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E d i tor's Note: This is part one of a th re e

p a rt series on sales and serv i c e .

T
his series of articles examines th e

s a l e s / s e rvice connection. Wheth e r

yo u’re a VAR, an OEM or a dealer,

selling and servicing the customer have to

be paramount concerns. Let’s face it, th e

absence of either spells death to yo u r

e n te rp rise. This series will provide pra c t i-

cal tools that you can use to fo rge st ro n ge r

ties bet ween sales and service depart-

ments, to cre a te an organizational culture

that fo ste rs those st rong ties

and to develop communica-

tion mechanisms that sup-

p o rt collaboration. 

We’ll begin by fo c u s i n g

on leadership re s p o n s i b i l i-

ties in creating the sales and

s e rvice link. There are two

u n d e rlying assumptions fo r

l e a d e rship. The fi rst is th a t

you, as a leader, want to

p o s i t i ve ly impact the bot-

tomline and view this collab-

o ration as a tool for doing

such. Plainly put, you must

u n d e rstand that sales imp a c t

revenues and service, and

b oth technical service and

c u stomer service imp a c t

c u stomer loya l t y, which

i mpacts market share. The

second assumption is th a t

you understand orga n i z a-

tional alignment. Alignment

is simple: policies, pro c e-

d u res and practices must

b oth match and support th e

values espoused. So, if yo u

spout the rh eto ric of cus-

tomer satisfaction, eve ry policy, pro c e d u re

and practice will support smooth cus-

tomer relations, customer retention and

c u stomer loyalty if your organization is

p ro p e rly aligned.

Now that the assumptions have been

put fo rth, let’s begin ex p l o ring senior

m a n a ge m e n t’s role in creating th e

s a l e s / s e rvice link. There are th ree cri t i c a l

b e h av i o rs that you, as a manage r, must

m a ste r. One, you have to lead by exa mp l e .

Model the collaboration you seek. Sec-

ond, commit to long-te rm orga n i z a t i o n a l

d evelopment. That is the only way to dra-

m a t i c a l ly alter the organizational culture .

T h i rd, lighten up. Yep, lighten up. No n e

of this is brain surge ry. There are bound

to be mista kes and missteps along th e

way, so don’t fo rget your sense of humor.

Making the Link

While th e re are many diffe rent ways to

b ring the sales and service depart m e n t s

to geth e r, the st ra tegies that I’m going to

p resent are comp re h e n s i ve

in nature and invo lve build-

ing bri d ges th roughout th e

e n t i re organization. The fi rst

step is to cre a te an orga n i-

zational context for collabo-

ration bet ween depart m e n t s

and functions. That means

you have to build the busi-

ness case for coopera t i o n

th roughout the orga n i z a-

tion. Bill, the owner of a

chain of regional offi c e

p roducts dealerships, cre-

a ted that context by using

b oth management and sta ff

m e etings to provide more

than facts and fi g u res. He

c o n s i ste n t ly provided future -

focused scenarios depicting

w h e re the comp a ny could be

if it wo rked to gether bet te r.

He did not load people

d own with lots of fl owe ry

p rose and lofty th e o ry.

I n stead, he pointed to actual

exa mples drawn from th e

field where cooperation and

c o l l a b o ration would have
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made a diffe rence. He also provided pra c-

tical exa mples from other orga n i z a t i o n s

w i thin the indust ry with a similar size and

placement. This helped people understa n d

that the identity of the comp a ny wa s

changing to one that focuses on wo rk i n g

to geth e r. Bill made another smart move .

He re p e a te d ly re i n fo rced the underly i n g

p h i l o s o p hy of the initiative: collabora t i o n ,

n ot just bet ween sales and service, but

th roughout the ente rp rise, is good busi-

ness because it st re n g thens customer loy-

a l t y, which enhances market s h a re .

The second step is to disturb th e

e n te rp rise. By that I mean shake th i n g s

up. Fo rc i b ly move people out of th e i r

c o m fo rt zones. Cre a te a learning orga n i-

zation. Shuffle the deck. Do whatever yo u

can to get people moving, thinking and

b e h aving diffe re n t ly. Here are a few exa m-

ples from your peers :

■ Assign one day a month for th e

sales sta ff to ta ke calls in the serv i c e

d e p a rt m e n t .

■ Send front-line people out on

sales calls.

■ Send teams of sales and serv i c e

people out on sales calls.

■ G i ve eve ry person in the entire

o rganization sales goals.

■ P rovide sales training to eve ry-

one in the orga n i z a t i o n .

■ G i ve each department, division

or region the opportunity to host a

m o n th ly / qu a rte rly meeting so that th ey

can showcase accomp l i s h m e n t s .

■ Launch marketing campaigns in-

house befo re th ey reach the public to build

awa reness, inte re st and product knowl-

e d ge th roughout the orga n i z a t i o n .

■ Re qu i re technical sta ff to do on-

s i te demos so that eve ryone has intimate

p roduct knowl e d ge .

The th i rd step is to begin cultiva t i n g

the ente rp rise. Cultivating the ente rp ri s e

re qu i res that you weed the orga n i z a t i o n

j u st as you would a ga rden. Be sure th a t

you keep the people who add value to th e

o rganization and send the oth e rs packing.

This is an imp o rtant step that many man-

a ge rs are re l u c tant to ta ke. A misplaced

sense of loyalty gets in the way of sound

business decisions. Re m e m b e r, just

because a person has stayed around fo r

m a ny ye a rs doesn’t mean that he or she

has added value. Some people have simp ly

stayed and complained, stayed and

whined, stayed and stalled the pro gress of

the organization. Some people have staye d

because no one else would hire them. I

k n ow this sounds like blasphemy in an

i n d u st ry that is filled with so many people

who boast about their longev i t y. I am not

s u g ge sting that we simp ly fi re all of the old

t i m e rs. Ra th e r, manage rs have a re s p o n s i-

bility to get and keep the right people, cul-

t i va te talent and then let those who don’t

cut it go elsew h e re and find their ri g h t

l i velihood. 

