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1. Account Management key objectives
• Doing business with existing customers is less expensive from cost-of-sales point of view, 

more predictable, more profitable and less risky compared to the new customer 
acquisition. 

2. Levels of relationship
• How can we help the customer to improve their business?
• The level of our customer relationship develops over time from Product Vendor to Solution

Provider to Business Partner to Trusted Advisor (strategic partnerships for mutual
strategic value).

3. Account management models
• In order to exceed customer’s expectations and do a profitable business at the same time, 

we need classify the customers into categories by their importance (often these
categories are called A customers (strategically important customers), B customers (Key 
accounts) and C customers (customers, which we serve well and efficiently when the
opportunity arises, but the sales are generally smaller, and we do not expect to do much
repeat business with these customers)

• We define the ”management model” for each of the customer categories, which takes the
value of the relationship and cost of managing optimally into account. For example, the
strategic accounts are often served by an account team, whereas the C customers are
served by the sales organization

4. Internal planning
• We need a documented quarterly or yearly plan ”quarterly cadence” of account 

development activities
5. Implementation of key account plans
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”The primary goals of the key account management are to identify new business opportunities
without competition, improve forecasting reliability, sell with better margins and gain greater
influence in the customer’s planning and decision making process. 

To achieve these goals we need to widen and deepen our contact network to the influential
individuals in the customer’s organization by showing how we could help them to achieve their goals
by our products, services, and capabilities.”
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Very often the conversation in sales situations is focused on product and service features, sometimes also discussing 
how products fit in the current environment, how the service is organized and similar operational issues. Also the 
financial benefits (Return on Investment calculations, Total Cost of Ownership lifecycle cost analysis and similar) of 
the proposed investments are presented to motivate the decisions. On the other hand, purchase decisions 
(especially in competitive situations) are often based on political motives. This is to highlight the fact that very often 
sellers and buyers are interested and focus on quite different issues. The hierarchy of business benefits describe the 
order of importance of the decision making criteria. The higher level benefits override and overrule the lower level 
benefits in the hierarchy. There are issues with greater significance than product functionality or price. The benefits 
can be organized into groups of growing importance as follows. (Moving upwards in the hierarchy answers the 
question ”why”, and moving downwards answers the question ”how”).
• Strategic benefits: If we can help the customer to gain strategic advantage by helping them to develop 

important competitive advantage, which in turn help them to win important new business, win market share, 
(make the CEO look good and impress the investors), we are highly likely to be successful. 

• Political benefits: When organizations buy, the buying criteria can be broadly classified into three categories, a) 
product or service related functional and operational criteria, b) vendor related criteria and c) personal motives 
of the decision makers. The functional criteria are openly discussed and clearly listed in the Request for Proposal 
and similar documents. The vendor related criteria are sensitive, these relate to the relationship, reliability, 
competence, resources, reputation, financial stability and similar sensitive issues. The vendor related issues are 
most often difficult to discuss openly. The last category, the personal motives of the decision makers is the most 
secret and most decisive category in the decision making process. The personal motives of the decision makers 
may or may not be aligned with the organizations agenda, and in many cases the personal agendas are 
contradicting the official agenda. This is where the politics come into the picture. 

• Financial benefits: Most often the industrial investment decisions are (at least partially) based on the Return-on-
investment, Total cost of Ownership and similar hard and rational benefits, or at least these benefits are used to 
officially motivate the decision (whatever were the real motivator behind the decision!).

• Operational benefits: Examples of operational benefits are things like specific functionality, technology, 
integration to other systems the customer is already using, ease of use and similar product related benefits. 
These features have significance to the users, the customer’s technical people. If the issues behind the purchase 
need are limited to a small number of people in the customer’s organization, such as one department, the 
operational benefits may well be sufficient to decide the purchase.

• Functional benefits: At the lowest level of competitive differentiation are the features and capabilities products 
and service offer, which can then be used to address the needs the customer has. It happens fairly often that 
sellers are spending quite a lot of time focusing on showing and explaining product features.
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Our influence in the customer’s planning and buying is dependent on the level and depth of our
contact to the customer’s influential people. This is best illustrated by the ”relationship pyramid” 
from vendor to solution provider to Business Partner to Trusted Advisor.

