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Executive Summary 
Recent economic conditions have caused companies to focus on what they can do to tackle the 
challenges posed by the downturn as well as how to capitalize on the significant opportunities 
hidden between the headlines. For sales teams, inaction is probably the riskiest response to 
market uncertainty, and companies need aggressive and comprehensive approaches that can 
positively impact sales outcomes right now and into the future. 

Data from the Sales Operations Excellence Center shows that participation by sales 
specialists/experts, particularly during the pursuing and the closing stages of the sales cycle, is 
critical for achieving sales success. Although many companies have deployed overlay specialist 
sales teams, they often find that these teams are costly and that they grow linearly with growth 
of the business. Sales executive are looking for solutions that will optimize the performance of 
the sales specialists in their organization and scale them so as to improve the ratio of sales 
specialists to field reps. 

When one examines the issues around specialist sales team optimization, three distinct 
opportunities quickly emerge: 

• Reducing travel while increasing the frequency and quality of customer interactions, 
• Accelerating performance through finding the right people anytime and anywhere within 

the organization, and 
• Connecting account managers and sales specialists instantly with relevant content 

independent of the media type: text, audio, or video. 

To help sales organizations realize dramatic improvements in these three key optimization 
areas strategic technologies including unified communications, conferencing and collaboration, 
Web 2.0, and enterprise social software can be used. However, these technologies work best 
when coupled with process transformation.  

For sales executives thinking about how to optimize their specialist sales force by changing their 
processes and using these technologies, there is a model to follow. Cisco has created a solution 
offering that provides the ability to harness specialist know-how – anywhere in the organization 
– to drive revenue. This solution is modeled after Cisco’s internal Specialist Optimization Access 
and Results (SOAR) program – a highly successful sales transformation program that allowed 
Cisco sales teams to increase customer interactions by 40 percent, improve customer 
satisfaction ratings, and reduce travel expenses by 50 percent.  

The Cisco Specialist Optimization Solution combines these sales transformation best practices 
with Cisco collaboration technologies, so that other sales organizations can replicate similar 
results in within their own companies. 

This white paper describes how. 
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Figure 1. The importaance of specific levers in each sales process stepp. 
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Seven Productivity Issues Specialist Sales Organizations Face 

1. Reducing the Cost of Sales, Particularly Travel: In many sales organizations, the sales 
specialist often supports several account managers. Sales specialists can have very 
large geographical areas and often must travel long distances to meet with the account 
manager and the customer. Hence, travel costs are an issue for overlay sales teams. 

2. Availability of Experts and Specialists: If an expert is driving or sitting on an airplane, that 
expert is not available for consultation with the 
customer or the account manager – balancing 
cost, coverage, and impact is challenging for 
most specialist sales teams.  

Seven Optimization Issues 
Specialist Sales 
Organizations Face 

1. Reducing cost of sales 
2. Expert availability 
3. Expert face time with 

customers 
4. Finding the right expert 
5. Scaling expertise 
6. Compensating experts 

to change 
7. Leadership directives 

for change 

3. Face Time with Customers: Often specialists and 
experts are involved in doing so much tactical 
work – such as looking up product technical 
information or competitive data – that they are 
not focused on being in front of the customer. 
Part of this problem is process oriented and part 
is technology oriented. If a good process 
supported by search capabilities and human 
networking technology is not available for an 
account manager to easily find information, then 
specialists are often relegated to find it. Some 
companies report that more than half of sales 
specialist time is consumed with non-customer 
facing activities. 

4. Finding the Right Expert: In many companies, one or more account managers are 
assigned to a sales specialist. However, if that specialist does not know the answer to a 
customer’s inquiry, then finding someone who does can be a time consuming delay. 
Most of the time information is shared based on who the account manager or sales 
specialist knows personally rather than who would be the best currently available 
resource in the company. Sales success is compromised because the right expertise 
cannot be located and engaged when the opportunity is ripe.  

5. Scaling Specialist Resources to Handle Growth: As companies expand their portfolios 
and geographical reach, it is not practical to have a corresponding increase in 
headcount, particularly as it relates to specialists. A worthy goal is to try to scale the 
expertise as the organization grows without significantly increasing the headcount. 

