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Dear Sales Training Professional,

We are starting off a new year with new challenges. We want to continue our newsletter with the well-accepted topic of Helping District Managers Improve Coaching Skills.  Our newsletter is geared to all pharmaceutical sales management people, first and second line sales managers as well as sales trainers and sales training managers. It’s our belief that the district manager is a critical person in the organization and we are committed to district manager training and development.  Now in our third year, our goal is to continue to provide management and training tips to our readers on a quarterly basis, and best of all, it’s free. 

In this newsletter we will cover the following topics: Helping Sales Representatives Improve Product Knowledge, Improving Product Knowledge Overview, Sales Representative Product Competencies, What Is Included In Product Knowledge and The “Gap.”

We are also pleased to inform you that we will have the Spanish language version of this newsletter available too.

If you have missed any of our previous issues, you can find and download them on our web site at www.salescallplanners.com, on the “newsletters” page.

IMPROVING PRODUCT KNOWLEDGE
INTRODUCTION

This newsletter focuses on helping both inexperienced and experienced Sales Representatives improve their product knowledge. There is little or no discussion of selling skills.

OBJECTIVES

At the conclusion of this newsletter, you will be able to:

· Describe at least three ways new Sales Representatives learn product knowledge.

· Describe what is meant by the term ‘Gap’ when used to describe product knowledge.

· Describe your role using the terms ‘Diagnosis and Therapy.’

PRODUCT KNOWLEDGE

As you probably know, new and more experienced Sales Representatives learn and improve their product knowledge by:

· Reviewing the preliminary ‘New Hire Kit’ they get when they first join the organization.

· Studying the various company product knowledge learning systems, either paper-based, video-based, CD-ROM or intranet-based.

· Attending various product knowledge workshops.

· Working closely in the field and in workshops with their Area Field Trainers and District Managers to continually strengthen their product knowledge.

It is primarily on this last step that this newsletter focuses. This newsletter helps define the role of Sales Trainers and District Managers in continually helping Sales Representatives improve product knowledge. It is indeed, in the field, where ‘the real rubber hits the road.’ 

As Sales Trainer, you have an opportunity to work with and observe Sales Representatives and to identify product knowledge areas (as well as other skills) which require improvement.

Effective Sales Trainers identify the ‘Gaps.’ This is the difference between what must be known about a product, related body systems, etc., and what the Sales Representative actually knows. The key to effective training, as you will see later, is defining this ‘Gap’ and developing and implementing plans of action with the Sales Representative to close it as efficiently as possible.

TIP: Several approaches for identifying and closing the ‘Gap’ are described later in this newsletter.

EXAMPLE: Sales Representative Terry has excellent sales skills, but does not know as much about competitive products. This ‘Gap’ must be identified and, jointly with the Sales Trainer, specific assignments need to be given to help insure that this competitive product knowledge ‘Gap’ is closed.

DIAGNOSIS AND THERAPY

Your major role in helping Sales Representatives close product knowledge ‘Gaps,’ is akin to ‘diagnosis’ (needs analysis) and ‘therapy’ (using appropriate training).

What you are doing is identifying the critical knowledge ‘Gaps’ (diagnosing needs) and developing a plan of action with the Sales Representative (therapy) to improve that knowledge over time. This entire process is known as ADDIE:

· Analysis

· Design

· Development

· Implementation

· Evaluation

Clearly, a sound understanding of company products, as well as competitive products and other product knowledge issues is essential to achieving excellence as a Sales Representative.

PRACTICE ACTIVITY

Select one Sales Representative with whom you work.  In the space that follows, describe the Representative’s product knowledge Gaps. Then indicate how you would help the Sales Representative close those ‘Gaps.’

SALES REPRESENTATIVE PRODUCT COMPETENCIES

INTRODUCTION

This section focuses on the primary competencies Sales Representatives must achieve in the area of product knowledge.

OBJECTIVES

At the conclusion of this section, you will be able to:

· Identify and explain the two competencies from the Sales Representative Assessment that focus on product knowledge.

