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Implementing SAM means leading an 
organization through transformational 
change that is both challenging and 
rewarding. If you are considering imple-
menting SAM in a business where only 
some elements are in place, then the case 
study that follows will serve as a prac-
tical example. Varian Medical Systems 
Australasia (VMSA) shows how, in less 
than three years, one company went from 
not having a structured approach to man-
aging its most critical accounts to estab-
lishing a world-class SAM program – a 
program that transformed relationships 

with key customers and reconfirmed 
VMSA as a clear market leader.

Drivers of Change: Why did 
VMSA introduce SAM?

Varian Medical Systems (Varian) 
is the world’s leading manufacturer of 
hardware and software for treating can-
cer with radiotherapy in comprehensive 
cancer clinics and radiotherapy centers. 
With annual revenue of nearly $3 billion, 
Varian has manufacturing sites in North 
America, Europe, China and Hong 
Kong, and employs more than 6,400 
people across 70 sales and support offices 
around the world.  

In 2009 Varian appointed Chris 
Cowley managing director of VMSA.  
Early in his tenure Cowley visited cus-
tomers and discovered an unexpected 
level of dissatisfaction. While customers 
reported being very satisfied with Varian’s 
products, which had an excellent reputa-
tion for reliability and performance, they 
reported being dissatisfied with services 
related to their hardware and software. 
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At Westmead Hospital, the largest 
hospital in the Western Sydney Local 
Health District, the relationship had 
become especially strained. Westmead 
is a major teaching hospital and one of 
Australia’s largest centers for postgradu-
ate training to specialist level.

Phillip Yuile, who runs Westmead’s 
Radiation Oncology Network, had this 
to say about his experience with Varian: 
“In 2009 VMSA’s communication had 
become reactive, and we didn’t feel our 
concerns were being listened to.” Jill 
Harris, Westmead’s head of Radiation 
Therapy, says she experienced frequent 
misunderstandings with VMSA over 
what services were included in a given 
package and what represented an extra 
cost, leaving Westmead’s managers to 
deal with frequent financial surprises. 
How strained was the relationship? At 
times, Westmead wouldn’t even call 

Varian to solve problems with its prod-
ucts; they’d simply find a workaround.

The root causes of VMSA’s client 
challenges appeared to be structural and 
cultural. Structurally, all key people and 
functions – including application sup-
port, service and sales – reported to line 
managers in the United States, Europe, 
China and Hong Kong. So while every-
one focused on functional excellence, 
VMSA’s structure inhibited a coordi-
nated understanding of the customer 
relationship in Australasia.  Culturally, 
VMSA’s mindset was such that, as long 
as each function remained excellent, 
customer relationships in Australia 
and New Zealand would take care of 

themselves. There were no consistent 
systems or processes in place to sup-
port greater shared ownership of the 
outcomes or experiences of customers. 
In Cowley’s words, “Everyone was so 
busy performing their technical duties 
that we seemed to have lost sight of what 
other areas were also important.”

VMSA’s financial results in Australia 
were solid – as good as anywhere else in 
the company – but Cowley and Stuart 
Hamilton, VMSA’s director of sales and 
marketing, knew that if the company 
didn’t evolve, it wouldn’t achieve its 
future targets. Varian also was feeling 
increased pressure from a competitor 
who had become more aggressive in pur-
suing business in the marketplace. 

Luckily for Cowley, Varian’s HR 
manager, Jo Madden, previously worked 
with another company who had success-
fully implemented a strategic account 
management program. Following some 
fruitful discussions, Cowley was intro-
duced to the strategic account manager 
from another medical company to dis-
cuss how the SAM process had funda-
mentally transformed how it conducted 
business. Based on these conversations, 
Cowley decided to take the plunge. 

Tips for Implementing SAM

Cowley and Hamilton knew that for 
SAM to succeed, they would have to 
involve all the right stakeholders inside 
Varian. That would mean enlisting 
buy-in from specialists from functions 
that reported to managers in the United 
States, Hong Kong, Europe and China. 
To move forward, they felt they had two 
options: change the company’s internal 
structure so that everyone reported 
through to VMSA or find a way to 
involve the right people without having 
direct control over them.