6. Compensation: Sales organizations tend to work similarly in most large organizations – 
the account manager and the sales specialist have quotas they must fill. There is no 
compensation for behavior that could impact availability, face time, or scalability for sales 
experts. Consequently, compensation changes become a big issue when organizations 
want to optimize the performance of a sales expert. 

7. Mid-Management Reluctance to Change: Changing the sales process and optimizing 
specialist resources requires executive leadership and a willingness to try new ways of 
doing business. Sometimes, middle management can be the biggest barriers to sales 
specialist optimization because they are directly impacted by any process changes. 
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Change is naturally difficult for most people, and unless the executive leadership team is 
willing to promote and reward change in middle management, change and optimization 
will not happen. 

Collaboration-Enabled Sales Transformation 

By examining these issues around sales expertise optimization, three distinct opportunities 
quickly emerge. Any process changes or technology enhancements designed to transform 
specialist sales teams need to revolve around and facilitate 

• Reducing travel while increasing the frequency and quality of customer interactions, 
• Accelerating performance through finding the right people anytime and anywhere within 

the organization, and 
• Connecting account managers and sales specialists instantly with relevant content 

independent of the media type: text, audio, or video. 

Strategic technologies including unified communications, conferencing and collaboration, Web 
2.0, and enterprise social software can be used to help sales organizations realize dramatic 
improvements in these three key optimization areas. Several of these technologies are listed 
below along with the specific optimization area they impact. 

Figure 2. Unified communications, collaboration, Web 2.0, and enterprise social software 
technologies that can be used for optimizing expertise in an overlay sales team. 
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It takes Process to Optimize 

Setting up unified communications and collaboration capabilities, Web 2.0 technologies, and 
enterprise social software functionality is fine, but these technologies work best when coupled 
with process transformation. Without the corresponding process changes, new technology may 
actually reduce productivity. 

Consider, for example, a company that wants to reduce the travel required of sales experts by 
making them available virtually. Virtual specialists would in turn lower travel costs while 
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improving availability and customer face time, but the company must put in place a process for 
the sales specialists to let account managers know when they are available and how the 
account manager can contact them. Process issues such as how do account managers access 
the specialist, how do account managers get Internet access at customer locations to bring 
experts into the meeting, how do they schedule a specialist’s time, etc., must be planned for and 
implemented as defined process elements.  

As expert availability is increased through virtualization, other process changes must also occur. 
For example, how will sales experts working in a virtual environment be compensated? How will 
quotas be adjusted and incentives created? How will managers who are familiar with localized 
overlay sales specialist teams in an area or a region interact and manage virtualized experts 
who may or may not report to them and may not be directly compensated by them? There are a 
number of people issues that accompany the process and technology changes, and these must 
also be addressed.  

Additional considerations might include items such as how do people participate in creating the 
sales wiki? How do expert profiles remain up to date in the enterprise social software tool? How 
do people get enough information into the enterprise social software tool in the first place to 
make it useful as a mechanism to search for expertise? 

For sales executives thinking about how to take advantage of these unified communications and 
collaboration tools, Web 2.0 capabilities, and the power of enterprise social software, there is a 
model to follow. Cisco has created a solution offering that provides the ability to harness 
specialist know-how – anywhere in the organization – to drive revenue. This solution is modeled 
after Cisco’s internal Specialist Optimization Access and Results (SOAR) program, a highly 
successful sales transformation program that allowed Cisco sales teams to increase customer 
interactions by 40 percent, improve customer satisfaction ratings, and reduce travel expenses 
by 50 percent. In the SOAR program, sales specialists reported time savings of up to 15 hours a 
week and 70 percent of them also reported quality of life improvements. 

The Cisco Specialist Optimization Solution combines these sales transformation best practices 
with Cisco collaboration technologies so that other sales organizations can replicate similar 
results in within their own companies. 

Here’s how. 