· Use these competencies to evaluate a Sales Representative.

PRODUCT COMPETENCIES

There are at least two competencies that should focus primarily on product knowledge; they are:

Competency 1: Knowing Company And Competitive Products

A. Knows all aspects of company products.

B. Knows all aspects of competitors’ products.

Competency 2: Positioning Products Against The Competition

A. Handles with expertise all related product and competition matters in benefit of the ultimate business goal.

B. Communicates product benefits and features related to customer priorities.

C. Communicates advantages of our products over those of the competition.

D. Effectively uses promotional aids to compare with competition and in-crease buying behavior.

Note that while a few other competencies in a Sales Rep Competency Model ‘touch’ product knowledge, these two, Competency 1 and Competency 2, focus on it and competition directly.

WHAT IS INCLUDED IN PRODUCT KNOWLEDGE?

INTRODUCTION

This section lists a variety of knowledge items that are generally considered to be part of product knowledge. This is provided for both basic and more advanced product knowledge.

OBJECTIVES

At the conclusion of this section, you will be able to:

· Identify at least six basic areas of product knowledge.

· Identify at least six more advanced areas of product knowledge.

PRODUCT KNOWLEDGE

Certainly, every effective Sales Representative needs to be proficient in face-to-face selling skills, territory management, specific account strategies and tactics, and in many other areas. 

The focus here, however, is on only one aspect of the Sales Representative’s competencies…namely what is included in product knowledge.

TIP: No document like this one can define every aspect of product knowledge. Product knowledge is described here in terms of ‘major categories’ and how they pertain to the specific products the Sales Representative sells.

As Sales Trainer, you will need to ‘fill in the cracks’ for the specific elements that Sales Representatives need to know in each of these categories.

Clearly, however, product knowledge does not only include knowledge of the product itself; it also includes body systems, disease states, treatment protocols, competitive products, etc., that pertain to that product.

You could probably make a case for switching a category of information from ‘basic’ to ‘more advanced’ or vice versa. This is not the point. The point here is straightforward and simple. Relatively new Sales Representatives must be knowledgeable in all basic product knowledge; those considered to be more experienced (generally with one year of experience) must not only be knowledgeable of basic product knowledge, but must know all the areas of ‘more advanced’ product knowledge listed in the table.

TIP: Whenever you are working with a Sales Representative in the field, always dedicate some time to help the person improve product knowledge.

The following table provides a listing of just some ‘basic’ product knowledge areas, as well as a few that are ‘more advanced.’ 

	‘Basic’ Product Knowledge;

Knowledge Of:
	‘More Advanced’ Product Knowledge;

Greater Knowledge Of:

	Anatomy And Physiology
	Anatomy And Physiology

	Disease States
	Disease States

	Treatment
	Treatment

	Product Information
	Product Information 

	Clinical Pharmacology
	Clinical Pharmacology

	Statistics
	Therapeutic Areas

	Medical Terminology
	Content Of Clinical Papers

	Body Systems
	Greater Marketplace Knowledge

	And Other ‘Basic’ Information, Such As:
	New Market Entries/Competition

	A. Gastrointestinal System
	Reimbursement Systems, Where Applicable

	B. Cardiovascular System
	Prescription Drug Laws, Regulations And Practices

	C. HRT/Female Reproductive System
	Depth Of Competition And Industry Developments

	D. Cell Biology And Immunology
	Physician Specialties And Key Decision Makers

	E. Neuroscience And Central Nervous System
	Product Manufacturing

	F. Hematology
	Working Closely With Product/ Marketing Management Teams

	
	Learning More From Experienced Sales Representatives


PRACTICE ACTIVITY

Review the table again and add any other ‘basic’ or ‘more advanced’ product knowledge items that you feel may have been overlooked. 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

In our next issue we will cover the following topics: Strategy For Improving Product Knowledge, Implementing the Plan of Action, Preparing and Using Job Aids, and Motivating Sales Representatives.

Sincerely,

Wayne Smith

Black Dog Publishing Company

