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Introduction
Global business is changing, and changing fast. Your major accounts, 
your top customers, want to work with you differently, with a clear 
focus on better results.

Your competitors are fighting on price and new and different competitors continue to 
emerge. For many companies this means less revenue, margin and profit.

Since the global financial crisis too many people have been focused on cost cutting 
and not enough on winning market opportunities. Firms are measured on short-
term gains without examining their long-term plans. Focus on growth is through 
mergers and acquisitions and not through building a more profitable and 
sustainable business through the existing portfolio of customers.

In these challenging times, if you are looking for ideas to improve your business, 
then one area that the best companies focus on is their greatest asset – their most 
strategically important accounts.

In the B2B environment, you must as a business imperative manage your top B2B 
accounts, your best customers differently. Don’t lose them, help them grow, and 
create joint value so price becomes part of the mix, not the only discussion.

Faced with a choice between 
changing our mind and defending 
our position, most people get busy 
defending their position. 

J.K. Galbraith

Chapter

Why do we need Strategic Account Management?
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Best-in-class companies that manage their accounts strategically know how they’re 
perceived by their most important accounts. CEO’s, senior executives and other 
decision makers want strategies suppliers to work with them beyond their product 
or service – they want their best-in-class suppliers to bring flexibility, judgement, 
authentic relationships – suppliers who will focus on results.

Why do we need Strategic Account Management?

The key issues decision makers raise:

The Strategic Reality

How you’re perceived 
by your top accounts

Typical account behaviour

Cost side Drive down costs and prices

Treat you as a commodity supplier

Revenue side Joint planning to leverage value and 
growth

Shared risk taking on market 
opportunities

•Suppliers either help grow our revenue or are a cost to our
business

•Suppliers are either strategic or transactional

•Suppliers help us look for market opportunities or are just
reactive to problems

•Suppliers are committed to joint planning or just managing
KPI’s

•Suppliers work at board level down or just have good
relationships at the operations level
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If your customer sees you as just contributing to costs, then their normal reaction is 
to look for ways to cut costs. Often their first action is to ask for lower prices. In 
contrast, by using the Strategic Account Management (SAM) process often your best 
customers switch from seeing you as contributing to costs to seeing you as 
contributing to their revenue, then they look for more ways to engage with you so 
you can help increase revenue even more.

Some of the biggest companies often do not understand the risks and the 
opportunities hidden within their account base.

Why do we need Strategic Account Management?

Opportunity is missed by most people because it is 
dressed in overalls and looks like work. 

Thomas A. Edison
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In business there is a constant tension between managing risk and capitalising on 
opportunities. SAM is a critical element for doing both.

From our experience the Top 10 to 20 accounts of any B2B organisation typically 
represent 60-80% of revenue and profit. We have seen cases as high as 95%. The 
consequences of losing one of these customers are dramatic. In today’s business 
environment it is almost impossible to replace these customers because your 
competitors will protect them at all cost. As shown in the diagram below your top 
accounts drive your revenue and profitable growth; often the tail are small contributors 
to the business and are the ones that demand the most and offer little in return.

The market reality is that as a CEO, board and executive team, you must know by 
name key senior decision makers in each of these accounts and how they perceive you: 
contributing to cost or contributing to revenue. What value do you bring to their 
business every day?

How well do you understand the process of SAM, or how do you as an organisation 
manage the future of your business?

Why do we need Strategic Account Management?

Why does your business 
need Strategic Account 
Management (SAM)?

Chapter

©Bennelong Publishing 2014
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Businesses need SAM because customers have become more sophisticated in their 
buying strategies. Successful sales and management teams therefore need to 
become more sophisticated in their key account management strategies. Rethinking 
and adapting approaches for each customer is imperative. As industries and 
customers evolve, so too does the way they make buying decisions and manage 
supplier relationships. 

You have two choices: the first is to manage your major accounts the same way you 
have always done, and get the same results. The same results being transactional, 
price-driven relationships: where revenue, margins and your perceived value 
continue to fall year after year. Or you can respond to the changes in the global 
market and create strategic relationships, where your perceived value grows year-
on-year, delivering positive revenue and profit results.