Cisco’s Specialist Optimization Access and Results Program 
Cisco faced some tough challenges. The company had been growing rapidly for a number of 
years, and as it looked at future revenue forecasts, it became abundantly clear that there was 
need to scale critical sales specialist resources. The company had over 30 new billion dollar 
technology opportunities (recently expanded to 50) under incubation; if the revenue projections 
are accurate, the number of new sales experts required to bring in this revenue will be 
staggering. The cost of hiring and training these specialists will be enormous assuming that 
enough new people with sufficient technical fundamentals could even be found. The cost of 
sales, which is not insignificant, would continue rising linearly with revenues.  
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Cisco knew it had to change, but what process changes and what technology enhancements 
could be made to solve these formidable challenges? 

Quantifying the Process 

One of the first steps is measuring existing sales performance parameters. “When performance 
is measured, performance improves. When performance is measured and reported, the rate of 
performance accelerates5.” Cisco is a company that measures everything, and as it measured 
elements of its overlay sales specialist organization, some disconcerting facts were found:  

1. Travel and entertainment costs for sales experts averaged $550 per customer visit. 
2. Sales experts were spending over 50 percent of their time on tactical, non-customer 

facing issues which included reviewing bills of 
materials, searching for competitive information, 
conducting entry level demonstrations, responding 
to pricing questions, and reviewing RFPs. 

When performance is 
measured, performance 
improves. When 
performance is measured 
and reported, the rate of 
performance accelerates. 

3. Face time between sales experts and customers 
needed to be increased. Based on the average 
time spent doing tactical work, traveling, 
responding to email, and the normal overhead with 
work, these expensive and highly trained resources 
were not spending as much time in front of the 
customer to help make the sale as they could have 
done. 

4.  Given the expense required to hire, train, and certify a sales specialist, plus the 
relatively high burdened employee cost, the ramp up cost of meeting future financial 
revenue objectives was prohibitive. 

To find out how much time was actually spent in front of customers, Cisco actually had an 
internal consulting team to look at each sales engineer’s Outlook calendar, counting 
appointment hours and interactions with customers. In addition, sales experts were surveyed as 
to how they spent their time. Based on the appointments scheduled in the calendar and the 
survey data, the company was able to back out the actual face time spent with customers, the 
time spent traveling, and the time spent on tactical issues. 

Setting New Overlay Sales Specialist Process Goals 

Understanding that it had to change its sales processes, Cisco launched the SOAR initiative in 
2008. SOAR was staffed with a full-time program manager and several senior sales specialists; 
it had sponsorship from Cisco’s sales executive management, from the company’s Central 
Development Organization (where all the major business units roll up), and from top Cisco 
management. The SOAR program examined the sales specialist optimization drivers and issues 

                                                 
5 Thomas S. Monson. Favorite Quotations from the Collection of Thomas S. Monson. Deseret Book, 
1985. 
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and coupled these with corporate revenue growth and cost containment initiatives to establish 
the following broad goals: 

1. Significantly increase customer face time. 
2. Lower the cost of sales. This objective meshed well with a corporate-wide mandate to 

reduce travel costs. 
3. Provide more sales specialist accessibility to customers. 
4. Scale the sales specialists. 
5. Significantly increase the impact sales specialists could have by reducing the tactical 

work. 
6. Increase job satisfaction and enable a better 

home/work life balance for these highly skilled and 
expensive resources. 

Overarching these goals was the requirement that any 
changes had to positively impact and accelerate sales 
outcomes. 

Specific Process Enhancements Cisco 

Implemented 

To accomplish the goals established by the SOAR 
program, process changes had to be made. These 
changes can be grouped into three broad categories: a 
move to virtualization, cultural changes, and technology 
enhancements. 

A Move to Virtualization 

Cisco determined that in order to cut travel costs, give 
specialists the opportunity to have more face time with 
customers, and to provide scale, the overlay sales force 
had to become virtualized, or at least partially virtualized. 
This meant moving sales specialists out of specific geographical areas by creating a “pool” of 
specialists that any account manager could tap into using communications and collaboration 
technology. Furthermore, sales specialists would no longer support a single customer segment 
or vertical such as “enterprise” or “carrier” or “government” – they would be available to support 
account managers in any area where that sales specialists’ expertise was needed. Supporting 
multiple verticals is a critical scaling factor because some products, like Cisco Unified 
Communications or Cisco TelePresence, are sold across verticals. 

