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Case study: Cisco
Across industries and regions, a company with 
a most successful SAM program is Cisco. Cisco 
Systems is a $46 Billion information technology 
company employing 66,000 people in 475 offi  ces in 
165 countries.

Drivers of change: Why did Cisco 

introduce SAM?

In its early days Cisco could deliver a consistently 
good customer experience. Focusing on Customer 
Satisfaction was driven by the senior leadership’s 
personal attention. However, as the company 
expanded Cisco recognised they had to share 
responsibility to grow and expand the customer 
relationships. Other people in the organisation, 
Account Managers, had to do this more, with 
more customers. Then the Account Managers had 
to plan the appropriate time to bring in the CEO 
and executive sponsors. In Cisco’s case this was a 
signifi cant challenge as the customer base continued 
to grow and became increasingly global.

Cisco found that their market place was also 
changing as the technology industry became more 
mature. Their products were becoming increasingly 
vulnerable to being copied and globalisation 
was increasing customer choice. Solutions were 
becoming more sophisticated meaning the 
engagement with accounts and channel partners 
needed to be more collaborative. So, customers 
were becoming increasingly demanding and it 
was becoming increasingly diffi  cult to diff erentiate 
through their products and services. Cisco identifi ed 
they had to deliver the best overall experience to the 
account and do so consistently across the globe.

Segmenting customers

Facing this challenge, Cisco listened carefully to 
their strategic accounts’ challenges. They concluded 
that they could most eff ectively address the needs 
of their strategic accounts only by selecting some 
accounts and then empowering their teams to 
serve these accounts. This was developed as the 
Cisco 3.0 company-wide initiative and enterprise 
director program.

Cisco has a distinctive account engagement model 
for their most strategic accounts, including an 
extensive, sophisticated channel partner program. 
They provide solutions to multiple industry sectors 
and are structured and resourced to ensure 
the service delivery model fi ts the needs and 
opportunity for a wide variety of customers. Cisco’s 
account segmentation model is presented below.

Account Status Number of Accounts

Global Accounts 107 Accounts

Multinational Accounts 250 Accounts

Emerging Multinationals 4000 customers

Domestic Only 25,000 customers without 

international bookings

Tips for implementing SAM

Cisco found the role of Account Manager is critical to 
the success of their SAM program. Having Account 
Managers who can understand and collaborate with 
diff erent cultures is essential. They found an eff ective 
diverse team outperforms other teams. So the 
Account Manager’s challenge is to be able to work 
eff ectively with a diverse team regardless of where 
they are in the world.
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In the world post the global fi nancial crisis, 
Cisco’s accounts were in one of two states. Some 
were polarised by survival, with delayed capital 
spending and reduced operational expenses. At 
the other end of the spectrum were those focused 
on taking market share and making acquisitions 
to capitalise on the economic conditions for the 
expected rebound.

The key to a successful relationship was aligning 
the sales proposition with customer’s boardroom 
imperatives. Cisco needed Account Managers who 
could take charge of the current situation with each 
of their strategic accounts and deal with the world 
the way it is. They had to focus on the here and now, 
listen carefully to their customers and change their 
approach to match changes in emphasis on key 
performance indicators. Importantly, it was time for 
action: to refocus resources as necessary, tailor the 
approach to the account’s situation and above all not 
procrastinate.

Cisco identifi ed some key areas of focus for their 
Strategic Account Management program:

j Get closer to key customers

j Engage with your customers in your decision 
making

j Personalise and customise your service model to 
match your customer needs

j Focus on key strategic initiatives

j Invest the time, money and resources to expand 
key relationships and pull away from competitors

j Make full use of your entire organisation — work 
together for the greatest impact. Include all 
stakeholders in developing ideas and to improve 
and expand the relationship.

Adding value beyond products 

and services

Cisco recognised strategic accounts are looking for 
far more than value from their relationship than just 
Cisco’s products and services. So, Cisco set up the 
Internet Business Solutions Group (ISBG). The Cisco 
Internet Business Solutions Group comprises industry 
infl uencers and business strategists who have deep 
experience across multiple sectors and regions. This 
group draws on Cisco’s successful business approach, 
top talent, customer engagements, and technology 
expertise to sense market trends and identify current 
and future opportunities. From there, they develop 
innovative business and technology solutions 
that accelerate business transformation. The Cisco 
Internet Business Solutions Group helps CEOs, CFOs, 
COOs, CIOs, CTOs and public-sector leaders solve 
their most critical business challenges by developing 
strategic solutions based on business-process 
transformation and innovative technology.

Managing influencers

Cisco makes 95% of its sales through channel 
partners. Cisco understood they needed to engage, 
support and listen to their supply chain. In a tough 
environment it was essential to understand channel 
partners’ challenges and play an active role in 
avoiding any issue that could jeopardise a project 
with a strategic account.

Monitoring relationships

At Cisco, Customer Satisfaction is central. Every 
manager’s compensation is tied to yearly survey 
results. They have been formally tracking customer 
satisfaction for more than ten years, with a rating 
exceeding 4.4 out of 5 over the past fi ve years. 
Cisco management review each element of the 



36

Section A:   Why bother managing accounts strategically?

MANAGING B2B CUSTOMERS YOU CAN’T AFFORD TO LOSE

survey responses and managers are required to take 
swift action, even where there is the slightest drop in 
customer satisfaction.

Cisco employs a layered approach to measure and 
deliver superior customer experience:

Listen Relationship survey

Annual satisfaction survey

Broad representative of all 

end-users

Partner served customers

All people

Understand Understanding

Selected customers

Particular subjects

Could be deep and long

Measure 
Externally

Transaction

Every user

Every time

Small and quick

Measure 
Internally

Performance

Measure process and 

performance

Leading and lagging measures

Cisco annually surveys end accounts on Cisco’s 
partner performance and scores compare very 
favourably with the best organisations in the world 
and Cisco’s own direct sales force.

Results from SAM

Cisco’s results speak for themselves. Revenue has 
grown from $36.1 billion in 2009 to $46 billion in 
2012. To support this growth they have grown the 
number of global offi  ces from 300 to 475 and entered 
fi ve new countries. Based on their 2009 survey 
results, 74% of their customers are categorised 
as ‘truly loyal’. From their partner management 
strategies, Cisco metrics show partners are investing 
more in training and partners are selling more 
advanced technology. Also, partners are delivering 
high customer satisfaction to end accounts and this 
satisfaction is increasing.

Cisco’s customer needs remain at the forefront of 
everything they do and in every key segment where 
it competes, it is the market leader.