Why do we need Strategic Account Management?

How to unlock growth in the largest accounts

The McKinsey and Company article below shares how the more sophisticated 
companies are managing their largest accounts.

http://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/how-to-unlock-growth-in-the-largest-accounts?cid=other-eml-alt-mip-mck-oth-1609#0
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Internally, SAM provides you with better knowledge which allows you to improve 
and accelerate decision making and execution by:

• Eliminating decision blockages

• Maintaining clear decision making responsibility

• Ensuring clear accountability

• Making decisions that are close to your clients’ future results

• Having an efficient and effective process for allocating limited resources to the
best opportunities through the creation of a strong client focus

• Reducing redundant and unnecessary activities

• Strengthening and leveraging historic market positions, competencies, and
business disciplines

SAM also allows you to deliver solutions that transcend your product or service. The 
deeper you understand your customers’ business, the more insightful you are into 
their buying decisions. Business processes within your business need to be 
redefined to manage strategic accounts differently, therefore SAM is a leadership 
imperative.

In successfully implementing SAM, strong and committed leadership is critically 
important. Executing a SAM strategy in your business means the leadership team 
needs to rethink current practices and the current go-to-market strategy, and then 
plan for the next three years. This change will improve results and prepare the 
business to deal with increased competition, while managing the increased fiscal 
pressures created by the worldwide economic crisis and the relentless changes 
affecting industries.

Why do we need Strategic Account Management?

What is SAM?

Definition:

The process of selecting a portfolio of strategic 
customers and developing those customers, over 
the long-term, to drive financial performance and 
shape strategy. SAM helps build strategic 
relationships, understand customers deeply and 
align your capabilities with customer needs to 
create long-term joint value.
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By managing your most important accounts effectively: building strategic 
relationships, delivering value, and creating joint opportunities, you are driving the 
organic growth of your company through your most important customers. Involving 
them in your R&D, launching new products through them, or entering new markets 
and geographies with their support are examples of how leading companies leverage 
their strategic customers.

Your most important accounts become a strategic asset instead of a strategic risk. 
This is how global leaders like Cisco and P&G view their major accounts. They 
invest in resources, systems and processes to manage them like other critical 
company assets.

As well as being good for growth, SAM can be good for growing your customers’ 
business too. As you develop a deeper understanding of your customers’ business, 
you start to change your activities and your investments so they help grow your 
customers’ businesses faster. You move from the cost side of the equation for their 
business to the revenue side!

Why do we need Strategic Account Management?

Drive organic growth for you and your best customers.
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Do you need SAM?
These questions will start you thinking about whether you need SAM:
1. Is how you work with your major accounts aligned to your business strategy?
2. Have you identified your most important accounts – not just by revenue alone?
3. Do you have a deep relationship with them?
4. How are you investing to differentiate your value position with them?
5. How well do you understand the strategic challenges of your most important

accounts?
6. Do you know what drives their purchase decisions?
7. Do you deliver the customer experience you intend to deliver - consistently?
8. How is the ‘voice’ of the customer heard within your organisation? Are you gathering

meaningful feedback?
9. How do you measure your performance with your top accounts?
10.Do you have a streamlined process to refresh your value propositions every three

months with your top accounts?

If you would like to explore further whether SAM is needed in your organisation then 
complete the survey below. An audit report will be sent to you on how well you 
manage your most important accounts today.

Do I need SAM?

http://www.gordianbusiness.com.au/do-i-need-sam-audit
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What strategic accounts 
expect of suppliers today

The business environment is becoming more complex and more competitive. These 
increasing challenges mean senior executives at your strategic accounts have 
limited time and limited resources. Unless you can help them with their strategic 
challenges your organisation is just another supplier.

Senior executives want to develop stronger relationships with key suppliers. 
However, unless the supplier has something compelling to contribute, then investing 
their time to develop supplier relationships is a poor use of executive’s valuable 
time. To succeed in securing the time and securing the business of strategic 
accounts you need to stand out from the crowd!

Chapter

Why do we need Strategic Account Management?

