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Unlikely Operations Heroes – Sales Reps 

 
 

 
A few weeks ago, I met with the top operations managers of a major multinational consumer 
products company. These executives were very interested in understanding how to become 
more innovative. What could they do? What have other companies done? What is the current 
best practice? 
 
Innovation is a very broad topic that can apply to many different things, so what was their 
specific problem? The cause of their concern was that their production facilities were very 
efficient, but the company’s rate of product innovation was becoming so rapid that they were 
worried that they might not be able to support it without major changes. This is what they meant 
by innovation. 
 
As we discussed the situation, they mentioned the company’s sales and marketing group as the 
source of this situation. Suddenly, the pieces fell into place. 
 
The sales reps’ problem 
 
A few years ago, I had an opportunity to work with one of the company’s major distributors on 
sales force productivity. I spent several days riding with several sales reps and understanding 
their situation. It turns out that these sales reps, also, were having serious problems with the 
company’s accelerating pace of product innovation. 
 
How was this product innovation manifest? The sales reps were being bombarded by an 
endless stream of changes. A few were large, like the introduction of an important new product 
line. But most were small, almost trivial, like a new point of purchase display for a minor product.  
 
What was most striking about this situation was that each innovation, large or small, was 
accompanied by a new sales objective that became part of the sales rep’s bonus calculation. 
The reps actually had 15-20 different objectives! 
 
I knew that a sales rep can’t simultaneously maximize 15 objectives, and the customers would 
balk at responding to all these changes. So what did the reps do?  
 
Each rep picked the two or three objectives that he or she thought would make the most 
difference, and ignored the rest – and often these varied from rep to rep. How did this crazy 
situation arise? 
 
I remember talking to the sales reps and customers, and thinking about the portfolio of product 
innovations.  I had an image of dueling product managers at headquarters, each producing a 
stream of product (or packaging) changes because each had to show “progress’. Each vying for 
slightly enhanced revenues.  
 
And each product manager seemingly oblivious to the big picture, including the critical second-
order consequences for both sales and operations. 
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Who’s driving the boat? 
 
In our meeting, I related my experience with the sales reps. I suggested that if I had a room full 
of their sales reps, the sales reps would have expressed the same frustration with the 
company’s situation. 
 
In this company, it appeared that product management was “driving the boat”. Each product 
manager was focusing on only one rather narrow primary measure: his or her product revenue 
or gross margin – without regard to the overall effect, or to the important (but hard to measure) 
second-order effects on both sales and operations, and on the customers. The operations and 
sales groups were stuck essentially “waterskiing behind the business”. 
 
Why was this occurring? The answer stems from the transition we have been going through 
from one business era to another.  
 
What happened? 
 
In the prior Age of Mass Markets, which occurred throughout most of the twentieth century, 
revenue maximization was the win strategy. Companies had relatively uniform pricing  (for much 
of the period, manufacturers could actually set retail prices), cost to serve was relatively uniform 
as the product was just dropped at the customer’s receiving dock, and economies of scale 
meant that large production volumes led to diminishing unit costs. And diminishing unit costs 
meant more profits. 
 
In this situation, product management was indeed driving the boat. Their job was to maximize 
revenues. Most consumer product companies were characterized by a relatively small number 
of high-volume brands. In this situation, the cost of the small “tweaks” in products and 
packaging were small compared to the huge gains in scale.  
 
Over the past thirty years, however, our business system has changed enormously. We have 
entered what I call the Age of Precision Markets. In this new era, companies have instituted 
complex pricing varying from customer to customer, and even product to product. Cost to serve 
varies again by customer, and even by product within a customer. Products have proliferated 
into all ecological niches, and flexible manufacturing and outsourcing have enabled many niche 
products to achieve minimum efficient scale.  
 