It is vital that you keep and cultiva te

the people who can make your vision of a

c o l l a b o ra t i ve organization a re a l i t y.

Re m e m b e r, each new hire will not be a

sta r. When you are re c ruiting, be syste m-

atic and hire for the right attitude: an atti-

tude that is te a m - focused, willing to learn

and has some humility. If you hire te a c h-

able people who lack technical pro fi-

c i e n c y, you can help them master th o s e

skills. Use cross-functional teams for inte r-

v i ewing so that you re i n fo rce the notion of

c o l l a b o ration. Cross-functional teams will

also provide a broader ra n ge of fe e d b a c k

on the candidate .

C u l t i vating the ente rp rise also invo lve s

o ffe ring on-going education and tra i n i n g .

These learning ex p e riences should fo c u s

n ot only on indust ry issues, but also on

l a rger business trends that may impact th e

i n d u st ry, on technical knowl e d ge, on sales

and service. Building a cadre of we l l -

i n fo rmed people st re n g thens your com-

p a ny ’s position. It enables you to be con-

fident that your people are conve rsant in

the same language as your custo m e rs .

Pa rt of cultivating the ente rp rise is cre-

ating incentives to re i n fo rce the change .

This is a notewo rthy point. Incentives do

n ot dri ve change, th ey re i n fo rce the behav-

i o rs and objectives of the change. When

i n c e n t i ves are used to induce new behav-

i o rs, th ey become bribes and have little

i mpact on creating lasting change. When

n ew modus operandi are introduced as

business imp e ra t i ves and, after some

d e m o n st ra ted successes, are rewa rd e d

w i th a particular incentive, th e re is a

gre a ter likelihood of the behavior st i c k i n g .

O ve ruse and misuse of incentives dilute s

their benefit. How many orga n i z a t i o n s

h ave those tired emp l oyee of the month

p ro grams? Eve n t u a l ly eve ry emp l oye e ,

b a rring some tru ly egregious misconduct,

will become emp l oyee of the month. That

i n c e n t i ve has little or no value because it

has become tri te .

Consider creating incentives that are

aligned with collaboration. For insta n c e ,

one manufa c t u rer wa n ted to build gre a te r

c o o p e ration bet ween its sales team and

the people who actually build the equ i p-

ment. The two departments we re fre-

qu e n t ly at odds because sales made pro m-

ises production couldn’t keep. The

p roduction folk felt like th ey we re con-

sta n t ly held to unre a l i stic deadlines. The

result was qu i et animosity that eru pte d

f rom time to time.

Jane, the senior vice president, decided

that the real objective was to meet both

sales and production goals, both of which

had been waning. And, even more note-

wo rthy, she wa n ted to link their goals

to geth e r. Ra ther than linking a moneta ry

i n c e n t i ve to either depart m e n t’s individual

p e rfo rmance, she linked time off awa rd s

to the perfo rmance of both depart m e n t s .

That got both departments talking to one

a n other at the outset by re fo rm u l a t i n g

their goals to geth e r. Each got to hear

about the oth e r’s st ru g gles and uniqu e

c h a l l e n ges and th ey made mutual commit-

ments to mutually acceptable goals.

An organization can atte mpt to get

people to comp ly with a particular change

i n i t i a t i ve by offe ring bonuses and cash

s i mp ly for compliance. Or th ey can link

d i ffe rent incentives to more meaningful,

l o n g - te rm objectives. Compliance is fo r

the short - te rm, where the second
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a p p roach yields long-te rm part i c i p a t i o n .

In other wo rds, it’s not the incentive th a t

people are shooting fo r, instead it’s th e

l a rger objectives and inte re sts that th e

i n c e n t i ve is re i n fo rcing. 

S u m m a ry

A leader’s job in making the sales/serv-

ice link begins with creating a collabo-

ra t i ve mindset th roughout the orga n i z a-

tion. Cre a te that context with re a l - wo rl d

exa mples that support your objective s .

Select exa mples of successes and fa i l-

u res with inte rd e p a rt m e n tal coopera-

tion and use both to cre a te opport u n i-

ties for learning. Once the context is

e stablished, the next task is to dist u r b

the ente rp rise. Shake people up by

re qu i ring them to do diffe rent ta s ks ,

ex p l o re diffe rent areas and learn new

c o mp etencies. This enables sta ff at all

l evels, in all departments, to get a re a l

feel for what other people in the orga n-

ization face on a daily basis. Sales peo-

ple will understand service, service peo-

ple will develop gre a ter emp a thy for th e

f ront-line, manage rs and sta ff will begin

building bri d ges of understanding. And,

l a st ly, the job is to cultiva te the orga n i-

zation by hiring and fi ring the ri g h t

people, educating eve ryone and using

i n c e n t i ves to re i n fo rce the change yo u

s e e k.

As you move th rough the steps pre-

s e n ted in this article, you are bound to

wa ge inev i table turf battles. In the nex t

segment of this series we will talk about

re a l i stic tactics for moving beyond th o s e

wa rs. We will also address communica-

tion tools that enhance the sales/serv i c e

l i n k. 

C o n tact Joanne L. Smikle, principle con-

s u l tant for Smikle Training Services, at

( 3 01) 596-2822. 
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A leader’s job in making the sales/service link begins with cre a t i n g

a collabora t i ve mindset throughout the org a n i z a t i o n .