Trusted Advisor
• Trusted Advisor helps innovating strategically important business opportunities
• Trusted Advisor sells strategic benefits

Business Partner
• Partners help innovating business opportunities which in turn create needs to be cultivated to 

requirements and to be fulfilled by products and services
• Business partners sell political benefits
• The sales profiles at this level of relationship hierarchy are the Relationship Sales and Competitive 

New Business Developer

Solution Provider
• Solution provider help the customer to innovate solutions to needs of the customer. The solutions 

then define the explicit requirements
• Solution providers sell operational and financial benefits
• The sales profile at this level of relationship is the Solution Seller

Product Vendor
• Product vendor sells products and services to meet the explicit requirements of the customer
• Product vendors sell functional benefits
• The sales profile at this level of relationship is the Product Seller
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One of key objectives with customer classification is to support the development of the service
models to deliver quality service profitably. For the strategically important customers with higher
revenue and higher expectations and needs, we need to and can affort to invest more in the service
model. Often these customers are serviced by named teams. On the other hand, customers with
infrequent puchases with focus on price, also need quality service with much lower budget.
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1. Customer segmentation assigns customers into segments, defines customer selection 
criteria, and assigns a segment-specific management model to the segments.

2. Customer selection is performed against the criteria, and guides the KAM in building a 
sufficient base of information about key people and strategy to enable evaluating the 
customer selection criteria.

3. For identified a selected customers, a segment specific account plan is developed. The 
plan provides enough information for determining marketing and sales activities for 
developing the relationship toward the relationship goal.

4. The plan implementation focuses on the “influencing plan” actions, which are more 
extensive and expensive the higher the status of the customer in our segmentation is.

5. Once the KAM activities identify and qualify a lead, the sales process and associated 
management processes are applied (as we have learned before).
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Customer • Customer name and location

Industry analysis

• What are the business development goals, drivers, and challenges that our 
customer’s industry is facing?

• Industry = the value chain/network of companies in which our customer 
belongs to

Customer analysis
• Customer’s strategic goals for the next year. 
• (= How are their planning to respond to changing customer needs and 

competitive pressures?=

Stakeholder analysis • Use the relationship map template to identify key stakeholders, their goals, 
specific challenges, and our proposed solutions to those challenges

Competition analysis • Use the attached template to identify and analyze key competitors

Value proposition

• What is our value proposition for the customer that addresses the goals and 
overcomes the challenges?

• Implement the systematic customer value research process to identify 
improvement opportunities and formulate those as value proposition(s)

Opportunity analysis

• What the key opportunities identified? (= what are our solution proposals to 
the identified challenges?)

• Use the attached template to document the opportunities
• These are ideally tracked in a CRM system

Influencing plan

• What are the key actions planned to influence the key stakeholders 
awareness, sense or urgency, solution vision, and preference at the different 
stages of their decision making?

• Use the attached Influencing template to document and track the actions
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The plan includes sales and marketing actions to target influential people with impactful messages, delivered 
via efficient communication channel and targeting a specific outcome

1. Who are the key stakeholders to influence?
2. What is our value proposition to those people?
3. How do we reach out for them effectively, and cost effectively
4. What is the planned oucome of our action? How do we measure success of the action?

The first objective is to identify the prospects with the highest likely need for the firm's products and to then 
develop targeted messaging to help inform and educate prospects on what the company has to offer. An 
enterprise delivers those messages via a variety of methods: direct marketing, digital marketing, telemarketing, 
et cetera. If the prospect is ready to act, the lead needs to be quickly routed to the right sales resource.

Second, if the prospect is interested but not ready to act, the lead needs to be placed into a formal lead-
nurturing program to cultivate the prospect's interest until the time is right for the buyer to consider the 
vendor's offerings.

Finally, throughout the life cycle of an opportunity the disposition of all leads needs to be tracked so that 
intelligent decisions can be made regarding what messages and marketing programs are the most effective and 
which are not. The task can be complex--to successfully optimize lead generation programs, companies will 
need to blend business process redesign, target-marketing methodology innovations, demand generation and 
CRM technology, and improved program performance analytics. 
It's no small undertaking, and sales and marketing executives may well wonder if the investment of time, 
resources, and money is worth it. 

-Jim Dickie , partner with CSO Insights
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This table shows an example layout of how the different influencing activities are allocated to different
customer segments.
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The sales plan describes the essential elements of an opportunity (previously also called 
“opportunity profile”). An you can see, the sales plan:
1. Documents the outcome of the sales process (what information are we looking for while 

selling)
2. Uses the relationship map as an opportunity-specific tool
3. Connects to the opportunity management process
4. Connects to the activity plan sales tool
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The key account management yearly cadence

This example schedule provides a typical alternative to arrange the review and 
implementation of a key account plan.
Together with the sales funnel and sales opportunity management processes, the key 
account management yearly cadence establish the key sales management processes.