Today, profit maximization requires a deep understanding of the interaction between pricing and 
cost to serve on a very granular basis (individual products within individual accounts). It also 
requires the tight integration of product management with the groups responsible for the 
second-order costs it so often produces. Chief among these are the critical costs of sales 
inefficiency and operations complexity – just what the top operations managers and sales reps 
were so concerned about. 
 
A natural alliance 
 
In today’s business era, sales and operations have surprisingly aligned interests. They are 
poised to form a natural alliance to maximize profitability, often without realizing it. 
 
Several months ago, I wrote a widely circulated blog post, "Unlikely Sales Heroes - Supply 
Chain Managers". The thrust of the post was that the traditional way to sell to important 
accounts – sales rep ramping up sales volume, then bringing the operations manager in at the 
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end for a courtesy call, or “sales first, supply chain last” – is an obsolete and counterproductive 
approach to account development that stems from the past Age of Mass Markets. 
 
In today’s Age of Precision Markets, all this has changed. Leading companies have found that 
the most effective way to develop and accelerate sales in their most important accounts, their 
“islands of profit”, is to introduce their operations and supply chain managers to their 
counterparts in the key customers early in the account development process. The operations 
managers naturally bond with their customer counterparts, and together they quickly develop 
innovative ways to work together to create new efficiencies. 
 
This process has two very important results: (1) the customer will become much more profitable 
handling and selling your products, and this will create huge, rapid sales increases for your 
company; and (2) in the process, you will lower your own cost to serve. Think about this: your 
operations team creating huge new revenue increases coupled with lower cost to serve. The 
best of all worlds. 
 
In my graduate class at MIT and in my executive courses, I often ask whether in a company all 
revenues are equally profitable to serve. The answer is “of course not”. It is clear to everyone 
that some revenues fit the supply chain and operations, while others do not.  
 
This leads to a very important conclusion. The most important way to achieve quantum 
increases in operations productivity is for the sales force to bring in revenues that fit the 
company’s supply chain and operations. This means that in a well-run company, the sales reps 
are primary determiners of operations productivity –  the unlikely operations heroes. 
 
Does this mean that we must turn away important new sources of revenue because they don’t 
fit our current operation? Of course not.  
 
It does mean, however, that both sales and operations have to develop a deep understanding of 
the complex interaction between revenues and costs on a very granular basis (individual 
products in individual customers), and they must have highly efficient processes to coordinate 
and align their sales and operations activities. 
 
When your sales and operations are fully aligned, your revenues will be maximized and 
operations costs will be minimized. Today, your supply chain managers should be your most 
important sales heroes, and your sales reps should be your most important operations heroes. 
 
What about the product managers? 
 
Returning to the recent meeting with the consumer product company’s top operations 
managers, it became clear that the company’s product managers were maximizing a small 
portion of the company’s profit picture. They were not aligned with either sales or operations.  
 
In the past, this was not a big problem, but today it was causing enormous headaches. 
 
This led to a very important question. How could the operations managers (and sales force) 
change position from “waterskiing behind the business” to helping “drive the boat”.  
 
The answer was that they had to shift their activities from a focus on finding ways to cope with 
an untenable situation (which they saw as a need for innovation), to a new focus on developing 
effective ways to partner with their counterparts in sales and product management in order to 
create alignment.  
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And this was nearly impossible to do when everyone was so busy fighting the fires caused by 
the counterproductive, over-rapid pace of product innovation. 
 
The key to gaining alignment was to open a parallel discussion on how to work together over 
the next few years in order to maximize profitability and profitable growth. This would surely 
involve new coordinative mechanisms, new metrics, and new incentives.  
 
The net result, the true definition of success: all three key groups “driving the boat” together. 
 
Unlikely heroes 
 
In the Age of Precision Markets, the key to long-term success is to develop effective processes 
to tightly align your key functional areas – sales, operations, and marketing – in both your 
company’s day-to-day activities and in its positioning for the future.  
 
In this new era, your supply chain and operations managers should be sales heroes, and your 
sales reps should be operations heroes – all working together to raise your company’s 
performance through the roof. 


