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A STRATEGIC WHITE PAPER FOR SALES LEADERS

KEY ACCOUNT MANAGEMENT:
HOW TO GROW FASTER AND BE MORE
COMPETITIVE

This Playbook explores how organizations can strengthen Key Account Management (KAM) and Global Account
Management (GAM) to accelerate growth, improve customer relationships, and build a more competitive commercial
model.

Itis designed to help business leaders clarify priorities, align teams, and create a more disciplined approach to
managing strategic accounts.
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THE CASE FOR KEY ACCOUNT
MANAGEMENT

THE CORE QUESTIONS EVERY SALES LEADER MUST ASK

Every leadership team should ask how it can drive constant improvement to stay ahead of the competition, become
more focused on its best customers, accelerate profitable growth, and build greater resilience in the face of crisis.

These questions sit at the heart of any serious discussion about Key Account Management (KAM), because they

reflect the strategic priorities that determine long-term commercial performance.

WHY KAM MATTERS

Key Account Management provides a more disciplined way to manage the relationships that matter most. Rather
than treating all customers the same, KAM directs attention, capability, and investment toward strategic accounts

that have the greatest potential to create value over time.

In practice, this means building stronger customer partnerships, improving coordination across internal teams, and

focusing resources where they are most likely to generate sustainable growth.

For many organizations, KAM is not only a sales methodology but also a structural response to complexity. It helps
leaders align around a clearer commercial model, improve collaboration across functions, and create a more resilient

customer base.

When executed well, KAM supports both growth and retention by making customer relationships more proactive,

more relevant, and less vulnerable to disruption.
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WHAT RESEARCH SHOWS

25%+ 560 50%+

AVERAGE GROWTH COMPANIES SURVEYED / GROWTH BOOST / TOP
ACCELERATION SANKT GALLEN 15% PERFORMERS

A 2008 survey from Sankt Gallen University polled 560 European companies using a formal Key Account concept.
The findings were compelling: organizations running KAM programmes in a sustained way reported growth

acceleration of over 25% on average, while the top 15% performers believed the boost factor to be over 50%.

Further support comes from a 2014 SAMA survey, which found that companies with mature KAM/GAM programmes
viewed them as a key growth factor and a highly effective way to rescue and revive customer relationships at risk.

Together, these findings suggest that KAM is not simply an operational choice; it is a strategic capability that can
strengthen performance, deepen customer loyalty, and improve competitive positioning.

Key Stat: Sustained KAM programmes were associated with over 25% average growth acceleration in the

Sankt Gallen University survey.
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DEFINING KEY ACCOUNTS AND KEY

ACCOUNT MANAGEMENT

WHAT MAKES A CUSTOMER A KEY ACCOUNT?

Many companies mistakenly label all large clients as "Key Accounts" — flattering to sales teams, but ultimately
harmful.

Atrue Key Account is a customer of special importance to a supplier because it combines strategic importance,
revenue potential, and relationship depth. In other words, the account matters not only because of its size, but
because of its influence on the supplier's market position, its potential to create long-term value, and its willingness
to build a close, committed partnership.

STRATEGIC REVENUE POTENTIAL RELATIONSHIP DEPTH
IMPORTANCE Offers meaningful growth Supports a close, committed
Aligns with long-term business opportunities over time. partnership built on trust.

priorities and market impact.

Key definition: A true Key Account combines strategic importance, revenue potential, and relationship

depth — all three are required.

KAM IS MORE THAN REGULAR SALES MANAGEMENT

Key Account Management (KAM] is not simply another name for managing important customers. Regular sales
management typically focuses on transactional performance, short-term revenue, and maintaining coverage across
a broad customer base. KAM, by contrast, is a more strategic discipline. It concentrates resources on selected
accounts, coordinates activity across functions, and develops tailored plans designed to strengthen mutual value
over time. The goal is to move from selling to a customer toward managing a structured business relationship with
that customer.

In practice, KAM requires deeper insight into the customer’s business, stronger internal alignment, and more
disciplined relationship planning than standard sales management. It also demands a higher level of collaboration
across marketing, operations, finance, and leadership, because key accounts often influence multiple parts of the
supplier organization. When done well, KAM helps companies become more focused, more responsive, and more
resilient.

GLOBAL ACCOUNT MANAGEMENT

Global Account Management is a specialized form of KAM used when a customer operates across countries or
regions and expects coordinated support from the supplier worldwide. Rather than managing each local relationship
inisolation, Global Account Management creates a single overarching account strategy with local execution aligned
to global priorities. This approach is especially important for multinational customers that need consistency in
pricing, service, governance, and relationship management across markets.