Today’s top accounts want the total experience:

1. A deeper understanding of their business

2. Superior solutions to their needs

3. A strong operational/senior management
connection

4. Fair prices and value for money

5. Convenience – are you easy to do business with?

Offering four out of five isn’t enough, you must offer all 
of them!

Companies that create exceptional customer experiences can set themselves apart 
from their competitors, as shown in the McKinsey article below:

The CEO guide to customer experience

http://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/operations/our-insights/the-ceo-guide-to-customer-experience?cid=other-eml-alt-mkq-mck-oth-1608
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At the executive level, their expectations are very high. When deciding which 
suppliers in which to invest their time, effective senior executives set a very high 
bar. Research indicates that CEO’s will only invest time to develop relationships with 
5-10% of their suppliers. You have to earn the right to be in this 5-10%, and work
hard to stay there.

Building a strong position with a strategic account takes time. The foundations 
must include sound operational performance. For your account, you must be easy 
to do business with and take-away their pain points; you need to solve operational 
problems. These things merely get you a seat at the table, and create the 
opportunity to build a more strategic relationship with the senior executives.

To leverage, you must understand the account deeply and strategically. You need to 
be able to link what you do to what keeps the accounts’ CEO awake at night. You 
must understand their business, their industry and their challenges and 
opportunities.

Why do we need Strategic Account Management?

Managing accounts strategically requires focused investment in time and resources 
from your account team and company over a long time horizon. In today’s 
environment your accounts are under constant pressure to improve business 
results with reduced resources. For you to be relevant and stay relevant, you need 
to be a partner in improving their business results, and provide resources – insights 
and expertise – to solve their problems.

The world is moving so fast these days that the man who 
says it can’t be done is generally interrupted by 
someone doing it. 

Harry Emerson Fosdick

Strategic partnerships focus on financial objectives
Some companies have developed strategic partnerships with selected customers; 
partnerships that deliver three crucial benefits:

1. They have the majority share of the customer’s business

2. They have a higher profitability with the customers than their average customer
profitability

3. They have right of refusal on involvement with the customers on new
commercial initiatives
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These ‘strategic partnership’ relationships are very different from the normal 
commercial customer-supplier relationship. The supplier no longer sells to the 
customer, instead the supplier focuses on selling to the customer’s customer.

Discussion is not dominated by price; the focus is on achieving the customer’s 
financial objectives. The supplier is seen as unique; they can’t be easily replaced by 
another supplier and so the practice of having multiple suppliers who can easily be 
swapped is reduced. If one supplier provides demonstrably better value with 
minimum risk, then the customer is far more likely to favour this supplier. The 
supplier is intimately engaged in the achievement of the customer’s strategic 
objectives. 

Some suppliers have moved away from the perennial debate of chasing either 
volume or margin but not both; in the ‘strategic partnership’ outlined, the goal is to 
win significantly more volume and to deliver higher than average profitability.

The cost of engaging at this level is likely to be high – in money, in time and in 
executive resource. Yet for these customers this additional cost is more than 
compensated for by higher revenue and margins and so the profitability is generally 
higher than average.

Creating Value: Solve your top customer’s impossible problems
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Get feedback from your 
customers

One way to check your need for improved account management, is to get feedback 
directly from your customers. Interview the executives at the accounts that are most 
important to your business and discover their strategic challenges. Then determine 
if you are helping or can help to make these challenges easier; or better still turn 
them into opportunities.

The best way to maintain and improve business relationships is to make sure that 
your organisation is adding value and improving your customers business results.

Chapter

Why do we need Strategic Account Management?

Firms badly underestimate the 
time needed to manage 
relationships.

The Seven Keys to Managing 
Strategic Accounts, McGraw Hill.

Ron Ritter principal from 
McKinsey explores the 
challenges and benefits that 
come when companies truly 
put customer first in this 
video.

Rallying around customers 
can being an organisation 
together.

http://www.mckinsey.com/Videos/video?vid=4807065718001&plyrid=2399849255001
http://www.mckinsey.com/Videos/video?vid=4807065718001&plyrid=2399849255001
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Identify the strategic challenges that keep the CEO’s at your best customers awake 
at night. These challenges will come from both outside their organisation: change in 
their customers or changes in competitors; and from inside their organisation: 
difficulty in retaining employees or pressure to improve productivity.