SOAR Program Goals: 

1. Significantly increase 
customer face time. 

2. Lower the cost of sales. 
This objective meshed 
well with a corporate 
mandate to reduce travel 
costs. 

3. Provide more sales 
engineer accessibility to 
customers. 

4. Scale the sales 
engineers. 

5. Significantly reduce the 
tactical work sales 
engineers do. 

6. Increase job satisfaction 
and a better home/work 
life balance. 

Virtualizing the role of the sales specialists did not require any physical relocations; it just meant 
that the account teams no longer had designated sales specialists resources assigned to those 
accounts. In the larger cities, there are still sales specialists available to visit customers; 
however, they must be scheduled in advance. Likewise, account managers need to schedule a 
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virtual sales specialist when a customer visit is to be made with the sales specialist attending 
virtually. 

Virtualizing the sales specialists required Cisco to put in place a process so that when an 
account manager came across a technical question he or she could not answer, the virtual 
sales specialist could be made available instantly via a voice, video, and/or data collaboration 
experience.  

A second move Cisco made was to remove sales specialists from doing so much tactical work 
and to virtualize that function by creating a Technology Solutions Network (TSN). The TSN is a 
network of dedicated technical specialists that account managers can access to respond to 
tactical questions such as information on competitors, product specifications, pricing, system 
design and configuration, bill of materials, and RFPs. Best practices and information gathered 
from interactions between TSN specialists and account managers are made available through 
the TSN knowledgebase for account managers to search.  

Figure 3. Virtual services available from the Technology Solutions Network. 

 

Cultural Changes 

Perhaps the hardest changes Cisco had to make were in its sales culture. Cisco, like most other 
companies selling highly technical products and solutions, had in place an overlay sales team 
with product sales specialists and consulting systems engineers assigned to particular account 
managers in a specific area. These sales specialists and consulting systems engineers reported 
up to the sales manager over that area. The sales specialist, the account manager, the area 
manager, and the theatre manager all had sales quota to reach.  
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By implementing SOAR, some of the best sales specialists were virtualized, removing them 
from specifically serving a given geographical area and from the direct management chain in 
that area. Clearly there were misgivings about this as it would impact the ability for everyone in 
the sales chain to make quota. 

Cisco handled this challenge by engaging and leveraging executive sponsors who expressed 
support for the program, created accountability to implement it, and linked its success to 
business objectives. Without this executive leadership, SOAR would have never got off the 
ground – it wasn’t that SOAR’s objectives were misguided, it was just that the immediate 
financial uncertainty to the sales team naturally caused concern.  

To assuage anxiety at all levels in the sales organization, a pilot SOAR program was launched 
in the Commercial segment of the US theatre. The results that came back were highly 
encouraging. In the pilot region, travel savings rolled up to $422 k per year while sales specialist 
time savings approached 720 days on an annualized basis. This allowed many additional 
customer touches which led to more engagements and additional sales opportunities. One of 
the sales specialists involved in the pilot achieved 160 percent of his quota and doubled the 
number of account managers he could support, and he was able to coach his son’s soccer 
team, a personal lifestyle benefit that was not possible under the previous sales process. 

Figure 4. Integrating collaboration technologies into the sales process optimizes sales specialist 
performance. 
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Technology Developed and Integrated for the SOAR Program 

In Cisco’s sales organization, overlay specialists play a critical role in creating new sales 
opportunities and in effectively pursuing sales leads. Cisco already had a full suite of 
communications and collaboration tools, and these were available to the company’s overlay 
sales specialist teams. The big change with SOAR was in how these tools were integrated into 
the sales process. In addition to Cisco’s already impressive suite of audio, video, and data 
collaboration solutions, Cisco also implemented an enterprise social software tool and a novel 
expertise locator tool, branded Cisco Pulse, which is designed to assist the sales expert 
virtualization process by using Google-like indexing technology to help locate sources of 
expertise. 

Self Help Resources: To enable account managers to become more autonomous, Cisco 
deployed an internal enterprise social software solution that enabled creating a sales community 
consisting of personal profiles, wikis, and blogs (including voice and video blogs). This 
community also integrates with the presence and IM engine, as well as with the click-to-
call/click-to-conference capabilities from Cisco Unified Communication Manager so that account 
managers and other sales personnel requiring community resources can instantly connect. The 
SOAR Sales Community provides account managers access to sales wikis (a knowledge base 
containing technical information), blogs from other account managers and sales specialists, 
sales presentations, competitive information, and links to training and online support demos. 
When additional information is required, the sales person can click on a TSN link and be routed 
via WebEx ACD (automated call distribution) to a virtual sales specialist. 

