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A Road Map to Success
How to increase your revenue by using a repeatable sales process
This article is based on a
conversation with Martyn Lewis,
president and CEO of the
consulting firm Market-Partners,
which is focused on business-tobusiness sales effectiveness and
serves clients ranging from startups to industry giants. Since
1995, Market-Partners has
transformed thousands of sales
professionals in more than 100
companies in 20+ countries.
Lewis can be reached directly
at 707/575-4722 or at
mlewis@market-partners.com.

Ascent Healthcare Solutions is an independent
reprocessor of medical devices for hospitals and
healthcare providers throughout North America.
Working within FDA guidelines, Ascent takes
devices that the original medical manufacturers
have labeled “single use” and cleans, functiontests, then sterilizes them, and sells them back
to the hospitals at about half of what they would
pay for a brand-new device.
According to its Website, Ascent is a privatelyheld company with a customer base consisting of
approximately 1,700 hospitals and surgery centers in the United States, including most of the
medical facilities recognized annually by U.S.
News & World Report as the top hospitals in
America. In the company’s last fiscal year, Ascent
saved these facilities and their patients in excess
of $100 million in supply expenses. Since the
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company’s inception, Ascent customers have
safely reprocessed more than 50 million medical
devices, eliminating at least 10,000 tons of waste
material from local landfills and saving more
than $500 million in costs.
Ascent was ultimately created through the
merger of Phoenix, Arizona-based Alliance Medical Corporation and Lakeland, Florida-based Vanguard Medical Concepts. The firm employs
approximately 800 individuals in Arizona, Florida,
and other locations throughout the United States.
Market-Partners became involved with Ascent
in 2003. Around that time, the FDA expanded
the types of medical equipment permitted for
reprocessing. While this regulatory change created new opportunity for market growth, Ascent’s
sales numbers weren’t growing apace.
This lack of growth didn’t make sense. ManageJONATHAN EVANS

manage
ment believed (wrongly, it turned out) its sales
force should have encountered only one major
objection: a lingering misconception about the
medical risks inherent in reprocessing. Since
Ascent’s facilities had high standards (i.e., testing
every item versus random sampling), and Ascent
offered hospitals a money-saving value proposition, company executives assumed that selling
the firm’s services should be easy.
Ascent turned to Market-Partners to better
understand why the company wasn’t experiencing enough sales growth. Market-Partners subsequently interviewed field personnel and a wide
range of customers, including those who had
used the company’s services and switched to a
competitor. The purpose of this research was to
help Ascent better understand its customers’
concerns, to identify redundancies in the sales
and service functions, to determine best practices, and to better understand how to standardize and integrate the sales and service processes.
Market-Partners discovered that Ascent’s
assumptions about the market and the ease of
selling to that market were fundamentally
flawed. Because Ascent’s managers knew that
reprocessing was safe and cost-effective, the
company’s marketing material and sales
approach emphasized that reprocessing was
easy – a no-brainer for cost-conscious healthcare organizations.
However, Ascent learned that the customer
base wasn’t just worried about medical risks,
but also about the many logistical difficulties of
implementing an internal recycling plan. For
customers, a reprocessing initiative might
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involve retraining physicians to put certain items
in a recycling bin, for example, and retraining
the janitorial staff to handle those items differently from the rest of the medical waste. Since
hospitals are bureaucratic organizations, such
changes were not regarded as easy. Ascent’s customers believed that reprocessing was difficult
and time-consuming because it would involve
numerous internal changes in behavior. As a
result, when confronted with Ascent’s “reprocessing is easy” message, most customers simply
tuned out the sales team.
The disconnect between Ascent’s marketing
message and the customers’ view of the challenges was clearly responsible for the weak sales.
In response, Market-Partners recommended two
major changes in Ascent’s sales approach. The
first change was to align Ascent’s marketing
message with customer expectations. Rather
than repeating the claim that “reprocessing is
easy,” Ascent changed its marketing message to
“Ascent makes reprocessing easy.”
The second change was to better align
Ascent’s resources to deliver on that marketing
message. Prior to Market-Partners’ involvement, Ascent was considering a reorganization that would separate the sales function and
the service function. Instead, Market-Partners
convinced Ascent to strengthen the bonds
between the two functions, so that the service
group could become more integrated into sales
engagements. The result was a more consultative sales model in which Ascent would work
with customers to help solve the internal logistics problems that were causing them to balk.
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BUSINESS MODEL: ASCENT HEALTHCARE SOLUTIONS
Ascent provides a wide variety of reprocessing services to
small community-based providers, large academic medical
centers, integrated delivery networks, and hospitals and
surgery centers. Its primary product consists of services to
reprocess delicate and costly devices that are marketed in the
United States as “single use” by the original manufacturer.