The strength of your relationship with your customers, will determine if you can get 
the executives at your customers to agree to be interviewed. If you get an interview, 
the issues discussed will be another measure of the strength of your relationship. If 
they discuss their strategic challenges, challenges they face beyond this financial 
year, with their customers, their competitors or their organisation, then this shows a 
strong relationship. If they reveal a strategic challenge that was unknown to you, 
that shows a high level of trust. 

Executives are happy to share information, but only if they believe that you are 
serious about trying to help them overcome their challenges, and into the long-term, 
not just this financial year. 

Why do we need Strategic Account Management?

If executives at your customers are not willing to share these challenges with you, 
then you need to work on building your relationship. Start with the operational 
areas of your contracts, and ensure that you are at least hitting your KPI’s.

Additionally it may be worth asking a third party to interview these customers. 
Often, executives will share information with a third party that they are not willing 
to share directly with you. They will be more honest with their feedback as it is not 
so damaging to existing relationships. Not attributing comments directly back to 
individuals means discussions can be forthright and robust and provides more 
valuable feedback for your company. It is also a positive experience for your 
customers as they see this as a great opportunity to identify problems with the 
relationship in a way that can move things forward to improve the relationship.



17

SAM changes the focus: 
creates a new direction

As the marketplace becomes even more turbulent, strategic account management 
teams needs to change the focus and efforts of the managers from operational 
effectiveness to strategic opportunities, to create a new direction!

In times of strategic uncertainty, building strategic skills like account management 
will ensure managers can minimise strategic vulnerabilities and maxmise strategic 
opportunities.

The key here is to understand that 
a value proposition is not merely a 
product or a service; it includes the 
entire customer experience.

Fred Reichheld

Cisco has a successful SAM program. As a global leader it takes managing its major 
accounts seriously, keeping the customer at the forefront of everything they do. So, 
Cisco moves from success to success, and in every key segment in which they 
compete they are the market leader.

Chapter
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You need robust internal account management 
systems and processes to understand your 
accounts deeply, to connect your solutions to 
their problems and to create unique value. 
Without systems and processes you will be 
‘commoditised’ or undifferentiated by your 
accounts, such that buyers care less about who 
they buy from.

Cisco Case Study

http://www.gordianbusiness.com.au/published-articles/2017/3/16/cisco-case-study


18

1. What changes are occurring in your marketplace affecting your customers and your
competitors?

2. Is your organisation changing fast enough to respond to these changes?
3. Are you managing your most important accounts strategically or operationally?
4. Are you focused only on short-term results or long-term results too? (How would your staff

answer?)
5. Are you focused only on improving your business results, or your accounts’ business

results?

Too many people think only of 
their own profit. But business 
opportunity seldom knocks 
on the door of self-centered 
people.
No customer ever goes to a 
store merely to please the 
storekeeper

Kazuo Inamori

Why do we need Strategic Account Management?

Questions to 
Challenge You

Chapter
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The Problem
The business environment is constantly 
changing. These changes in markets, 
competition and technology are hurting the 
results of many companies.
The priorities for companies are to create 
superior customer value, retain high-value 
customers, be more innovative and be more 
efficient.
However, there is immense pressure to drive 
down operating costs, compete increasingly on 
price, and respond to rising customer 
demands.
Most companies find it impossible to respond 
to change and simultaneously pursue strategic 
priorities. So they end up mainly reacting to 
change.

The Future
To pursue strategic priorities, companies must 
generate adequate financial returns to fund 
reinvestment.
If your top accounts represent most of your 
revenue and profit, then maintaining and 
growing profits must start with your top 
accounts.
To retain and grow profits with your top 
accounts your company must change. It must 
change to create more value for top accounts 
by helping improve their business results. You 
must differentiate through value not price and 
create barriers against competitors who will 
sell on price.

www.gordianbusiness.com.au
gordian-business
@GordianBusiness
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