Figure 5. The SOAR portal showing wikis and integration with the Technology Solutions Network. 
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Cisco found that one of the issues with creating blogs is getting a sales specialist to stop doing 
other things long enough to compose a blog entry. The company built a video blog creation tool, 
now branded Cisco Show and Share, which allows specialists to use a Flip video camera, Cisco 
TelePresence recording, or a regular web cam, and in very short order create a video blog.  

What makes this capability highly useful is that when the video blog is completed, the audio is 
sent to a speech-to-text engine as part of the storage process so that the video blog can be 
indexed and searched like any other blog entry on the site. Video blogging saves sales 
specialists significant time versus text blogging! Cisco Show and Share also allows simple video 
editing, scene transition, slide upload and synchronization, rating, and in-line commenting 
resulting in an enterprise class social software solution. 

Help with Tactical Issues: A key function of the SOAR portal is to provide account managers 
access to resources that can help with tactical issues, since they no longer have a dedicated 
sales specialist. Access to the Technology Solutions Network is embedded within the SOAR 
portal. The TSN is essentially a global internal help desk staffed by sales engineers that can 
help account managers with RFP reviews, pricing issues, bills of materials, technical questions, 
and so forth. The SOAR portal displays a “Live Help” button, and account managers can click 
on that button to get real-time live support from a Technology Solutions Network sales engineer. 
The Technology Services Network is supported by Cisco WebEx’s ACD capabilities which route 
support requests to the next available sales engineer with the right skill set to best provide the 
needed support. When the sales engineer responds, the account manager and the sales 
engineer can instantly begin a collaboration session using the WebEx toolset. Like any well run 
help desk , each case is tracked using a case-management tool. 

Real-Time Help with Highly Technical Issues: Routine requests can usually be handled 
directly by the account manager and a sales engineer through the SOAR portal; however, 
should an issue arise requiring specialized knowledge, account managers or sales engineers 
can immediately contact a virtual sales specialist, bringing the specialist into a customer 
meeting using Cisco WebEx Meetings. Virtual sales specialists all have web cameras attached 
to their personal computers, so that along with voice and Web conferencing, customers can 
have the intimacy and immediacy of seeing the sales specialist they are talking to. Account 
managers are also equipped with web cameras so that the sales specialist can see the 
customer.  

Finding Expertise using Cisco Pulse: In most sales organizations, account managers 
personally know a few specialists that they can reach out to if they have a question or when 
customer issues arise. By virtualizing the sales specialists, Cisco had to create a way for 
account managers and sales engineers to find the best expertise when they did not know who 
to call. This need intensified as sales specialists began crossing vertical market boundaries. 
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Figure 6. Cisco Pulse helps account managers and sales engineers find the best specialists. 

 

To address the expertise locator issue, Cisco developed Cisco Pulse, a network-enabled 
infrastructure platform capable of examining in near-real-time the traffic people send over the 
network and automatically indexing or tagging this content based on a specific lexicon. This 
traffic can be emails, instant messages6, wiki entries, blogs, documents, presentations, PDFs, 
and even video. Cisco Pulse is able to use this meta data to rank an individual’s profile by 
tracking how often a sales expert uses keywords in his or her communications as well as how 
often other sales people look at content (documents, presentations, text and video blogs) 
created by the sales expert. In a sense, Cisco Pulse works like Google search, ranking 
specialists that use relevant keywords more often and content that is looked at most frequently 
at the top of a search response.  

Cisco Pulse provides on-ramp to collaboration using Cisco’s Collaboration products.  These 
tools give account managers an automated expertise location solution with instant collaboration 
enabled. Pulse will soon be integrated with Cisco’s new Enterprise Collaboration Platform team 
space (which replaces an older, third-party social software solution), automatically listing shared 
workspace documents, videos, and other helpful online information that a person seeking expert 
material may need.  