Because Global Account Management spans geographies, it places even greater emphasis on coordination,
governance, and shared accountability. It allows suppliers to present a unified face to the customer while still
adapting to local market needs. In this sense, Global Account Management extends the logic of KAM: it is not about
selling more to more customers, but about building deeper, more strategic relationships with the accounts that
matter most.

SALES GLOBAL

MANAGEMENT ACCOUNT MGMT

Transactional focus, Worldwide coordination,

individual deals enterprise-level strategy
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KEY ACCOUNT
MGMT

Strategic partnerships,
cross-functional
coordinationy
This progression shows how account management becomes more strategic over time: standard sales management
focuses on transactions, KAM coordinates selected strategic accounts, and Global Account Management aligns

worldwide support for multinational customers.
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KAM AS A STRATEGIC CHOICE

Starting a Key Account Management or Global Account Management initiative is not a pure sales management

matter, itis a general management choice. To succeed, it requires a clear and visible commitment from the top,
preferably from the CEO, because KAM affects how the company sets priorities, allocates resources, and organizes

itself around the customers that matter most.

MORE THAN A SALES INITIATIVE

KAM is a powerful instrument for supporting the implementation of overall company strategy. It is most effective
when it is linked to a segment-focused or application-focused approach, because key accounts are not chosen
simply for their size. They must fit the strategic direction of the business and justify the investment of senior

management attention, cross-functional resources, and tailored value propositions.

For that reason, KAM must be designed and governed across functions. Sales alone cannot define the customer
proposition, resolve operational constraints, or sustain the level of coordination required by complex accounts.
Marketing, operations, finance, product, and leadership all need to contribute to a common account strategy. When

this alignment is missing, KAM becomes fragmented and loses its strategic value.
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SEGMENTING THE CLIENT BASE

The first analytical step is to segment the client base and identify which accounts truly deserve Key Account status.
Not every large customer qualifies. A true key account combines strategic importance, revenue potential, and
relationship depth. The account should matter not only because of its current volume, but because of its influence

on market position, its future potential, and its willingness to develop a close, committed partnership.

KEY ACCOUNTS
1 Strategic, high potential
2 IMPORTANT ACCOUNTS
Large but standard
3 STANDARD ACCOUNTS

Transactional

This analytical work helps avoid a common mistake: calling every important customer a key account. A disciplined
segmentation process clarifies where the company can create the most value, where it needs deeper collaboration,

and where standard sales coverage is sufficient.

GO / NO-GO DECISION AND SCOPE DEFINITION

Once the base has been segmented, the company must make a Go/No-Go decision for each potential key account.
This decision should be based on strategic relevance, expected value creation, and the company's ability to serve the
account better than competitors can. A Go decision means the account receives dedicated attention, a tailored plan,

and strong internal coordination. A No-Go decision means the account remains in the normal commercial model.

STRATEGIC VALUE CREATION COMPETITIVE
RELEVANCE POTENTIAL DIFFERENTIATION
ABILITY

Defining the right scope is equally important. KAM should not try to cover every customer relationship or every
business issue. Its scope should be focused on the accounts where the payoff justifies the additional effort and
where the organization can realistically deliver differentiated value.
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BUILDING THE KAM SYSTEM:
METHODOLOGY, LEADERSHIP &
GOVERNANCE

Building a successful Key Account Management system is not simply a matter of appointing a few account managers

or creating a list of strategic customers. It requires an adequate methodology, a clear operating framework, and
strong leadership to ensure that the programme is consistently executed across the organization. When KAM is
treated as a company-wide capability rather than a sales add-on, it becomes a disciplined way to align customer

priorities with business strategy and to create measurable value for both the customer and the company.

DEFINING AN ADEQUATE KAM METHODOLOGY

An effective KAM methodology rests on three pillars: organizational setup, management of operations, and people
skills. The organizational setup defines how key accounts are selected, prioritized, and assigned; management of
operations covers planning, coordination, performance tracking, and the processes needed to deliver on account
plans; and people skills refer to the commercial, relational, analytical, and cross-functional capabilities required to
manage complex customer relationships. These three pillars must work together as a coherent system. If one is

weak, the whole approach loses consistency.

ORGANISATIONAL MANAGEMENT OF PEOPLE SKILLS

SETUP OPERATIONS Commercial, relational, analytical,
How key accounts are selected, Planning, coordination, and cross-functional capabilities.
prioritized, and assigned. performance tracking, and

account-plan execution.

