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separate from the pack

T he economic forecasts for the 
second half of this year do 
not look too promising. While 
there are a few positive signs 

in the US (e.g. auto sales, new home 
construction), the overall trend line still 
remains slow or stagnating growth.

The Great Recession of a few years 
ago taught transportation company 
leaders the value in running a lean 
operation, to focus on the most prof-
itable markets, to improve yield man-
agement and to hold back on making 
asset purchases. A recent Harvard 
Business Review article (“CEOs Need 
to Get Serious About Sales” by Ram 
Trichur, Maria Valdivieso de Uster, and 
Jon Vander Ark, July 10, 2012), argues 
that effective sales management is still 

overlooked by many CEOs – includ-
ing trucking company CEOs. Here are 
a few thoughts on how to increase the 
productivity of a freight sales team.

Direct the team to the  
most profitable lanes  
and markets
What can trucking company leaders 
do to energize their sales efforts in a 
stagnating economy? First, they need 
to make sure their sales efforts are very 
focused and productive. This starts with 
sharing the company’s vision and profit-
able routes with their sales team and en-
suring that the team is directed to gener-
ating the type of business the company 
needs most. An unfocused sales team is 
an unproductive sales team. 

Think ‘network’  
rather than ‘lanes’
A 2009 MergeGlobal Creation Initia-
tive study (Time to Buy, Strategic growth 
in Truckload) indicated that “the most 
successful truckload companies have 
executed growth initiatives in extreme-
ly disciplined, deliberate manners, tar-
geting incremental pieces of business 
which complement their existing oper-
ations. Because profitable growth re-
quires careful attention to how each 
new piece of business fits with the ex-
isting portfolio, it is typically accom-
plished organically, through sales and 
marketing efforts.”

The study highlighted that “organic 
growth typically doesn’t happen in 
load-by-load or route-by-route incre-
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ments. Instead, the increment in which 
a new ‘piece of business’ is typically 
added is a number of lanes emanating 
from a single location (often a distribu-
tion centre or manufacturing facility). 

Furthermore, these lanes are gener-
ally one-way, leaving the task of con-
structing the remaining portion of the 
itinerary (closing the loop) to the truck-
er. It helps, therefore, to think of grow-
ing a TL carrier in partially constructed 
‘itinerary cluster’ increments. Each po-
tential new piece of business will have 
a number of outbound lanes associated 
with it and must be evaluated in terms 
of how those lanes will become a clus-
ter of closed-loop itineraries. Ideally, 
this will be accomplished by meshing it 
with the company’s existing portfolio of 
itinerary clusters.” 

A 2008 study (Lifting the Veil of 
Value in Truckload) from the same 
company, which looked at some of 
the most successful truckload carri-
ers in the US, highlighted that part of 
the success can be attributed to sell-
ing into inbound unbalanced lanes 
where additional traffic can have a big 
impact on profitability. “Aggressively 
marketing the business in markets that 
are heavily inbound imbalanced in 
terms of loads coming in serving the 
300 to 600 mile market has a margin-
improving effect on both rates and 
cost per mile.”

Build a sales plan around 
‘hard data’
The HBR study indicated that “win-
ning CEOs demand analytics from 
their sales organization (much as they 
do from operations or strategy) to help 
understand everything from the effec-
tiveness of sales campaigns to oppor-
tunity analysis to performance reviews. 
CEOs need to champion this ‘sales as a 
science’ approach by demanding KPIs 
and then holding their leaders account-
able for delivering on them.

When tracking trends for future 
growth opportunities, for example, in-
vest real money (2 to 4% of the sales 
budget is good) to develop analytical 
tools and teams that monitor trends 

such as demographic shifts, regula-
tions, and new technologies. Actively 
track performance and shift budgets to 
monitor promising trends while killing 
off tracking projects that aren’t going 
anywhere.”

Invest in training
Training is a key success factor in every 
facet of a business. Well trained em-
ployees work faster and smarter. Well 
trained sales personnel know how to 
secure appointments, how to handle 
objections and how to close sales. 
Don’t overlook the benefits of training 
your front line sales people and don’t 
assume that the training they received 
in other transportation organizations 
was effective.

Automate your sales 
processes
In my experience, many companies 
invest first in their accounting and fi-
nancial systems. Sales automation al-
ways seems to be near the bottom of 
the priority list. An automated tool al-
lows the sales team and the manage-
ment team to have visibility into what 
the sales team is doing. It displays the 
sales pipeline of every rep. This indis-
pensable tool highlights the reps’ pros-
pects, the number of proposals pre-
pared, submitted and approved. The 
tool tells you if the rep has confirmed 
appointments with his prospects or is 
operating on “hope and prayer.” They 
provide data on the profitability of ac-
counts, the productivity of the sales 
team in terms of sales results, closing 
ratios and other key metrics. 

Limit non-productive  
sales time
Are the weekly sales meetings nec-
essary? What do your reps take away 
from the meetings? Are they used for 
training and role playing? Would con-
ference calls be just as effective in 
many instances? Would much of this 
time be better used if the rep focused 
more on planning their itineraries, 
learning more about their prospects, 
studying the shipment activity of their 

clients and prospects and in making 
more, productive sales calls.