                                                 
6 Analyzing instant messages is on the roadmap for Pulse. In the first release, it does not examine IM’s. 
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Within the SOAR program, Cisco Pulse has been mashed up with Google Maps so that when a 
search for expertise is made, the account manager can bring up a map showing where the 
currently available specialists are physically located. There are times when knowing that a local 
resource is available helps close a deal: although sales specialists are contacted virtually, they 
can still go to customer sites when needed. 

Virtual Demos: Before the SOAR initiative, account managers regularly brought sales 
specialists to customer meetings asking them to give relatively basic demonstrations. Under the 
SOAR program, specialists schedule regular product demonstration sessions, and any account 
managers and prospective customers who wish to attend can join these sessions remotely 
using Cisco WebEx Meeting application. When the demonstration is over, virtual sales 
specialists are available to meet with individual account managers/customers to respond to 
questions and to resolve issues. Making this simple change by doing demonstrations virtually 
has saved countless hours of travel and expense. 

Using Telepresence: There are some instances when a Cisco WebEx Meeting is just not 
intimate enough. For high profile meetings, account managers and sales specialists have 
access to Cisco TelePresence suites where they can meet with customers in a comfortable 
conference room with life sized, high definition images, which gives the impression that they are 
in the same room. These meetings need to be scheduled in advance, and the virtual sales 
specialist goes to the nearest Cisco office with a telepresence unit while the customer either 
uses his own telepresence unit or goes to a local Cisco office with the account manager. 

Results from the Virtualized Specialist Sales Force 
Cisco sought specific improvements from the SOAR initiative. SOAR’s goals versus the 
program’s results are summarized below. 

Table 1. Goals versus results of the virtual sales specialist initiative. 

SOAR Goal SOAR Result 
Significantly increase customer face time Across the board, virtual specialists increased 

customer interaction 40 percent. Some saw a 
100 percent increase. Certain specialists saw 
a 2x or 3x increase. 

Lower the cost of sales Travel costs for sales specialists decreased 50 
percent globally. At $550 per trip, this equates 
to millions of dollars in sales cost savings. 

Provide more sales specialist accessibility 
to customers 

Cisco account managers reported a 17 
percent increase in getting the right specialist 
in a faster period of time. 

Scale the sales specialists For every five virtual sales specialists, Cisco 
saves the cost of one local specialist. Some 
specialists report that they have gone from 
supporting one or two account managers to 
supporting five to eight.  
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Significantly reduce the tactical work sales 
specialists do 

This function was offloaded to lower cost sales 
engineers and to the self help SOAR portal. 
Offloading is not 100 percent due the technical 
nature of Cisco’s products and services, but 
much of the tactical burden has been removed 
from sales specialists. 

Increase job satisfaction and enable a 
better home/work life balance for these 
highly skilled and expensive resources 

78 percent of the virtual specialists indicated 
that the SOAR initiative improved their 
productivity, improved their business 
performance, and their quality of life. 

 

Additional benefits Cisco gained the virtualized sales specialist program include: 

1. Cisco management reports that SOAR has thus far reduced the sales cycle time by 5 – 
7 days, thus increasing sales as well as sales capacity. 

2. End user customers and partners who interacted with virtual specialists gave a user 
satisfaction rating of 4.8 out of 5.0. 

3. Customers reported that getting the right resource faster using virtual specialists was 
better than having to wait days or weeks for a face-to-face meeting with a dedicated 
sales specialist. 

4. Sales success by the virtual specialists (meeting/beating quota) encouraged even 
greater adoption of the technologies which is driving further innovation and productivity 
gains. 

Moving SOAR Forward within Cisco 

The virtual specialist program began as a pilot in four US mid-market areas and one Enterprise 
region. The initiative was so successful that it was rolled out across all regions and all Cisco 
verticals in the United States and Canada in 2009. 

Beginning in fiscal year 2010 SOAR is being rolled out globally across all Cisco theatres. In 
rolling out SOAR, internal Cisco SOAR consultants provide the sales theatre managers with a 
menu of SOAR solution elements and options since there are parts of SOAR that can 
implemented more easily. Thus, rather than requiring each theatre to do a “big bang” SOAR 
deployment, individual theatre managers can choose those SOAR technology components and 
process changes that will rollout easier and more quickly in their geographies and cultures with 
the understanding that the entire program will eventually be incorporated. 

