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Sales Backbone: Boosting Sales  
Performance in Project-Based Business

A recent global pricing survey revealed 
that industrial companies selling proj-
ect-based solutions are having difficul-
ty reducing overhead costs, particularly 
costs related to maintaining a sales 
force. In this article the authors outline 
a 5 step framework that helps compa-
nies in structuring their sales approach 
consistently across the markets in 
which they operate. Harald L. Schedl 
is a Partner and Georg Ferdinand 
Haschke is a Director at Simon-Kuch-
er & Partners. They can be reached by 
email at Harald.Schedl@simon-kuch-
er.com and Georg.Haschke@simon-
kucher.com. 

9th PPS Annual Conference on European & Global Pricing – Hôtel Con-
corde – Berlin, Germany; 3 December – 5 December 2014. 

•	 4 Workshops Offered on Tuesday 3 December
•	 3 Workshops and the 4th Annual Global Pricing for Executives Summit Of-

fered on Wednesday 4 December
•	 16 Keynotes and Breakouts Offered on Thursday 5 December

For the most up-to-date information about PPS events and programs, please 
visit our website at www.pricingsociety.com frequently.

Industrial companies selling project-
based solutions have always had to 
balance their ability to compete ef-
fectively for business against over-

head costs - particularly associated with 
maintaining a sales force. Now, not only 
having to consistently contend with the 
volatility of the capital goods investment 
cycle, they are also having to deal with 
clients expecting an increasingly de-
manding level of service globally across 
markets, adding additional complexity. 
Against this backdrop, there is the real 
risk that Sales, General and Administra-
tive (S, G&A) costs could continue to 
spiral unless urgent action is taken. 

Indeed, a recent survey has shown that 
sales costs remain stubbornly high. 
Seven in ten companies have been un-
able to reduce sales costs in recent years, 
with 40% of respondents reporting an 
increase despite increased management 
scrutiny.

The solution is for companies to more 
effectively leverage their scale, by adapt-
ing a more harmonized, centrally coordi-
nated sales approach across geographies. 
This has the advantage of maintaining 
a more tightly defined offer, while also 
potentially streamlining the sales pro-
cess. However, companies still need to 
be mindful of how to do this while con-
sidering the specificities of local market 
conditions.

This article presents a strategy called 
the Sales Backbone, which is a five-
step framework that helps companies 
in structuring their sales approach con-
sistently across the markets in which 
they operate. By establishing a more 
in- depth, company-wide view of their 
clients and by assigning internal sales 
responsibilities more clearly and con-
sistently, they can direct their resources 
appropriately, thereby keeping a lid on 
costs.

PPS Happenings Serving the Pricing Community Since 1984
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Figure 1: Sales Backbone

The framework consists 
of the following essential 
elements: 

1. Understand customer buying behav-
ior

2. Consider regional differences
3. Rank customers according to impor-

tance
4. Assign roles and responsibilities
5. Monitor performance and continu-

ously improve

1. Understand customer 
buying behavior 
Optimizing a sales organization relies 
in the first instance on forming a deep 
understanding of customers and their 
buying behaviors. Adopting a common 
approach to addressing “the customer” 
across markets can pay significant divi-
dends, even though in practice com-
mercial negotiations in each will need to 
take a slightly different form. 

Though all customers are clearly not the 
same, this does not prevent the approach 

to selling to them being assessed in the 
same structured way. By adopting a com-
mon framework on how to best meet 
customer needs, companies can respond 
more effectively to them. A Sales Back-
bone underpins this process, identifying 
the analytical steps required and the ac-
tions needed to take advantage (see fig-
ure 1 above).

The use of established analytical con-
cepts such as the “Customer Buying 
Cycle” in Neil Rackham’s Major Ac-
count Sales Strategies is common when 
sketching out the individual phases of 
the buying process (see figure 2 on the 
next page).

Forming a Sales Backbone provides a 
common understanding across the com-
pany of how to approach selling, what 
the customers are likely to require and 
an idea of how best to meet these needs.

