Are You Selling To The Right Person, the Real Decision Maker?
by Michael Wolf and Mickey Farrance

“Are you selling to the decision maker?”
It may be a simple question, but in more than 20 years of executive level sales and marketing experience, we have heard too many sales people answer this initially with a “yes”, only to change it to a “I guess not” after they have lost the sale.  

We frequently ask account managers during training or sales meetings to raise their hands if they have ever lost an order because they were wrong about who the real decision maker was.  At first there are no hands, but as soon as one person puts up a hand, many others reluctantly raise theirs.

In today’s business environment, with so many companies having invested so much time and money in sales training, why is this still happening?

The answer is not that complicated.  While the sales training industry has flourished in recent years, many companies have missed the mark with their courses – too much theory and not enough practice.  Most do a great job of explaining how to do the basics in the sales cycle, including selling value and developing relationships, but apparently not enough have developed training focused on identifying and gaining access to the real decision maker, a key objective if you want to win a sale. 

Most technical sales people today were first educated as engineers or scientists and later transitioned into sales.  Often the sales training they have had is a combination of internal technical training from product marketing or engineering groups, and external training from a professional sales training company.  These training companies usually focus on developing benefits from features, building relationships, and – most recently – value selling, based on the idea that people buy the value they perceive a company’s products or services will deliver.  All well and good, but while most value selling courses talk about value propositions and how to present them, too few actually train sales people to first identify the real decision maker and gain access to him or her, in order to present that value proposition. And value needs to be sold to the (high level) decision makers, not to lower level people and especially not to procurement departments looking for the lowest priced alternative. In the “ready, aim, fire” sequence, it helps to aim at the right target!
There is a tool that can be applied to do exactly that:  the Organizational Decision Map.  Sales teams can learn to develop and use the Organizational Decision Map, or ODM – and understanding it can be the most important factor in winning a sale. 

Selling to the One with the Decision Power
Several years ago one of the authors (Michael Wolf) was VP of Worldwide Sales for a company in the semiconductor equipment business.  His company had a very large opportunity at a new account in Asia.  According to Michael, “The Regional Sales Manager had been assuring me for the past several weeks that the local, Singaporean Account Manager had things under control, that we were going to win this very competitive order worth well over $5M, and that the order would be received within the week.”  

Most seasoned sales executives have learned the hard way that no matter how good it is going, it can always go bad at the last minute.  And for some reason, this time Michael had a “bad feeling” that something was seriously wrong, so he called the Account Manager in Singapore directly, and asked him some questions about this opportunity to try to put those concerns at rest.

He asked the Account Manager about the sale’s progress and current status, and who he had been dealing with at the account. 
Here’s what Michael learned:

· The Account Manager had been dealing mostly with the Production Manager.  This did not seem to be very high up for a $5M deal.  

· The Production Manager introduced him to the Plant Manager who claimed to be the decision maker.  When the Account Manager asked for an introduction to the Operations VP one level up, he was told that there was no need, because the Operations VP was “just a rubber stamp” once the Plant Manager made the decision. 
· The company had already invested a lot into this sale, with a demo system installed and operating there, so Michael asked the Account Manager what decision process the Plant Manager would use to make his decision.  “He didn’t know.  He had not asked because he didn’t want to upset his relationship with the Plant Manager.”
· Michael then asked the Account Manager who had to sign off and approve this size order.  He was told that the Account Manager thought it was the CFO, who reported to the President.  “None of us had ever met either person!”
By this point the alarm bells were going off and Michael realized that the company was at serious risk of losing this order because the Account Manager 

· was calling too low in the account;

· had allowed the Production Manager to block him from going higher;

· did not understand the decision process that would be used;

· was assuming that the Plant Manager was the decision maker; and 
· did not know, for sure, who the real decision maker was, and had not even met with either of the two possible decision makers. 
And, there was less than one week to correct all of this.

The Organizational Decision Map
Every company has a formal structure, depicted on an organization chart.  This shows the hierarchy of who reports to whom, who is in which department, and so on. Generally it can be neatly printed on a piece of paper.  But companies simply don’t work only according to this formal structure. While formal authority always flows down, sometimes significant influence flows upwards and even across departmental lines. 
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Figure 1.  Within a formal organizational structure, 
influence can flow in all directions 
and even across functional boundaries
This means that sometimes a person at a lower formal level in a company can have influence higher up and/or in a different department. Mapping this “informal organization” results in an Organizational Decision Map, or ODM.  Analyzing these informal relationships and understanding their significance can be the most important factor in winning a sale. 

Before continuing with the story of our big Asian account opportunity and showing the ODM as our Account Manager saw it, here are some definitions of the annotations used with these mappings.