Rolling the Benefits of the Specialist Optimization Program Out Beyond Cisco 

Cisco’s channel sales organization is adopting the SOAR program for use with Cisco’s channel 
partners. While the fundamentals of SOAR for the channel sales organization are identical to 
those of the direct sales group, there are some variations. One of the benefits of SOAR is that 
as the sales processes and culture changes are addressed, the rich set of technologies 
supporting them can be customized as necessary to provide significant flexibility. 
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SOAR has been so successful within Cisco that the company is packaging the core SOAR 
processes and technologies into complete solution offering. Cisco end user customers will soon 
be able to have Cisco or a select Cisco solutions integrator work with them to replicate SOAR-
like capabilities within their own organization so that they can obtain optimized sales results 
similar to those Cisco has achieved. The entire package will include process consulting and 
engineering, technology solution sales, deployment and integration services, and change 
management consulting. 

Lessons for Sales Executives from Cisco’s SOAR Initiative  
Changing the sales organization’s method for accessing specialist expertise from a physical 
presence model to a virtual model is clearly challenging. Many lessons have been learned from 
Cisco’s experience rolling out its Specialist Optimization and Access Results program.   

Cultural Lessons 

Of all the issues faced, culture was probably the toughest issue encountered when trying to roll 
out the SOAR program. 

1. Executive sponsorship is a must. Large sales organizations have significant inertia, and 
changing direction often requires the appropriate application of strong leadership to align 
company vision with individual department or group objectives. 

2. It is important that the sales organization acknowledge that issues, like those SOAR 
solves, are real for them. Executive leadership can help this happen. Making sure the 
sales organization owns the problems SOAR can solve is a key success component. 

3. Selling the program at all levels of sales management is critical. One of the challenges is 
helping sales managers understand that by virtualizing sales specialists everyone gains; 
they should not look at SOAR as if they were losing control and access to resources. 

4. The benefits must be clearly articulated. Cisco did a controlled pilot in several regions 
before doing a wider deployment. An important part of any pilot is identifying in advance 
the criteria for success, what will be measured, and how the measurements will be 
taken. This makes the pilot program more objective.  

5. There will be ingrained cultural issues that must be addressed. Part of these can be 
overcome with executive leadership, but executive leadership must be augmented with 
solid programs and metrics. A sense of “we are all in this together” should be fostered. 

6. Account managers will be resistant to this change. Sales engineers and managers must 
toe the line and be firm about how the virtual specialists program is to work.  

7. Require the account managers and sales engineers to carry video with them via a 
simple web cam. The use of video with the customer in the virtual specialist program has 
proven extremely beneficial.  

8. For some account managers, it is disconcerting not to have a sales specialist in the next 
room or with them in the sales call. Recognizing this challenge and addressing it 
proactively will help the sales team embrace the change. 
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9. It took Cisco approximately six months to change the culture and get the program up 
and running effectively in the US and Canada. Managers must realize that process and 
cultural changes do not occur overnight. 

10. There will be cultural differences between geographical regions. The virtual expert 
program must be allowed to be adaptable to these cultural and geographical differences. 

11. Virtual specialists must be assured that their jobs are not being marginalized. Some 
specialists initially expressed sensitivity to this issue. 

Compensation Lessons 

Change is hard for many people, particularly when personal compensation is at stake. 

1. The compensation model for shared virtual specialists will need to change. 
2. Because they are shared resources, virtual specialists need to be compensated for 

“helping”. This needs to be part of everyone’s performance objectives. 
3. Some virtual experts will be 100 percent shared and some may be only partially shared. 

Compensation models must be flexible enough to allow for full and partially shared 
virtual resources. 

4. Virtualization targets must be established (i.e. time spent in front of customers) and 
tracked. These targets then must tie back to the virtual specialist’s compensation and 
the virtual specialist’s manger must use them in performance reviews. 

5. Cisco found that certain types of fun contests and events were important to help virtual 
experts want to be in the program and make it excel. 

6. Publishing success stories drives the specialists to achieve more. For example, 
publishing how a specialist achieved 160 percent of quota by working with more account 
managers was a huge proof point to bolster the performance of the other specialists. 

