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The Three Key Linkages:
   Important Connections Between Marketing and Sales
Ralph A. Oliva, Executive Director, Institute for the Study of Business Markets, Professor of Marketing, Smeal College of Business, Penn State
A view to a cross section of B-to-B firms shows great variability in the effectiveness of the linkage between marketing and sales. Reflecting on a  meeting of the Institute for the Study of Business Markets (ISBM), the cases shown point to three key “linkages” as key to stronger marketing/sales synergy: Linkages in language, organization, and process. A better understanding of –and further research in –how these linkages work is indicated. 
At a seminal meeting of the Institute for the Study of Business Markets (ISBM) in the Smeal College of Business at Penn State University, a variety of researchers, practitioners, and consultants gave their views on building stronger “marketing/sales linkages”.

The issue was explored from several perspectives, and some telling case histories were presented. What was evident was a broad, disparate range, of “wellness” in the connection between marketing and sales. We heard a spectrum of cases; some promising, some challenging. 

A comment from a consulting firm specializing in B-to-B:  “We have worked with several of our clients to create a well-defined demand generation system, where marketing and sales work together to identify, nurture, and bring in an ongoing stream of growing business.  Six Sigma approaches in optimizing such a process can create great improvements in result.” 
As he discussed his approach he recounted how building mutually agreed process steps, metrics, definitions – and in fact using the Six Sigma “DMAIC” (Define, Measure, Analyze, Improve, Control) process – helped one of his client firms see dramatic improvements. 
On the other end of the spectrum were heard telling comments from a Human Resource manager from a large, industrial manufacturing firm, who reflected with a tired smile:  
“When I have my marketing and sales team in the same room, I have to say things like: “Will you guys play nice?  Don’t make me come up there!”
His reflections recounted the fact that through the difficult selling environment they were facing, getting the revenue in was a day-to-day, difficult front line battle.  The sales team viewed inputs from their marketing counterparts as “theoretical” and disconnected from the fast-changing realities they faced.  An all too common viewpoint: “You marketers are safe at home; you don’t know what we go through”.
He mentioned that he was also seeing what he pegged as “some alarming diversity issues” in play as part of the discussion.  But with a difference.  Rather than lurking below the surface the way many sinister diversity issues do – these we’re pretty much out in the open. The marketing and sales folks at his firm were really very different kinds of people.  And --they often didn’t really like each other very much.  That was that. Communication was not working. A common view of how the two teams should be working together was not in place.  He and their team had their work cut out for them.

Linking Up… 
Across this somewhat focused spectrum of practice, the teams who are exhibiting the most effective practice, and the best results, displayed clear defining elements of “linkage”. Although these linkages have different texture across firms, them they seem to fall into three clusters: 

· Linkages in Language – Firms with stronger linkage paid attention to creating a common business language, and not falling prey to certain “problem words”.  Misunderstandings around certain key words seem to indicate deeper problems in understanding how marketing and sales might better work together.

· Linkages of Organization – In firms claiming strong practice, the marketing and sales functions were knit together organizationally by design. Not siloed in separate functions, or isolated from one another. The organizational structure itself created ongoing discussion between marketing and sales people.

· Linkages of Process – Finally, firms on the high-end in terms of their perceived efficacy of their marketing and sales force, could point to well-defined processes – and process “artifacts” -- that linked marketing and sales together with appropriate rules, responsibilities, and a minimum of “hand-offs”.
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The Language Link… 
From observations at our Members Meeting, to a broader view of the 60 ISBM Member firms, it clear that one element of problem – and opportunity – in linking marketing and sales can be attributed to a language barrier. 

And… This language barrier is probably a bigger one than many practitioners realize, across all of business-to-business marketing practice.
Very important words – which have important meaning in the practice of business-to-business marketing and sales, get tossed about, and become what I would identify as “the key problem words”. Teams that working well together share and understand a key set of words and other elements of language.  If not, they often fall prey to the problems of “Gross’ First Law.”

First stated by the founding director of the ISBM, Dr. Irv Gross, his first law is a statement designed to bring into focus what may be the key problem for all marketers and salespeople.  In fact, it’s a problem for just about everyone. 

Gross’ First Law: 



 “It’s almost impossible to communicate anything to anyone.”

Since Irv framed this law, well over a decade ago – one might argue that he understated the case:  In the view of this author, communication, despite awesome technologies and fantasies to the contrary, actually seem to be getting much worse.
(George Bernard Shaw also had his version of this law summarized in a famous quote:  “The biggest problem with communication is the illusion that it has happened.”)

One of the key implications of this becomes very clear: managers, HR professionals and folks in marketing and sales should pay careful attention in the language they use.  Pay special attention to certain key words which relate to underlying concepts driving business practice. 