The methodology should be expressed through a clear KAM framework that defines how the company identifies key
accounts, develops account strategies, executes plans, and reviews performance. This framework gives managers
and account teams a common language and a structured way of working. It also helps avoid one of the most
common pitfalls in KAM: over-customization without discipline. The best methodology is not the most elaborate
one, but the one that is robust enough to guide decisions and practical enough to be used consistently in daily

operations.

Most importantly, the methodology must be aligned with company strategy. KAM should not be designed in isolation
from the broader business direction. It must reflect the markets the company wants to serve, the capabilities it
wants to build, and the type of customer relationships it wants to deepen. For that reason, KAM methodology should
support strategic segmentation, value creation priorities, and the company’s long-term positioning. When the
methodology is aligned with strategy, key account work becomes a direct lever of competitive advantage rather than

a disconnected commercial process.
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LEADERSHIP, GOVERNANCE, AND THE KAM PROGRAMME DIRECTOR

KAM requires visible leadership. In many organizations, the most effective model is to appoint a KAM Programme

Director or VP responsible for the programme, with clear authority to coordinate across functions and to drive the

initiative forward. This role is not just administrative. It is responsible for shaping the programme, securing buy-in,

resolving conflicts, and ensuring that the KAM agenda remains connected to senior management priorities. Without

that leadership, KAM often becomes fragmented, inconsistent, or overly dependent on individual account managers.

Governance is equally important. A strong KAM programme needs a structure that defines decision rights, review

routines, escalation paths, and accountability mechanisms. Steering committees are particularly useful because

they bring together senior leaders from sales and other functions such as operations, finance, product, and

marketing. Their role is to review priorities, remove barriers, and ensure that key account plans receive the support

required to succeed.

2%

KAM PROGRAMME DIRECTOR

Coordinates the programme, secures buy-in, and keeps

priorities aligned.

O
(N

ACCOUNT TEAMS

Execute account plans and manage day-to-day

customer relationships.

STEERING COMMITTEE

Reviews priorities, removes barriers, and supports

cross-functional decisions.

W

SENIOR SPONSORS

Provide sponsorship, visibility, and follow-through at

leadership level.

Accountability must be explicit at every level. The account team must know what it is expected to deliver, the

Programme Director must monitor progress and coherence, and senior leadership must provide sponsorship and

follow-through. Regular governance reviews help maintain momentum, expose issues early, and ensure that key

decisions are made by the right people at the right time.

Key principle: KAM succeeds only when methodology, leadership, and governance reinforce one another. A

strong framework without leadership lacks traction; leadership without governance lacks discipline;

governance without strategy lacks purpose.
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CUSTOMER INSIGHTS, ACCOUNT
PLANNING & TEAM STRUCTURE

CUSTOMER INSIGHTS AS THE FOUNDATION OF KEY ACCOUNT PLANS

Effective Key Account Management begins with a deep and disciplined understanding of the customer. A strong Key
Account Plan is not built on assumptions or generic market knowledge, but on high-quality insights about the
account’s strategy, priorities, buying processes, stakeholders, pain points, and growth ambitions. The objective is to
understand not only what the customer does, but why it matters, how decisions are made, and where value can be

created jointly over time.

Gathering these insights requires a structured approach. Information should be collected from multiple sources,
including customer conversations, internal sales history, service interactions, industry analysis, financial and market
data, and input from cross-functional colleagues who interact with the account. The most useful insights are those
that reveal patterns, risks, opportunities, and strategic shifts. They help the account team move beyond reactive

selling and toward a more informed, proactive engagement model.

o) fad

CUSTOMER CONVERSATIONS SALES HISTORY

Direct customer discussions reveal priorities, concerns, Past interactions and performance trends highlight
and evolving needs. patterns and opportunities.

INDUSTRY ANALYSIS FINANCIAL & MARKET DATA

Market and sector insights show external shifts Data helps assess value, risk, and growth potential with
affecting the account. greater precision.

o090

CROSS-FUNCTIONAL INPUT

Colleagues across functions contribute a broader view

of the customer.
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Once collected and validated, insights should be translated into the Key Account Plan. This means connecting
customer intelligence to clear account objectives, value propositions, development priorities, stakeholder
strategies, and action plans. In practice, the plan becomes the place where insight turns into execution. A good Key
Account Plan does not simply describe the customer; it shows how the team will respond to customer needs, create

mutual value, and coordinate activity across the organization.