Actively participate  
in social media
There is so much you can learn about 
prospects and clients from their Web 
sites, Facebook page, their tweets, 
their LinkedIn participation and other 
sources. Join the groups they are in, 
obtain referrals from mutual friends 
and turn suspects into prospects and 
prospects into customers. 

Makes sales a team effort
Sales can be a very lonely job. There 
are long hours on the road and lots 
of rejection. A sales team can be so 
much more effective when the drivers 
are feeding the reps leads, the manag-
ers are alerting them to trial shipments, 
and when other key operations and 
pricing managers are “in the loop.”

While the economy may be slow-
ing in the second half of the year, 
separate your company from the rest 
of the pack by establishing a lean, fo-
cused, productive sales team.  FE
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tonnes in carbon offsets and currently he’d 
get about $240.”

That might not seem like a lot of cash 
back considering the work and investment 
involved, but, if nothing else, it could give a 
company bragging rights and maybe a mar-
keting tool. On the other hand, the financial 
or marketing bottom line may not be the 
most important aspect of the program, to 
some. The value of fuel saved outweighs the 
value of the credits and it always will, Arcand 
told the Sun, but the social value of contrib-
uting to a cleaner environment is priceless.

As for what a trucking company has to 
do to comply, Stedeford says COAC pro-
vides the expertise and does all the work. 

“We basically come in and do all the in-
stallation,” he says. “We do an awareness 
session, we put our modems in (the trucks), 
we capture all the data and we send reports 
to the company to let them know where 
they need to focus, which operators need a 
little bit of help in a certain area.”

Equipment is installed by COAC to ac-

curately measure fuel consumption.
Stedeford says it isn’t really about the 

hardware, though. “Ours is a behavioural pro-
gram,” he says. “So it’s just trying to work 
with all of the operators to be aware of chang-
es they can make that will significantly reduce 
the amount of fuel that they’re burning.”

COAC’s Web site says a normal installa-
tion of their equipment into a truck and 
non-hydraulic lifting equipment, such as an 
excavator, is $4,000, including the cost of 
the setup itself. That’s a healthy chunk of 
change for a vehicle, but Stedeford says 
COAC can help there, too. 

“We actually do the whole thing,” he 
says. “We come in, we put the program to-
gether, we suggest the equipment they 
should put into their units, we can schedule 
when to do it, we can even finance it, so it’s 
very much a win-win.”

Truckers who find the idea of selling car-
bon offsets attractive but who may not want 
to surrender their independence may find 
themselves out of luck. 

“If someone does it all on their own, the 
carbon offsets won’t be available because 
you have to be in the program,” Stedeford 
says. “So while they might (reduce their 
emissions) they can’t sell their offsets unless 
it’s gone through some sort of auditing, an 
agreed-upon methodology. And if they 
haven’t, they shouldn’t be out there telling 
their customers that they’ve actually re-
duced (their emissions) by ‘X’ amount.”

It may end up being a moot point before 
too long, anyway, if the so-called Cap and 
Trade concept becomes a reality in B.C., 
something Stededford says is going to hap-
pen (short of a change in provincial govern-
ment, perhaps).

It’s basically a carrot-and-stick approach, 
where the polluter pays while the seller is 
rewarded for being green. Stedeford says the 
cooperative already has a number of mem-
bers across the province.

Other ways to go green
Different jurisdictions have or are pursuing 
ways to reduce emissions and fuel use that 

don’t necessarily amount to marketing what 
basically appear to be merely mathematical 
calculations (carbon offsets), but which in-
stead help trucking companies increase their 
efficiency in other ways, sometimes offering 
government rebates to help encourage com-
panies to become more efficient. 

Alberta’s Trucks of Tomorrow program, 
for example, offers rebates to companies who 
improve fuel efficiency and reduce green-
house gas emissions by embracing such equip-
ment as cab heaters, auxiliary power units, 
and trailer skirts. Stedeford says the COAC’s 
system works better, however.

The government has tried plans on their 
own to offer rebates and the like, but they 
don’t catch on very well because of the pa-
perwork and trying to figure out what you’re 
supposed to do for it. Besides, he says, his 
group offers extremely aggressive pricing, so 
the cost for people to get the equipment and 
put it in will be better than if they do it 
themselves. Plus, they have trained installers 
so companies don’t have to figure out how 
to get it done and whether it’s done right. 

The biggest positive, Stedeford says, is 
that there’s money in the pocket of the 
trucking company. “If we can help a trucker 
reduce his fuel consumption by 10%,” he 
says, claiming that is a conservative estimate, 
“then for the amount of equipment we put 
in and our commission charge, the operator 
is putting money in the bank. 

“As for COAC’s commission, if you 
don’t reduce fuel COAC doesn’t get any-
thing other than for the equipment,” he says. 
“We take (our commission) on the fuel 
saved, so we bear a lot of the risk there. Not 
only that but, because we have the adminis-
trative ability, we can help smaller compa-
nies who can’t afford all the administrative 
costs of setting up that whole infrastructure 
to follow the required methodology.”

So is this program a money-making prop-
osition for trucking companies faced with a 
tough, uncertain market, or is it a way to 
entice truckers into signing over their sover-
eignty for 30 pieces of silver? Or is it both? 
Only time will tell. mt
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