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1. Introduction
Today’s business environment is changing at an 
ever-faster pace. Managers constantly encoun-
ter challenges that may have vital consequences 
if not addressed on time. Customers demand 
new solutions; new competitors arise, and sup-
ply chains are being disrupted (e.g., the current 
COVID-19 crisis or the recent Suez Canal block-
ade). Furthermore, the rapid digital develop- 
ment has fostered new business models and 
intensified competition from companies in low-
wage countries. The challenges are driven not 
only by leaders’ need to respond but also by 

INCREASING SALES 
AND COST PERFORMANCE 
THROUGH SALES AND 
OPERATIONS PLANNING

Each year, DILF and researchers from the Department of 
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opportunities in which business leaders proac-
tively seek to create new solutions and business 
models. However, such needs and opportunities 
are not always aligned in companies, as these 
examples show (Stentoft et al., 2019):

• Sales wants to operate with maximum flexi- 
bility toward customers, keeping options 
open as long as possible. Salespeople want 
to be able to offer customized solutions 
that are not necessarily within the 
company’s standards.
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DANSK RESUMÉ
DILF og forskere fra SDU gennemfører hvert 
år adskillige surveys, besvaret af Det Danske 
Supply Chain Panel, med fokus på forskellige 
problemstillinger inden for supply chain 
management. 

Denne artikel præsenterer resultaterne af 
et survey omhandlende stigningen af sales 
og cost performance i S&OP. Resultaterne 
indikerer, at der stadig er noget arbejde, som 
skal udføres, når det gælder den egentlige 
praksis af S&OP – dette skyldes blandt andet 
et manglende anerkendt behov for S&OP 
samt manglende S&OP-færdigheder og 
-viden. 

/Redaktionen

• Supply chain managers want to create 
productivity through stability and process 
automation and optimization of product 
and customer portfolios. 

• Finance wants to create transparency in 
processes to identify true earnings on pro-
ducts and customers while bringing down 
the cost of net working capital. 

• Product Development needs as wide a port-
folio of suppliers and materials as possible to 
maximize the solution space for the design 
and development of new products.

Implementing Sales & Operations Planning (S& 
OP) is a way to respond to the above-mentioned 
challenges and tensions. In short, S&OP is a 
tactical cross-functional planning process that 
in literature is proposed to have company- 
specific horizons, typically between 3 to 24 
months. S&OP processes typically follow a five-
step process in a monthly cycle (Wallace and 
Stahl, 2008). The process is cross-functional and 
is suggested to include Sales, Operations, and 
Finance staff to propel fact-based decisions that 
balance the tension of matching demand and 
supply of products and services. S&OP may fur- 
ther be viewed as a mechanism for creating inter-
national integration. Thus, S&OP processes are, 
in turn, relevant for various types of companies 
spanning from different types of manufacturers, 
wholesalers, retailers, and service providers. 

This article contains the results of a mini survey 
focusing on S&OP practices among the mem-
bers of the Danish Supply Chain Panel. Some of 
the respondents do not operate with S&OP. 
They indicate a lack of such practice due to lack 

of knowledge about S&OP in their organiza- 
tions; that there is no need for an S&OP process 
and lack of S&OP readiness. These findings are 
in line with previous research (Stentoft et al., 
2020). However, as shown in Figure 1 companies 
with S&OP in operation find S&OP important in 
supporting the efforts to maintain and further 
develop competitive advantages (with an aver- 
age of 4,14 based on a five-point Likert scale 
(where 1 = to a very low degree and 5 = to a very 
high degree)). 