Sales and Marketing Language Traps…
Some words can give us special problems.  These are often words that lead us to assumptions on their meaning, or the more dangerous assumption that communication has actually taken place.

For professionals in “sales” and “marketing”, problems often begin with these two words themselves.  Many visible arguments involve confusion which begins with these two important concepts.  

These two professions might best be seen as linked in the process of value creation, delivery and harvest –as outlined in the “Value Delivery Framework” below:


Marketing and Sales: How to define these problem terms?

One definition of marketing we like was coined by Dr. Mohan Sawhney at Kellogg:


“Marketing is the adaptive process by which firms collaborate with customers and partners to jointly create, deliver, and sustain value for all stakeholders.”
Marketing is often understood in many B-to-B firms as focused on market communications, relegated to specialists.  A deep understanding of how the marketing function works to anticipate needs and trends, develop a picture of the competitive arena, segment and target markets, and develop strategy to position a firm in these segments is key to marketing/sales performance.  Often this very concept is only “fuzzily” understood.

And for sales – I’ve found it tougher to find as satisfying a definition, but for openers:

From Strategic Selling, Miller and Heiman:


“Selling is a professional exercise in showing all your Buying Influences how your product or service serves their individual self-interest.”

And from the Dictionary of Marketing Terms, by Bennett:

“Sales is the personal or impersonal process whereby the salesperson ascertains, activates and satisfies the needs of the buyer to the mutual, continuous benefit of both buyer and seller.”

Debates will continue until it’s seen that these functions are most valuable working together:  Understanding, Creating, Communicating, Delivering and Profitably Harvesting value… 
Another term often misunderstood and choking communication is an ongoing favorite at ISBM: Value.
The most effective sales forces are “value merchants”, with sharp, quantitative tools to “demonstrate and document” value. This concept, clarified by Dr. James Anderson at Kellogg, relies on a firm, fundamental, and mutually understood definition of the term value. In many groups of business leaders, if you should ask folks to define “value”, you often get three or four fundamentally different conceptualizations.
We recommend a definition, originally pioneered (once again) by Dr. Irv Gross: 


“The value of an offering is the hypothetical price of that offering, which for a particular customer, and a particular application, leaves that customer at overall economic break-even with respect to the next best alternative available for performing the same function or set of functions.”

With that definition, value – especially in business markets – can be quantified. Spoken of in concrete, economic, terms – in units of currency.

What became clear from several case histories and reflections as we examined the “Marketing/Sales linkage” at our meeting, is that leading edge teams had concrete and strong language linking them together. 

Another “opportunity word” that seems to surface is the word “lead”.
What constitutes a “lead” has great variability across the practice of marketing and sales, and has been a perennial favorite for creating a variety of good and bad transactions between marketing and sales people:

Sales: “You call that a lead? That’s just a business card with 


some writing on the back of it …”


Marketing: “Why do we bother? You sales people never act 


on any of the leads we give you anyway.  You just stash them 


in the trunk of your car…”.

Best practice firms hold the word “lead” as sacrosanct – with a precise definition of what a qualified lead means, rooted deep in the culture of the firm. Although the specifics of how you define a qualified lead vary from firm to firm, the important thing is that marketing and sales people both firmly agree what this means. A fully qualified B-to-B lead usually includes, but is not limited to:

· A clear identification of the buying center, key influences in the center, and where they are in the influence chain

· Identification of where they are in the buy cycle

· That the firm has “budget” for the purchase at hand and is clearly about to make a buy

· That obstacles to the sale – whether inside the buying firm, or other process problems have been identified, and 

· Often, the key competitor and competitive landscape has been outlined.

In Many B-to-B Marketing operations, the lead generation and handoff process is the key lineage between marketing and sales.  An ISBM Member firm focused on this area – “MarketBridge” often refers to this point in the process as “The Lead Black Hole”.  Leads which haven’t been fully qualified and delivered to the sales force as part of a demand generation process are often a waste of energy.

A strong mutual understanding of exactly what a “lead” means is crucial. 

Organizational Linkages: 
In reviewing cases at our ISBM meeting, another element of the marketing/sales linkage came into a clearer focus. Firms working most efficiently didn’t have these functions separated in “organizational silos”. 
For firms driven by the need for organic growth in today’s slow growing markets – a new level of focus is being applied to the whole marketing/sales organization structure – and where it resides. 
For several B-to-B firms, a new role and position of “Chief Marketing Officer” has been defined to include organization and process responsibility for the marketing and sales functions. As firms focus on organic growth, experimentation is underway in marketing/sales organization.  The new CMO in some firms is organizationally enabled to forge a single “Demand Generation” process across the sales and marketing functions.
Best practices include time and attention to bringing these groups together to forge common language and process – so that demand generation and innovation is seen as a common task underlying organic growth.  This often begins with the establishment of a strong CMO function, all too rare in B-to-B firms –with a strong mandate to build (or rebuild) this crucial process. Thinking through the correct level and caliber of human resource necessary to implement this process is important.  As CFO’s start worrying more about the top line, and less about “cutting their way to victory” on the S,G,and A line, they’re beginning to see that only with investment in growth – will real, organic growth begin to bloom.   