BUILD THE RIGHT KEY ACCOUNT TEAM

The quality of the account team is just as important as the quality of the account plan. Key accounts typically
require a cross-functional team rather than a single relationship owner, because customer needs often span
commercial, operational, technical, financial, and service dimensions. The team should therefore be composed
according to the account's complexity, strategic importance, and growth potential, with clearly defined roles and
responsibilities to avoid duplication or gaps.

At the center of the team is the Key Account Manager, who acts as the orchestration point for the account. This
person needs strong commercial judgment, strategic thinking, relationship-building skills, and the ability to

coordinate people across functions without relying solely on hierarchy.

COMMERCIAL JUDGMENT STRATEGIC THINKING

Make sound decisions that balance customer Link account actions to long-term priorities and
needs, value, and business goals. growth opportunities.

RELATIONSHIP BUILDING CROSS-FUNCTIONAL COORDINATION
Create trust and credibility with both customer and Align people, resources, and activity across
internal stakeholders. functions to execute the plan.

Supporting roles should be assigned based on the specific needs of the account. These may include technical
specialists, service leaders, operations representatives, product experts, finance partners, and senior sponsors.
Cross-functional teams work best when they operate with a shared objective, regular coordination, and a common

view of the customer.
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TECHNOLOGY, IMPLEMENTATION &
PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT

INVEST IN THE RIGHT DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY FOR KAM

Effective Key Account Management depends on digital tools that support planning, collaboration, and execution
across the account team. At a minimum, this means using a robust CRM environment to capture account history,
stakeholder information, actions, opportunities, and service issues in a structured way. For more advanced
programmes, organisations increasingly adopt KAM-specific platforms that make it easier to build account plans,

share insights, track activities, and align colleagues around a common customer view.

EXCEL & CRM SYSTEM
POWERPOINT
Al INTEGRATED DIGITAL ECOSYSTEM

The key principle is to choose technology that supports disciplined account management rather than simply storing
data.

Many organisations fall into the trap of relying too heavily on Excel and PowerPoint, which can make account
planning static, fragmented, and difficult to update. Digital enablement should help teams work more consistently,

improve visibility, and create a better link between customer insight and day-to-day execution.

When used well, technology becomes an enabler of collaboration, governance, and performance discipline across

the KAM programme.
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IMPLEMENTATION: DON'T RUSH THINGS AND PACE YOURSELF

A successful KAM transformation is rarely achieved in a short period. In most organisations, it is better understood as
a three-year journey rather than a quick project. The first phase typically focuses on building understanding,
securing leadership alignment, and defining the operating model. The next phase introduces pilot accounts, refines
account planning practices, and tests the new ways of working. Only after this should the programme be scaled

more broadly across the organisation.

YEAR1 1

Foundation: Align leadership, define model,

select pilot accounts

2 YEAR 2

Build: Pilot accounts, refine planning, test

new ways of working

YEAR 3 3

Scale: Broad rollout, embed capability,

measure impact

Pacing the implementation is essential because KAM usually changes behaviours, responsibilities, and the
relationship between functions. Change management therefore needs to be built into the rollout from the start,

with clear communication, practical training, visible leadership support, and regular reinforcement.

MONITOR, SHARE BEST PRACTICE, MEASURE, REWARD

Once the KAM programme is underway, performance management becomes a critical success factor. Organisations
need a clear set of KPIs to track whether the programme is improving customer relationships, account development,
and commercial outcomes. These measures should be balanced, combining financial indicators with behavioural and

process metrics so that short-term sales results do not overshadow long-term account health.

The account management cycle should be reinforced consistently: Analyse the account and its environment, Inspire
the team with a clear direction, Build the account plan, Engage the customer and internal stakeholders, and Measure
what is working. Reward systems should also be aligned with long-term behaviour — incentives should support the

behaviours that build durable customer value and sustainable growth.

75% of the best-performing companies on KAM rely on a KAM Programme Head or even a full team.
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PEOPLE, CULTURE & ORGANISATIONAL
IMPACT

PEOPLE, CULTURE, AND SKILLS DEVELOPMENT

The human side of Key Account Management is often what determines whether a programme succeeds or stalls.
Effective KAM depends on people who can combine commercial discipline with curiosity, empathy, and the ability to
work across functional boundaries. This means looking beyond traditional sales profiles and identifying the talents
needed to build long-term customer relationships, coordinate complex internal activities, and turn insight into

action.