Sales Backbone: Understand customer 
buying behavior

•	 Identify customer needs and buying 
preferences 

•	 Determine key elements of sales pro-
cess

•	 Build conceptual “Sales Backbone” 
model

2. Consider regional 
differences 
Though each market a multinational 
company operates in has its own specif-
ic characteristics, it is unlikely they will 
all be so vastly different from each other 
that they cannot be compared. 

A Sales Backbone therefore provides in-
dividual country organizations with the 
means to talk in the same “language” 
and build a common understanding 
across the business. However, some de-
gree of local autonomy is always required 
for effective selling.

Without explicit guidance, there is a ma-
terial risk that each local entity develops 
a unique selling approach, leading to a 
disjointed offer and, more important-

Objectives

Roles

Conceptual level

Operational level

Enable the bid team to match the buying centers 
needs in its offer and strongly increases the 
likelihood of winning the bid

Criteria catalogue and key stakeholder analysis 
embedded in buying center profile in SFDC

Account manager, business developer, project 
manager,  strategic marketer, technical expert

Input/Output
Opportunity profile, classified & prioritized 
opportunity / buying center profile, key 
decision criteria (short list)

Methods/Tools/Templates

Key Activities
Identify key decision-maker, identify/re-evaluate decision 
criteria, weight criteria, derive key decision criteria

Description
 As soon as an opportunity classified as high priority, 

a opportunity-specific buying center analysis is 
conducted

 Key stakeholders and decision-makers are identified, 
validated and documented in the IT system

 Decision making process at customer organization is 
reviewed and documented

 Key decision criteria are identified and weighted in 
terms of importance to the customer

 Strategy to address specific decision criteria is 
outlined

Backbone element profile: "Buying center analysis"

Analyze and communicate focal 
points, decision makers, decision 
criteria and decision processes within 
the customer organization; define 
activities for successful acquisition

Buying center 
analysis

Simon-Kucher & Partners 2013
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Figure 2: Backbone element profile “Buying centre analysis”

ly, building unnecessary cost into their 
commercial activities.

Furthermore, the objectives of each local 
company are not always the same, which 
needs to be accommodated in any cen-
tralized model. For example, one entity 
may be tasked with increasing penetra-
tion and the other with defending mar-
gin.  

The intention is not to prescribe com-
mercial decisions, but more to ensure 
that the process for arriving at these 
decisions is consistent. For that reason 
companies need to establish limits to 
where local markets have the freedom to 
have discretion and where they do not.

Sales Backbone: Consider regional 
differences

•	 Set centralized aspirations
•	 Define areas for deviation from com-

mon approach
•	 Define limits for deviation market 

by market

3. Rank customers 
according to importance 
There is often a common tendency for 
sales organizations to find it difficult to 
prioritize resources in project based busi-
nesses. If Sales Directors are not suffi-
ciently discerning, they can end up bid-
ding for every available project, which 
is almost always sub-optimal. By being 
more structured around deciding when 
to bid, win ratios can rise and costs can 
be minimalized. A firm understanding 
of customers is at the heart of this.

While salespeople may see clients as 
equally as valuable, in practice a few 
large customers will often provide the 
bulk of the revenues and earnings. Using 
a customer segmentation exercise, com-
panies should identify the importance 
of individual customers and link this 
to the resource and priority that they 
should receive. 

Sales Directors need to clearly match the 
customer’s importance at a global level 
to the resource allocated to them. Im-

portance can be defined either in terms 
of existing size or potential, with larger, 
more important customers receiving 
dedicated account managers (sometimes 
known as Global Account Management, 
Key Account Management), whereas 
smaller customers can often be serviced 
at a lower cost by alternative means, for 
instance, via regional sales teams.

Sales Backbone: Rank customers ac-
cording to importance

•	 Segment customers appropriately 
•	 Define appropriate service levels by 

customer type
•	 Assign resources appropriately 

4. Assign roles and 
responsibilities
With a more structured sales approach 
it is easier to assign accountabilities at 
every step of the selling process. The as-
signment of clear responsibilities avoids 
duplication and confusion, thereby 
minimizing cost. 