Since the existing structure had deliv-
ered solid results in ANZ, Cowley and 
Hamilton knew that pushing through 
a wholesale structural overhaul would 
present a stiff challenge. They decided 
their time and energy would be better 
spent on their customers, so they decided 
on another approach.

First, Cowley discussed his plans with 
Luke Mitchell, Varian’s Asia Pacific senior 
director of customer support services. 
Like Cowley and Hamilton, Mitchell felt 
VMSA needed a stronger focus on cus-
tomers and value, and that SAM might 
offer an opportunity to shake things up. 
He also knew that Australia and New 
Zealand would make a great test market 
since, due to its size, it offered a low-risk 
laboratory to experiment with new ideas 
and to quickly learn from them. Before 
long, Mitchell threw his weight behind 
Cowley’s initiative. 

With the green light in hand, Cowley 
identified all the people he wanted 
involved and invited them to a workshop 
on “cross-functional leadership training 
to improve client relationships.” He 
was careful to avoid the term SAM, not 
wanting to scare off managers by talking 
about a new (read: risky) idea. To make 
the workshop even more attractive, 
Cowley and Hamilton split the bill for 
the training fifty-fifty – even for people 
who weren’t part of their cost centers.

Segmenting Customers

Before SAM, VMSA had what it con-
sidered to be a strong customer focus: It 
wanted every customer to receive top-
notch service. However, this meant over-
servicing some customers at the expense 
of others, thereby spreading resources 
too thinly and missing opportunities 
to create more value with strategically 
important customers.

Pre-SAM, VMSA thought of all its 
customers as potential partners. When 
Cowley and his team began imple-
menting a more structured segmenta-
tion approach, however, they realized 
the folly of this mindset. As the team 
dug into Varian’s customers’ businesses 
with newfound vigor, they realized how 
superficial their knowledge and under-
standing of some of their key customers 
had been.

In the first year of SAM, Cowley’s team 
designated just four accounts as “strategic.” 
Using a set of criteria that included growth 
potential and current risk, the team con-
sidered both public- and private-sector 

Culturally, VMSA’s mindset 

was such that, as long as 

each function remained 

excellent, customer 

relationships in Australia 

and New Zealand would 
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organizations. Importantly, they selected 
different types of accounts – based on 
how companies viewed their relationship 
with VMSA as well as how they valued 
Varian’s products and services – so as to 
learn as much as possible, as quickly as 
possible. 

Testing the value proposition

Early on in the SAM process, VMSA’s 
management team wanted to better 
understand and articulate how Varian’s 
customers benefited from working with 
them, so they created a cross-functional 
team to explore VMSA’s value proposi-
tion from their customer’s perspective. 
They posed themselves two questions:

•  How does working with VMSA 
improve our customers’ financial 
results, e.g., revenue, expenses and 
return on investment?

•  How does working with VMSA 
improve our customers’ non-financial 
results, e.g., risk profile, competitive 
position and market reputation?

VMSA evaluated the strength and the 
value of different elements of its value 
proposition and then internally clari-
fied and refined the results. Then, they 
presented their new value proposition 
to customers from the customer’s own 
perspective – their issues, opportunities, 
financial and non-financial impact – with 
little-to-nothing about product or price.

When VMSA tested the new approach 
with a customer, the response was 

overwhelmingly positive. They said it 
was the first time any supplier had come 
to them in this way.

What VMSA did right
With the methods used to develop 

and implement SAM, VMSA overcame 
many common implementation hurdles. 
Some key takeaways:

•  Executive buy-in. With Mitchell’s 
early support, VMSA invested in 
up-front training of the account 
team, executive team and other key 
stakeholders. The attendees of that 
first SAM workshop have completed 
further training on advanced SAM 
techniques from outside experts, 
including practitioners like SKF’s 
Todd Snelgrove.

•  Cross-functional learning and 
sharing.  Stakeholders from across the 
business are involved in account plan-
ning and account review meetings, so 
gathering and sharing information is 
now a daily habit.

•  Starting small. Since VMSA chose 
just four accounts for its SAM roll-
out, it avoided    leaving the program 
over-burdened under-resourced – a 
common pitfall for f ledgling SAM 
initiatives. 