Because KAM is inherently collaborative, the capability of the account team matters as much as the capability of any
one individual. Strong programmes invest in training that develops account planning, stakeholder mapping, value
creation, negotiation, and internal alignment. Equally important is the development of soft skills such as influence,
communication, and joint problem-solving. These skills help teams engage customers more effectively and

collaborate more productively inside the organisation.

Culture is a critical enabler. Where the culture supports shared responsibility, openness, and learning, KAM becomes
easier to embed and scale. Where teams operate in silos, account management can become fragmented and
inconsistent. Organisations therefore need to encourage a culture of collaboration in which commercial, operational,
and customer-facing colleagues contribute to a common account agenda. Over time, this creates collective

intelligence: a deeper shared understanding of the customer, the market, and the opportunities that matter most.

i @

SHARED RESPONSIBILITY OPENNESS & LEARNING
Commercial, operational, and customer-facing teams Teams share insights, adapt quickly, and learn from what
work to a common account agenda. works across accounts.

< NB

CROSS-FUNCTIONAL COLLABORATION COLLECTIVE INTELLIGENCE

Different functions align around the customer and The organisation builds a deeper shared understanding

contribute coordinated support. of customers, markets, and opportunities.
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THE POSITIVE IMPACT OF KAM ON AN ORGANISATION

When implemented well, KAM does more than improve the management of key customers. It helps mature the
organisation itself. The discipline of account planning forces teams to think more strategically, align around
customer priorities, and build a clearer view of how the business creates value. This usually leads to stronger cross-
functional collaboration, because success depends on coordinated effort across sales, service, operations, finance,

and leadership.

KAM also strengthens customer centricity by making the organisation look outward more consistently. Rather than
focusing only on internal goals or short-term transactions, teams are encouraged to understand the customer's
business, priorities, and future direction. This creates better decisions, more relevant solutions, and stronger
relationships built on trust and shared outcomes.

As the organisation learns to work in this way, KAM can become a source of competitive advantage. It improves
responsiveness, increases the quality of customer engagement, and helps the business identify and develop
opportunities earlier. It also creates a more disciplined and resilient operating model, with clearer accountability and
better use of knowledge across the organisation. In this sense, KAM is not just a customer strategy — it is a

capability that can shape how the whole organisation learns, adapts, and grows.

T 82% (. 78%

STRONGER CUSTOMER CENTRICITY BETTER CROSS-FUNCTIONAL
ALIGNMENT

Teams focus more consistently on customer priorities
and needs. Sales, service, operations, finance, and leadership work

more cohesively.

] 74% 80%
FASTER OPPORTUNITY IDENTIFICATION ~ MORE RESILIENT COMMERCIAL MODEL

The organisation spots and develops growth Clearer accountability and better knowledge-sharing

opportunities earlier. strengthen execution.
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CONCLUSION
READY, SET, GO!

Key Account Management is no longer a nice-to-have sales discipline. In
increasingly competitive and customer-driven markets, it is a competitive
imperative for organisations that want to protect their most important
relationships, align their resources more effectively, and create sustainable growth.

Done well, KAM improves strategic focus, strengthens cross-functional
collaboration, and helps the business deliver more relevant value to the customers
that matter most.

"In the next years, KAM will become one of the most important ways to achieve
a competitive advantage."

The journey begins with a clear commitment from business leaders and a practical
plan to build momentum. Start by identifying the right accounts, defining what
success looks like, and creating a shared understanding of customer priorities. Then
putin place the structures, roles, and governance needed to support execution. As
capability grows, invest in the skills, tools, and behaviours that enable account
teams to work across functions, develop stronger insights, and turn strategy into
action.

To get started, keep the focus on the essentials:

IDENTIFY THE RIGHT 1
KEY ACCOUNTS
2 SET CLEAR ACCOUNT
OBJECTIVES
BUILD THE RIGHT 3
ACCOUNT TEAM
4 DEVELOP A ROBUST
ACCOUNT PLAN
ALIGN 5
STAKEHOLDERS
ACROSS THE
ORGANISATION 6 MEASURE PROGRESS
AND LEARN
CONTINUOUSLY
EMBED KAM INTO 7
BUSINESS STRATEGY

For leaders, the message is simple: KAM succeeds when it is treated as a strategic
capability, not just a process. It requires sponsorship, discipline, and patience — but
the rewards are substantial. Organisations that invest now will be better placed to
deepen customer relationships, improve resilience, and outperform competitors
over time. Ready, set, go!
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