Management Support

The small business owner needs to take ownership for implementing the sales process. As with any proposed change, sales professionals will watch closely to see if the sales process will really be adopted and enforced by the organization. Is this just the flavor of the month or is it truly a new way of doing business? The business owner and sales manager (often the same person) must support and reinforce the change at every opportunity. Use the sales process terminology inherent in the process to show that a cultural shift is being made, for example. It also means adjusting compensation schemes to reward those who use and excel with the sales process. And most importantly, it means enforcing participation across the board. Nothing will do more to undermine the participation of junior salespeople than seeing a more senior colleague allowed to blithely skip steps in the sales process. 

The Process of Sales Process

As discussed above, your sales process should map to your customer’s buying process. The three examples that we have provided – one for small businesses selling to medium or large companies; one for small businesses selling to other small businesses; and one for small businesses selling to consumers – are broad guidelines. In general, more complex sales usually result in longer sales cycles with more steps, whereas the opposite is true with less complex sales. You need to adjust these models to meet the unique needs of your customers and your own sales organization.

It is also important to realize that there is a process to implementing a sales process. It is not a one-time thing. Just as you would with any major endeavor, think: Research ( Implement ( Evaluate ( Refine + Ongoing Management Support.

· Research. Spend time talking with customers and reflecting on what process elements have worked well for your top salespeople.
· Implement. Document your customized sales process, along with tailoring any tactical job aids that you want your salespeople to use. And build usage of the sales process into your compensation schemes.
· Evaluate. Being able to quantify what is – or is not – working with your sales process is essential for keeping people committed to it. Get feedback from your customers. Is their satisfaction higher? Are they more likely to buy from you again? Are they more willing to act as a referral? The sales process itself has measurable outcomes at each step: How many new leads are being generated? How many are being converted to hot prospects? How many proposals are we submitting? How many are converted to sales? Are we generating repeat business? These sales process metrics can very naturally be tied to compensation schemes.

· Refine. Your sales process needs to be a dynamic tool that changes to reflect the customer buying process, as well as the evolving personnel and culture of your organization. Look for trends and clues in your sales process metrics and consider doing a major periodic review of the process to fine tune it.

· Ongoing Management Support. Talk the talk and walk the walk. A sales process will create uncertainty and additional work – at least initially – and employees will watch management closely for signs that their commitment is fleeting.

The Technology Piece

Business Contact Manager can play an integral role in supporting the change management process. One of the most common stumbling blocks to making any change – especially to the work habits of highly motivated salespeople – is that it’s too complicated. You can hear them say: “I don’t get paid to sit at my desk entering a bunch of data. I need to be out meeting with customers and doing demos.” 

Outlook 2003 with Business Contact Manager works as a natural extension to Outlook – the personal information manager and communication program your employees already use and are familiar with. You create Business Contacts the same way you have created Personal Contacts – but now you can connect all of the Business Contacts for a given company into a consolidated Account Record. You schedule meetings, send out e-mails, and make task lists in the same way – but now all of this activity is captured in the Activity History for each Account. Of course with Business Contact Manager you have a broader range of views and customizable reports that are tailored to the needs of a small business, such as the Opportunity Funnel, which quickly gives you visibility across your entire sales pipeline. And the job aids that provide valuable probing, reference, and analysis tools for your sales force are customizable templates that can be downloaded right into your Office programs.

Office Small Business Edition 2003 delivers other functionality that makes the adoption and implementation of a sales process easier. For example, Publisher 2003 enables you to take the actionable information you have stored in Business Contact Manager and use it to reach out to customers with personalized and professional sales and marketing materials for print, the Web, and e-mail.

Next Steps

To continue your investigation of this small business sales process model, consider these resources:

· Interactive sales process demo. Explore the fundamentals of a small business sales process in this self-guided demo. 

· Sales process reference story. Follow a sales professional as she implements and customizes the sales process methodology to help close a big sale. 

· Job aid templates. Download one or all 17 of the sales process “job aide” templates to help you jumpstart the implementation of your own sales process.

· Office Small Business Edition 2003. Discover how this collection of familiar, integrated, and easy-to-use programs can help you better manage your customers and market to them more effectively. 

· Outlook 2003 with Business Contact Manager. Learn more about this enhanced version of Outlook designed specifically for small businesses.

( 2003 Microsoft Corporation. All rights reserved.

This paper is provided for informational purposes only. MICROSOFT MAKES NO WARRANTIES, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, IN THIS SUMMARY. Microsoft, Outlook, and PowerPoint are either registered trademarks or trademarks of Microsoft Corporation in the United States and/or other countries.

Solution Selling is a registered trademark of Sales Performance International in the United States and other countries.

Scalable customer management solutions


If your customer information and tracking needs are more robust, you should consider � HYPERLINK "http://www.microsoft.com/businessSolutions/Microsoft%20Customer%20Relationship%20Management/default.mspx" ��Microsoft Business Solutions CRM�. It offers integrated Sales and Customer Service modules that let employees easily share information across the organization and enable businesses to implement consistent and automated processes.
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Different ways to learn about sales process


Business paper (here)


� HYPERLINK "http://www.microsoft.com/smallbusiness/challenges/marketing/tour.mspx" ��Flowcharts� – for a visual representation


� HYPERLINK "http://www.microsoft.com/smallbusiness/challenges/marketing/story.mspx" ��Reference story� – example of how a fictitious company implements the process





A great sales process can help your sales force succeed. Its benefits include:


Definable steps. A sales process helps you identify best practices for working through sales opportunities. Random acts produce random results.


Predictable outcomes. A sales process helps you see which steps will bring a sales opportunity to closure.


Repeatable activities. A sales process helps you replicate your successes and avoid your failures.


Measurable results. A sales process helps you forecast revenue and measure the time required for key steps in the process.








Sales Performance International


Since 1988 SPI has helped more than 500,000 sales and sales management professionals worldwide with its revolutionary � HYPERLINK "http://www.solutionselling.com/solution_overview.asp" ��Solution Selling� sales process. On average, their clients have seen active opportunities in their sales pipelines increase by 20% within six months.
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