When properly implemented, S&OP can trigger 
several benefits such as sales growth (improved 
service levels, reduced out of stocks, improved 
product launch, fewer backlogs; improved fore-
cast accuracy), cost reductions (material and 

4,14

1             2          3       4  5

FIGURE 1.  PERCEIVED IMPORTANCE
OF S&OP TO GENERATE COMPETITIVE 
ADVANTAGES
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The staff responsible for supply chain/operations

Top management

The staff responsible for sale 

The staff responsible for finance

4,57

1             2          3       4  5

3,29

FIGURE 2.  ORGANIZATIONAL DRIVERS FOR S&OP

3,57

2,21

FACT BOX
From 2017 to 2019, researchers from SDU 
completed a research project focusing on 
behavioural aspects in S&OP processes 
with a special emphasis on small and 
medium-sized enterprises. The research 
project was funded by The Danish Industry 
Foundation. The project has delivered tools 
and implementation approaches, videos, 
practical articles, and cases which are to 
be found at: 
 
www.salesandoperationsplanning.dk 

freight cost reductions, more stable production 
rates, better resource allocation and increased 
productivity), and improved working capital 
(reduced stock levels and improved accounts 
receivable and accounts payable). 

2. Drivers and barriers for S&OP
With the various tension mentioned in mind, it 
is interesting to identify who in the organiza-
tions is the main driver for operating the S&OP 
processes. As shown in Figure 2, the main driv-
er is staff from supply chain and operations mana- 
gement with an average of 4,57 on a five-point 
Likert scale. This result confirms current know-
ledge which shows that S&OP, in particular, is 
demanded by supply chain staff and to a lesser 
degree demanded from the sales side. During 
our intensive presentations of various topics of 
S&OP, we have also experienced that too often 
only a minor share of the audience is from sales 
while the vast majority come from the supply 
chain. However, there is still a need to market 
S&OP for sales to recognize that S&OP is not a 
supply chain process but a cross-functional com-
pany process.

The respondents have further been asked to re-
flect on what they see as the main drivers for 
the implementation of the S&OP processes. Fig-
ure 3 reveals that improving delivery and customer 
service obtains the highest average of 4,57. This 
indicates a strong outside-in approach to S&OP 
with clear priorities on servicing customers 
properly. This seems paradoxical in the light of 

the results in Figure 2, where the supply chain/
operations is indicated as the main driver of 
S&OP and not so much sales. With customer ser-
vice as the main driver for implementing S&OP 
(Figure 3), this in itself should encourage sales 
to take more lead on the process than what is 
indicated in Figure 2. One could argue that sales 
have ‘outsourced’ the management of a highly 
influential process on customer service – a core 
objective for sales. Next, the driver reducing silo 
culture obtains an average of 4,21 which also 
confirms mainstream knowledge that S&OP is a 
strong lever to develop supply chain orientation 
by reducing silo cultures (Stentoft, 2019).

However, the results do not tell whether the 
companies have succeeded in tearing down the 

Lack of a recognized need (burning platform)

Lack of time (more focus on operation than 
development)

Lack of S&OP skills

Lack of knowledge about S&OP

Lack of top management focus

Too high degree of silo mentality

Supply chain complexity

Lack of internal development resources

Lack of a proper ERP system

Lack of human resources

Lack of financial resources
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FIGURE 3. DRIVERS FOR S&OP

1             2          3       4    5
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2,93
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A need to reduce a silo culture

A need to reduce cost consumption

Top management

Requirements from customers

Employees from supply chain

A need to improve net working capital

The owners of the company

Requirements from suppliers

siloes but only that it is a driver or aim. Cost 
reduction and top management as drivers both 
receive averages of 3,79 which indicates that a 
cost focus always is on the top agenda. It is also 
great news to see top management as a driver 
for the S&OP process because it supports extant 
literature, which strongly advises that S&OP 

must be anchored in top management (Wagner et 
al., 2014). Customer requirements are also seen to 
be a driver for implementing a S&OP process.

Implementing a S&OP process is not always a 
straightforward task. Typically, there are sever-
al barriers down the road that executives need 

FIGURE 4. BARRIERS FOR S&OP

1             2          3       4    5
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3,15

3,08
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to be conscious of and need to address. Figure 
4 includes the panel members’ perceptions of 
the barriers in their organizations. As shown, the 
average scores are in general not high, which 
may be because these organizations have S&OP 
in operation and, hence, have overcome the 
barriers. However, a lack of a recognized need 
obtains an average of 3,62 indicating that it is 
an area for special awareness. Practical tools on 
the recognition phase are available at www.sale-
sandoperationsplanning.dk. The tools stress the 
importance of securing a recognized need across 
various stakeholders. Other reported barriers 
with some effect (revolving around 3,0 on the 
five-point Likert scale) is the classical dilemma 
of more focus on operation than development, lack 
of S&OP skills, lack of S&OP knowledge, and lack of 
top management focus with averages from 3,38 
to 3,31.