Sales Backbone – Elements overview

Buying center analysis

SalesSales After-SalesAfter-Sales

2. Evaluation of 
options

2. Evaluation of 
options

3. Resolution of 
concerns

3. Resolution of 
concerns 4. Decisions4. Decisions 5. Implementation5. Implementation

Pre-SalesPre-Sales

1. Recognition of 
needs

1. Recognition of 
needs

Account
development

Opportunity 
planning

Account
classification RfQ analysis

Bid prioritization

Differentiated
offer preparation

Differentiated
offer revision

Contract
finalization

Won/lost order 
analysis

Handover

Billing & 
collection

Customer
satisfaction

Follow-on

Sales expense tracking

Competitive bid analysis

Simon-Kucher & Partners 2013
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A commonly used tool to as-
sign roles for sales tasks is the 
RACI matrix. To ensure ap-
propriate follow through, de-
fine the following sales re-
sponsibilities for each account: 
responsible (R), accountable 
(A), consulted (C) and in-
formed (I). This outlines the 
actions each must take to 
achieve the desired sales out-
comes.

Where a centrally defined op-
erational model is employed 
in a local market, there is less 
of a need for individual local 
structures to be created, both 
saving time and ensuring that 
decision-making is consistent 
throughout the organization across com-
parable levels of seniority.

In order to function effectively, a more 
centralized approach to selling must be 
supported by the right skills and capa-
bilities. In many cases companies seeking 
to cut sales costs, somewhat perversely, 
may need to invest more in new central 
functions; for example, creating a stra-
tegic marketing function to provide the 
necessary oversight and co-ordination.

Sales Backbone: Assign roles and re-
sponsibilities

•	 Design a common sales responsibili-
ties framework

•	 Drive effective governance
•	 Address need for new capabilities

5. Monitor performance and 
continually improve
To ensure that a more harmonized sales 
approach leads to better outcomes, com-
panies need to track not just the costs as-

sociated with selling, but also the metrics 
which give an idea of selling efficiency. 
These indicators are used to fine tune 
performance. As customers’ needs con-
tinue to evolve, sales organizations will 
also have to adapt to match.

Only one third of companies – accord-
ing to the aforementioned study – cur-
rently have suitable metrics in place for 
tracking sales efficiency over time, which 
leaves them to make decisions in the 
dark. We therefore recommend the use 
of “Sales cockpits” which summarize 
a range of key performance indicators 
(KPIs) in a consistent and easily digest-
ible manner for senior management. 

Furthermore, sales incentives need to 
be closely linked to those metrics of the 
greatest importance, aligning individual 
reward with the achievement of corpo-
rate objectives. 

Sales Backbone: Monitor performance 
and continually improve

•	 Identify metrics to establish transpar-
ency

•	 Devise effective management report-
ing tools

•	 Modify sales incentives to achieve 
consistency 

By adding structure to their selling while 
improving the consistency of the offer, 
companies can fight back against the 
tide of rising S, G & A costs. However, 
this requires a greater degree of central 
control and also further investment in 
corporate functions. 

Management engagement and sponsor-
ship of these initiatives is paramount and 
companies will not realize their potential 
synergies in selling unless local manag-
ers genuinely “buy-in” to the benefits of a 
more harmonized sales approach. 
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Responsibility charting using the RACI-model

© Simon-Kucher & Partners 2013

Responsibilities are assinged on key acitvity level.

Roles Strategic marketer (R)
Business developer (A)
Account manager (C)
Technical expert (I)

Strategic marketer (R)
Business developer (A)
Account manager (C)

Account manager (R)
Business developer (A)
Strategic marketer (C)

Weight
criteria

Rate
account

Key activity
Validate pre-defined 

criteria set for 
account

classification

Weight importance of 
single criteria

(account history & 
potential)

Rate account along 
predefined

classification criteria

Identify/refine
criteria

I II III

Figure 3: RACI-modeling




