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UK Sales  - Analysis of Additional Responsibilities and Proposals

Derek, as requested, here is a snapshot of some of the areas of increased responsibility that are not 100% direct sales but which make up a large part of my working day and make up a lot of my time. I’m not suggesting for a moment that these should not be my remit, this is more of an appraisal of what my role has developed into, much of which you might not be aware of. 
It may also help to identify areas where I am taking responsibility in areas that perhaps could use additional support and more people dealing with them.

Technical queries: I am currently working a number of ongoing customer technical issues, eg problems with oxygen sensors when used in low oxygen environments, no-one else is in a position to resolve these issues, other than Steve Nixon who is too busy for me to refer all of these issues to. If I want the customer to get a resolution, I deal with these issues myself. 

I am also working on offering technical support to a number of manufacturers that want to use sensors in their own projects, which requires good technical knowledge of the operating characteristics of oxygen sensors.
In years gone by, we always had a senior technician to pass these issues on to (ie Simon Watmough, Peter Anderson) but this has now been absorbed into Steve Nixon’s and my own workload.

Assisting with checking marketing materials and preparing mailing groups: previously, Sarah Wilford managed marketing without the requirement for much additional input, however, nowadays I have to be much more involved, for example, I checked 3 letters for mailings today. Often this is more than just proof reading and requires and amendments to the content. Until recently, this would have been part of Steve Nixon’s workload but has steadily become a bigger part of mine as we need to move things forwards and were experiencing some hold-ups to our marketing plans due to Steve’s other commitments. 


Servicing – Lisa does quite a bit on this but I still find myself organising Phil as there is often some inertia towards completing the servicing visits and without frequent supervision and intervention where required, it can easily stall. As an example, after 2 days at Sunderland doing servicing and he still had 15 units to locate, Phil decided he wanted to do the rest via a service exchange swap-out. I had to discuss this with him and task him with doing an additional day the following week so that we can get more of these invoiced sooner, otherwise he wouldn’t have gone. Also, we struggled to get the Royal Preston cabinet services done before the end of April; I had to push to make this happen, as the implications for the customer if we did not invoice them under their 2014-15 budgets were severe. We managed it on the last available day but had to make more visits than would be ideal, which may have seemed inefficient to some Staff, however, this was more important than most people would realise, as they don’t always see the bigger picture.

Pricing agreements – the office staff can and do help out with these but I still need to oversee it by verifying and collating the information, as these represent a form of contract and need to be absolutely correct and clear in what we are offering. This is something that we can do more with on Intrastats but needs a bit of thought first: once I spend a bit of time detailing the requirements, I can request a page to log this.

Yorkshire Ambulance stock errors on their consigned stock: I am Mick’s primary contact and the person that he comes to when he finds problems. I investigated one recently but was unable to determine where the error occurred, referred to you but had a lot of involvement with YAS to do the initial investigation work and to log and communicate the problems and solutions. Really, we need to stop these errors happening in the first place so that we don’t have to waste time investigating. 

Arranging Sale or Return loans – today I did 2 that were non-standard: 1 to an old acquaintance of Steve’s to borrow for a training course, the other to support and ongoing capnograph trial that I am closely involved in and ideally wouldn’t want to pass to someone else as I am gaining a lot of information from the customer with regards to how they are using the VM-2500-S, which is way above the level we expect of the office staff. 
I have been getting the office staff more involved with the simple SORs and they are taking some of the pressure off in that regard.

Cabinet quotes - I want to deal with these myself as there is a lot of background knowledge required to successfully determine the customer requirements, most of it gained through years of field sales and project management experience. This could be handed over at some stage to someone in a technical sales role but to try to bring general office admin staff up to the required level would be very difficult, time consuming and above what I would expect of general admin staff. 

PPQ issues - Liasing with suppliers to get the updated information following queries from customers, I am currently working on the blender one and have followed up repeatedly but I am not getting the requested responses. Previously, we had a Regulatory Affairs position (Kevin Rush) who was responsible for these issues. 

Completing formal documentation requests  - for example, I did a Due Diligence Questionnaire this week. These requests often involve answering questions regarding Viamed’s company structure, policies, performance, areas of business, customer references etc. 

Pricing requests for non-standard items – This week I had and enquiry for a cabinet without a warmer and had to work out a suitable selling price as the one on the system was over 7 years old. To do this involved going through all of the cabinet component parts and using a spreadsheet to work out the manufacturing cost and the margins to see whether we need to review the price. 
This is crossing over into Steve Nixon’s area of responsibility somewhat but my customer needed a price within the hour and Steve already has other high-priority work on the go, so I did the work myself and apprised Steve of my findings, which he agreed with. 
For reference, this saved us from under-quoting by £260.00 per system: if the office admin Staff had taken that enquiry, they would have likely quoted the standard Opera price, or if they did realise that it needed updating, they would have had to pass it onto myself or Steve anyway.

Sales issues involving complex theory  - this week I had to calculate the altitude range for the veterinary capnograph, the spec only gives the operating pressure range but the customer wanted to know how that translates to altitude and how the device actually compensates for the different pressures.
This is hopefully all leading to a sale, so is still a sales issue albeit one requiring a high level of technical competence. 
Again, this is an area that I can work well in as I have a scientific educational background, I wouldn’t expect sales admin staff to even begin to try converting pressure scales to altitude or answering queries of this complexity, so the only other person it could go to would be SN. 
I often get similar enquiries regarding oxygen sensor theory, ie operating characteristics at different pressures, when used in the presences of other gases, measuring in unusual circumstances etc, all of which I treat as technical sales enquiries – if we don’t resolve them, our competitors will. 
All of this is built on many years of experience; it is not something that can be leaned quickly by non-technical staff. 