7. Everyone up and down the management chain, including the executive sponsor(s) must 
be held accountable for the success of the virtual specialist program. No one is exempt 
from the benefits of success or the consequences of failure. 

Customer Visit Planning Lessons 

1. Virtual specialists should expect to have more “mini planning” meetings with account 
managers than they would if they were physically located in a region. Virtualization 
also causes the account managers to do more planning. 

2. When possible, the virtual sales call should be planned with the account manager in 
advance. Although some meetings are ad hoc, the planning helps the virtual expert 
and the account manager coordinate and sync their presentations and comments. 

3. Having access to all of the virtualization tools allows account managers and virtual 
experts to have more strategic planning versus simply tactical planning. 
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Technology Lessons 

1. The Cisco technology works as advertised; the key is getting the process changes and 
cultural changes in place so that the technology can be tailored to support them. 

2. If you want to have maximum impact across the organization, you can’t just buy the 
technology. You must be willing to change the sales culture and processes that the 
technology is designed to support. 

3. There may need to be additional localization services to take the best information from 
the SOAR team space in one theatre or language and make it available in another. This 
is particularly true of audio and video information. In its initial global rollout, Cisco will be 
creating a separate shared SOAR workspace on a geographical theatre basis until it has 
more experience with the issues of trying to scale virtual specialists across theatres. 

4. An expert identified by the expert locator tool, Cisco Pulse, may not be able to converse 
fluently in theatres in which a different language is spoken. 

5. Sharing, capturing, and storing information must be easy. It must be easy for a specialist 
to make a blog or video blog, for example, to capture key ideas and success strategies. 

Conclusion 
Many organizations selling technically sophisticated products and/or services use overlay sales 
teams to provide expert resources to account managers. Experts are a critical factor when 
pursuing a sales opportunity, and they remain important throughout the sales process until the 
deal is closed. 

Given the importance of the sales specialist in the sales process, most companies struggle with 
how to match the best specialists with the best opportunities. They also struggle with how to 
leverage expertise globally when current overlay sales processes require local specialists. As 
companies try to grow revenues, they must also try to find ways to scale the scarce expertise 
the sales specialists possess. 

“If you want to have 
maximum impact across the 
organization, you can’t just 
buy the technology. You 
must be willing to change 
the sales culture and 
processes that the 
technology is designed to 
support.” 

Carl Wiese 
VP, Global Collaboration Sales 

Cisco Systems

Using its broad collaboration portfolio, Cisco has 
developed a repeatable methodology for virtualizing 
sales expertise that can both accelerate a high 
performance sales team and scale the company’s 
available sales specialists. SOAR requires both cultural 
and sales process changes to be effective. To support 
these changes, companies emulating Cisco’s 
methodology will likely require technology updates to 
best enable the sales optimization specialist initiative.  

Cisco’s methodology is particularly applicable to 
organizations selling complex products or services. 
These organizations need to really focus on broken or 
inefficient sales process in order to determine how they 
could really gain from their own sales expert optimization 
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initiative. As sales optimization drives significant sales productivity increases, it creates a 
compelling return on the technology and solution investment.   

Companies do not need to implement all of the sales expert optimization process changes or all 
of the underlying technology in one “big bang” rollout. These processes and technologies can 
be layered so that companies can start with straightforward improvements like virtual demos 
using Cisco WebEx Meeting applications and evolve as the processes and support technology 
evolves to Enterprise Collaboration Platform for shared sales team workspaces, technology for 
specialist help desk and skills-based case routing using Cisco WebEx ACD, and eventually to a 
full virtual sales specialist environment with expert locater tools using Cisco Pulse. As 
companies move toward more expert virtualization, they should assure that video is available to 
convey the image and intimacy of the sales specialist right into the customer premises. This can 
be done using Cisco WebEx Meeting via web cameras or using Cisco TelePresence solutions 
as opportunity permits. 

Process coaching is available from Cisco’s services group. The virtual specialist technology is 
available from Cisco’s product sales group. Cisco is combining its sales expert optimization 
process coaching services and virtual expert technology into a packaged solution for partners 
and customers so that they can create their own high performance virtual sales teams. 
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