Compensation:  sales forces are “coin operated”…
A key organizational and motivational issue is the linkage of marketing strategy and sales force compensation.  Tales abound of marketers who have great plans, programs, promotions, “emphasis” products etc; and who invest heavily to communicate these to the sales force, expecting results.  If all these plans are not tuned to sales force compensation –the result is usually nothing more than internal friction. This brought us to another (no so earth-shaking) insight:  The Sales Force is “Coin Operated”.
Sales people do what they’re paid to do.  The strongest signal they have on how to devote their time, effort, and energy to the company cause is how their compensation package is put together. If marketing and sales are organizationally separate so that there is no dialog across these two functions on how the sales force is compensated, the results are frustrating.  There is real danger that marketing efforts show no uptake from the sales force, and that sales people will visualize marketers as fundamentally disconnected from their day to day lives.

Linkages of process: The demand generation chain.
Finally, in reviewing several cases, the strongest practices – and the one’s who seem to be producing the best (and incidentally most measurable) results, had well-defined processes for “demand generation”.

In some cases, process tools and techniques such as Six Sigma had been applied to the whole “demand generation chain”, from earliest identification of new business opportunity, all the way through to ongoing relationship management with a customer.

Well-defined process charts – along with “problem areas”, could be shown, where the Six Sigma “DMAIC” process had been applied, in ways that mobilize the energy of the marketing and sales teams – working together – to craft an efficient, and effective process.
When this is working, it is a beautiful thing to see. While not all selling or marketing situations are susceptible to these sorts of processes, many are. And, for many different marketing and selling situations across B-to-B markets, parts of the process can be firmed up using more disciplined techniques such as Six Sigma.

From the systematic investigation and quantification of which outgoing marketing activities produce the best most qualified leads, and tuning those for optimum lead-stream generation, through processes which qualify those leads, to effective connection to the sales team, along with ties to sales force compensation – the best of the best have the processes well-defined.
The key: having a strong sub team whose responsibility it is to visualize the entire process – end to end – not separated into “marketing” or “sales”, but is one entire demand generation chain. Someone with responsibility for understanding that chain, documenting it, and optimizing it. 

Diversity – Beyond Race and Gender. 
One of the most interesting speakers at our ISBM Members meeting focusing on Marketing and Sales was Hal Jones, Director of Marketing for the Roosevelt Thomas Organization, a consultancy focusing on diversity. An important characteristic of their diversity practice is thinking “beyond race and gender”. 

When the Roosevelt Thomas Organization is working with a firm experiencing diversity issues, they often begin with a short video parable: “The Elephant and Giraffe.” They begin discussing diversity issues by not starting with race or gender, but with elephants and giraffes – two very different animals.  In the parable, the two unlikely business partners try to work together toward a common business objective. Immediately evident is that these are two very different beings.  They’re built in very different ways, move in  different ways, and that in working together they are going to have to understand one another, mobilize each other’s strengths, and work to offset weaknesses. 

At what became a very heated dinner meeting, the issue of diversity across marketing and sales people was discussed in this framework.  And it became clear:  Marketing and sales people are often fundamentally different sorts of people. With different sorts of motivation. Different sorts of things that energize them, and de-energize them. Sometimes they think out of different sides of their brain.

But…

As Hal Jones pointed out, being fundamentally aware of the fact that there is diversity across these two teams, and finding ways to mobilize that diversity – rather than get hung up on it – is another characteristic of a “well oiled” marketing and sales practice.
It came as a surprise to many at our meeting just how deep-seated marketing and sales diversity issues are. And even more surprising, that it might be easier to dialog on a race or gender issue than to discuss the differences between marketing and sales people. 
Implications…

Considering the stakes, investment, and opportunity cost of less than optimal linkages between marketing and sales, this juncture would benefit from greater focus from both academia and the practice.
New insight, tools and organizational models would be highly leveraged in this “valley” between these two critical elements of business practice.

Mangers should consider training their marketing and sales teams together on common language, and have them work together in building a commonly “owned’ demand-generation process. Organizational alignment under a common Marketing/Sales officer (seen coming into place at firms such as DuPont) can help strengthen the link. 

Firms who seem to be getting the most from their marketing/sales teams, have found a way to get diverse sources of talent working together. The best find ways to mobilize their strengths in a linked organization structure.  They pay attention to the creation of a strong common language.  And they implement well-defined processes to produce impressed results.
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