3. Performance improvement and S&OP
All company activities should (ideally) be ori-
ented towards creating a positive impact for 
the company. In this survey, the panel members 
have been asked to evaluate how their S&OP 
processes affect sales as well as operational and 

financial performances. Figure 5 displays the av-
erage scores of sales-related performance indi-
cators on a five-point Likert scale (where 1 = to a 
very low degree and 5 = to a very high degree). 
As shown, especially improved forecast accuracy 
(4,15) and improved on-time delivery (4,08) seem 
to be highly affected by S&OP. Hereafter follows  
improved service levels and improved customer  
satisfaction with an average of 3,85 and 3,69 
respectively.

Figure 6 contains the average scores of percep-
tions of how S&OP affects cost performance. 
With improved capacity utilization (4,00), im-
proved productivity (3,75), and a more stable 
production with an average of 3,75, we find clas-
sical operations management objectives to be 
impacted from S&OP. A more stable production 
and improved capacity utilization are cornerstones 
in improved productivity. Relatively high averages 
are also found for better human resource alloca-
tion and less overtime work with averages at 3,67 
and 3,58, respectively. The two often go hand in 
hand.

Compared with sales and cost performance, the 

FIGURE 5. S&OP IMPACTING SALES PERFORMANCE

1             2          3       4    5

4,15

4,08

3,85

3,69

3,62

3,62

3,54

3,46

3,38

Improved forecast accuracy

Improved on-time delivery

Improved service level to customers

Improved customer satisfaction

Reduced stockouts

Customer retention

Improved earnings

Growth in market share

To acquire new customers

Improved time-to-market of new
products/services

3,08

Lower capital tied up in stocks

Improved customer profitability

Improved product profitability

Improved return rate

Enhanced accounts payable – extended 
payment deadlines to suppliers

Improved accounts receivable – shortened 
period for customer receivables
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average scores for how S&OP is affecting the 
financial performance are significantly lower (all 
with averages below 3,5). Sales and operational 
performance improvement might be easier to 
ascribe to S&OP initiatives than the financial 
performance where other company initiatives 
may also affect such measures. The highest aver- 
age scores with sales performance followed by 
operational and financial performance are similar 
to what was found in Stentoft (2020).

FIGURE 7. FINANCIAL PERFORMANCE

1             2          3       4    5

3,33

3,25

3,17

3,08

3,00

2,83

Lower capital tied up in stocks

Improved customer profitability

Improved product profitability

Improved return rate

Enhanced accounts payable – extended 
payment deadlines to suppliers

Improved accounts receivable – shortened 
period for customer receivables

However, higher stock turnover rate in cost per- 
formance impact (3,50 in Figure 6) seems echoed 
in lower capital tied up in stocks in financial perfor-
mance impact (3,33 in Figure 7). The same seems 
to be the case for lower manufacturing cost in Fig-
ure 6 (3,33) and improved product profitability in 
Figure 7 (3,17).

4. Success criteria and S&OP
Implementing S&OP is an initiative that requir- 

FIGURE 6. S&OP IMPACTING COST PERFORMANCE

1             2          3       4    5
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FIGURE 8. SUCCESS CRITERIA
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es not only top management focus but also a 
dedicated staff. Beyond these points, it is inter- 
esting to uncover what the panel members 
perceive as being the most relevant success 
factors for their S&OP implementations. Figure 
8 contains the averages of a predefined list of 
success criteria in terms of both their relevance 
and actual practice. In general, most of them re-
ceive high average scores on importance, while 
lower on actual practice. Not surprisingly, as 
S&OP is a cross-functional process that should 
be linked to corporate strategy, cross-functional 
participation is deemed the most important with 
an average of 4,36 followed by the alignment of 
the process with the corporate strategy (average 
of 4,27).