•  Long-term account review pro-
cess. Financial targets tend to encour-
age a return to short-term thinking 
and to focus on making sales, rather 
than on creating long-term value. To 

counter this tendency, VMSA imple-
mented an account review process that 
includes timeframes for actions and 
initiatives in six-month, 12-month, 
two-year and three-year timeframes. In 
most account reviews, VMSA involves 
an external SAM expert to monitor 
its approach and provide immediate 
feedback.

Results from SAM
A quick summary of VMSA’s cultural 

and structural changes since implement-
ing SAM, via Cowley and Hamilton:

From: To:

Product-focused Customer-focused

Operational Strategic

Sales accountability Everyone 
accountable

Functional 
collaboration

Cross-functional 
collaboration

Information silos Shared knowledge

Reactive/busy Proactive/
conscious choice

One size fits all Customer value

Technical training 
only

Broad-based 
training program

In 2009 VMSA’s strained relationship 
with Westmead resulted in the loss of a 
major order.  In 2013 – as a direct result 

How strained was the relationship? At times, Westmead wouldn’t even call 

Varian to solve problems with our products; they’d simply find a workaround.



When you came on as managing director for Australia and 
New Zealand, what was your reaction when you uncovered 
the unaddressed dissatisfaction on the part of some of 
your customers?

My first reaction was it was good to understand how we were 
perceived by some of our customers. We had a culture of 
excellence (and still do), but it was around functional excel-
lence rather than having a broader perspective on how we were 
delivering true value to customers. I knew where we needed to 
get to – my biggest issue was how to get there.

An important factor in your success was obtaining buy-in 
from your direct manager. What advice would you give 
to others in your place on how to sway the right people? 
Maintaining the status quo is always easier than disrupt-
ing it.

I was fortunate; Luke [Mitchell, Varian’s Asia Pacific senior 
director of customer support services] had previously worked 
in organizations with programs similar to SAM.  Right from the 
start he understood where I was coming from and what I was 
trying to achieve. Implementing SAM in ANZ was also an advan-
tage; we had a lower profile internally than, say, if we had been 
in the U.S. Because of our smaller scale relative to the global 
business, the risks were also much lower. Luke was prepared to 
take a “leap of faith,” and we commenced the program “below 
the radar.” Only now that the program has some wins have we 
started to make noise about it internally.

Speaking with others who have implemented SAM, some of the 
common suggestions are to introduce it on a small scale, where 
there is already buy-in (or at least little resistance) and where 
the risks of not getting it right the first time are low. Having a 
senior executive who had experienced the benefits of SAM and 
supported the process was very helpful to getting everyone 
more comfortable with the idea.

Can you talk about the benefit accrued from having Luke 
Mitchell present during all workshops in the kick-off 
phase?

Considering Luke is based in Hong Kong and has a large portfo-
lio, his commitment to our SAM program has been outstanding. 
Luke’s ongoing involvement sent a clear message to the team: 
We are serious about achieving positive change. This program 
is not an event; it’s a long-term commitment to creating a better 
business offering more value to customers and maintaining a 
very rewarding place to work.

The case study paints a picture of a pretty smooth trans-
formation at VMSA from an organization aligned around 

functions into one aligned around the customer. There 
must have been at least a few speed bumps. What were 
some challenges VMSA encountered along the way that, 
if not handled as adeptly, could have derailed the SAM 
initiative (or at least made it more difficult)?

Our biggest challenge was getting people to come to terms with 
the fact that having great products and technical excellence 
wasn’t going to be enough to be a market leader in the future. 
Varian has a very proud history of technical, engineering and 
product excellence, so this took some time to be accepted.

I think the key thing we got right to help this shift was getting 
a cross-functional group involved. Had we not been able to 
achieve this, I firmly believe the results wouldn’t be as positive 
as they have been. The fact that everyone in the business 
interacting with a strategic account is aligned and working to 
deliver value to customers has transformed the way we cooper-
ate internally. 

Putting this article together and reflecting on the changes, I was 
amazed at how much progress we have made in such a short 
period of time. The business is almost unrecognizable today.

You started your SAM program by selecting just four 
strategic accounts to pilot the initiative, choosing cus-
tomers in four different business sectors (both public 
and private). You only talk about one (Westmead) in the 
case study. Did you learn anything significant about your 
selection process from the other three? In other words, 
were some less successful, and did that deliver insight 
into what traits make for the best strategic customers?