Ascent’s sales process is highly consultative. The company’s sales and service professionals work
with each client to create a customized plan that meets the specific needs of the client’s environment.
To help accomplish this, Ascent’s teams offer support services that may include:
• Collection systems tailored to each clinical area and in compliance with federal and state regulations
• Collection-awareness programs, including reminder-and-results posters, containers, and signage
• Online reporting portals through which customers can track savings, view products, see delivery dates, etc.
• Online connectivity services to simplify procurement from inventory management systems

Once the account is established, Ascent’s sales teams continue to monitor progress and add additional
products to the customer’s supply chain. In some cases, the expansion into new product categories involves
the delivery of additional customized services. Ascent thus views its relationships with its customer base in
terms of long-term partnerships, rather than as a set of simple seller/buyer relationships.
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Ascent’s field sales force consists of approximately 168 sales professionals
organized into eight geographical districts with approximately 21 field personnel located in each district. Sales activity in each district falls under the
aegis of a district manager, each of whom is responsible for his or her unit’s
sales strategy, allocation of resources, and recruitment of team members.
The district managers are key players in Ascent’s sales strategy. They
enjoy significant autonomy and responsibility but are also accountable for
the results in that district. In effect, each
district operates like a separate small
company, with the district manager acting
as the virtual CEO. The district managers,
in turn, report directly to Ascent’s COO,
who reports to Ascent’s CEO.
Ascent does not have a chief sales officer or a senior vice president of sales;
however, the company does have a vice
president of corporate accounts who
assumes overall responsibility for ensuring
complete service and satisfaction for
Ascent’s customer base.

To make the changes permanent, Market-Partners worked with Ascent to create
a detailed, customized process for selling
and managing accounts that would be
scalable, predictable, and repeatable across
the entire organization. This process was
expressed in two key documents: a onepage “road map” that presented the steps
that every sales effort must go through,
from finalizing contracts to introducing
new programs; and a 46-page “playbook”
that presented detailed instructions, goals,
tools, skills, tips, traps, checklists, and
more, for each step of the road map.
– GEOFFREY JAMES
FEEDBACK: JAMES@SELLINGPOWER.COM
You can purchase a PDF of this article at
www.sellingpower.com/PDF/JulAug_2008/
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THE SUCCESSFUL CHANGE
After implementing the sales road map developed with Market-Partners, Ascent Healthcare Solutions achieved several consecutive quarters of growth. In March of 2008, for example, the
company was $2 million ahead in sales numbers, with steadily increasing sales revenues in the
previous four quarters. Before Market-Partners’ involvement, Ascent was a $20 million company,
but it is now expected to surpass $100 million in sales revenue.
Ascent COO Rick Ferreira identifies the repeatable sales process as a key element of his company’s success. “Market-Partners helped us develop a scientific way to sell,” he says. “It helped us put
a process in place that was scalable, so I could add more accounts and add more people. The
account management model was fully scalable, so it would produce predictable results if I did the same
key activities in hospital A or hospital B.”
Ferreira can monitor progress within a standardized process that was formerly disorganized and inefficient. “Even when people today call us about an account they’re working on, one of the first questions we ask them is, ‘What stage are you in on the
road map?’” he explains. The repeatable process also helps Ascent’s sales teams prequalify prospects. For example, “a hospital
that will not give us access to the C-suite or to the physicians doesn’t line up for us as a good customer,” explains Ferriera, who
also notes that such difficult customers inevitably cause problems or impede future sales.
The sales process also enables Ferreira to eliminate salespeople who take what he calls “the cowboy approach” to selling, rather than following the proven methodology. “The sales process has really lowered the level of the water, so you see
the rocks right away – you know who’s doing the right thing consistently and who’s not.” Ferreira adds that the process helps
keep individual sales efforts on track. “When I see an account that’s not performing well, I can go to the road map with the
account team and walk through the stage it’s in and what the team has done,” he says. That knowledge then makes it easier to take corrective action and get the opportunity back on course.
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