However, we also see a significant gap compar- 
ed to current practice levels for the two (0,45 
and 0,72 respectively). Hence, especially for 
corporate strategy alignment, a potential for im- 
provement is obvious. If e.g. important pro-
cesses implemented to improve customer ser-
vice, as indicated in Figure 3 (drivers of S&OP), 
are not aligned with corporate strategy, com- 
panies may run activities that are not contribu- 
ting to the objectives of the company, and  
in the worst case even be counter-produc- 
tive. Compared to an earlier survey (Stentoft, 
2020), both cross-functional participation and 
alignment with corporate strategies have ele- 
vated significantly on perceived importance 
(from 3,89 to 4,36 and from 3,68 to 4,27 re- 
spectively). Also, a responsible S&OP process 

owner reaches an average of 4,27 but with 
actual practice on the same level. Hereafter 
follows clear roles and responsibilities, proper com-
munication, and the dedication of necessary re-
sources, all with averages at 4,18. For the first 
two, actual practice follows perceived impor-
tance closely. However, for the latter, we again 
see a significant gap between perceived and 
actual practice on 0,63 points. The lack of 
dedication of the necessary organizational 
resources may have impacted the gap seen 
in cross-functional participation. It is hard to 
participate if resources are not allocated to the 
process.

Structured S&OP meetings and accountability 
among the S&OP participants obtain averages of 
4,09 whereas S&OP performance management, 
education and training in S&OP, and continuous 
coaching in the S&OP obtain averages of 3,82. 
Again, we see indications of a lack of organiza-
tional focus as education and training and contin-
uous coaching both seem under-prioritized com-
pared to perceived importance with 0,73 points, 
respectively. 

The respondents have also been asked to eva- 
luate to what degree they operate with Key 
Behavioural Indicators (KBIs). KBIs are concer- 
ned about the desired behaviour by people op-
erating in internal and external business proces- 
ses. KBIs focus on good and proper behaviour 
supported by the values on which the company 
is built (Stentoft et al., 2019a,b). KBIs should be 

How important do you think that implementing 
KBIs are to support the KPIs?

To what extent are KBI’s part of your current 
S&OP process? (KBI’s can be meeting atten-

dance; proper communication; compliance 
with agreements, etc. KBI’s should be seen as a 

supplement to KPI’s that focus on performance)

3,27

1             2          3       4  5

3,27

FIGURE 9.  KEY BEHAVIORAL INDICATORS
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viewed as a complement concept to the tradi-
tional Key Performance Indicators (KPIs). Figure 
9 indicates that there is some work in progress 
regarding KBIs with averages at 3,27. However, 
the concept is still nascent in nature which can 
explain the averages revolving around “to some 
degree”. Recent research has demonstrated 
that well-defined KBIs – at an individual level, 
between two persons, and at a team level – help 
people to better understand how to support and 
achieve the KPIs (Stentoft et al., 2021, 2019a).

5. Conclusion
This article has focused on the practice of S&OP 
among the respondents in the Danish Supply 
Chain Panel. S&OP is perceived as a practice 
that has a strong influence on maintaining and 
fur-ther develop competitive advantages. It is 
the supply chain that is the primary driver for 
implementing S&OP. Major drivers for imple-
menting S&OP are found to be improving deliv-
ery and customer service and reducing silo cultures. 
The reported barriers for implementing S&OP 
are a lack of a recognized need for S&OP, more 
focus on operation than development, lack of S&OP 
skills and S&OP knowledge. The performance ef- 
fect of implementing S&OP obtains the high-
est averages for sales performance followed by 
cost performance. The direct effect of financial 
performance seems more difficult to evaluate. 
The predefined success criteria for implemen- 
ting and operating a S&OP process obtains in 
general high average scores with 8 out of 13 
averages above 4,0. The top-scoring criteria is 
cross-functional participation.

However, the data also shows areas for improve-
ment, as actual practice lacks behind perceived 
importance, and for some criteria with a signifi-
cant gap. Data reveal that there, to some degree, 
is work-in-progress focusing on key behavioral 
indicators. We hope these data can stimulate 
discussions in your organization either to im-
prove existing S&OP processes or to initiate an 
implementation process./
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