Maintaining the GHX database – this is complicated and requires a lot of quiet concentration. It is similar to doing the pricing spreadsheets but when we need to upload and maintain the catalogue it gets difficult. Catrin is helping a lot with the background work of entering the data on Intrastats; there is a lot of data that needs to be in place behind the scenes every time we introduce a new product and it is all a bit messy. Catrin and I are working towards defining a list of the requirements and how we can ensure that they are all met from the outset instead of trying to fill in the blanks later, then we can address this as a Sales & Marketing project with the aim of having Intrastats clearly presenting the required data and forcing the issue of entering it from the outset. This is something that I should be able to hand over or be less involved with in the future. 

Ensuring compliance with NHS policies – we get a lot of information from NHS Trusts with regards to mandatory compliance with their policies. These can be from simple issues such as responding to Zero Inflation compliance requests, all the way up to ensuring that our Staff meet their requirements in terms of competency training and that we are registered to the vetting schemes that they use. 
This has really become a big issue lately with more and more Trusts refusing access to unregistered visiting Staff. I am currently organising the training for myself, Phil and Keith to gain Theatre and ICU access, along with registering the three of use for two different mandatory registrations schemes currently in use (this needs regular monitoring as I get the feeling someone has started a bandwagon with this).

Quality Investigations and Customer Complaints - not direct sales but very much a customer focussed issue that I believe I am best placed to handle. This requires a good technical knowledge and the ability to conduct a detailed investigation and write reports to a high standard. 
This could also be done by Steve Nixon but I deal with the UK ones (with the exception of Vandagraph/VST) as customers need responses as a matter of urgency and Steve has enough on the go already. 

For an example of the depth of work involved, please see here:

U:\2015\02Feb\North Middlesex University Hospital\Investigation into Ceratherm Radiant Warmer Failure 20150130.pdf

Project management – eg the Ebola Response Project, this was a fast-moving, high-value, complicated sales enquiry that demanded instant and complete attention. You may not be aware of this, but we almost lost this through one of the sales admin team not recognising the significance of an enquiry from Crown Agents and not seeing what we could do to meet their request. This was no-ones fault as such; it was a symptom of inexperience in this sector. It was only my digging into it that brought about the sale.

Competitor pricing analysis – I keep an eye on our competitors and our place in the market. I recently investigated the current oxygen sensor market and gained competitor pricing, which I cross-referenced with our sensors to help Steve N to review pricing. There is similar work to do on other products in our range; this is crossing over into a marketing role that Sarah used to do, so could probably be done by Catrin when her time is fully allocated to doing more direct sales and marketing projects. 

Proposals for UK Sales Support Going Forwards

Losing Keith will leave a large hole in Viamed’s field sales and field customer support capability. We often get asked for a rep to go visit, we have a number of options on how we deal with enquiries such as these in future, I have attempted to detail the pros and cons of these below. 

1) Replacing Keith with either a full or part-time field sales representative.

Pros: 

With an experienced sales rep we will get good field sales capability, which will lead to an increase in turnover.

We will benefit from increased field technical support and training provision capability once they have learned the products.

Faster access to customers if we have a rep based in the south: visits from the office to the far south of the UK would involve extended sales trips and may lead to longer waiting times for the customer, particularly if being done by myself as I have to work around my ongoing workload.

Will allow us to maintain office based technical support: If I were to do increased visits to fill the gap, this would put increased workload on Steve Nixon from UK sale and technical enquiries.

Cons:

Potentially expensive to maintain, as we will need someone with experience either in field sales of technical products, or a good technical and/or medical background. 

Could require an investment of time in training, which would largely be mine and Steve Nixon’s remit, however, if I am doing these increased visits myself, my time would be taken even up more so.

2) Working towards a catalogue model with no or little field presence

Pros: 

Reduced salary overheads.

Cons:

May lose sales to competitors who can do visits.

No ability to provide end-user training, which is becoming an increasingly important pre-requisite to gaining a sales.

Will still require some visits from the office, eg resuscitation cabinets, as we would almost certainly never gain any new cabinet customers without a demo 

3) Increased office-based technical sales support

Pros:

Would provide more cover for technical sales and support enquiries, allowing them to be handled if me and/or Steve Nixon are not available.

Would free up some of my time to allow me to do more field sales and technical support visits.

Would provide another cycle of experience in the sales side of company: I feel we need someone else willing to learn everything they can about every product so as to be able to resolve complicated sales and technical issues, with the aim of getting them to a level where they would do this in the field as and when required: possibly even coaching them into sales rep role.
Could undertake proactive sales projects and handle the increase in workload that these will generate, increasing turnover. 

Cons:

Increase in salary overheads if recruited from outside the company. 

Increased training investment required, although if they were to work alongside me then this could be done via task-based mentoring using my existing workload.

4) A combination of both 1 & 3

Pros:

A combination of the benefits of 1 & 3: would be an investment into future expansion. 

Cons: 

A combination of the cons of 1 & 3: most obviously this would raise salary overheads.

Additional comments on the experience level of staff
I would like to see us raise the general level of competence with each new recruitment opportunity by looking towards either higher levels of experience or qualifications. 

I appreciate that higher calibre candidates cost more to employ, but I feel the advantages would outweigh the cost, particularly if we want the company to grow, as we will need staff that can adapt to take on increased responsibilities. 

My own feeling is that that whilst sales admin roles are being handled by staff members suited to those roles, we definitely need more technical capability so that more people in the company will be in a position to fully understand our products, their application and how they work. Even people with a lot of sales experience would be very limited in their effectiveness if they don’t have the technical bent or education to allow them to understand our products from a technical perspective.


If we are to grow and move forwards, we will need people with technical knowledge who are willing and able to speak to customers, face-to-face if needs be, as this is one area where I feel we are stretched quite thin.