Figure 2 shows the box used to identify individuals in the organization along with their relationships to others and to the sales decision.
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Figure 2.  ODM box used to analyze decision-making influence
Note that this is an abbreviated list of the definitions and marking used in constructing an Organizational Decision Map.  (Training on ODM fully develops all of the definitions and how to evaluate and apply them.)

I = Influence

· How influential is this person for this decision?

P = Preference

· How favorable is this person to our company, product, 
or service?

DR = Decision Making Role

· What is this person’s role in this decision?

· Options:

· Decision Maker

· Gate Keeper

· Approver

· User

· Coach

RT = Risk Tolerance
RE = Relationship

· How strong is our relationship with him or her?

· From 0 to 5:

· won’t take your call

· recognizes your name and will take your call 

· will take your call and see you within a few days

Figure 3.  Definitions used in developing an ODM
Figure 4, below, shows what our Account Manager thought was the Organizational Decision Map, including who he thought was the Decision Maker.
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Figure 4.  ODM as perceived by our Account Manager
Our Account Manager perceived the Plant Manager to be the Decision Maker and the Production Manager as the ultimate user of our product.  Although he understood that the CFO was in the loop for this decision (as the Approver), he saw the VP Operations as the rubber-stamp Approver of the deal.
But our Account Manager was selling to the wrong person.  Here’s what his competitor saw as the informal organizational structure.
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Figure 5.  ODM as perceived by the competition
Note that neither the Production Manager nor the Plant Manager had a particularly strong relationship with the competitor’s Account Manager, Mr.C, as indicated by the “1” and “2” in the RE relationship boxes.   Yet Mr. C was able to understand the informal organizational structure, bypass the Plant Manager, and convince the Operations VP that his solution was a better value for the company.  How?  As we found out later, Mr. C had also been calling on Mike Stone, the engineer evaluating the on-site demos of both products.  And who, it turned out, was a golf buddy of the Operations VP.  Mike introduced Mr. C to the Operations VP – the real Decision Maker. Note the red line indicating Influence direction.
Unfortunately, this true story had a bad ending — for us.   We lost the order.
And we learned, too late, that not only was the Operations VP the real decision maker, but also

· the total purchase allocation was capped at $5M, making the CFO a Gate Keeper, not an Approver, and 
· because of the size of the order, the President had to approve it and sign off in order for it to be released. 

We had never even met the really important people: the Operations VP, the CFO, or the President.  Our Account Manager’s perception of the organization as shown in Figure 4 was not just wrong, but catastrophically wrong.
Organizational Decision Mapping Costs Time and Money – 
But It Brings In the Big Win
In these unprecedented financial times, losing just one order can be a significant loss of revenue.  And companies are struggling to “do more with less,” having let go a significant part of their selling organization in many cases, and hoping that the “keepers” will be successful.  However, the remaining sales team may need additional motivation and training, especially right now while sales are slow, on strategic selling skills with methods such as Organizational Decision Mapping.

For large, complex sales it makes sense to do the work and develop an ODM to insure that you are selling to the real decision maker. But it does take time to develop an accurate map and not every opportunity will warrant such extensive analysis.  Management must use their judgment to prioritize and determine which opportunities, based on the company’s objectives and resources, deserve the investment of a carefully constructed ODM.  In our unfortunate case, recounted here, the investment would have been well worth it.
Strategic Sales Skills offers this topic as a full day program, which includes a case study specifically developed to illustrate the concepts and help participants to think differently about their account, along with a workshop to review and practice the techniques of obtaining missing information and gaining access once you have identified the real Decision Maker.  Participants will be able to apply the ODM process with their client’s opportunities immediately.
Michael Wolf has held global, senior level executive sales positions for more that 20 years, in small and medium size companies.  He spent 5 years living and working in France as SVP Worldwide Sales for Soitec SA, before relocating back to Boston at the end of 2008.  In January 2009 he started Strategic Sales Skills (www.strategicsalesskills.com), a sales coaching, consulting and training company whose mission is to help global companies improve their sales performance by thinking and acting more strategically with their customers. He has had extensive experience helping companies “go global”, integrating sales groups acquired via M&A, introducing new sales process methodologies and coaching sales organizations through the initial problem phases on the way to using these sometimes complex processes effectively and efficiently. He believes that continuing follow-up and support are critical to changing business-as-usual culture to a more strategic approach, now indispensible to global companies.
Michael is also President of Youtopie USA, which specializes in training individuals, groups, and teams in Europe and North America to move from “good to great” through the use of tested methods and techniques.
Mickey Farrance has 30 years’ corporate communications and marcom experience in the dual tracks of engineering and communications in the biotechnology, telecommunications, and aerospace sectors.  She is a training associate of Youtopie, teaches corporate communications in the MBA programs at the Grenoble Graduate School of Business and the European Institute of Purchasing Management, and consults to global companies to help improve their internal and external communications.
The authors can be reached at mwolf@strategicsalesskills.com.
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