We have learned a lot from every account we selected as 
strategic accounts. Westmead, in fact, was an account we 
almost didn’t include because of the state of the relationship 
at the time. Certainly with Westmead we have learned that 
listening to customers, taking swift action on their frustrations, 
and understanding their business issues and opportunities can 
turn a relationship around.  

Of the original four strategic accounts, two have been “de-
selected” as strategic accounts as they have proven to be 
completely transactional despite our efforts to shift the relation-
ship. One other account has been through a difficult period and 
has recently been acquired. SAM has helped us to deal with this 
transition to what has become a very large account.

Reflecting on what has been the key driver of successful 
relationships, the first would be “strategic fit,” i.e., working 
with customers who are open to us helping them improve their 
business results and having strategic discussions. There is 
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of SAM and VMSA’s new-found focus on overall relationship building 
and value delivery – Westmead placed a major equipment order that 
accounted for about 25 percent of VMSA’s orders for the year.

Since implementing its SAM program, VMSA has reaffirmed 
its reputation as a market leader and is increasingly penetrating its 
customer organizations at the executive level. 

Internally, the culture has transformed from one aimed at deliver-
ing functional excellence to one aimed at delivering excellence in 
customer results; the communication barriers between silos have 
crumbled; and, most importantly, VMSA has become more custom-
er-centric and possesses a deeper understanding of its customers’ 
markets. In short, Varian is more aligned internally to help customers 
achieve better results. 

A strategic customer’s take on VMSA’s new approach:

Financially VMSA continues to overachieve. ANZ is considered a 
“mature” market, meaning growth expectations are comparatively low. 
However, in the last couple of years VMSA has achieved double-digit 
sales and profit growth and is ahead of its five-year growth plan.

Looking forward

One of Varian’s core values has always been integrity. In the past, that 
word was very closely linked to Varian’s technical competency. These 
days, the word describes how Varian works with its customers to improve 
their business results and, in turn, outcomes for their patients. A big 
part of the SAM program’s success has been connecting the thrust of the 
program with Varian’s deeply held core values.

Peter Browne and Gary Peacock are managing partners at BGI. BGI is an 
international consulting firm that helps senior managers trigger and implement 
strategic change and get better business results faster. Peter and Gary can be 
contacted at 612-450-1174 or email, mail@bennelonggroupintl.com | www.
bennelonggroupintl.com.

a significant difference in how we engage 
with those customers all the way up to CEO 
and board-level, which creates a completely 
different working relationship.

The second key driver is customers who are 
striving to make a strategic shift – whether it 
is to improve productivity, grow faster, raise 
their market profile or develop long-term 
investment strategies. For those custom-
ers, we definitely offer the most value to the 
strategic accounts that are prepared to have 
dialogue around long-term strategic initiatives 
and explore how we can help. 

What’s your biggest takeaway from the 
entire process?

SAM has been the single most important 
strategic initiative we have undertaken at 
VMSA in the last five years. The biggest 
takeaway for me and all of the leadership 
team is how involving all functional depart-
ments in the training and account-review 
process has changed the company culture. 
This wasn’t one of our objectives when we 
committed to SAM; managing our customers 
more effectively and delivering more value 
were our main priorities. 

The cultural shift has meant we are more 
collaborative, more strategic, we share 
knowledge more freely and everyone takes 
responsibility for delivering value to custom-
ers – not just the account managers. As a 
result there is a strong sense of purpose, and 
it is a lot of fun working here because we are 
all pointing the same direction, enjoying the 
results we are starting to see.

Through SAM we have unleashed a new level 
of focus and energy that has made the whole 
journey extremely rewarding for everyone.

Vol. 16 Issue 2 2014     V e l o c i t y ®     4 3

On customer focus:

“They work as a team and are very 
responsive. They do what they say they will 
do.” 

“They fix things straight way – even if it’s 
not ‘their’ problem.”

On leadership:

“Leadership from the top and leading by 
example remain a key element.”

“Cowley gets the team galvanized into 
action to find solutions.”

On the overall 
relationship:

“I can’t think of a bad thing to say about 
Varian – I don’t see where the relationship 
could be improved. We always have time 
for Varian.”




